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Opportunities for Empathy:
Journalistic Accounts of Migration and
Migration Crises

Chris Oliver

Abstract

This paper considers how journalistic writing, particularly in the form of news
articles, serves to provide readers with opportunities to empathize with refugees,
asylum seekers, and other migrants and displaced persons. Toward this end, the paper
considers a number of articles on migration and migration crises published since the
mid-2010s in three major, English-language news outlets: the Washington Post, the New
York Times, and the Guardian. Examining how various articles incorporate migrants’
voices and portray migrants’ experiences of attempting to flee their home countries
for a destination country or region, the paper shows how empathetic opportunities are
tied most often to in-the-moment accounts of migrants’ journeys, and less so the local

cultural particularities that inform migrants’ backstories.

Introduction

“This border is like a river of death.” In a newspaper article, those are the words
used by a Moroccan migrant to describe the thickly forested area between Belarus and
Poland (Glensk & Vulliamy, 2021). He had walked for two nights through this border
zone in an effort to enter Poland without being detected and captured by Polish border
patrols. Like many other migrants in 2021, he had been attempting to make his way into
the EU by way of the Belarus-Poland border. Those found by the Polish troops deployed
to the border zone would be unceremoniously deported to Belarus, whose own guards
would force migrants back into the forest, where some would spend weeks and some die
(Henley, 2021; Morris & Dixon, 2021). Media reports on this migration crisis and others
over the past several years have, at times, presented the more individually “human”
aspects of migration crises, giving readers a sense of what it is that migrants go through
in attempting to flee their home countries.

In this regard, it can be said that journalistic writing, particularly that found
in news articles, provides readers with opportunities to learn about and in a sense

vicariously experience what it is like to be a migrant or similarly displaced person in the
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world today. Reporters regularly position themselves at sites where migration crises are
unfolding, so as to not only provide description and analysis of the various geopolitical
factors contributing to migration and migration crises, but to also present the stories at
a more individual, human level. For those of us reading from afar, journalistic writing
provides a readily accessible medium to learn about the experiences of migrants and
even opportunities to empathize with them.

Yet the facilitation of empathy, through what could be called journalistic empathy,
is no mean feat. Often enough, the words that migrants use to describe their experiences
point to a realm of desperation and suffering that, for undoubtedly many readers
including myself, is far removed from one’s own world of lived experience. To what
extent can most readers of a news article even begin to comprehend what it is like to
have made one’s way on foot through “a river of death”? Or, what it is like to have been
kidnapped in the process of migrating and been held hostage for ransom, where the
kidnappers “threatened to kill my son and sell his organs” (Lakhani, 2017)? Or, to be
a newly married young man living in a refugee camp who can bluntly state “It’s better
to die without children in Syria than it is to bring children into the world as refugees”
(Sullivan, 2013)? Such statements do offer a glimpse into the mindsets of displaced
people, but they do not readily lend themselves to us putting ourselves in the shoes of
the people who uttered them. This may be true for people like myself, having moved
from one developed country and now residing in another, but also even for people whose
parents fled their home countries under much more precarious circumstances. As one
14-year-old put it, referring to the manner in which her parents had left El Salvador for
the U.S. in fear of gang-related violence, “I don’t know how to connect to that” (Miller,
2018).

In this paper, my aim is to ascertain not whether or in what ways readers may
actually empathize with the people described in media reports on migration crises, but
instead how journalistic writing—particularly in the form of news articles—provides
opportunities for readers to empathize with migrants and other displaced people.' By
necessity, this entails examining how news articles variously draw close to the very
people who are at the heart of migration crises: migrants themselves. It includes, for
instance, how news articles incorporate individual migrants’ stories and own words,
how they depict migrants’ motivations and reasoning behind their decisions to leave
their home countries, and migrants’ own narratives of and perspectives on the migration
experience itself. Migrant activists and others sometimes serve as proxy voices for

migrants, but it is most often migrants’ own accounts of their in-the-moment difficulties
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during their journeys—rather than the cultural or other influences shaping their

backstories—that provide the points of opportunity for empathy.

Orientation to empathy

Empathy is a subject about which much has been written in the last decade or
so from a variety of perspectives, including psychological (Davis, 2018), philosophical
(Coplan & Goldie, 2011), educational (Henshon, 2019), anthropological (Hollan &
Throop, 2008), and even biological (de Waal, 2009). In common parlance, empathy is
often paraphrased as putting oneself “in the shoes” of another person, to see and feel
things from the perspective of that other (e.g., Empathy Museum, n.d.). In academic
literature, a distinction is often drawn between affective empathy and cognitive
empathy, with the former referring to feeling the same emotions that another person
is experiencing, and the latter indicating the taking of another person’s perspective
such that one can understand what that person is feeling (Shamay-Tsoory et al., 2009;
Hoffman, 2011). Strictly speaking, empathizing does not mean aligning oneself with or
taking the “side” of the other—e.g., one can empathize with someone who is ideologically
opposed to one’s own political views without ultimately agreeing with that person—
and neither does it mean having feelings of pity or concern for someone in a difficult
situation. Such reactions are better understood as sympathy and compassion (Young,
2012).

In recent years, there has also been a significant upswell in societal discourse on
empathy. As I have discussed elsewhere, this is reflected in a pronounced increase
in news articles explicitly referring to empathy (using the word itself), in training
programs offered to corporate employees and medical practitioners, and in debates over
immigration (Oliver, 2018). In popular discourse, empathy is generally characterized
as a social and moral good, and a large amount of the popular literature on empathy is
accordingly prescriptive in tone (e.g., Krznaric, 2014). Among journalists, too, empathy
is talked about and sometimes advocated as an important element of professional
journalistic practice (Bodin, 2021; Bui, 2018; Herman, 2016; Terceros, 2018). A
“Journalism of Empathy” course at Northwestern University, for instance, offers to
teach students to report in a way that “giv[es] voice to those without, introducing
readers to people they otherwise would never have reason to meet” (Kotlowitz, n.d.). It
should thus come as no surprise that news reporting on migration and migrant crises is
often empathetic in tone.

In this paper, I use the term empathy in relation to journalistic writing dealing with
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migrants and how the writing draws close to the lived experiences of migrants. This may
variously include their state of mind when in the process of deciding and preparing to
leave their home countries, or in some cases leave again from an intermediary country,
the often perilous journeys they make in attempting to make their way to a destination
country, and their struggles after making their way to a destination country, at times
including their efforts to reunite with family members who did not make the journey
themselves or who became separated en route. Rather than attempting to evaluate
whether or to what extent a particular journalist, news article, or news outlet is
empathetic or exhibits empathy, here I am interested in how the words and sentences
used in the articles provide opportunities for readers to empathize with the migrants
under discussion, how they provide a window to the particular circumstances and
experiences of migrants such that readers might be able to put themselves in the “shoes”

of those people.

Methodological considerations

Toward this end, the present study examines a number of English-language news
articles from the last several years dealing with migrants, would-be migrants, and
migrant crises. Apart from news articles, there are of course many types of media and
channels of communication that give voice to migrants’ experiences. These include
novels, such as Dina Nayeri’s Refuge (Nayeri, 2017), non-fiction books and long-form
journalism (e.g., McDonald-Gibson, 2016), documentaries (e.g., Ingarasci & Temple,
2015), and reports from governments and other organizations (e.g., United Nations, n.d.).
News articles, however, as short-form journalism, can exhibit empathetic perspectives
accessible to a broad range of people without the investment in time and concentration
needed to consume a novel or non-fiction book or watch a documentary. They provide a
vehicle for empathetic opportunity that can be readily utilized by significant numbers of
people.

The articles considered here were all drawn from three sources: the Washington
Post, the New York Times, and the Guardian. All are news articles rather than opinion
pieces, analysis-opinion essays, or photo- or audiovisual-based works appearing on
news outlets’ websites (e.g., Kirkpatrick, 2015; Ponomarev, 2015). Although the photos
accompanying articles in some cases are more empathetically inclined than the written
article content itself (e.g., Miroff & Sacchetti, 2021), I restrict my discussion to the
written content. All articles were selected because they employ empathetic devices to a

greater or lesser extent; thus, excluded were articles that discuss a refugee crisis only
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in terms of, say, the political machinations of certain governments without attempting
to draw close to the experiences of migrants themselves. Articles selected either came
up organically in my own regular reading of the news or were found through online
searches.” The three above-mentioned news outlets were chosen because of the presumed
likelihood that they would provide articles suitable for the present study; no assertion
is made that similarly empathetic articles are not also published by other news outlets.
It is possible that certain news outlets may, by choice, be inhospitable to empathetic
reporting, but it is not the purpose of the present study to ascertain the extent to which

this is true.

Migration news without empathy

Among the many articles related to migration crises published by the three news
outlets used for this study, the majority seem to be written from the premise that the
essential story can be told without incorporating an empathetic touch. Many such news
articles, after all, take as their subject matter the more broadly political, economic,
and other factors at play in migration crises, including how developed countries have
contributed or responded to them. A New York Times article, for instance, on the 2021
American withdrawal from Afghanistan and the desperation of many Afghans wishing
to leave their country, focuses not on the would-be migrants themselves but on American
public sentiment toward refugees and the unlikelihood that the U.S. government
would back a mass resettlement effort (Jordan, 2021). Although one Afghan man, an
interpreter who had worked with the U.S. military and who had been evacuated to
the U.S., is briefly quoted, his voice is but a minor embellishment to the article. In
many articles dealing with migration crises, migrants’ experiences simply do not figure
prominently.

In other cases, even when migrants do figure prominently, the apparent purpose
of the article may limit the development of an empathetic tone. A Washington Post
article features seven Afghan refugees in the United States from various walks of life.
A section of the article is devoted to each person, with a photo portrait, a description of
the person’s background and route out of Afghanistan, and their views on the unfolding
crisis in the country. One man stated, for instance: “It’s like you are watching the people
you love the most in the world from afar and they are staring at the future, and there’s
nothing but a big, black void,” he said in tears. ‘There is no hope” (Villegas, 2021). The
interviewees’ words are sometimes almost poetic, sometimes more dryly analytical.

Yet, as the overall thrust of the article seems to be to introduce a multiplicity of Afghan
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voices so as to illustrate that there is no singularly “Afghan” perspective on the complex
situation in the country, each person’s view is simply introduced as a quotable snippet.
With no attempt to inquire further into any one person’s thoughts, the article briskly
moves on to the next person profiled.

In a similar vein, in articles where the reporters were positioned close to where
migration crises were unfolding on the ground and had first-hand access to migrants
themselves, often the articles do not draw especially close to particular migrants. In a
Guardian article on the 2021 migrant crisis developing on the Poland-Belarus border, a
reporter at the border zone came face to face with a Syrian family that had just managed
to slip through to the Polish side and, therefore, into EU territory. They begged not to
be reported to police. The article initially describes them in a curiously detached, aloof
manner, almost as if they were figures in a painting: “The infant was still, though not
asleep. They looked like waxen figures, their faces blank, though one woman’s face was
covered in bruises” (Glensk & Vulliamy, 2021). The article goes on to give accounts from
other migrants regarding that border zone, including one who said that the people in
his group resorted to drinking water from mudpuddles after Polish guards refused them
water. And yet, the article does not linger on any one migrant or migrant family in a
way that might help allow readers to more fully grasp what that person or family had
been through; instead it provides brief snapshots of various migrants’ experiences of

attempting to traverse the border zone.

In-the-moment empathy

Where news articles on migration seem to draw closest to migrants is in recounting
their in-the-moment experiences of travel, especially crucial moments that were
exceedingly difficult or where something went terribly wrong. The narratives are
sometimes long and detailed and can be gut wrenching. “My wife and baby, they were
dead,” one man recalled, after losing his loved ones when the boat they had been on, in
an attempt to migrate to Europe, capsized. “They drank the water of the ocean when the
boat went down” (Alderman, 2016).

Stories dealing with migrants attempting to reach Europe by boat from northern
Africa are rife with accounts of migrants paying large sums to smugglers promising
to ferry them across the Mediterranean, only to find themselves on overcrowded,
unseaworthy vessels, or even abandoned at sea with no shelter and insufficient
provisions. From one article on Lebanese and Syrian migrants crowded by smugglers

onto a small boat in Triploi:



Opportunities for Empathy: Journalistic Accounts of Migration and Migration Crises

The smugglers collected the passengers’ bags of clothing, food, water and
phones and said it would all be carried in a second craft that would meet them
a few miles offshore. No second boat ever appeared. For hours, and then days,
they drifted without fuel in the searing sun.

Mohammad Sofian, 21, was aboard with his pregnant wife and 2-year-
old son. Without water, his wife was eventually unable to nurse the boy. After
agonizing days, they gave him seawater to drink. On the fourth day, he died.

“I wrapped him in clothing,” said Sofian, who is now back in Tripoli with
his wife. “After a few days, I put him over the side.” (Hendrix & Durgham,
2020)

Although most readers surely have not experienced a similar journey or lost a young
child in such a way, the article provides a detailed narrative of what the migrants on the
boat were going through, creating an opening for readers to imagine what it was like to
have been on the boat in that desperate predicament.

The article goes on to describe the actions of a 22-year-old man named Lisheen,
who, after the boat had been adrift for a week and the situation had become increasingly

desperate, went into the water to try to swim for help.

Lisheen swam and floated for days, stung by jellyfish, bitten by unknown sea
creatures. On two occasions, he said, he tried to let himself sink to oblivion,

only to find himself floating again. (Hendrix & Durgham, 2020)

The article does not explicitly state what had been going through Lisheen’s mind at the
time, but the account nevertheless allows one to sense that the situation for him had
gone beyond desperate, and that he was at this point willing to succumb to the ocean.
While it is typically interviews with migrants and their own narratives of their
ordeals that provide the most gripping accounts of migration experiences, sometimes
other people quoted in articles serve as proxy voices for migrants. At times this concerns
the general character and motivations of migrants, such as expressed by the mayor
of a Polish town near the Belarus border: “These people are not criminals and have
not disturbed order in any way in my town. They are peaceful, desperate people who
just want to cross to a better life” (Higgins, 2021). In other cases, activists and others
working on behalf of migrants describe aspects of migration that, most likely, only

migrants themselves have experienced. An emergency medical worker in Poland, for
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instance, described the migration on foot through the forested border region thus: “It
was pitch black, in a densely forested area, with everyone trying to navigate through the
darkness by holding on to each other,” adding that the migrants she had encountered
were “scared, hungry, and cold” after having spent four nights in the forest (Henley,
2021).

In some articles on migrants, it is actions of parents toward or on behalf their
own children that provide windows of opportunity to empathize. One article features
a Haitian man named Jeff Pierre, father to a young son, and his efforts to flee the dire
circumstances in Haiti. He had paid $250 for a risky trip by sea that he hoped would
take him to the United States, where he could find work and provide for his family from
afar. After four days into the journey, with the boat adrift on the ocean and taking on

water, the captain apprised his passengers of their fate:

There was nothing but darkness around them. Darkness and desperation.

“We are lost,” the captain told four dozen men, women and children
squeezed tightly together on a flimsy wooden boat somewhere in the Caribbean
Sea. “There is no hope.”

Jeff Pierre thought of the 2-year-old son he left back in Haiti. He imagined
what it would be like for the boy to grow up without a father and started
crying. (Mérancourt & Villegas, 2021)

Here, by way of the man’s recollections of that attempt to leave Haiti, the article
provides a glimpse of the interiority of the man as he imagined himself dying at sea and
leaving behind a child with no father. His concern for the boy is palpable, even if the
prospect of dying adrift at sea is likely far less easy for readers to relate to.

In other cases, in-the-moment acts of parental care provide opportunities to
empathize. In one article an Afghan woman, whose toddler daughter had been trampled
to death at the Kabul airport in the chaotic final days of the American occupation of the
country, recalled how she had earlier told her daughter that the gunshot sounds they
could both hear were firecrackers rather than weapons, and how her daughter had been
so brave whenever they heard the sound of “crackers” (Zucchino, 2021). Although the
situation was far more dire than what most readers have themselves likely experienced,
the act of a parent telling a white lie to her child to soothe her fears is something that
many parents can likely relate to.

Another article features an Afghan man residing in the U.S. who had ended up in
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a desperate predicament when his wife and children, who had made a return trip to
Afghanistan to visit family, found themselves unable to leave as the American military
withdrew from the country. In an earlier video chat that the man recounted to the

reporter, the man’s young son had begged his father to save them:

“Why can’t you just buy a plane to bring us home? When will you buy this
plane for us?” the 4-year-old had asked.

“He thinks it is a decision I've made not to bring him,” Mohammad said
with a sigh. As horrible as it made him feel as a father, he decided it was better
than explaining to his son the danger surrounding them.

“I told my son, ‘T am collecting my money now. I will let you know when I

have enough for the plane.” (Wan, 2021)

Here as well, although the grave situation itself is likely to be far removed from the
direct experiences of most readers, the man’s act of lying to his son in order to not
worsen the boy’s fears is an act of fatherly concern that those of us who are parents
can perhaps readily relate to and empathize with. While it may certainly be difficult to
empathize with the totality of a migrant’s experiences in such extreme situations, the
parental acts of devotion revealed in articles about them is something that readers can
more easily identify with; we can perhaps see ourselves doing the same thing for our

own children.

Backstory empathy

While news articles can thus provide opportunities to empathize through in-
the-moment descriptions of immigrants’ ordeals, they less often seem to provide an
empathetic take on migrants’ backstories—e.g., their motivations for migrating, their
thought processes at the time of resolving to undertake a journey that could well be
perilous, their rationales for undertaking the journey alone versus together with other
family members, or their feelings about leaving behind a social world of family, friends,
and others. To an extent, this may result from the fact that one major concern amid
migration crises is the immediate hazards that migrants face as well as the potential
for the loss of lives. Migration crises are accordingly often regarded by Oxfam, Doctors
Without Borders, and other relief agencies as humanitarian crises calling for responses
that treat migrants first and foremost as fellow human beings.

Many news articles do address in fairly broad terms the political, economic, and
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other factors fueling surges in migration. A New York Times article, for instance, on
the mass deportation of Haitians trying to enter the U.S. refers to an overlapping
set of problems driving many Haitians to flee their country, including widespread
impoverishment, political instability resulting from the assassination of the country’s
president in July 2021, and a devastating earthquake a month later that left hundreds
of thousands in need of emergency assistance (Isaac & Porter, 2021). A Guardian article
discusses the surge in migrants seeking to enter the EU through Belarus in terms of the
Belarusian government actively encouraging migrants from the Middle East to enter the
country and cross through the border with Poland, thus deliberately provoking an EU
migration crisis as a means to exact revenge for sanctions that had been imposed by the
EU (Tondo & Chulov, 2021).

Overall, however, in the articles considered for this study, far less attention is
devoted to migrants’ own voices considering their particular backstories, and where they
are taken up, it tends to be with little probing. In a 2018 article on the thousands-strong
convoy of Central Americans traveling together on foot in hopes of making their way into
the U.S., the reporter seems to have briefly talked with one woman who was walking

with her two five-year-old grandsons in tow:

Orellana did not seem equipped for such an epic journey: her only luggage
was a shoulder bag with a few clean clothes; on her feet, she wore a pair of
ageing espadrilles.

But she said she had no choice: the boys’ father was murdered, and no one
would employ a 65-year-old domestic worker. “I can’t feed them any more,” she
said, gesturing at the two boys. “I'm too old. I can’t get a job.”

So she was heading to Texas to be reunited with her daughter, who
migrated from their home in northern Honduras three years ago in search
of work. She had written her daughter’s phone number on her hand so she

wouldn’t lose it. (Garcia, 2018)

The exchange with the reporter seems to have been brief, and while it provides a
glimpse into the woman’s motivations for deciding to migrate, it leaves it up to readers
to fill in what is unstated about the woman having “no choice”: e.g., that she was
without a support network of extended family or others who could help provide for her
grandchildren, that her daughter had migrated before due to poverty, that she did not

view other Central or South American countries as viable migration destinations, and
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so on. There is no mention of whether the woman’s daughter was residing legally in the
U.S., in which case her view on the prospect of an extraordinarily long migration on foot
might be brightened by the hope that there could be legal channels available to facilitate
the reunion with her daughter in Texas. Such gaps in the woman’s backstory, while
certainly not crucial to the telling of a news article, may nevertheless limit the way in
which it serves to invite readers to empathize with the woman.

Omissions related to migrants’ backstories, while easy enough to skim over, can
provoke questions that some readers may find disconcerting or even alienating. A New
York Times article features an Iraqi Kurdish man, Karwan, who had been attempting
with his family to make their way through the heavily patrolled border zone into Poland.
Here, the article states, he faced a wrenching choice: whether or not to request urgent
medical care from the Polish side for his ailing two-year-old daughter, which would
alert Polish authorities to the group’s presence and could well jeopardize their journey.
“Worried that his ailing daughter and others in the group might not survive,” the article
states, “Karwan decided it would be best to seek medical help” (Higgins, 2021). One
thing that struck me when reading this episode is that while the man had been traveling
with his family, presumably including his wife, there is no mention of a wife and the
decision about how best to deal with the child’s medical issues is presented as a choice
for Karwan alone. Was not the child’s mother involved in deciding such an important
matter, as would surely be the case in many readers’ families? The article at once seems
to invite empathy for Karwan and “[t]he choice for the father” that he faced, while
leaving unaddressed the role and status of the child’s mother.

Such omissions related to migrants may be tied to cultural, religious, or ideological
issues that reporters or news outlets are reluctant to delve into, either because they
require excessive additional words to describe adequately or because they detract from
the presumably more newsworthy content of the story. One exceptional article in this
regard appeared in the New York Times and profiled a 23-year-old Senegalese man
named Samba Thiam who was on the verge of becoming a Europe-bound migrant. With
his brother having drowned the year before in an attempt to reach Europe, Thiam was
now considering whether he himself should try to migrate as well. Even at the young
age of 23, Thiam was now the oldest male in the family, the article tells us, and as such
was now “expected to support his brother’s widow and three daughters, not to mention
his mother and his own wife and son” (Searcey, 2016). While the article does not directly
state that this is a culturally rooted expectation, readers can infer that it is so. Unable

to provide for all these people by working his small farm, he moved 400 miles away from
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his home village to Dakar in hopes of finding work. If unable to do so, he said, he would
attempt the risky journey to Europe. Another man, sharing a crowded room with Thiam

in Dakar, summed up their predicament thus:

“If you don’t have money in our society, they don’t even see you as human. If
your kids come to you and want even just one dollar and you can’t give it to
them, you are ashamed. What if your parents need something and you can’t
support them? At a certain point you become overwhelmed with bitterness. To
take the risk will be better than doing nothing. Even if you die, it’s worth the
risk.” (Searcey, 2016)

Here as well, this expression of what compels these Senegalese men to migrate,
even knowing that it could cost them their lives, would appear to reflect local cultural
sensibilities about the responsibility of men to provide for their extended family.
Accounts such as those appearing in this New York Times article help provide a fuller
picture of the motivations and inner dialog informing individual migrants’ decisions to
migrate, and thereby invite readers to empathize with them. At the same time, articles
that delve into local cultural particularities may throw into relief to some readers that
they are inescapably unlike the people they are reading about in certain ways. Drawing
close to migrants, particularly concerning their culturally shaped backstories as
opposed to their in-the-moment experiences of hardship and suffering while traveling,
paradoxically can expose differences that may not be bridged so easily by readerly

empathy.

Empathetic restraint

As I have discussed elsewhere, in societal discourse today empathy is widely
characterized “as a basic social good—as something that is intrinsically tied to bringing
about positive effects in our relations with others” (Oliver, 2018, p. 5), whereby a lack
of empathy or failure to empathize is often depicted as a moral, human shortcoming. In
this paper I have attempted to highlight some of the ways that journalistic writing on
migrants and migration crises may provide opportunities to empathize, but it is not my
intention to suggest that highly empathetic news articles on migrants are necessarily
“better” than those that are less so, or to advocate a more empathetic tack in journalistic
writing. Indeed, empathetic restraint may be the more morally defensible choice in some

cases. This is not because I believe that empathizing with others has a detrimental effect
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on our ability to think rationally about socially charged issues, as some have argued (most
notably Bloom, 2016), but because the interlocutory work required to attain empathy
has the potential to harm vulnerable others.

Consider the example of a group of Honduran migrants, mentioned briefly in the
introduction to this paper, who were kidnapped and held for ransom. The group of five—
a mother with her 15-year-old daughter and eight-year-old son, as well as two adult
male neighbors—were ambushed by several men with guns while walking along a road.
They were subsequently stripped, beaten, and held captive. The mother and daughter
were both raped. With the mother having left Honduras with only $30 in her possession,
the group was forced to provide phone numbers of relatives at home who could be
contacted for ransom payments. The mother later recounted, after her brother had paid
a ransom and they had all been released: “They said they would kill us and our families
if we told anyone. We're terrified — my son cannot get what happened out of his head”
(Lakhani, 2017).

While the article as written provides a gripping, horrifying account, a reporter with
access to the victims could have plied them with further questions about the ordeal
and its aftermath. Doing so could conceivably result in a more richly descriptive report
on the trauma those migrants experienced and the psychological scars it may have left
them with, thus allowing readers to more fully put themselves in the migrants’ shoes.
Yet, while pressing the mother to relive the experience and to reveal her innermost
thoughts and feelings about it could have resulted in a more “empathetic” written
account through which readers could vicariously experience what the migrants had gone
through, this would likely have come at the cost of inflicting further harm on a woman
already in a highly vulnerable position. Empathetic restraint may thus be the more
morally sound choice when questioning and writing about displaced persons and others

in states of vulnerability.

Notes

For the sake of simplicity, hereafter I will use the term migrants as a shorthand for
refugees, asylum seekers, would-be illegal immigrants, and other similarly displaced
people who are routinely the subjects of migration crises in recent years.

In the process of selecting articles to use for this paper, I read dozens of articles
related to migration published since the mid-2010s. In the end, approximately 20

are cited in the discussion herein.
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Abstract

The word “Ebonics” was thrust into the American public’s consciousness in 1996
when California’s Oakland Unified School District declared that the English spoken
by its Black students was a separate language from Standard English and should be
treated as a second language. The district’s stated goal was to lay the foundation for
educational programs designed to improve their students’ performance on measures of
Standard English. This paper explores how the language of the resolution announcing
the district’s plan, along with commentary by politically conservative media outlets,
resulted in a controversy based on the misperception that the African American children
of the Oakland School District were going to be taught in Ebonics. The paper also notes
how some of the political strategies used during the Ebonics controversy are being used

currently in the controversy surrounding Critical Race Theory.

In the United States, decisions concerning public school educational policies are
made at the local level by school boards. The members of these boards usually belong to
and are elected by the local citizenry, and, in principle, have as their mission the goal
of improving the education and prospects of the students attending the schools over
which they preside (School Board Governance, n.d.). Among other responsibilities, school
boards often approve textbooks and determine the nature and goals of their district’s
curriculum. Decisions made by the over 13,000 U.S. schoolboards (de Brey et al., 2021,
p. 128) are usually accepted and implemented without hesitation by parents, students,
and teachers, and perceived as clearly and beneficially furthering the interests of the
students attending schools in their districts. A disturbing trend, however, has been
developing over the course of recent years as groups of individuals have begun attending
the usually peaceful and mundane proceedings of school board meetings and engaging in
aggressively disruptive behaviors. Using often patently false claims about some issue in
a way that is meant to enflame public opinion (Rodriguez, 2021), these groups attempt

to exert pressure on school boards to adopt or reject educational policies that conform to
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their political ideologies.

A current example of this phenomenon is the controversy surrounding the “teaching”
of Critical Race Theory (CRT) in American public schools. CRT is not a “subject” that
is taught anywhere to young students. It is a framework usually used by graduate
students and lawyers to analyze the existence and effects of systemic racism (Graham
et al., 2011). CRT has been widely misrepresented, however, by right-wing media
and pundits as an effort to teach young, impressionable students that “whites are —
everywhere and forever — the permanent oppressors of Black people” (Murdock, 2021).
CRT was conceived in an academic environment and “emerged out of a framework
for legal analysis in the late 1970s and early 1980s created by legal scholars Derrick
Bell, Kimberlé Crenshaw, and Richard Delgado, among others” (Sawchuk, 2021). The
analytical framework provided by CRT was never meant to be, nor is there any evidence
that it has ever been, taught as an educational topic to elementary school children.

Nevertheless, right-wing pundits and politicians persist in mischaracterizing CRT
as a clear and present danger to students. Republican Congresswoman Karen Hartzler,
for example, has introduced the “No CRT for Our Military Kids Act,” saying that
“children of our service members should never be taught that the country their mom
or dad is fighting for is inherently bad” (Hartzler Fights, 2021). Fox News, a right-wing
media organization, has perpetuated and amplified these types of misrepresentations by
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incessant repetition. For example, the media outlet mentioned “critical race theory’ 1,300
times in less than four months” (Gibbons & Ray, 2021). Additionally, many Republican-
led state legislatures have introduced or passed laws which ostensibly prohibit the
teaching of CRT by banning “the discussion, training, and/or orientation that the
U.S. is inherently racist as well as any discussions about conscious and unconscious
bias, privilege, discrimination, and oppression” (Gibbons & Ray, 2021). Again, Critical
Race Theory was never intended to be, nor has it ever been, used in the way its right-
wing objectors claim it is used. In this effort to disseminate a clearly false narrative,
despite easy access to accurate information about the intent of the issue, right-wing
commentators seem to be following a playbook that has been honed and perfected
over the years. Some elements of a nascent form of this strategy seem to have been
developing 25 years ago when the “Ebonics” issue, on which this paper will focus, was
thrust into the public consciousness.

On December 18, 1996, the Oakland Unified School Board (OUSB) released a
resolution detailing a plan to recognize ‘Ebonics’ as the native language of its African

American students (Ebonics Resolution, 1996). Claiming Ebonics as a language separate
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from English was a move by the Board to take advantage of the insights gained by
linguists and teachers in teaching second languages and use those to help to increase
the performance of Black speakers of the variety known as African American Vernacular
English (AAVE) in Standard American English (SAE). By acknowledging Ebonics as
a language, the OUSB intended to improve the performance of the Oakland School
District’s 28,000 Black students (Baugh, 2005) on reading and writing measures of
Standard American English. While linguists usually use the term African American
Vernacular English to refer to the language spoken by about 80% of the African
American community (Dillard, 1972), this new name, Ebonics (the origin of which will
be discussed later), was unknown to most of the general population. On its appearance
in the OUSB resolution, Ebonics, and the attendant claim that it was a language
separate and unrelated “genetically” to English, immediately unleashed a firestorm of
controversy, some of which was justified. The Board’s often inartful language used to
present the original resolution opened them up to deliberate misrepresentations of their
expressed goal, which was:
Devis[ing] and implement[ing] the best possible academic program for
imparting instruction to African-American students in their primary language
for the combined purposes of maintaining the legitimacy and richness of such
language whether it is known as ‘Ebonics,” ‘African Language Systems,” ‘Pan-
African Communication Behaviors’ or other description, and to facilitate their
acquisition and mastery of English language skills. (Ebonics Resolution, 1996)
A barrage of misinformation, “rumor mill” reporting, and “expert” analysis obfuscated
and maligned the original intent of the Oakland School Board and drowned out many of
the voices attempting in good will to support its recommendations.

In the following review, discussion, and analysis of the Ebonics issue, it is
important to note that many, including the Clinton administration, mistakenly believed
that the OUSB was claiming that Ebonics was an independent language for the purpose
of gaining access to federal funds. Under this assumption, the presumed purpose of
the Board’s action was to claim that the Black students of the Oakland School District
arrived to school as native speakers of Ebonics and would then be taught English as
a second language, in the same way that Spanish, Vietnamese, and other immigrant
children would be taught English, and would thus be eligible for the same types of
funding available to help minority language speakers acquire English. However,
according to Darolyn Davis, a spokeswoman for the OUSB, “The school district has
never, and did not intend to, go after Federal funds, bilingual funding” (Bennet, 1996).
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Despite the Board’s clear intent to distinguish Ebonics as a language unto itself, usage
of the term during and after the controversy has muddied this distinction, and Ebonics

was (and is) often used as a synonym for AAVE or Black English.

A Brief Synopsis of “Ebonics”

The terminology referring to the speech patterns of the descendants of Caribbean
Islanders and Africans who were originally brought to the United States as slaves has
changed over time, and the dialect itself has become the object of linguistic research.
Where once it may have been acceptable to disparage the speech of African Americans
as an “uncouth dialect” or “crude jargon” (Dillard, 1972, p. 265), later terms coined by
sociolinguists mirrored the way African Americans themselves were commonly referred
to. Terms such as “Black English,” “Black English Vernacular,” and the most common,
“African American Vernacular English” were in use at the time the Oakland Unified
Board published its resolution using the term “Ebonics,” but these terms were not used
in the Resolution since the Board was attempting to convey its argument that Black
students spoke a different language from English.

The word “Ebonics” is a combination of the words “ebony” and “phonics,” and
was originally coined by the linguist Robert Williams, whose expressed intent was to
empower Black Americans to take pride in their African language heritage (Fields, 1997,
p. 24). Williams first used the phrase at a conference convened specifically in response
to his frustration with the notion, advanced by White scholars, of Black speech as a
deficient dialect of English (Yancy, 2011). Before the 1960s, pride in the language of
their community was unthinkable for young African American students in the United
States’ public school system. The language these students brought to school was viewed
by the public as a degraded variant of Standard American English, and the African
American students who spoke it were derided as lazy and unintelligible (Ramirez et
al., 2005, p. 163) when speaking their natural language. As Jae Nichelle recounts, “... I
grew up thinking that AAVE was an inferior English. I remember being told repeatedly
that no adult would take me seriously if I spoke it, and the infamous day that my Black
English teacher told my class that “ain’t’ ain’t a word” (Nichelle, 2018).

While the derision of AAVE was entirely misplaced, concern by parents and
teachers about the educational performance of Black students was well-founded. African
American students at that time were performing “substantially below state and national
norms” (Ebonics Resolution, 1996) on SAE reading and writing measures compared to

their Caucasian counterparts. Responding to this disparity, the federal government
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enlisted educational psychologists to determine the cause and develop interventions to
rectify the issues preventing these students from performing at the level of their White
peers (Labov, 1972). These government psychologists “follow[ed] the pattern designed for
animal experiments where motivation is controlled by simple methods as withholding
food” (Labov, 1972, p. 221). The unfortunate result of the government’s efforts, then, was
that Black children were categorized in the psychologists’ report as victims of “a cultural
deficit as a result of an impoverished environment in their early years” (Labov, 1972, p.
201). This “deficit hypothesis” (Labov, 1972, p. 286) implicitly assumes and perpetuates
the idea that the assimilation of White culture underlies the essence of what it means to
be “American.” Put another way, the educational psychologists’ assessment essentially
claimed that Black children were not being raised as White children, and therefore
did not assimilate White culture as part of their upbringing and, consequently, they
suffered severe social and educational disadvantages. Part and parcel with this belief of
a cultural deficit went the equally disturbing concept of verbal deprivation.

Verbal Deprivation was the name given to the theory advanced by the government-
hired psychologists which hypothesized that “Black children from the ghetto area are
said to receive little verbal stimulation, to hear very little well-formed language, and
as a result are impoverished in their means of verbal expression” (Labov, 1972). As
implausible as this seems in hindsight, educational programs in the United States were
founded on these “notions . . . based upon the work of educational psychologists who
[knew] very little about language and even less about black children” (Labov, 1972, p.
201).

Fortunately, however, at about the same time, sociolinguists were adopting a more
scientific approach to the study of language variation. These linguists focused not on the
capacity of African Americans to learn Standard English, or of Black parents to provide
their children an environment conducive to developing language skills, but on the very
real cultural and linguistic differences between African American Vernacular English
and Standard American English. William Stewart, J.L. Dillard, and William Labov, to
name a few, began to publish studies which provided evidence that the lower reading
and writing scores of African American students on SAE measures could be directly
linked to the fact that they “speak a well ordered, highly structured, highly developed
language system which in many aspects is different from standard English” (Baratz &
Shuy, 1969, p. 94). In other words, the performance discrepancies between Black and
White student scores were more likely an indicator of a bias (Hoover et al., 1987) in favor

of the Standard American English used to construct the testing instruments rather than
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any of the more insidious possible conclusions pointing to linguistic or social deprivation.

Despite this progress, the general population of the United States, for the most
part, was unaware or simply did not accept that the language spoken at some time or
another by approximately eighty percent of the Black community (Ramirez et al., 2005, p.
156) was recognized scientifically as a robust and thriving linguistic variety deserving of
all the respect given to any other human language. It is precisely this prevalent notion
that African American Vernacular English was inferior to Standard American English
that prompted the Oakland Unified School Board to convene the African-American
Task Force to explore ways to advance the educational prospects of their students while

maintaining respect for the language and culture they brought from home.

The Resolution

The resolution that was unanimously adopted by the Oakland Unified School Board
in December 1996 was based on the final report of a six-month long investigation by the
specially appointed African-American Task Force (Synopsis of the Policy, 1997). The task
force was charged with making “recommendations regarding effective practices that
would enhance the opportunity for all students to successfully achieve the standards of
the core curriculum” (OUSD 1997a: 1). Some of the data that prompted the formation of
this task force is quite compelling and bears repeating. These statistics were published
in an article by the OUSD entitled, “Synopsis of the Adopted Policy on Standard

American English Language Development:”

* 53% of the total OUSD’s enrollment is African American.

* 71% of the students enrolled in Special Education were African American.
* 19% of the 12th grade African American students did not graduate.

* 80% of all suspended students were African American.

(Synopsis of the Policy, 1997)

Additionally, the GPA of the district’s African American students, at 1.8, represented
the lowest GPA in the district (Ebonics, 1997). Regardless of how subsequent actions
of the Board are analyzed, the above statistics indicate that the OUSB was responding
to a legitimate educational crisis; these statistics paint a picture of a district that was
in critical condition regarding the performance of their Black students. With over one
half of the Black student population performing at below a ‘C’ grade level, the OUSB

recognized that their stated curricular goals were not being realized for a large segment
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of their students. An imbalance in African American student suspensions as well points
to an environment where Black students were more likely to receive disciplinary action,
possibly as the result of racial bias, a phenomenon that continues today (Riddle &
Sinclair, 2019). Recognition of the fact that students attending schools in the Oakland
School District were not achieving the levels of Standard American English that
had been elucidated as goals in the district’s core curriculum moved the task force to
recommend an approach which would recognize and reinforce the “direct connection
of English language proficiency to student achievement” (OUSD1997a: 1). This clear,
concise, and well-intentioned directive, however, was not so clearly expressed in the
document the task force eventually produced and which the school board unanimously
approved, as evidenced by the public uproar it subsequently triggered.

The document that was ultimately approved for public distribution was titled,
Resolution of the Board of Education Adopting the Report and Recommendations of the
African American Task Force; and Directing the Superintendent of Schools to Devise a
Program to Improve the English Language Acquisition and Application Skills of African-
American Students. The second part of the title focuses attention on the clear link
between the recognized performance discrepancies between Black and White students
on measures of their SAE. However, introduction of the term ‘language acquisition’
opened the door to the interpretation that Black students had not acquired English, an
ambiguity that was used in subsequent criticism of the resolution. Had the resolution
clearly articulated the elements of a “program to improve the English . . . of African-
American students,” at this point, however, much of the controversy that followed
publication of the resolution may have been avoided.

In successive paragraphs as well, however, the resolution seemed to provide
further fodder for critics, and the language of the document at times appeared overly
academic and legalistic to the point of being obfuscatory. While not necessarily written
for a general or popular audience, the ease with which some of the clauses were
misinterpreted — either purposely or genuinely — reflected poorly on the judgement of
both its drafters and the board members who unanimously approved it. Some examples

of this tendency are included here from the original resolution:

* ... African Language Systems [Ebonics] are genetically based and not a
dialect of English.
+ ... legislation [recognizing the unique stature of the language of slaves]

being prejudicially and unconstitutionally vetoed repeatedly. . ..

* ... the Board of Education . . . recognizes . .. West and Niger-Congo African
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Language Systems (Ebonics) . . . as the predominantly primary language of
African American students.

... the Superintendent . . . shall immediately devise and implement the best
possible academic program for imparting instruction to African American
students in their primary language . . . and to facilitate their acquisition and
mastery of English language skills. (Ebonics Resolution, 1996)

The resolution goes on to say that, based on their unique and distinct history as
descendants of slaves, and the diverse linguistic backgrounds from which Ebonics
developed, English is not the native language, nor is it the home language of African
Americans. The terminology employed in this, and other parts of the document, presents
a wide range of linguistic and social generalizations that did not serve to reinforce or
substantiate the spirit of the pragmatic issues at stake for the children of the Oakland
School District. In other words, the intended message, while clearly conveyed in the
second part of the resolution’s title, was, based on the subsequent response to it,
somewhat obscured as it appeared in the body of the resolution itself. The above excerpts
show that some of the initial criticism received by the OUSB was deserved, and not
merely the twisting of a story by the media to conform to a narrative and to accentuate

the provocative aspects, although this did happen later, as will be discussed.

The Response to the Resolution

As noted previously, immediately upon its release, the OUSB resolution generated
a nationwide controversy. Initial public responses were resoundingly negative and, as
Salim Muwakkil observed, contained a great deal of “cross-racial consensus on Ebonics:
it was bad” (Muwakkil, 1997, p. 29). The Rev. Jesse Jackson, for example, called the
resolution “an unacceptable surrender, borderlining on disgrace, it’s teaching down to
our children . . . and must never happen” (L.A. Time Archives, 1996). Maya Angelou
denounced the resolution, saying that “The very idea that African-American language
is a language separate and apart can be very threatening, because it can encourage
young men and women not to learn standard English” (CNN, 1996). The president of the
NAACP, Kweisi Mfume, proclaimed it “a cruel joke” against Black students (Bock, 1997),
and Richard Riley, the Secretary of Education at the time, said that “elevating black
English to the status of a language is not the way to raise standards of achievement in
our schools” (Muwakkil, 1997, p. 29).

The consensus, then, appeared to be that the OUSB, in arguing for recognition of

Ebonics as an independent language, was pursuing an unwise course of action. Florence
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King, in the conservative-leaning National Review, questioned why so many African
American leaders came out so forcefully against a resolution that confirmed, in a positive
way, many of the heritage issues these leaders supported. King surmised that “telling
[African Americans] that English is their second language makes them feel like the one
thing they never had to worry about being: foreigners. Throughout our history, whenever
nativists and immigrants have squared off, blacks could savor the satisfactions of
being on the entrenched side for a change” (F. King, 1997, p. 64). The OUSB resolution
may thus have been perceived initially by the Black community as a threat meant to
endanger a critical element of Black culture: their strong identity as Americans. This
view, though, was not supported by the document itself, nor by the Board. In response to
the seemingly universal public misunderstanding generated by its resolution, the OUSB
quickly initiated an ameliorative public relations effort to clarify the meaning and intent
of the resolution and correct the misinterpretations that had arisen.

Exactly one week after publication of the resolution, in an effort to correct the
impression that the Oakland School District was planning to implement a program
based on teaching its pupils Ebonics as a language, OUSB spokesperson Darolyn Davis
reiterated that “The goal and the intent of the district’s policy are to insure that every
child in Oakland speaks, writes and comprehends standard American English. It would
be a crime, it really would be a crime, to not teach students standard American English”

(Bennet, 1996).

The OUSB’s Response to the Response to the Resolution

In response to the outpouring of criticism, and the overwhelmingly negative reaction
to its efforts, the OUSB first produced a synopsis of the resolution meant to clarify the
original, and when that effort did not quell the controversy, they redrafted the original
resolution and issued the Amended Resolution (1997), which clarified or removed much
of the language that had obscured the Board’s original intent. In the original resolution,
the Board pointed to studies which had found that “African Language Systems are
genetically-based and not a dialect of English” (Ebonics Resolution, 1996). The term
“genetically-based” proved particularly volatile. In linguistics, according to Dr. Joseph
Malone, a member of Barnard College’s linguistics department at the time, the word
“genetic” can be used “to mean ‘transmitted historically’ from one generation to another,”
but, as he went on to say, “you can push the metaphor too far” (Kolb, n.d.), which seems
to be the result in this case. Readers seemed to assume the term implied a link between

genetics and “poor” language performance, necessitating an immediate clarification from
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the Board.

This response by the OUSD, titled Synopsis of the Adopted Policy on Standard
American English Language Development, was written in everyday English rather than
the formal and legalistic language of the resolution and was issued under the header
“Clarification.” It recapitulated the main points that had caused “misconceptions in
the resulting press stories” and attempted to show that “the actions of the Board of
Education have been publicly misunderstood” (Synopsis of the Policy, 1997). Most of the
clarifications were straightforward and easily accessible, such as the explanation that
“one of the programs recommended is the Standard English Proficiency Program (S.E.P.),
a State of California model program, which promotes English-language development for
African American students” (Synopsis of the Policy, 1997). The Board attempted as well
to provide a rationale for their decision to use the emotionally and politically charged
term “genetically-based,” which reads in part:

The term ‘genetically based’ is synonymous with genesis. In the clause, ‘African
Language Systems are genetically based and not a dialect of English,” the term
‘genetically based’ is used according to the standard dictionary definition of
‘has origins in.’ It is not used to refer to human biology (Synopsis of the Policy,
1997).
From a linguistic standpoint, this rationale does not seem to serve the Board’s purpose,
and possibly creates further confusion, as there was nothing in the original clause that
pointed to the “origin.”

In other words, in the proposal that X has its origins in Y, there are two necessary
elements: X, the current iteration, and Y, the source from which the current iteration
is derived. Each supplies critical information to the meaning of “genetically based,” or
“has its origins in” (according to the Synopsis). However, in both the original phrase,
“genetically based,” and the explanatory phrase, “has its origins in,” the meaning
intended by the Board, we are missing the Y, the “thing”, that African Language
Systems originate “in” or “from.” It is thus unclear what “African Language Systems”
have their “origins,” or “genetic basis,” in, leaving the meaning of this clause, on which
much of the Board’s motivation for action is based, unclear at best. The OUSB seems
to have unintentionally muddied their statement when they decided to use a secondary
meaning of a word whose primary meaning is so volatile, especially in the often heated
racial environment of the United States.

In the subsequently released amended resolution, the sentence previously

containing “genetically based,” was replaced with, “African Language Systems have



The Ebonics Controversy: A Case Study in the Use and Abuse of Language in Public Relations and Political Commentary

origins in West and Niger-Congo languages and are not merely dialects of English”
(Amended Resolution, 1997). This change resulted in a much less controversial
statement which served to fortify the resolution but no longer detracted from its intent.
Additionally, the sentences referring to teaching children in a “primary language,” which
had been established in the resolution as Ebonics, were supplemented with further
language clarifying the concepts that the OUSB had intended from the outset, namely,
the “application of bilingual or second language learner principles for others whose
primary languages are other than English. Primary languages are the language patterns
children bring to school” (Amended Resolution, 1997). Any programs implemented as
a result of the district’s effort were also, “to move students from the language patterns
they bring to school to English proficiency” (Amended Resolution, 1997).

The amended resolution prompted many of its former detractors, if not to wholly
embrace its tenets, at least to accept its design and recommendations as sound. In this
sense the new resolution served its purpose and seemed to be the most realistic way for
the OUSD to reverse the flood of misunderstanding it had created. The synopsis had
been an initial attempt to soften the negative feedback caused by some of the unclear
clauses contained in the original, but the process of having to “explain what they really
meant” produced the “reworked” Amended Resolution, which was a well-articulated set
of principles, and a solid plan of action for the Oakland School District. Even so, the
misperception that the African American children of Oakland were to be taught Ebonics
was the “issue” that captured the public’s attention and became a news topic across the
country.

It is the failure to respond to the efforts by the Board to rectify the false
interpretations and to clarify the intent of the original Resolution, the Synopsis, and the
Amended Resolution that provides a lens through which to view the current controversy
swirling around Critical Race Theory. The reaction to the Board’s efforts to clarify their
“goal and intent,” as will be shown, can be most accurately categorized based on political
affiliation, with those on the political left accepting the intent of the amended Resolution
as earnest, and those aligned with the political right adopting a cynical view of the
motives of the OUSB and perpetuating a narrative wholly unsupported by the content of
the Amended Resolution.

The Political, Media, and Linguistic Response to the Resolution
John and Russel Rickford conducted an analysis of “over a thousand websites

dealing with Ebonics,” and described a finding no less true today about CRT (and a
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host of other issues) than it was then in the post-Ebonics era, concluding that “given
a national school system and an American public more and more dependent on
cyber-airways for information, we must assume that misinformation and misleading
viewpoints about Ebonics have tainted the perceptions of the majority of web users”
(Rickford & Rickford, 2001). Wayne O’Neil captured a journalistic truism, writing that,
“it is often the early coverage that counts. Once the story is gotten wrong, there is little
that can be done” (O’Neil, 1998). Ebonics was certainly “gotten wrong.”

Conservative publications and commentators followed an editorial strategy that
selectively ignored or cynically speculated on the actual motivation of some of the clearly
stated elements of the resolution, opting rather to denigrate the OUSB and the speakers
of Ebonics in what seemed at the time an unleashing of racist sentiments that many
had hoped had begun to diminish in the age of political correctness. Some well-respected
newspaper columnists and Op/Ed writers showed at best a lack of empathy and at
worst displayed an intentionally obtuse misrepresentation of the Ebonics resolution
and its expressed intent. These responses displayed a callous disrespect for the Black
community and could not be construed as anything but racist. Tucker Carlson, for
example, who is currently a popular host on Fox News, callously referred to Ebonics
as “a language where nobody knows how to conjugate the verbs” (Nast, 2017). The late
Mike Royko, an influential Chicago Tribune humor/satire columnist, wrote an entire
article sarcastically presented in his own distorted version of Ebonics (Royko, 1997).
As culturally insensitive as it was, he also misinterpreted the Resolution and falsely
and cynically claimed that the Oakland School District was attempting to gain Federal
funding when he wrote:

Now these teachers who be in Oakand [sic] and Los Angeles, they no fools.
They wanna ax the gov'ment for bread so’s they can learn how to talk Ebonics.
Then when they learns to talk Ebonics, they gonna teach the bro from the hood
to talk like the anchor dudes on the TV. (Royko, 1997)
Beyond the gross linguistic inaccuracies committed in his faux Ebonics, Royko suggested
that other speakers of dialects would, “if they smart, they ax the government for some
bread to have their own onics” (Royko, 1997), bluntly insinuating that the OUSB
resolution is a cynical money grab. Royko, in his weak attempt at humor, insults
everyone he mentions, but worse, even for a satirist, is his purposeful misrepresentation
and ridicule of the culture and speech of the African American community. This was
exactly the attitude that the OUSB was determined to eradicate through the educational

reforms recommended in the resolution. For Royko to make light of it to an audience
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who may have (mistakenly) used his column to formulate their own views on the issue
validates the Rickfords’ claim above and was a true disservice to the people who read the
column and distinctly harmful to the African American community.

In tandem with the type of media coverage detailed above, right-wing politicians
were also instrumental in perpetuating the false narrative that the Oakland School
District was planning to teach Ebonics and use it as a “money grab” to receive federal
funds. Just over one month after the OUSB released its original resolution, and nearly a
week after the amended resolution was released and widely covered, U.S. Representative
Peter King, a Republican from New York, introduced House Resolution 28, stating that
“no Federal funds should be used to pay for or support any program that is based upon
the premise that ‘Ebonics’ is a legitimate language” (P. T. King, 1997). As stated above,
the OUSB clearly stated they were not using Ebonics to gain Federal funds, yet despite
this, Representative King introduced his bill. Right-wing politicians are currently
following this same playbook in the Critical Race Theory controversy: introducing bills

based on a purposely false or misleading premises.

Conclusion

AAVE (and the African American community by implication), was (and continues to
be) subjected to online racist insults despite more than fifty years of research confirming
its systematic and rule-based linguistic attributes, and its acceptance as a viable,
legitimate, and robust form of communication (i.e., dialect/language). Researchers
Ronkin and Karn have produced research detailing an “anti-Ebonics ideology” they call
“Mock Ebonics,” which perpetuates racist stereotypes against African Americans by
“associat[ing] the presumed linguistic deviance of Ebonics with flagrant and racialized
non-linguistic deviance” (Ronkin & Karn, 2002, p. 374). The premise of Mock Ebonics
is that, “one can ‘speak’ Ebonics by simply pejorating standard English” (Ronkin &
Karn, 2002, p. 374). As if to drive this message home, under the misleading category
of “Education,” an article was printed in American Survey with the pejorative title,
The Ebonics Virus, in which Black children’s language was described as “the slang
these children use ... at home” and AAVE’s distinctive attributes were reduced to the
derogatory and linguistically incorrect, “[they] play fast and loose with the verb ‘to
be” (Education 1997:26). The Ebonics issue seems to have provided a vehicle for the
expression of racist tropes to emerge under the guise of “language commentary.” The
question that arises, then, in light of this conclusion is, “if linguists had been studying

AAVE/Ebonics for over thirty years, and had compiled data confirming its validity and
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legitimacy as a rule-based and systematic dialect of English, why is it that the general
population was (and continues) expressing views that were thirty years out of date?”

Arnold Zwicky, past president of the Linguistic Society of America, says that
although research into AAVE is well established, linguists themselves have not
conveyed this information to the public, “resulting in the most recent outbreak of
publicity and uproar” (Poe 1997). In early January 1997, at the annual meeting of the
Linguistic Society of America (LSA), an executive resolution was passed which affirmed
the consensus among those professionals that,

all human linguistic systems—spoken, signed, and written—are fundamentally
regular . . . [and] . . . characterizations of Ebonics as slang, mutant, lazy,
defective, ungrammatical, or broken English are incorrect and demeaning (LSA
Resolution, 1997).
In reference to the above conference, Janita Poe, a reporter for the Chicago Tribune,
noted that the linguists who produced the response were specifically trying to avoid
politics (Poe, 1997), and hence were for all intents and purposes ignored. Responses
from linguists (and other scientists, for that matter), when they enter the public
consciousness at all, seem relatively colorless, uncontroversial, and generally dull in
comparison with the volatile and racially tinged commentary found on the internet and
in editorials. Nevertheless, linguists, and other experts, have an ethical imperative and
a responsibility to disseminate in an accessible way the results of research they complete
that touch directly on social issues such as Ebonics.

In a sense, everyone is a language expert. There are virtually no aspects of our lives
where language is not a factor in determining some element of inter-personal, inter-
group, or intercultural relations. Yet despite the robust findings of linguists that all
language systems and varieties in natural use are legitimate and deserve equal standing
with each other, people maintain opinions about language that are bound inextricably
to their belief systems. When linguists offer data and conclusions that do not align
with these systems, it may (sometimes willfully) be ignored as the personal and biased
opinion of the linguist. Part of the resistance to accepting “new” ideas from linguists
may also hinge on the way people expect a “language expert” to respond to issues.
For many, the canonical “language expert” is an English teacher, or language maven,
who points out to students what is “wrong” with their language from a prescriptive
grammatical standpoint. A modern linguist explaining, then, as a matter of course, that
all languages, and varieties thereof, are equally complex and none is inherently more

“correct” or of higher value than another, is presenting information that is in direct
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conflict with strongly held beliefs of the general populace. In the case of Ebonics then,
the scientifically-based reasoning of the linguists seems to have been lost in the wash of
prescriptive grammar-based speculative opinion disseminated by columnists and media
“experts.” As with many of the “soft” or social sciences, in issues concerning language,
people may be inclined to maintain long-held opinions in the face of countervailing
evidence rather than change or adapt their world views based on new information.
Given their limited influence on the Ebonics controversy, the problem may be that, as
John Rickman of Stanford has noted in the following comment implying the lack of

credibility given to linguists, “[People] will trust a mechanic. They will trust a doctor . . .

(Poe 1997:3).
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AT RN T2 LTHEELZDTH 5,

TVALNTVAOEA, TATHCHNNZEETH D, EOBRMICEWTE T XLy A
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WZFEREL 727 v — PIEOREREBEEMIZES LADLELERS, INERIZET 5 ALT O
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TADOHNEALFKH U AN S PRI W THHEEE R ORI S 2 T > T & 72, [
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DXL EZHHABAAREFEDN TS, ALT OFFIAK. HE s 12T Te D,
NN TIRH S h B ALT O ABiE. /INVERSERE (3458 HEOuBk. BFEHEO
HHOHPFTHELMML TE 72, ALTOROARIZEHT S E, 74 —4 T4 —FUJIc&k
2 HEREIIFAREL TETCNDELIIIHA S22, ALT OFBNZ OV, #wEDEL
DR THM SN T2 MO B AT A 20, £ OWEHTEOZEE WS &, ALT 23
SEBNIBOED B VEHED = — X2 > THY -0 MICED Y TERTHBEDRT
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AR, EEOAFARLIRY ., BETIZEAE RN, ZOED L, KHIFEH
SO ALT O%HE/HET 3 EC, —BhekhbZ a5,

2 IZNERICEITS ALT HIEES DR

INERIZ I ) B AHEGESE ORI IE, 1998 SO EEIREEMHKGENIZ X 5 [RAMN &¥
HORW] OREP ML S A b. 2002 F-, NPRFEEEEHO AR ERIZ LD [RE
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2-1 JET 70455 LDRIR

HARDZMHE IS ALT HE N AMITEA S h7z0ik, 1987 FIZHillh & 1172 The Japan
Exchange and Teaching Programme [ H5E% %17 95 SHERFFEEEEEE] (LT, JET
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HIED 4 AFEDATH 720, ZDHRFEA A S, 2014 FIC 3 IEREEREEE S E % &
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T IEE -
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CHARIZOWTBLA B D, S L &5 7% A THAIZH Y 2 2R 2 7R 2 Zakn
HBHT L,
- BAROHSRHE 22 551 5 EFRECHE B 2T 2 Btk b % Z &
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WBEBEREATEHN TH 5 Z & A QUEICB E 20,

2 MHIZ, JET-ALT (32 OEIBIC W T, %3 L & SRRSO HMMER H AGEEHEE N
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HheEiR 6,986 A 8,203 A
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% 2 ALT & ¥ Tl ¥ % RO #I5 O HfERS
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S EAE T[] 35 IRFE] O SHEIRE TS B A AL
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[ - r—o] HThdZerb, ALT OREIEFFEICEPET, 2 TORETALT 2



INARFGEBE B B ALT ORHIOZSE— NARBRANOT v o — M AR L D —

L UTHER SN TP HA 5.
@ 2008 - /NEREEIREEHGG] %

AR COSMEGER B AMEL DR A2 T, ALT OREIXEZHFENE Y 7 P LT 5,
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TORGEOIEHIEROIIA U 7zo F 7 SEEIEENIC 351 5 FEROFEEEH 1L AT (28.2%)
ALT (60.1%) Th o7z (Nt w+t,2006), 6D &6, ALT OHIE, Rk
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YR IHBAEN TN Z D05,
® 20174 /NERHT A E FRE R SGET

[0 = OIS RIS U 7= R BCE SORFE ST ] (2014) 206 &5 %30 . /NFRRIC
17 B SHERELEHEIZIANT 72BGIE,. 2014 £ D S ARRIIZEHE T I Tn5, {HL, 2014
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RO LT\ H 5 Z & AFiAEN S,

PLEDES 6, AkiE THite] 1SBRE S hThd ALT O b Eid, EaERHE RO
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4 77— FREDEREDR
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ATl (42 9K)
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FEERE 1FHA3 A 2FHMA2 A 4FHP LA RROSFEN/TATH -7,
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WEEROK Mz SIS &8, FERIHZO-BE L THERETZ 3 EH2 8l s E &
JEVHIBENEF - 72,

2000 FFEIZA S &, K2 & 2 M [4— ¥ 27 —=> 2 (Service Learning) |
EWSIEMASS [Z32=2F 4 - T =V A Y (Community Engagement) | ~\&
b, EESHTRELTHEEEDSZEE, [y -2y =Y X v b (Civie
Engagement) | EWMHIN B LI Ilh o7z, [TI2=2T4 - TV Tr =V XV ] EVWS 4
BiFENZBEE, (-2 (#Ffh) | C3EET2ME v BERERH D, il
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PSUD CBL AW Z2F ¥ 7 Z b=V 3ENHEFLETEH 280D, KA BHEIC
WM AR HEER 2 ENEE LOFETH L L0 H, RIS, - 27—V %
MR & U CHEV. L T W BB OMEERE LT o< nl e b, HE
DIEROHEL X 25 EHPBOREE Th T 5,



Y=V AT —= VLB HIRER—IERE S V) F 2 T Al TORE L HE—

23 BRIIHBIFZIT—ERS—Z=FT

HADHEBEIZEWTH -2 - 35—V AR ARG E LI IZhk->720IF,
REERHRZ D 2005 FEICKF O D EHIRR B ICOWTS KL TS THE Ea5bh
TWw5, BIE - 1IH (2009) &, 2004 ~ 2007 FEI2XRIEIC K D FRIRE 72 [FEE GP
D 31%. [BUKGP] D 41%IcH - 27—V VY OEESR SN LT3, HA
DY —¥ 27 —= o Tid, [HEGEHE, (2 A ] 2 E2XHBOPLT, KED XS
ICRFNTAERMZOHWTEEZER T2 &0 [TTREHE] &5 Blid 2 iz &
ST,

ENDOKFEL NLT, M ARG T 5 - A5 —= v 7 RHAE L =01%, 1996 4 [H R
EEBHKRE (ICU) BRI TH %, ICUDY—L R - F—=vrid, HEY -2 - 5 —
=v2 (ISL) &332=54 - H%—¥EZ-5—=V% (CSL) ZH»rhTkh. UK
HFUZH —E 25—V 7 e/ 5, B LTI, $—E 25—V 7 A (2 Hif),
I3I2=74 -H—EZX-F7-=rr @HN)., HEY-—E2-7-=v2 (3HA), +—
Y Z - 7 - v OFEEUE R (1 HA), - ZRBROIA LRt (1 H6) xE 53—
A6k 5, BEHFEO—IZ, BHEIZY -2 - 5=V AMEY -2 - F—=V
IRBUEMAEEBEL, HIRAZY -2 - 5—=VZIC30 HEBMT 358 Th b, ¥ —
27—V 7 R 5040, EM 4~ 50 AFEE T, 1996 £ 5 2007 4ETHNR
450 B DFEENRRER L 2205 (B - dlk | 2009) .

ICU T, WG ABERSE. Lanfii Ko, SRS, SLBOKRSE, W Ko7 E R
VRFHEPODIZ, =R T ==V FRIENRD DD H B, VEKRF T, 2016 FFI2 8 —
25 —-=v2 (RSL) V4 =NV N, Y —E 2T =V P IERAEREIE
I onHNGXhdZ ik 57, LA L, B TIE RSL AR & 5 LU A 6
KEOFEZOREMIZE D%, EHNEFEE L TEAERT VT 4 THFHEL T8,
TNOENY—E AT -V INERRELZESDA TS (itFfl, 2016).

HADKRZIZBI 2 Y - 27 —=v27id, 2FNER0MAEZD L DROBERHM
AT > TOBZENE S DHNHGB BN DE DS EM8, 7 A ) HDOKRFECE T
DY —ERAT—= VT LIENTH S, /2. RFPELTOEERONEZ>ED L7
D, HYET2BENOLEARELART D TH B I aENFREE L TETLATHD, HA
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P ) TIBELEZDY A4 =50, FEEE I [HEE] O v N— I LU THER
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A Research Note on the Effect of Consciousness-
raising and Practice Activities on Two Simple
Aspects

Omar Serwor Massoud

Abstract

This research investigates how a young Japanese professional improved her
understanding of the simple present and simple future. This study applies four types
of treatments to address the subject’s weak points on simple aspects: consciousness-
raising, meaningful practice, controlled and uncontrolled practice activities. Each
activity was selected based on second language acquisition theories on implicit and
explicit instruction, skill acquisition, Socratic questioning, and real-world practice. The
results show that the learner made more progress in the controlled activity than the
uncontrolled one. The main limitation to this study is that it is hard to generalize the

result.

Introduction

This paper looks at the effectiveness of a number of activities that address the
learner’s weak point with English grammar. The participant works for an international
company where speaking English is mandatory. The subject struggles with simple
aspects, particularly simple present and simple future. It should be noted that for this
paper, there will be no discussion concerning the simple past. Simple present conveys an
action such as ‘eat’ or ‘play’ (Celce-Murcia, Freeman, Frodesen, White, & Williams, 2016).
Simple future is an aspect about an action or event that refers to the future such as ‘will
eat’ or ‘will go’. There are four types of activities that are employed to treat and increase
the learner’s understanding: consciousness-raising, meaningful practice, controlled and

uncontrolled practice.

1. Literature Review

There are a variety of techniques that can enhance a learner’s ability to learn and
acquire a language. Each technique has both benefits and drawbacks. It is important to
recognize that no single technique is enough on its own to improve the language learning

process. Therefore, it is necessary to use a variety of different techniques to maximize
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learning.

Explicit and implicit instruction both draw the learner’s attention to language
learning in different ways. Explicit instruction focuses on learning language by
analyzing and understanding it, using strategies and completing exercises to process
aspects of language (Nation, 1990). On the other hand, implicit instruction involves a
learner using language essentially for communicative purposes without explicitly paying
attention to language form (Schmitt, 1988). In implicit instruction a particular aspect of
language is acquired unconsciously through repeated exposure to the language through
communication and doing activities (Ellis 1994). Norris and Ortega (2000) found that
explicit instruction is more effective than implicit instruction. In explicit instruction,
they used grammar instruction, known as focus on form, which refers to focusing on a
forms’ meaning in context and focus on forms, paying attention to the form’s meaning.
The researchers found both grammar instructions beneficial to the learner.

Consciousness-raising activities help draw a learner’s attention to grammar
explicitly (Ellis, 2006). Unlike explicit instruction, consciousness-raising activities
question the learner’s understanding of a particular form. In consciousness-raising
activity, a particular grammar point is isolated, then the rules of its use and functions
are taught. Ellis (2006) argues that consciousness-raising activities are an effective way
of learning grammar as it helps the learner become consciously aware of the forms and
use. In addition, explicit feedback by the instructor can also enhance the consciousness-
raising of a form. Schmidt (1990) found explicit corrective feedback is more effective
than implicit feedback. Therefore, it is important for the instruction and feedback to be
direct and obvious to draw the learner’s attention to the specific learning.

In skill acquisition theory, explicit instruction helps develop a learner’s declarative
knowledge, which helps build automaticity of the forms (Dekeyser, 2007). According to
Dekeyser (2007), declarative knowledge, is knowledge one is aware of, such as certain
rules of grammar. Similarly, Anderson (1992) classifies knowledge into two categories:
declarative knowledge and procedural knowledge. Declarative knowledge refers to the
knowledge about facts or information on language. Procedural knowledge is the applied
aspect of the knowledge in a task or an activity. The automaticity stage is where the
learner’s knowledge is easily accessible and requires little attention to both control
and retrieve the knowledge (Dekeyser, 2007). Skill acquisition theory is an approach
to teaching based on cognitive psychology’s skill acquisition model. This model argues
that learning language is like developing a skill, such as playing baseball or riding a

bike (Anderson, 1992). A learner can master a specific skill through practice, which
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makes it an essential part of learning or acquiring a skill. Therefore, it is important for
the learner to build their declarative knowledge and procedural knowledge so that it
becomes automatically accessible.

Meaningful practice increases a learner’s understanding of language. Meaningful
practice helps the learner to understand the metalanguage or form, which allows the
learner to think about the target forms. Socratic questioning is a technique that helps
increase meaningful practice so that a learner can understand and think about the
metalanguage in use (Koshi, 1996). This type of questioning helps a learner to think
deeply about a grammar form’s appropriate use case.

Controlled and uncontrolled practice offer different benefits to the learner. Long
(1998) suggests controlled practice is an essential aspect of helping a learner to learn and
recall the meta-language in use. Having said that, controlled practice limits the output
production by the nature of its design. It enables the learner to practice lots of forms but
restricts opportunities to free practice or uncontrolled practice. In uncontrolled practice,
the questions are open-ended which means the learner can answer freely without having
to respond with a pre-defined answer. Uncontrolled practice allows the learner to speak
naturally, which resembles real-world conversations people spontaneously do daily. It
is important for the learner to have the opportunity to practice many forms and become

comfortable with speaking spontaneously in the real-world.

2. Research Question
The research objective is to find out if three different activities based on SLA
research would improve the subject’s knowledge of simple aspects. The research question
this paper aims to explore is as follows:
1. Does the participant improve on the conversational and writing use of simple present
and simple future with treatments that include consciousness-raising, meaningful

practice, and controlled and uncontrolled practice?

3. Methods
Participant

The participant’s name is Kaori (pseudonym). She is a 24-year-old Japanese woman
that works for an international pharmaceutical company where speaking English is
mandatory. The participant studied English from grade six of elementary school until
the first year of university. When she was in elementary school, she took the Eiken test,

level 4, which she passed. In high school, she went to the United States, as part of a
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homestay trip for two weeks, where she communicated with her host family in English.

After university, she traveled around Europe, particularly Spain, Italy, and France,
for vacation but did not communicate in English much. She later traveled to Singapore,
where she attempted to communicate in English but had difficulty making herself
understood. In one event of her trip, a cab driver told her not to come back to Singapore
until she could speak English. In 2016, she visited California for vacation for two weeks
to see her friend with whom she spent lots of time communicating in English. Kaori’s
motivation to improve her English stems from her desire to communicate well with her
friends and her customers and colleagues at work, despite the negative experiences she
encountered on her travels.

Kaori took a TOEIC exam while at her company where she got between 300 and
350 score, which categorizes her as a lower intermediate level student according to
standardized English test company. She claims that she understands English grammar
well but finds it challenging to use the appropriate simple aspects accurately when

speaking. She can speak modestly well with clarity but struggles with fluency.

Pedagogical Materials

Materials were developed in English based on the learner’s lower intermediate
level of understanding of simple present and simple future. The pre-test is a set of fill-
in-the-blank questions that assess learners understanding of the aspects. The three
treatment activities are: consciousness-raising, meaningful practice, and controlled
and uncontrolled spontaneous speaking practice. The objective of the activities is to
help learners practice the simple present and simple future. Finally, to determine the
effectiveness of the treatments, the post-test is made up of the same set of pre-test fill-in-
the-blank questions.

Treatment one is a consciousness-raising activity based on the answers in
the pre-test. In this treatment, Socratic questioning is used to deepen the subjects
understanding of the aspects through dialogue. The subject is asked questions such as
Why did you choose this verb simple? and Why do you think this is right? The pre-test
questions were asked to see if the participant knew the answers or had guessed them.
For the questions the participant did not answer correctly, she was asked follow-up
questions to check her understanding, such as Why do you think this answer is wrong?
(see Appendix D).

Treatment two is a meaningful practice oral activity, in which the subject

formulates variation sentences for each pre-test answer based on the respective simple
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present and simple future. The participant’s variation sentence is under each pre-test
statement (see Appendix E). In this treatment the participant makes variation sentences
in relation to her personal context in order for them to more meaningful.

Treatment three material consist of two parts. The first part is a controlled practice
which consists of a fill-in-the-blank activity, consisting of 15 questions, and uncontrolled
practice dialogue practice that includes two open questions (see Appendix F). The fill-
in-the-blank activity is a similar format to the pre-test questions. The goal of each
uncontrolled practice question is to allow the subject to talk about her routines and

plans in one minute.

Assessment Materials

The instrument of assessment used for the study was based on the number of
correct answers on the given worksheet (see Appendices). The pre-test and post-test
scores were counted by the number of correct and incorrect responses from each session’s
worksheets. The data collected was later entered into a spreadsheet. The scores for
each test were then compared to see whether there was a change in the participant’s
performance throughout the study.

The assessment had two parts: the first part was a fill-in-the-blank exercise where
the participant had to complete 15 statements by using the appropriate correct simple
present. The second part involved an uncontrolled practice spontaneous exercise where
the participant answered two questions and spoke freely on the matter. A smartphone
recorder application was used to record the dialogue, which was later transcribed by
the author. The participant was given a score based on the correct usage of the simple
aspect per sentence using the transcript from the recording. If the learner could express
an idea in each sentence using the correct simple aspect, then it was considered a
success in her ability to express herself. On the other hand, if the learner could not do

that, then it showed she did not successfully express herself.

Procedure

This section includes a brief description of each session with the subject, which
includes the exercises practiced and the purpose of each.

Session 1, October 16, 2018: Initial meeting. The first contact with the participant
was a diagnostic phase. Initially, the author diagnosed the participant’s English
proficiency level using a set of open-ended questions. This involved asking some general

questions to identify the areas that the participant found difficult. Four questions were



Omar Serwor Massoud

asked to see the participant’s general speaking ability. From the transcript, it became
apparent through responses to the open-ended question that the learner had difficulty
using present simple correctly, such as “I am working global company” instead of saying
I work at a global company, and future simple such as “First, I talk about my best
memory” instead of saying First I will talk about my best memory (see Appendix A).
The responses to questions helped determine that the learner was not using the simple
present and simple future appropriately.

Session 2, October 31, 2018: Administer a pre-test. During the pre-test, the
participant was given 16 fill-in-the-blank exercises. These questions were designed to
see how well the participant was able to identify and distinguish between two selected
simple aspects. The pre-test consisted of two components; the first set of questions
distinguished between present and future simple. The participant was instructed
to answer the list of questions on the worksheet. She initially read through a set of
questions (see Appendix B). Then the participant completed the exercise within ten
minutes. Then the participant answered two sets of questions that looked at her
procedural knowledge. The participant answered each of the two questions in under
one minute. The pre-test interview showed the participant had some difficulties with
simple present and simple future. This was evident particularly in the uncontrolled
practice of spontaneous speaking exercise. On the pre-test interview, the participant
demonstrated that she understood how to respond when talking about routines, but she
was somewhat unfamiliar with general statements or facts such as Water freezes at 0
degrees centigrade.

Session 3, November 7, 2018: Treatment one. The participant reviews the pre-
test and goes through her answers. Afterward, the author goes through each answer and
asks the subject why gave the responses she did. This Socratic questioning was used to
help her deepen her understanding of the two aspects. The participant also explained
why she found it difficult to answer the incorrect questions. In addition, the author
explained to the subject why her answers were incorrect and provided her with a correct
one with explanation. For example, the answer for question three was incorrect: Water
freeze at 0 degrees centigrade. In this instance, the participant was informed that freeze
was not the correct answer. The correct answer was freezes. The reason this was the
right answer is because it is referring to a general statement about the nature of water.
The subject also added that she recognized the difference between freezing and froze.

Session 4, November 14, 2018: Treatment two. Meaningful practice activity:

the participant formed a variation statement for each answer from the pre-test. For
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example, in question two, Joel will take the bar exam next month. For this statement,
I asked the participant to make a sentence about something she will do in the future.
Initially, she said “I drive to my work every day”. I explained that though this is correct
as a sentence, this is a reference to the present, not to a future event. She modified the
sentence to I will take the test at my company one week later. She recognized that the
simple tense she was using was in relation to the future and not the present. However,
the participant found it more difficult to formulate a variation statement for the
incorrect answers. The participant followed this pattern of exercise one by one through
all the pre-test questions. This participant’s responses were recorded and transcribed (see
Appendix E).

Session 5, November 28, 2018: Treatment three. There were two parts to this
treatment: controlled practice and uncontrolled practice. In the controlled practice the
participant answered sixteen questions. Some questions had multiple blanks to fill in.
The author explained the reason why she was doing controlled practice. The controlled
practice gave the participant more opportunity to practice simple present and simple
future. In the uncontrolled practice spontaneous speaking exercise, the subject answered
two open ended questions. The participant’s answers were recorded onto a smartphone
recorder and later transcribed (see Appendix F).

Session 6, December 5, 2018: Administer a post-test. In the post-test the author
explained to the subject that she had to answer 16 pre-test questions. The participant
pointed out that these questions were similar to the pre-test. The author explained
to the participant that although it looked similar, attempt them again. The post-test
questions were the same as the pre-test, but they were mixed up. The post-test consisted
of two parts, the controlled and uncontrolled exercises. For the uncontrolled exercise, the
author recorded her answers on the smartphone recorder and later transcribed them.
The author then checked the number of answers the subject answered correctly (see

Appendix H).

4. Analyses

Data was collected through a pre-test and post-test and audio recordings of
uncontrolled practice spontaneous speaking interviews. The pre-test and the post-
test included 16 questions from the controlled exercises related to the simple present
aspect or simple future aspect taught in the teaching sessions. Also, the participant’s
uncontrolled practice spontaneous speaking exercise was compared based on the number

of correct simple aspect sentences produced. The answers the participant gave for both
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controlled and uncontrolled practice spontaneous in the pre-test were compared with
those given in the post-test to see how much the participant had improved based on her
ability to correctly identify and use each of the simple aspects taught in the sessions.
The data was analyzed by comparing the participant’s performance on the pre-test and

post-test. This looked at the participant’s overall score for each test based on how many

question the subject was able to answer correctly.

5. Results

In the controlled test, the subject answered 73.3% of the questions correctly relative

to simple present (Table 1). The pre-test shows that the participant had more problems

using simple future correctly than the simple present, see the Table 1.

Test type |Total simple present items | Total simple future items |Overall total score
(the number of correct|(the number of correct|(% correct items)
items/ out of the total) items/ out of the total)

Pre-test |81.8% (9/11) 73.3% (11/15) 76.9% (20/26)

Post-test |90.1% (10/11) 80% (12/15) 88.6% (22/26)

Table 1. Controlled Test Fill-in-the-blank

In the uncontrolled test, the subject only answered 44.4% of the questions correctly

relative to the simple future (Table 2). The pre-test shows that the participant had

problems using simple present correctly more than the simple future.

Test type |Total simple present|Total simple future simple | Overall total score
simple items items (% correct items)
(the number of correct|(the number of correct
items/ out of the total) items/ out of the total)

Pre-test |44.4% (4/9) 66.7% (6/9) 55.6% (10/18)

Post-test | 100% (6/6) 66.7% (6/9) 80% (12/15)

Table 2. Uncontrolled Test Uncontrolled Practice Spontaneous Speaking Exercise
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Figure 1. Overall score for the pre-test and post-test

The post-test shows the participant’s improvement on the two simple aspects over
the course of the study (Figure 1). The overall score increased from 67.9% to 84.6% on
the post-test compared to the pre-test. The result shows the participant improved her
ability to correctly use both two simple aspects under controlled and uncontrolled tests
(Table 1 and Table 2). This was especially effective for the simple present tense, where

the participant improved from 44% to 100% (Table 2).

6.Discussion

This study was conducted to determine the effectiveness of the participants
progress on simple present over simple future throughout a six-week period. In addition,
it attempted to determine whether the participant could acquire a better understanding
of the two simple aspects and use them correctly by the end of the study. The intention
was to develop the participant’s knowledge of simple aspects through activities and
explanations so that the participant could use them correctly in real time. The flow
of the session with author and subject followed a similar approach, where explicit
instruction was given, and target grammatical structures were practiced through
controlled and uncontrolled materials. The participant’s understanding of the simple
aspects was initially confusing. By the end of the study, the participant showed some

signs of improvement and understanding of the simple aspects in a variety of usage
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situations.

The research question for this study was: Does the participant improve on
simple present and simple future with treatments that include consciousness-raising,
meaningful practice, and controlled and uncontrolled practice? The short answer is
the participant was able to improve her ability to use the two simple aspects. The
participant’s overall scores improved from 67.9% to 84.6% from the pre-test to the post-
test (Figure 1).

In session 3, when the participant did the consciousness-raising activity and
Socratic questioning, the participant reported that she felt very tired after the session.
The duration of the session was over 40 minutes. In hindsight, it is clear that the
sessions should have been shorter. The consciousness-raising and Socratic questioning
deepen the participant’s understanding by asking questions that provoked her to think
deeply about her understanding of the simple aspects.

Similarly, in session four, the meaningful practice, the participant found it difficult
to formulate some variation sentences as it took longer for some statements over others.
There were some questions the participant felt reluctant to answer or did not come
up with meaningful sentences. One potential reason for the reluctance may have been
because the participant was overwhelmed with the activity itself. In session five, the
participant had no problem answering the controlled practice fill-in-the-blank exercises.
The participant got all the uncontrolled practice spontaneous questions correct.

On the pre-test interview, the participant demonstrated that she understood
simple aspects and how to respond when talking about routines. In the case of general
statement or fact Water freeze at 0 degrees centigradet the third person singular, is
missing -s at the end of the verb. This is a result of the subject being unfamiliar with
verb term freeze. Also, the routine statement Spaniards eats dinner late, in which the
correct verb form is eat as it agrees with plural noun Spaniards referring to the native
people of Spain. The error in this instance was not due to her misunderstanding of
present simple but the participant confusing Spaniards for a proper noun referring to a
name of person. Both examples demonstrate the subject had less difficulty with forming
simple present aspect but struggled with subject verb agreement and nouns.

Another problem the participant struggled with in this study is using the modal
will. For example, Nora is living in Caracas until she improves her Spanish should be
changed to Nora will live in in Caracas until she improves her Spanish. This sentence
was difficult for the participant to grasp, in part the nature of the question statement

was little unclear. Besides this point, the participant was able to use the modal will

— 100 —



A Research Note on the Effect of Consciousness-raising and Practice Activities on Two Simple Aspects

appropriately when referring to future events such Joel will take the bar exam next
month.

The participant’s second problem was in the context of simple present during the
uncontrolled practice spontaneous speaking exercise. This was an issue during the pre-
test, where the participant was talking about her daily routine unclearly. One of the
factors that may have contributed to the lack of clarity was the participant is lack of
preparedness to answer this question.

In session six, the post-test was similar to session five in terms of the participant’s
level of confidence when tackling the exercises. The participant answered the first part of
the questions very quickly. For the uncontrolled practice spontaneous speaking exercise,
the participant had detailed responses to the open-ended questions. The familiarity of
the questions may have boosted her confidence. On the other hand, the questions she
answered correctly may be due to memorizing the answers, since pretest and posttest
questions were the same set of fill-in-the-blanks in different order.

The results of this study offer evidence that consciousness-raising and meaningful
practice can help develop the understanding and use of simple present and simple
future. This can assist a learner to acquire knowledge that can be transferred to
procedural knowledge. There are some important pedagogical implications from the
results. The results suggest that teaching simple aspects through explicit instruction
can help make the metalanguage more salient because learners can see what they
are learning. For example, when a learner is made aware of the rules of a particular
grammar point explicitly, the participant may find it easier to grasp the usage. Also,
understanding the rules of usage enables the participant to make meaningful sentences.
This process also helps the participant develop declarative knowledge which can lead to

automaticity of the use of language.

Conclusion

The present study was able to offer some insight into how an L2 Japanese learner
was able to learn and use two simple aspects more effectively. It shows that with
practice activities learners can get more exposure to the metalanguage, which can
enable acquisition of the L2 to take place. The three treatments helped increase the
participant’s performance of the simple aspects to some extent. Further research should
investigate the degree of effectiveness of each of the activities. The activities such as
meaningful practice and consciousness-raising activity are effective, as supported in the

literature review. At the same time, the study shows that these activities can also be
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overwhelming for the participant if done for a long duration of time or at an inconvenient
time.

There were some limitations to the study. The improvement between the pre-test
and the post-test may have been because the questions were the same, as the answers
were given during sessions three and four. In terms of generalizability, the data is
limited because there was only one participant. In a further study, this research should
be conducted on a larger scale with more participants to validate the generalizability of
the study. Also, the pre-test answers should not be revealed in the consciousness-raising
activity. This means the treatment activities particularly consciousness-raising activity,
should be used to teach and deepen a learner’s understanding of the grammar point in

the same way to learning simple present and simple future.
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Appendix A: First meeting and interview transcript
1. Why do you want to study English?

First I like English and I like to travel abroad, because I'd like to see beautiful view,
eat ... some food, learn differences of thinking of Japan. To do so I have to speak English
with local people so I would like to study English.

Second reason I am working global company and my boss of manager is from
foreign country, so I would like to talk each other without interpretation. Because I want
to talk to my boss using my word that i1s why I would like to learn, I would like to study
English. That’s all. Thank you.

2. How long have been studying English?

I had studied English for about 7 years in school. From when I was junior high
school 1 st grade to university student 1st grade. And I studied English by myself
when I was elementary school ehh 6th grade because I took Eiken so I studied by
myself for about one one about year. And when I was university student first grade I

took...TOIEC... once. So I had studied English for 8 years altogether. That’s all.

3. Tell me about your experiences of learning?
Third question I will talk about my experience of learning. When I was junior school
student I mainly studied about writing and speaking. Writing is for example...I learned

grammar. Speaking is I talked I talked using new sentence and I made a story, and I
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talked each other. When I was high school student I mainly studied reading, and writing
and listening because of university entrance examination. Reading and listening is the
most difficult to me. Reading is I read, a long story and I answer the question. Listening
was most difficult because I couldn’t understand. And when I was university student I
mainly studied speaking. The class. My teacher taught me English and communication

and how to communication. It was so fun! That’s all.

4. Have you ever been aboard? If so please tell me about your experience.

Fourth question I have ever been to abroad. First, I talk about my best memory.
When I was high school student I went to Chicago and I stayed home stay. And I could
make a lot of friend in Chicago. My English skill was not good. I could communicate with
my friends using body language. And Sometimes I used dictionary. And I had so nice...
I...And I spent sooo nice time. That is my best memory. And my worst memory is...when
I was university student I went to Singapore and... I and my friend took a taxi. And I
didn’t speak English to m-...the taxi driver. And I showed the travel magazine to taxi
driver. And just I pointed the magazine, travel magazine I want to go. So Taxi driver
asked us where are you from? We answered Japan. So the taxi driver said to us “If you
...cannot speak English you don’t come to Singapore”. Maybe the Taxi driver thought, I
cannot understand he said. But I could understand. And I become sad. This is my worst

experience. This my worst experience abroad. That’s all.
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Appendix B: Pre-test fill-in-the-blank questions

Pre-test Questions Part A

Questions base form
verbs

1. He to school every day. walk

2. Joel the bar exam next month. take

3. Water at 0 degrees centigrade. freeze

4, After October, Marlena the 7:30 train to |take
Chicago every day.

5. There a large house on the corner. is

6. I Mr. Johnson. know

7. Erik so funny. He start, be,
up, and before coming downstairs, he ake,
playing with his trains.

8. 1 a meeting next Wednesday at that time. |have

9. Nora in Caracas until she live, improve

her Spanish.
10. |[Now I adding three eggs to the mixture. |be
11. |So he up in the boat and waves his arms |stand

to catch our attention

12. |She to the doctors once a month. go

13. |If Cindy passes the bar exam, she able to |be
practice law.

14. |If you are going you sorry. be

15. |1 from the commission. resign

16. |Spaniards dinner late. eat

Activity 2. Uncontrolled practice spontaneous speaking exercise

1. Describe your daily routine? (2mins)
2. What will you do for your Christmas vacation? (2mins)
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Appendix C: Pre-test result

Part A: Pre-test Questions

Spaniards eat dinner late.

Questions base form
verbs

1.0 |He walks to school every day. walk

2.0 |Joel will take the bar exam next month. take

3. X |Water freeze at 0 degrees centigrade. freeze
Water freezes at 0 degrees centigrade.

4. X | After October, Marlena always takes the 7:30 train to Chicago | take
every day.
After October, Marlena will take the 7:30 train to Chicago
every day.

5.0 |There is a large house on the corner. is

6.0 |I know Mr. Johnson. know

7.0 |Erik is so funny. He will wake up, and before coming |start, be,
downstairs, he will start playing with his trains. wake,

8.0 |I have a meeting next Wednesday at that time. have

9. X |X- Nora is living in Caracas until she improves her Spanish. |live, improve
O- Nora will live in Caracas until she improves her Spanish.

10. O |Now I am adding three eggs to the mixture. be

11. O [So he stands up in the boat and waves his arms to catch our |stand
attention

12. O |She goes to the doctors once a month. go

13. O |If Cindy passes the bar exam, she will be able to practice law. |be

14. O |If you are going, you’ll be sorry. be

15. O |Iresign from the commission. resign

16. X | Spaniards eats dinner late. eat
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Part B: Activity 2. Uncontrolled practice spontaneous speaking exercise interview
transcript

1. Describe your daily routine?

My daily routine is to make relax time. I work long time every day. So,
I often I feel tired, so I try to make relax time. For example, I take a nap, or I
watch tv in my house, or_I call, I go to my friends and enjoy talking and eat
delicious food and more. To make relax time is my daily routine.

*Because it’s something you usually do

2. What are you plans for Christmas vacation? (Attempt 1)

The plan of my Christmas holiday still has not decided still has not
been decided. But I think I want to go to aboard. My Christmas holiday...my
Christmas vacation is about two weeks. So I have enough time to go to abroad.
I like travel abroad. Because I want to ...see many beautiful views. And...And I
want to enjoy eating....I want to enjoy eating unique food country. And I want
to meet a lot of people from other country and experience to culture of many
countries. So I want to go to abroad. That is why I think I want to go abroad
in Christmas vacation. In Christmas vacation.

*Attempt 1(She did not answer the question I told her although she did
not answer the question directly you evaded it. Vacation does not necessarily
mean you must go somewhere special. It just means what will do for that
period of time you are off)

Attempt 2 (So asked her to do the question again)

I will stay nice hotel on the...my Christmas holiday. And I will eat some
Christmas dinner and I will enjoy. And after Christmas day I will go back...
Niigata. And I will stay my family in and my friend in Niigata until...until
New Year. And I have the plan I will trip to Kanazawa with my younger sister.
This is my first trip only with my younger sister. And I will come back to
Yokohama for my job. This is my winter holiday plan. That’s all

Because Christmas is in the future
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Appendix D: Treatment 1 consciousness-raising activity

Pronoun. It’s a routine.

Part A: Questions base form
verbs

1) He walks to school every day. walk
Because of the pronoun

2) Joel will take the bar exam next month. take
It’s in the future because the reference to month

3) X -Water freeze at 0 degrees centigrade. freeze
O-Water freezes at 0 degrees centigrade.
The participant is not countable we use freeze’. She thought this
was an issue of singular and plural form. She explained that
water is not plural so you don’t use's’. I explained to her that
this was not necessarily an issue of plural form but the sentence
is general statement about water therefore we use freezes. I also
explained to her she was correct in terms using correct simple
form versus not using freezing or froze.

4) X-After October, Marlena always takes the 7:30 train to|take
Chicago every day.
O- After October, Marlena will take the 7:30 train to Chicago
every day.
I thought every day now but it’s in the future. She was confused
that after October was now. She should thought everyday means
to include “always”.

5) There is a large house on the corner. is
It’s singular

6) I know Mr. Johnson. know
1 is singular

7) Erik is so funny. He will wake up, and before coming |start, is, wake,
downstairs, he will start playing with his trains.
Is third person singular. Wake in the future with “s” it is not
necessary. “Coming” and “playing” was difficult but good
guess. The reason is because we usual -ing when taking doing
something. This example of gerunds. I will help with this later.

8) I have a meeting next Wednesday at that time. have
It’s a routine. It not about the future time.

9) X- Nora is living in Caracas until she improves her Spanish. |live, improve
O- Nora will live in Caracas until she improves her Spanish.
She said that “is living” until the event finishes.

10) |Now I am adding three eggs to the mixture. am, add
“Add” she felt confused. She thought I am adding or I add.
I explained to her that routine. Present simple and present
continuous confusion. She asked why?

11) |So he stands up in the boat and waves his arms to catch our |stand
attention
Third person singular

12) |She goes to the doctors once a month. go
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13) |If Cindy passes the bar exam, she’ll be able to practice law. be
Something she might be able to do in the future.

14) |If you are going you’ll be sorry. be
Now doing and in the future you becoming. If you go.

15) |I resign from the commission. resign
I is singular but I explained that if you doing at the time of
speaking you use I.

16) |Spaniards eats dinner late. eat
Spaniards eat dinner late.
Name of a person

Part B: Activity 2. Uncontrolled practice spontaneous speaking exercise interview
transcript
(*Based on this observation the participant was able to identify why they said what
they did.)

1. Describe your daily routine?

My daily routine is to make relax time. I work long time every day. So, I often
1 feel tired, so I try to make relax time. For example, I take a nap, or I watch tv
in my house, or I call, I go to my friends and enjoy talking and eat delicious food
and more. To make relax time is my daily routine.

Because it’s something you usually do

2. What will do for your Christmas vacation? (Attempt 1)

I will stay nice hotel on the...my Christmas holiday. And I will eat some
Christmas dinner and I will enjoy. And after Christmas day I will go back...
Niigata. And I will stay my family in and my friend in Niigata until...until New
Year. And I have the plan I will trip to Kanazawa with my younger sister. This is
my first trip only with my younger sister. And will I come back to Yokohama for
my job. This is my winter holiday plan. That’s all

Because Christmas is in the future
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Appendix E: Treatment 2 meaningful practice

VS: I know Nathan-san.

Variation Statements (VS) base form
verbs

1) O |He walks to school every day. walk
I will drive to my work every day.
VS: I drive to my work every day.

2) O |dJoel will take the bar exam next month. take
VS: I will take test in my company one week later.

3) X |Water freeze at 0 degrees centigrade. freeze
VS: The leaves changes color in autumn.

4) X | After October, Marlena always takes the 7:30 train to Chicago | take
every day.
VS: After June, he will not pay for his university.

5) O |There is a large house on the corner. is
T VS: here is a seven eleven in front of the station.

6) O |I know Mr. Johnson. know

70

Erik is so funny. He will wake up, and before coming
downstairs, he will start playing with his trains.
VS: I am lazy girl because I go to sleep before take a shower.

start, 1s, wake,

8) 0

I have a meeting next Wednesday at that time.
VS: I have an appointment this weekday.

have

VS: I eat dinner after 8 o clock.

9) X |Nora is living in Caracas until she improves her Spanish. live, improve
VS: I will stay in a nice hotel in Tokyo until Christmas finishes.

10) O | Now I am adding three eggs to the mixture. be,
VS: Now I am talking to you.

11) O |So he stands up in the boat and waves his arms to catch our|stand
attention.
VS: I lay on the sofa.

12) O | She goes to the doctors once a month. go
VS: I go to nail shop every month.

13) O | If Cindy passes the bar exam, she’ll be able to practice law. be
VS: If I pass medical exam, I’ll not have to take it again.

14) O |If you are going, you’ll be sorry. go, be
VS: If you are annoying, I'll be annoying.

15) O |Iresign from the commission. resign
VS: I resign.

16) X | Spaniards eats dinner late. eat
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Part A: Questions base form
verbs

1. I the school. quit
I quit the school.

2. Sam the Sushi restaurant in two weeks. |go
Sam will go to the Sushi restaurant in two weeks.

3. The French wine with their dinner late. drink
The French drink wine dinner late.

4. Suzy a really interesting person. She|be, finish

her homework, after exercising in the

gym. ] . )
Suzy is a really interesting person. She’ll finish her homework,
after exercising in the gym.

5. The cat in the apple tree. be
The cat is in the apple tree.

6. He the colors in the rainbow. see
He sees the colors in the rainbow.

7. Earth around the sun every 365 days. spin
Earth spins around the sun every 365 days.

8. We a game next Friday at that time. have
We have a game next Friday at that time.

9. So he up the ball and put it in his bag. pick
So he picks up the ball and put it in his bag.

10. |[Now I chopping the cucumber for |be
the salad.
Now I am chopping the cucumber for the salad.

11. |Next month, the senior team the New | attend
York conference at 6pm.
Next month, the senior team will attend the New York
conference at 6pm.

12. |I my parents once a year for Christmas. |visit
I will visit my parents once a year for Christmas.

13. |If Charlie help his sister, he able to hang|be
out with his friends.
If Charlie help his sister, he’ll be able to hang out with his
friends.

14. |If are not reading you it. regret
If you are not reading, you’ll regret it.

15. |Ryan Chinese in Beijing until he|become, be

fluent.

Ryan is studying Chinese in Beijing until he will become
fluent.

16. |She the piano every Tuesday evening. play

She plays the piano every Tuesday evening.
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Part B: Activity 2. Uncontrolled practice spontaneous speaking exercise interview
transcript

1. Describe your work routine?

I go to my office in Minotomirai every morning at 9:00.And I leave my office at
around 12: 00. And I go to hospital. And I meet my doctor. And I talk to them.
And I go the hospital and I go to another hospital... one two three... around three

hospital... around three hospital. And around 8 o’ clock I leave my hospital. And I
will be on my way home.

2. What are your plans for next week?

My friends in Niigata will come to my house when this weekend. And I will go to
Disneyland. And [ will held a birthday party. And I will go to Chinatown. And I
will go to Tokyo. And...it’s my plan this weekend. That’s all. I will do my work in
this week...next work.
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Appendix G: Post-test questions

Part A: Questions base form
verbs

1. Spaniards dinner late. eat

2. If you , you'll be sorry. go

3. Water at 0 degrees centigrade. freeze

4, After October, Marlena the 7:30 train to |take

Chicago every day.

5. Now I adding three eggs to the mixture. |be

6. I Mr. Johnson know

7. He to school every day. walk

8. Thave a next Wednesday at that time. meet

9. Nora in Caracas until she|live, improve

her Spanish.

10. |dJoel the bar exam next month. take

11. |[So he up in the boat and waves his arms | stand
to catch our attention

12. |She to the doctors once a month. go

13. |If Cindy passes the bar exam, she able to | be
practice law.

14. | Erik so funny. He wake, be,
up, and before coming downstairs, he come,
playing with his trains.

15. |There a large house on the corner. 1s

16. |I from the commission. resign

Part B: Activity .2 Uncontrolled practice spontaneous Speaking exercise

1. What are your plans for your Christmas vacation?
2. Describe your daily routine?
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Appendix H: Post-test result

Part A: Questions base form
verbs

1. X |Spaniards eat dinner late eat

2.0 |Ifyou are going, you’ll be sorry. go, be

3.0 |Water freezes at 0 degrees centigrade. freeze

4.0 |After October, Marlena will take the 7:30 train to Chicago |take
every day.

5.0 |Now I am adding three eggs to the mixture. be

6.0 |I know Mr. Johnson. know

7.0 |He walks to school every day. walk

8.0 |I have a meeting next Wednesday at that time. meet

9. X |Nora lives in Caracas until she will improve her Spanish. live, improve

10. O |Joel will take the bar exam next month. take

11. O |So he stands up in the boat and waves his arms to catch our | stand
attention

12. O | She goes to the doctors once a month. go

13. O | If Cindy passes the bar exam, she’ll be able to practice law. be

14. O |Erik is so funny. He will wake up, and before coming|start, wake,
downstairs, he will start playing with his trains. be,

15. O | There is a large house on the corner. be

16. O |I resign from the commission. resign
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Part B: Activity 2. Uncontrolled practice spontaneous speaking exercise interview
transcript

1. What are you plans for Christmas vacation?

I will go to Costco. And I will go shopping. And...I will held Christmas party in
my house with my five friends and I will enjoy. And another day I will go to nice
hotel. And I will spend relax time. And I will go back my hometown, Niigata. 1
will meet some Niigata friends. This is my Christmas holiday friend. That’s all.

2. Describe your daily routine?

My daily routine is I go to my work. I go to my office about 9:30. And I have lunch

about 2: 00 clock. I go hospital every day. And I go back home about 9:00. I go to
sleep before midnight.
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Introduction

The research of formulaic language has been well established in the field of second
language acquisition. Most researchers agree that it plays a crucial role in language
learning, processing and application. Its significance is underlined by its ubiquity, as
“...up to 70% of everything we say, hear, read, or write is to be found in some form of
fixed expressions” (Hill, 2000, p. 53). Furthermore, the importance of noticing formulaic
language for language learning, fluency development, expression of complex ideas and
accurate pronunciation is significant (Lewis, 1993). Incorporating formulaic language
into language teaching is commonly known as the lexical approach.

The purpose of this review is to introduce the reader to Understanding Formulaic
Language, a book that combines the latest research on formulaic language processing,
acquisition and use from three specific and interconnected perspectives: cognitive,
sociocultural and pedagogical. Each of these constitutes a separate section of the book.
The review will summarize and evaluate 1-2 chapters from each section both in terms of
theoretical knowledge and its potential practical application in the classroom. It should
also be stated that this is an edited volume, bringing together contributions from some

of the more well-established researchers in the field of formulaic language.

Cognitive Perspective
Usage-based perspective

At the beginning of chapter 1 in this section a distinction is made between a rule-
based approach to language acquisition that describes language learning as acquiring

words and rules that determine how to merge these words together and a usage-based
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approach that argues for a mental lexicon in which grammar and lexis are joined
together (Wulff, 2019). From my perspective, being both a former English learner and
a current English teacher, the former approach is much more familiar and traditional
than the latter, essentially representing a grammar-based, linear syllabus. The latter
approach is something I became aware of only recently and is associated with a break
from grammar-focused language teaching and learning.

One of the primary factors for learning a language is the amount of linguistic
input that the learners are exposed to. “Early emphasis on receptive skills, especially
listening, is essential” (Lewis, 1993, p. 194). Regarding the usage-based approach, the
chapter lists several aspects of input that contribute to formulaic language acquisition.
The most relevant aspects for classroom contexts may be frequency, distribution,
and saliency. Wulff differentiates that “token frequency is the frequency with which
a particular construction occurs in the input; type frequency refers to the number of
distinct realizations of a given construction” (Wulff, 2019, p. 22). She also points out that
more densely dispersed and salient formulaic language usually has a higher probability
of being acquired by language learners (Wulff, 2019).

The research summarized in this section could be usefully utilized in a language
classroom by a principled practitioner of the lexical approach. According to Nation
and Macalister (2010), teaching principles must be grounded in theoretical research
and should not be too specific to provide variation and flexibility to accommodate for
a wide range of conditions in which languages are learned. A language teacher could
take a principled approach to teaching formulaic language by consistently selecting
an appropriate amount of both reading and listening input containing most frequent,
focused, and salient target expressions. This would most likely involve supplementing
the course book with both online input and texts composed by the teacher, as the
majority of published textbooks still adhere to the rule-based approach and focus on
single word vocabulary. While they still may contain useful input, the target language
may not be relevant for every teaching context. It would also likely mean designing
tasks and activities that incorporate these multiword expressions in a way beneficial for

their acquisition by the learners.

Online Processing
In chapter 2 the processing of formulaic language is described from the standpoint
of both comprehension and production. In comprehension, one major factor in online

processing that is mentioned is again frequency. Native speakers and language learners
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are sensitive to multiword frequency. However, frequency seems to affect production
of formulaic language in L1 speakers (for example, faster articulation and increased
pausing), but the evidence is less clear with L2 learners (Siyanova-Chanturia & Van
Lancker Sidtis, 2019).

Again, the research in this chapter should be useful for a teaching practitioner and
could be applied in a principled way. The findings on comprehension are potentially
useful for all levels of students, but especially lower levels, as the teaching focus should
be much more on comprehensible input for the latter. Various techniques could be
used to focus on frequent formulaic language. Input flood, where target language is
concentrated in a short text. Highlighting and noticing tasks, as well as spaced retrieval
and review could all potentially be designed or adapted with a focus on more frequent
formulaic expressions and a goal of learners encountering these more often. This in turn
could benefit acquisition.

Even though the findings on frequency in production are less conclusive for L2
learners, some practical application could also be suggested. As already mentioned,
less pressure should be put on learners to produce the frequent formulaic language
accurately and appropriately, compared to simply comprehending it. In addition,
fluency activities could be designed, focusing on the repeated use of the most frequent

expressions, and allowing for planning time beforehand.

Socio-cultural perspective
Pragmatic perspective

In chapter 5 the acquisition of formulaic language is discussed from the pragmatic
perspective and the main factors that could affect the acquisition are outlined. According
to Bardovi-Harlig (2019), this area of research is mainly focused on the social function
of formulaic language, namely the use of particular phrases that may characterize
whether or not the speaker belongs to a specific speech community. This is relevant for
L2 learners, as their knowledge of colloquial multi-word expressions could influence
their cultural identity and the degree of assimilation in the country where their L2 is
the predominant language of communication. This point is in turn related to another
major aspect of pragmatics discussed in the chapter, that of context. The author makes
a distinction between pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic competences. The former is
how well the learner knows an expression and the latter is how well they can use it in
an appropriate context (Bardovi-Harlig, 2019).

Several factors related to formulaic language acquisition are outlined in the chapter.
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One has already been mentioned in this review and that is the difference between input
and output. Bardovi-Harlig (2019) reports that when it comes to pragmatics, learners
notice more conventional expressions than they can output. This lack of production is
explained by either learners not knowing the expression, not knowing how to use an
expression or by them misinterpreting the context of use.

Another major factor in formulaic language acquisition is learning environment.
This is because in the country of their L2 learners could find themselves in situations
where pragmatics would be particularly noticeable. They are also more likely to have
more opportunities to notice input (Bardovi-Harlig, 2019). This is consistent with the
belief of many of my university students that learning L2 in a country where it is
primarily spoken is more beneficial than in their home country as a foreign language.

One other significant factor for acquisition is language instruction. According to
Bardovi-Harlig (2019), instruction has a positive effect on output of formulaic language,
but most textbooks lack authentic input to provide context and co-text for this target
language. This is consistent with earlier comments in this review for the need by
teachers to develop and adapt published materials to best accommodate the needs of
their learners.

Reviewing the main points of this chapter, several pedagogical implications for
formulaic language instruction may be derived. Regarding context, formulaic language
should not only be taught in isolation, but rather it should also be presented to the
learners in the context of a sentence, paragraph or a larger text. That way they could
have a more comprehensive contextualized and co-textualized model of how the target
language is used accurately and appropriately.

Another implication has already been mentioned above, namely learners should not
be pressured to produce formulaic language right after encountering it for the first time.
Rather the focus should be on providing them with large amount comprehensible input,
with contextualized target language.

Finally, in relation to learning environment, the purpose of study should be clear
to the learners and the teacher. Some learners would be satisfied with limited exposure
to the formulaic language in their EFL context. They may have no ambitions of study
abroad or altering their identity through language practice. On the other hand, learners
who aspire to assimilate into the community of their L2 would usually have higher
proficiency goals, may be more motivated and put more pressure on themselves in order
to attain their learning goals. As much as possible, the teacher should be aware of their

learners’ goals.
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Pedagogical perspective
Pedagogical approaches

Chapter 8 is focused on approaches to teaching formulaic language. There are three
approaches outlined: incidental, semi-incidental and deliberate. According to Pellicer-
Sanchez and Boers (2019), incidental language learning is a secondary result from
primarily meaning-focused tasks, while deliberate learning encourages intentional
memorization and strengthening the knowledge of lexis and semi-incidental learning is
primarily focused on input meaning, while concurrently focusing attention on language
items.

An example of incidental learning may involve learners reading a graded reader or
listening to a story with the primary focus on meaning. As they read or listen, they may
also notice formulaic language in the input and eventually add it to their repertoire.
There are numerous factors that may contribute to incidental acquisition, but there are
two main ones mentioned in the chapter: frequency and modality. While results of the
various studies listed in the chapter vary, Pellicer-Sanchez and Boers (2019) concluded
that overall, more frequent formulaic language was more likely to be retained by the
learners. Also, both reading and multi-modal input (reading plus listening together)
were more effective for incidental acquisition than listening alone.

In semi-incidental learning, input is presented with the focus on meaning, but
also with target formulaic language highlighted in some way. There is no specific
instruction to study the highlighted phrases, but as a result of highlighting, learners’
attention tends to gravitate towards the target language. This is called typographic
enhancement, which tends to be more effective for acquisition of formulaic sequences
than unhighlighted input alone (Pellicer-Sanchez & Boers, 2019).

Regarding deliberate learning, several approaches are enumerated in the chapter.
Pellicer-Sanches and Boers (2019) note that in contextualized practice, learners can
try and find, or notice, examples of formulaic language in the input. Additionally,
in decontextualized practice, they can do gap fill or matching tasks or study lists of
expressions. They can also try to produce the target language either in written or spoken
form, but mastering accurate and appropriate production usually takes considerable
effort and repeated practice.

Overall, the authors aptly conclude that “the effectiveness of any pedagogical
procedure — be it incidental, intentional, or both — will inevitably depend on the quality
of its design and how it is implemented” (Pellicer-Sanchez & Boers, 2019, p. 167). In

other words, no perfect methodology exists, and the effectiveness of acquisition will
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depend on a variety of factors, such as teaching methods and context, learner ability and
motivation, learning styles, learners’ L1, and the purpose of study to name just a few.
One other interesting comment at the end of the chapter is about existing
pedagogical practice of formulaic language. The authors state that it would be “useful
to find out more systematically how teachers and course designers around the world
are already addressing the challenge of FL learning” (Pellicer-Sanchez & Boers, 2019,
p. 168). As a practicing university teacher, who incorporates the lexical approach in my
classes, it is interesting to compare my own practice with the approaches in this chapter.
Some of my own approaches match those in the chapter, namely incidental learning with
the focus on meaning in the input and deliberate learning with students being asked to
find and highlight examples of expressions in texts and using formulaic expressions in
their essays. But my teaching practice also includes several other aspects not mentioned
in the chapter. For example, learner training in the use of collocation dictionary, in how
to organize a lexical notebook for the new and semi-familiar expressions they encounter
during the course, and they also engage in reflection activities on the significance of
formulaic language in their L2 development. It would be difficult to report with high
confidence about the effectiveness of these teaching practices, but at the very least the
attempt is there to raise the learners’ awareness of formulaic expressions and increase
their autonomy and independent skills they can hopefully use outside the classroom and

after the course is finished.

English for academic purposes perspective

In chapter 11 several reasons for using formulaic language in this context are
outlined. One reason is “that formulas are basic linguistic units” (Durant, 2019, p. 211).
Just as individual words are learned by students, formulaic expressions and phrases
should be focused on in a similar way. Learners should be made aware that many
phrases express a single meaning and should not be broken down into individual parts.

Another reason is related to the processing function of formulaic language already
discussed above. Formulaic sequences can make processing easier, so the learner can
focus more on the meaning rather than form (Durant, 2019). This is related to fluency of
both input comprehension and output production. The knowledge of formulaic language
can allow learners to become faster readers by focusing their eye movements on larger
chunks of text instead of individual words. It could also allow them to speak and write
more fluently by using prefabricated set phrases instead of trying to construct sentences

and utterances from individual words.
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The third reason is that certain kinds of formulaic language are very specific
to particular EAP communities and by using this language the learner can signal
the membership in the community (Durant, 2019). This is related to the academic
conventions that learners need to master in order to be successful in their university
careers. Most prominently this may be relevant for academic essay writing — formulaic
sequences used to frame and organize the essay content, objectively express stance,
evaluate and analyze the sources, to name just a few examples. In my teaching
experience with academic writing, initially learners often struggle with adopting these
conventions and need extensive practice to become skillful at implementing them. The
importance of this practice should be stressed to learners, as universities and colleges
often require strict adherence to these conventions and failure to do so could result in

poor, unprofessional quality of work.

Limitations and conclusion

Overall, Understanding Formulaic Language is a comprehensive resource for
anyone interested in the field of formulaic language acquisition and study. By combining
the cognitive, sociocultural and pedagogical perspectives, the book provides a wide range
of the most recent research in the field that has direct relevance to classroom practice.
However, the book also has some potential limitations.

One has to do with the difficulty of application of the research on formulaic
language. While any teacher should be able to apply the research findings and principles
from the book with their learners, this may be more difficult for novice or pre-service
teachers. In particular, those not already familiar with or practicing the lexical approach
or those not having necessary background knowledge in applied linguistics. The book
does have a pedagogical application section, but it lacks ready-made, hands-on tasks
and activities that beginner teachers would find especially useful because they would be
able to start using those right away with their students. This limitation is not unique
to this book though, as to my knowledge, much of the research in language acquisition
is mainly focused on the theoretical, as opposed to practical side, and the struggle to
integrate the two is a well-known issue in language teaching.

Another potential limitation is the terminology in the book, again mainly
for beginner teachers. New teachers often struggle with reading second language
acquisition literature due to their lack of knowledge of technical language. They find it a
slow and often demotivating process. Even for MA students, it usually takes a semester

or two to get acclimatized to technical language in journal papers and textbooks, so
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more experienced teachers should sympathize with those who struggle to read technical
language for the first time. And while the book is on the whole lucid and well-organized,
some of the more technical language in it may present a difficulty for some readers. But
again, this limitation is not specific to Understanding Formulaic Language, but is rather
more general to the literature in second language acquisition.

Having mentioned this, it must also be stated that these limitations should not
present a difficulty for a more experienced teacher. For teachers with MA in applied
linguistics and multiple years of teaching with the lexical approach, Understanding
Formulaic Language provides a comprehensive overview of the field and a useful
reference source, clear principles for teaching methodology, and validation for existing
classroom practices. In addition, every chapter of the book suggests future research
directions for anybody interested in expanding the field of formulaic language.
Additionally, experienced teachers should be able to create their own tasks and
activities or adapt existing published materials based on the research findings in
the book. Although this is likely to be a more time-consuming process, it may also be
more beneficial for the learners’ needs and more rewarding for the teachers from a
professional development perspective. Learners could benefit more from tasks and
activities specifically tailored to their needs and the learning context and teachers could
benefit from a more involved lesson planning process that requires more creativity and
thought.

To conclude, Understanding Formulaic Language is a useful resource for those who
simply want to learn more about the field of formulaic language, for teachers who are
interested in integrating formulaic language into their classrooms and for teachers who
already practice the lexical approach. This book thoroughly explores its subject from

multiple perspectives relevant for both researchers and practicing teachers.
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