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TALKING ACROSS CULTURES 

Jack C. RICHARDS 

The Chinese University of Hong Kong 

Although the subject matter of linguistics is language, 
it is surprising how little attention has been given by linguists 
to talking, until relatively recently at least. This assertion 
may seem somewhat surprising, since you may point to 
phonetics as an example of how spoken language forms 
a central part of linguistic theory, or to stTl-Icturallinguistics, 
which emphasizes the primacy of speech over other modes 
of language. The study of talking, however, has tended to be 
only incidental to the main interests of linguists, and this is 
certainly reflected in the treatment given to speaking in 
introductory textbooks in linguistics. Traditionally, talking 
was regarded as merely a manifestation of the speaker's 
knowledge of linguistic rules. Part of the reason for the 
neglect of conversation is due to the fact that linguistics 
typically treats language as the property of the individual, 
shaped by innate cognitive structure and represented most 
perfectly in the idealized speaker-hearer that provides the 
model for a theory of linguistic competence. 

The view of language I wish to discuss here is a rather 
different one. It treats language not as a system for the 
coding of cognitive and propositional meaning in the indi
vidual, but as a mechanism for the creation of social inter-

-7-
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action between two or more speakers. It views language not 
as a system for the coding meaning, but as a tool for the 
creation of social relationships. And because our starting 
point is not a static entity but a dynamic process, our focus 
will be on the negotiation of social meaning through talking. 
My interest is hence twofold; it is the social meaning of talk
ing, and the way talking is used to create social meaning. 
But first a word of justification. 

The study of conversational interaction is part of the 
study of the psychology and sociology of interpersonal 
behaviour. It is related to theoretical and applied linguistics 
in a number of ways. It shares the concept of competence 
with a linguistic perspective of competence, but offers a 
complementary way of looking at it. Grammatical com
petence - the purely linguistic component of competence 
- may be regarded as our knowledge of the rules used to 
create sentences as linguistic units for the coding of pro
positional lIleaning. COl1ullunicative competence represents 
our knowledge of how sentences are used to create com
municative acts, such as requests, apologies, denials, descrip
tions anel so on. Social competence is our use of the 
knowledge of the rules of grammatical anel communicative 
competence to realize and maintain social goals and to 
create harmonious interpersonal relationships. We don't 
always succeed in realiZing the goals of social competence. 
1 may perform a request that follows the communicative 
norms for requests in English, but if my request succeeded 
in angering, puzzling, humiliating or annoying my conver
sational partner, my social competence has not been 
successful. 

Teachers of English are frequently confronted with the 
reality of this distinction between grammatical, com
municative and social competence, because although the 
mechanisms for the realization of social competence are 
extremely subtle, their effects are profound. Misuse or 
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misapplication of them lies at the heart of much com
munication conflict, communication breakdown, or 
misunderstanding, particularly when speakers of different 
ethonolinguistic and cultural traditions interact through 
the mediurn of English. The goals of this paper are thus 
to illustrate smue .of the dirnensions of sodal COlnpetence) 
as seen from the study of conversation, and to illustrate 
ho'i,v different conversational conventions for the expression 
of social meaning can lead to misunderstanding in cross 
cultural encounters. 

'rhe social ,,,,,',,,ww of fatuuS!, 

The distinction Draae above between gramrnatical 
cornpetcnc8 on the one hancl~ and communicative and social 
competc;nce on th~.~ other, divides our knowledge of a 
language into things vve knovv dtJOllt, and things we do. 
To put it another vvay ",'Ie CQn conside1' utterances in conver
sation both in terms of what they S(!y, and in Terms of what 

clo, It Is principally \vhat people do through talking 
that I WIll discuss here. 

do people talk to e,ach other? This question lT18.y 

seem obvious as \vell as trivial, since it is self-evident that 
people talk to each other because they have things they want 
to say to each other, But it would be more accurate to say 
that people talk to each other because they have things they 
want to do, What they say and how they say it reflect their 
social goals. Speaking is thus describable as a form of social 
encoun tel', Coffman has convincingly argued that in any 
action, each actor "provides a field of action for the other 
actors, and the reciprocity thus established allows the 
participants to exercise their interpersonal skills in formu
lating the situation, presenting and enacting a self or identity, 
and using strategies to accomplish other interactional ends." 
The goals of conversation are thus mutually created during 
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the course of conversation, and this shapes the direction 
of conversation. Watson gives the following example: 

A. What time is it? 
B. Look, we are going to make it, so stop worrying. 

If we consider this exchange simply in terms of linguistic 
meaning (i.e. what is said), we would arrive at a description 
of the form of the question and the answer in terms of 
grammaticality, transformation rules and so on. Watson 
points out that if we focus on what is done through the 
exchange however, we might arrive at the following inter
pretation: 

What time is it'? 

Look, we're going to make 
it, so stop worrying. 

Gloss 
Speaker's intent. The sun has 
already set, it's getting dark, and 
we're supposed to be there at 
7 :30, but we have more than an 
hour's drive left. I'm really 
worried about it, but I know that 
my getting worried irritates you. 

Interactional task 
Communication of concern, de
sire for reassurance etc. 

SpeakerJs intent. rm aware of 
how late it is, but I can't do any
thing about it, and we'll 
probably get there on time, 
anyway. In any case, worrying 
does no good and only makes me 
irritable, as you know. 

Interactional task 
Communication of irritation/re
assurance, termination of topic 
etc. (cited in Watson, 1974) 
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The goals of conversation are thus as much social as 
linguistic. The goals may be to establish affiliation with 
another, to reduce tension, to establish domination, to sound 
out another, to display one's self in a positive light, to 
influence someone, to get someone to do something, and 
so on. In each case, the social goals may not be evident 
from the words in the sentences themselves, but are 
interpreted through our understanding of the rules of 
communicative and social competence. 

That talk is as much motivated by social and interactional 
goals as by the need to convey information is well illustrated 
by the structure of that particular speech event known as 
the conversation. Conversations typically open with a 
ritualized greeting. The topic of these openings, however, 
is not to be interpreted literally. How are you' as a con
versational opener in English is thus mutually understood 
by the participants as not being an enquiry into the state of 
your health, and likewise When did you eat as an opener in 
some Asian languages is not a genuine enquiry into your 
culinary habits. The point of the opener is to set the tone 
for a suitable pattern of interaction. The next step in the 
conversation is to introduce into the conversation topics 
about which both the speaker and hearer are likely to agree. 
111is is the motivation for small talk about the weather or 
other non-infonnative topics about which mutual agreement 
is likely. Such talk is directed to the face of the hearer. 
"The raising of safe topics allows the speaker to stress his 
agreement with the hearer and therefore to satisfy the 
hearer's desire to be right or to be corroborated in 
his opinions. The weather is a safe topic for virt\laUy every
one, as is the beauty of gardens, the incompetence of 
bureaucracies etc., .... " (Brown and Levinson, 1978). The 
more the speaker knows about the hearer, the more close to 
home he will be with the choice of safe topics he can raise 
with the hearer without a likelihood of disagreement. This 
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is thus part of a strategy which takes account of the hearer's 
wants or desire to be thought of as desirable. There is 
inevitably a degree of formality and politeness during this 
stage of the negotiation, and this is part of the way of making 
such encounters easier to handle. 

Talkativeness 

The social function of talking differs across cultures 
and this is seen in differences in how much talking 
participants typically indulge in during certain speech events. 
For Americans, talking is considered to be a natural way of 
getting to know somebody. At cocktail parties for example, 
it would be considered normal and acceptable for strangers 
to seek each other out, introduce themselves, and get to 
know each other through talking to each other. In other 
cultures it may be the custom to observe and form an impres
sion of someone before feeling that talk is appropriate. In 
Japanese society J silence is va.lued in l11any situations where 
talking would be the norm for Americans. The value of 
silence is reflected in Japanese proverbs; to say nothing is 
a flower; H10uths are to eat 'with, not to speak with; 
a hundred listenings do not equal une seeing (Loveday, 
1980). A typical Japanese reaction to Americans' use of 
talk is seen in the following: 

"When I went to the United States in 1950 ! was 
greatly surprised, almost perturbed, by the fact that 
Americans loved to talk incessantly. They even did so 
during the meal. As a matter of fact they sounded to 
me almost hypermanic." (cited in Loveday) 

There are hence situations where one group favours talking 
and another favours silence. The voluble group views 
members of the taciturn group as reserved and shy; the 
taciturn group may view the voluble group as over-talkative, 
self-asserting and domineering. These stereotypes result 
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simply from the misreading of conversational conventions 
(Scollon and Scollon 1979). 

Roles 

Since conversation is always other-directed, central to the 
study of conversation as social transaction is the effect of 
speaker and hearer roles on the form of conversational inter
action. When people meet, they come to perceive statuses, 
rights and duties for each other. They make decisions about 
the identity they wish to assume during part or all of the 
transaction. Once their respective roles have been established, 
the pattem of interaction for that transaction is determined. 
Roles are functions of the interaction between two or more 
participants, rather than the static possession of the 
individual participants. One of the goals of conversation is to 
discover what these roles are, and to allow roles to emerge. 
People who interact frequently with each other will generally 
have worked out reciprocal roles which make their patterns 
of conversational interaction smooth and predictable 
(Argyle, 1967). 

There are two closely related aspects to the concept of 
role that deserve consideration here; one has to do with the 
presentation of self, and the other concerns the relative 
status of the participants. 

Presentatio'':l of self 

One of the goals of talking is to present a picture of one
self to others. Scollon and Scollon point out that English 
speakers typically present a positive display of their own 
abilities and achievements, talk freely about past ac
complishments and future plans and goals. In first 
encounters, interviews, etc., they display themselves in the 
best light possible without, however, overstating or under-
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stating the picture they present. One way this is achieved is 
through what Pawley calls the 'reduction' principle. This is 
a strategy we adopt where we typically understate our 
achievements slightly, so that our conversational partner 
can emphasize them for us. I had a good example of this 
recently when I congratulated a speaker on a presentation 
he had made at a convention. The exchange went like this. 

A. That was a first class presentation. 
B. Well, you've heard it all before. 
A. No, it was an excellent synthesis and very clearly 

presented too. 
This system of self-presentation apparently differs from that 
in some cultures. Scallon and Scallon point out that in the 
Athabaskan system, it is considered inappropriate, and even 
bad luck to display oneself in a positive light, or to talk too 
directly about the future. Consequently, in cross cultural 
encounters "the Athabaskan thinks of the English speaker as 
boastful or careless with luck and with the future, while 
the English speaker thinks of the Athabaskan as unsure of 
himself and withdrawn" (Scallon and Scallon, 1979). 

Status 

It would appear that there are two basic choices open to 
participants in assessing roles and statuses. They may see 
their roles as being of equal status, in which case they adopt 
conversational strategies which mark affiliation, or they see 
their roles as of differing status, in which case they adopt 
conversation strategies which mark dominance or de
pendency. Conversational strategies are part of the means by 
which participants communicate whether an affiliative or 
non-affiliative relationship is intended. Two relevant aspects 
of this process are degrees of display and strategies for 
politeness. 
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Display * 

For some social encounters, one participant takes the 
role of spectator, and the other assumes the role of ex
hibitionist. What makes the case of North Americans 
interesting is that the function of display and exhibitionism 
is the reverse of what is found in many cultures. In many 
transactions, in North American custom the one who is in the 
dominant position often acts as spectator, and the one in the 
subordinate position plays the role of exhibitionist. Children 
are expected to show off or display their abilities before 
their parents and other adults. Tbey are expected to be 
talkative, to ask questions of adults. Children in school 
are like-wise expected to display their abilities before the 
teacher who,like the parent, acts as spectator. However this 
role is often reversed in other cultures, where the adult 
plays the role of exhibitionist who displays his knowledge 
and abilities for the child to learn. This can lead to mis
understanding and stereotyping. On the one hand a perSOll 
from a culture where children are not encouraged to display 
before adults, may feel that American children are precocious 
and ill-mannered, whereas the truth is that only some of 
them are. On the other hand adults encountering children 
from cultures where display is not expected before adults, 
may feel that children, both in and out of classrooms in that 
society, are passive, shy and reserved. 

* This section is based on Scollon and Scollon, 1979. 

Face and Politeness 

Crucial to the successful management of social interac
tion through language are strategies which take account of 
the status of speaker and hearer. Language has developed 
into an extremely subtle medium for the communication of 
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information which indicates the degree of affiliation or 
distance of speaker and hearer. Successful use of these 
strategies creates an atmosphere of politeness which enables 
social transactions to proceed without threat to the face of 
speaker or hearer. 

Goffman describes face as "the positive social value a 
person effectively claims for himself by the line others 
assume he has taken during a particular contact" (Goffman 
1974: 319). 'Whenever two people meet, there are two 
aspects to the face-preserving negotiations that conversation 

is directed to. "The person will have two points of view - a 
defensive orientation towards saving his o\vn face, and a 
protective orientation towards saving the other's face." 
1974: 3'25). In functional terms this comes down to 
strategies fOT what .is communicated as politeness. Recent 
work in linguistic anthropology (Levinson and Brown 1978) 
suggests that the need for politeness strategies is universal; 
however., their rc~l1ization in particular languages is subtle 
and varied. Incorrect application of devices for communi
cating politeness can lead to misinterpretation of com·· 
municathle intent; it can lead to judgernents that the other 
person was rude, aggressive, tactless, over familiar, etc., 
which all derive from threats to the face of one of the par
ticipants. Such judgements give rise to cultural stereotyping 
in many contexts. 

In a recent thesis by Brown and Levinson a convincing 
case for the role of politeness strategies as face saving and 
face preserving devices is outlined. They argue that for many 
types of speech transactions, a threat is involved in some way 
for either speaker or hearer. Req lIests, for example, are 
threats in that they impose on the freedom of action of the 
hearer. The hearer has to make a choice, either to accept or 
refuse. In either case, some sort of challenge to face is 
involved. Promises can be seen as restricting the future self
determination of the speaker, and thus threaten the speaker's 
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face. Criticisms are threatening to the hearer's face, and 
apologies, to the speaker's face. Speech acts can be seen to 
involve costs to either the speaker, the hearer, or to both. 
An assertion, for example, commits the speaker to an opinion 
which the hearer may not share. Hence, as we saw earlier, 
the importance of small talk on safe topics which both 
speaker and hearer are likely to agree on in the opening 
stages of conversations. The basic thesis that Brown and 
Levinson propose is that in conversation, speakers estimate 
the '"cost" of a particular speech act, in terms of its relative 
threat to speaker, hearer, or both, To do this, speakers 
make use of their perception of the degree of social distance 
between speaker and hearer, degree of dominace or affilia
tion, and the relative status of a particular type of act within 
a given culture, Then they choose appropriate strategies. 
There are two basic role-related and face-preserving strategies 
open; ajfinnatipc politeness strategies and defe'J'errtial 
politeru-;s_~' stnltegies (which Brown and Levinson refer to 
respectively as strategies for positive and negative politeness). 

Affirlflatiue politeness strategies 

Affirmative politeness strategies indicate rapport between 
speaker and hearer; they mark solidarity and closeness, 
assuring the hearer that his face is valued by the speaker, that 
they share the same wants, needs, etc., or are members of the 
same group. 

The following are examples of such strategies: * 
I. Notice or attend to the hearer's interests, wants, needs, 

goods etc. 
What a beautiful vase. Where did it come ji'orn? 

2. Exaggerate interest, approval, sympathy etc. 
How absolutely man!ellous for you! 

3. Intensify interest to the hearer; e.g., Use the historical 
present. 

* These are taken from Brown and Levinson 1978 
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I come down stairs and what do I see? 
(here the speaker communicates to the hearer that he 
shares some of his wants or face needs by intensifying 
the interest of his contribution) 

4. Use in-group identity markers. 
Help me with this bag will you mate' 
(Further examples would be the use of slang, dialect, 
or other markers of in-group membership.) 

5. Seek agreement. 
LOlJeiy day, isn't it? 
(One chooses safe topics so that you can be seen to share 
the hearer's views by agreeing with him.) 

6. Avoid disagreement. 
A. Wasn'l the food lovely' 
B. [ tholl/{ht it was very different, a very interesting 

change /rorn the sort of food llisually have. 
(Rather than say NO, speakers will go to considerable 
length to hide disagreement). 

7. Presuppose, by raising or asserting common ground. 
II'ouldn 't you like a drink' 
(Here a YES answer .is presupposed, indicating that the 
speaker knows the hearer's wants, tastes, or habits, thus 
partially minimizing the imposition of the suggestion). 

8. Joke. 
How about lending me this heap of old junk? (said of 
the hearer's new Cadillac). 
(J okes stress the shared background knowledge and 
values of speaker and hearer). 

9. Include both speaker and hearer in the activity. 
Let's stop for something to eat. 
(Here, instead of I want to stop for something to eat.) 
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Deferential politeness strategies 

These seek to minimize the face-threatening cost of a 
particular speech act. They protect the hearer's face by 
stressing his want to have his freedom of action unhindered. 
They indicate respectful behaviour, just as affirmative polite
ness strategies mark familiar and friendly behavious. They 
are consequently more conventionalized. 
Examples are: 
I. Be conventionally indirect. 

Would you be able to pass me the salt' 
2. Hedge. 

I wonder if you can help me! 
(Here one doesn't assume that the speaker is willing to 
do what one wants. One makes minimal assumptions 
about his wants). 

3. Be pessimistic. 
I don't suppose you can help n1C? 

4. Minimize the imposition. 
I 'wonder if I can trouble you for just a second. 

5. Give deference. 
This dress is not very good I'm afraid, but it's the only 
one in your size that I've got. 

6. Apologize. 
I hope you dOll 't rnind rne as/?ing YOH something. 

7. Impersonalize speaker and hearer. 
It appears that there is a stain on Yoltr shirt. 

8. State the act as a general mle. 
Passengers will please refrain from flushing the toilets 
'while the train is in the station, 

The form of conversational interaction is consequently 
shaped in subtle ways by the use of affirmative or deferential 
politeness strategies which take account of degrees of affilia-
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tion between speaker and hearer, the status of the partici
pants, and their social distance. What happens if there is 
failure in the match between conversational strategies and the 
perceived statuses of the speaker and hearer? The result is 
what has been termed a pragmatic error (Kasper 1979) that 
is, an error of social competence. The case of Germans 
speaking English is an example that has been studied from 
this perspective. Kasper has looked into the reasons why 
Germans sometimes appear impolite, bmsque or agressive, 
when they speak English. Consider the following examples, 
from her data, taken from interaction between a native 
speaker of British English (X) and a German speaker of 
English (Y). In each case the German's utterances were 
judged as inappropriate by a native speaker of British English, 
and the native speaker's reconstruction of more appropriate 
way of replying is shown as the Reconstituted Ut
terance (RU). 

I. (Y's landlady has made some sandwiches for Y for 
her journey back to Germany.) 
X. I hope it'll be enough. 
Y. Yes of course it will be enough. 
RU. Yes, thanks, that'll be fine. 

2. (X has lent Y £25.) 
X. Is that not enough? 
Y. That would be enough, yes of course. 
RU. Yes of course. That's marvellous. 

3. (X has taken Y's seat in the library.) 
Y. Pardon me. Will you please give me back my 

seat? 
RU. I don't know if you're aware of it, but you're 

sitting on my seat. Could I have it hack do you 
think? 
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4. (X and Yare quarrelling about the library seat.) 
Y. Well I'm very angry about that. 
RU. Well look, I'm quite upset about this. 

-21-

In commenting on these errors Schmidt points out; 
"two major generalizations can be made. First, the German 
learner's utterances are notably devoid of affirmative polite
ness devices. Second, in cases where expressions of thanks 
primarily threatening to the speaker's . face as with 
expressions of thanks and apologies (examples I and 2) the 
German speaker is much less direct than the British speaker, 
and used hedging devices; in cases where the speech act is 
primatily threatening to the hearer's face, as with suggestions, 
requests and criticisms (examples 3 and 4) the German 
speaker is more direct than the British speaker and does not 
make use of either positive or negative politeness decives." 

The following example, this time from an observation of 
Chinese speakers of English in Hong Kong, likewise indicates 
how an utterance that is constructed according to the lUles 
of grammatical and communicative competence fails. at the 
level of social competence by not taking account of the 
speaker's face. Consider the following exchange: 

A. Do drop round and visit us sometime. 
B. Yes of course, if I am free. 

B's response here is inappropriate, but why? Firstly, A's 
sentence functions as an invitation. In Brown and Levinson's 
terms, invitations constitute a threat to the speaker's face -
since there is the possibility of rejection or refusal - and 
to the hearer's face, since they impose of the hearer's 
freedom of action. Now in English the threat to the hearer's 
face is minimized by framing the invitation ambiguously; it is 
a weak, rather than a firm, invitation since nO time or date is 
communicated. In this way it takes account of the threat to 
the speaker's face. B's reply however, by hedging and not 
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responding with an apparent firm intention (Yes I will' 
Thank you, I would love to) presents a threat to th~ 
speaker's face. B's reply probably reflects simply an unfami
liarity with the convention that in English, one replies to 
such an invitation as if one has a firm intention to take up 
the offer, but to actually take up the invitation would 
constitute a stronger threat to the speaker's face, by imposing 
on his freedom of action. Thus the following would also be 
an inappropriate reply: 

A. Do drop round and visit us. 
B. Thank you, I'll come on Thursday at 5 p.m. 

Ethos 

Conversation as social interaction must also be seen in 
terms of the culturally specific patterns of interaction that 
determine the "ethos" of social behaviour in a particular 
society. In some societies, social interaction is generally 
wann, easygoing, friendly; in some it may be stiff, formal or 
deferential; in some there may by typical displays of self
achievement and importance; yet in others participants are 
typically distant, cautious or even suspicious in their per
fonnance of conversational transactions (Brown and 
Levinson). Due to different perceptions of social distance 
between participants, different perceptions of the power 
speakers have over hearers, different perceptions of do
minance and affiliation, and differences in the degree to 
which particular speech acts are regarded as impositions Of 

as representing challenges to speaker or hearer face, we find 
marked differences in the daily etiquette and social pattern 
of conversational interaction in different cultures. Brown and 
Levinson suggest that we may roughly contrast cultures in 
tenns of whether they favour affirmative politeness, or 
whether they tend to favour deferential politeness. Cultures 
differ in terms of the "cost" or weightiness they assign to 
particular speech acts. In some cultures, namely those fa-
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vouring affirmative politeness, "impositions are thought of 
as small, social distance, as no insuperable boundary to 
easygoing interaction, and relative power never very great." 
The North American culture may be cited as an example. In 
contrast there are cultures such as in Japan, where imposi
tions are thought of as great, where social distance is signifi
cant and status powerful. Such differences influence the 
degree to which particular acts are seen as face-threatening, 
as well as the particular kind of acts which are regarded as 
presenting face challenges. "In England and the USA, offers 
are not very threatening acts, but in Japan, an offer such as 
a glass of ice water can occasion a tremendous debi." Geertz 
in his studies of Javanese linguistic etiquette has likewise 
shown how conversational interaction among Javanese takes 
account of the much greater threat to face posed by requests 
and refusals in Javanese culture, than the same speech acts 
constitute in American culture. 

In practical terms, what this amounts to is the degree to 
which culturaUy-specific restrictions apply to particular 
speech acts. Ueda, for example, discusses how these factors 
apply to requests in Japan. Requests, as we saw earlier, are 
face-threatening acts since they restrict the hearer's freedom 
of action and also pose threats to the speaker's face through 
the possibility of refusal. While these are universal 
characteristics of requests, their cost or "weightiness" is 
much higher in Japanese culture than in North American or 
British culture. "In Japan one is best advised to accept the 
requests, though there are many requests one does not want 
to or seems unable to accept." ,Loveday observes that dis
agreement is likewise avoided by Japanese speakers. "Because 
of the overdifferentiated importance of group affinity, it is 
understandable that Japanese rarely express disagreement in 
conversation. As Nakane says, "One would prefer to be silent 
than offer the words such as 'no' or 'I disagree' ..... 
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[consequently] the westerner is frustrated by the polite, but 
to him, incomplete response, while the Japanese is frustrated 
and more often than not, offended by the open expression 
of dissent which he interprets as agression and by the 
constant demand for negative/positive judgements to be 
made" (Loveday, 26). 

It is because of the need to accomodate such factors 
through conversational interaction that Japanese are fre
quently described by foreigners as "illogical" or "ambiguous" 
in their speech. They have a greater tendency for deferential 
politeness strategies and for indirectness in their approach to 
the realization of particular socially weighted speech acts 
than do their North American counterparts. 

This can be related to different values attributed to group 
versus individual identity across cultures. In Japanese society, 
group membership and solidarity is regarded as more impor
tant than individual identity, whereas the opposite is true for 
American culture. The J~lp3nese learns to value conformity 
to the group. "Real friendship means total acceptance by 
the group, and they reject the [American's] concept of what 
friendship involves with its back-slapping heartiness, baring 
of one's inmost soul, and indulgence in heated arguments 
about disputatious subjects" (Roggendorff 1980). Japanese 
and Americans are thus reported to differ in what they feel 
is appropriate to reveal about themselves in inter-personal 
encounters. Americans are consequently much more prone 
to disclose personal inner or private experience, topics 
which would be avoided in similar situations by Japanese, 
who avoid conversational topics which might lead to dis
agreement, or witty verbal display, for fear of disturbing 
the harmony of the group. 

Second language learners need to know which topics 
and speech acts have language-specific conversational restric
tions. They need to know what one can request and decline 
in a language without causing offence, the degree to which 
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other people's beliefs can be disagreed with; in short, the 
appropriate conversational strategies that define the inter
actional ethos of that culture. 

Conclusions 

The dynamics of conversation as a mechanism for 
personal interaction are influenced in subtle ways by the role 
attributed to talking in different cultures. The cross cultural 
study of conversational illteraction is only in its infancy, 
but clearly offers useful insights to language teachers and 
students of cross cultural communication. It helps explain 
how much talking people do; when, why and how they 
talk, as wen as the topics they feel appropriate in conversa
tion. Often, conversational behaviour from non-native 
speakers which seen1S irrational, puzzling, insensitive, or 
oversensitive merely reflects a difference in COlnlTIUnicative 
style transferred from another language and culture. 
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COGNITIVE PROCESSES IN 
LANGUAGE EDUCATION 
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ABSTRACT 

Some of the more interesting implications 
for language education have come from recent 
research in the neurosciences. These range from 
the work of noted neurosurgeons on the "split 
brain" phenomenon to cognitive psychologists 
and their attempts to further define the parameters 
of psychological differentiation. Many of the 
detailed neuroanatomical facts anel the complex 
statistical evaluations on human information 
processing are not directly relevant to the language 
teacher in the classroom, however, many of the 
implications of these findings are indeed highly 
pertinent. As a consequence, this essay will fOCllS 
on recapitulating and defining some of this 
cognitive research and relating it to the assessment 
of cognitive styles in the classroom. 

COGNITIVE STYLES 

Regardless of the content involved in learning about a 
new culture and its language, it has been founel that people 
have a definite approach in structuring such information. 
The way in which they conceptually organize and structure 
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their environments is known in the psychological literature as 
cognitive styles. There are five different approaches used by 
psychologists in the study of structuring human information 
(Goldstein & Blackman, 1978) and each of these has 
emerged from different social and historical contexts and 
developed for different needs and concerns. Nevertheless, 
all of these approaches share a common focus. They all 
deal with how cognition is organized by means of psycho
logical structures. They all involve such cognitive controls 
as the amount of tolerance one has for unrealistic experiences 
(cognitive dissonance), the amount of conceptual differenti
ation one has in accepting certain experiences as similar 
(constancy phenomenon), the susceptibility one has to 
distraction, the ability to either scan information or make 
judgments, the degree to which one levels Or sharpens ex
periences, and the concern one has for details within a 
field of perception. 

The first study of cognitive style under discussion grew 
out of the study of authoritarian personalities during the 
Second World War. Kurt Lewin and his associates used a 
laboratory paradigm to investigate the German model of 
authoritalian leadership. This led to a further study by 
Theodore Adorno and his associates (1950) On the nature of 
prejudice and how it relates to rigid personalities. There 
are people, it was argued, who have an intolerance for am
biguity and this cognitive style is evident in their overall 
manner of thinking, feeling, and behaving. To quantify 
these traits, Adorno and his colleagues developed various 
scales to measure personality. They found that the authori
tarian individual is concerned with status and success. They 
attributed these characteristics to parent-child interaction 
and found that authoritarian parents felt inadequate about 
their social and economic achievements and developed an 
anxiety which was expressed in harsh and threatening or 
rigid child-rearing training. Parental discipline under these 
circumstances appeared capricious and arbitrary to the 
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child. This led to a hostility towards the parents which 
became repressed and shunted toward outsiders of different 
political, religious, and ethnic allegiance. What is significant 
about these studies on the authoritarian personality for 
language education is the fact that students who are rigid 
in their structuring of experience will require very formal 
curricula if they are to be successful in the learning 
experience. They do not have a tolerance for the un
structured classroom experience and are rather rigid in 
behavior. In this way they can reduce conflict and anxiety 
by denying that ambiguous experiences exist. This also 
reduces the need for guilt or shame brought about 
by insecurity. 

The second approach to cognitive styles came about 
with the work of Milton Rokeach (1956) who argued that 
authoritarianism was not dependent upon political ideology 
or prejudice and that this same cognitive style could be 
found among adherents of the extreme left or right. The 
reason for this line of attack can be found in the concept of 
cognitive styles. They have to do with the way in which 
people structure their environments and hence the content 
should not play a role at all. Hence, for Rokeach (1960), 
the individual who possessed a closed mind did so because 
of a dogmatic cognitive style and those who are dogmatic 
in one area of their lives, he argued, are also dogmatic in 
others. They have closed their minds and have restricted 
their cognition to a narrow range of beliefs. They adhere 
to these dogmas regardless of the content of these beliefs 
and also glorify those authorities who support their own 
view of things. They tend to be elitist. To quantify this 
cognitive style and to measure the range of one's con
servatism, Rokeach developed a Dogmatism Scale which he 
felt was relatively free from ethnocentric attitudes. When 
these scales were applied to the classroom situation, it was 
found that one becomes less dogmatic with more education. 
Eighth graders, for example, were more dogmatic than 



- 32- JALT JOURNAL, VOLUME 3 (1981) 

eleventh graders; and on the collegiate level, graduate 
students were less dogmatic than undergraduates. Evidently, 
one's tolerance for ambiguity is lessened as one is exposed 
to a greater variety of experiences and social roles. Further
more, it was found that some people replace old beliefs 
with new ones and demonstrate an analytical approach to 
cognition while others tend to integrate new beliefs into 
their present epistemological framework and appeal to a 
synthesizing of knowledge. It should be noted that highly 
dogmatic students were heavily influenced by authority 
figures and had difficulty in separating the actual message 
from its source. There are many similarities between the 
authoritarian personality and the dogmatic person and their 
cognitive styles. One immediate implication of this research 
for the classroom teacher is the realization that a student 
may become defensive and dismayed when the readings 
and the texts disagree with his or her own belief system. 
Hence, this is why a larger range of stories should be in
corporated into a teaching situation. Diversity allows the 
dogmatic person to become more familiar with alternative 
realities. 

The third model of cognitive styles comes from the 
research of George A. KelJy (1955) who was concerned 
with providing the clinician with an understanding of how 
his client or patient perceives and constructs reality. Kelly 
argucs that people are actively involved in cognitively 
organizing the world around them. They are always forecast
ing events, making predictions, and negotiating reality. 
These modifications of ideas are known as constructs and 
they not only allow people to represent the environment, 
but also to respond to their own view of things. The 
construct system which one creates through social interaction 
becomes more and more integrated with the passage of time. 
Although differentiation of individual constructs do occur, 
it is the overall system which becomes more fully integrated 
in the process of psycho-social development. A cognitively 
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complex individual, it is argued, is able to predict 
the behavior of others more accurately while a cognitively 
simple subject tends to view others as similar to himself 
or herself. The latter, it should be noted, is less likely to 
change his/her attitudes and is more inl1uenced by authority. 
What is important for the classroom teacher about these 
two kinds of cognitive complexity is the fact that less 
complex subjects are not able to handle conflict with ease. 
TIley have difficulty in handling discrepant information. 
Hence, they do better in classroom situations which are 
more highly structured for them. They can cope with drills, 
and have a disdain for unstructured situations such as the 
dialogue. Their only way to successfully cope with the 
dialogue is to memorize it in its entirety, reducing the element 
of chance and anxiety. 

The fourth model of cognitive styles views people as 
processors of human information. It is a model advanced 
and advocated by Harvey, Hunt and Schroder (1961) and 
later expanded upon by Schroder, Driver, and Streufert 
(1967). They argue that people process infonnation either 
by means of differentiation or by means of integration. 
In the case of the f01111cr, one locates stimuli along a di
mension instead of combining them by means of complex 
rules or programs (Le., through integration). A person is 
considered to be a concrete type of human information 
processor if he or she is lovi in both differentiating and 
integrating ability. Abstract types, on the other hand, are 
able to do well in locating concepts and integrating them 
within a system of thought. There are varioLls levels of inte
grative complexity within this model. The most concrete 
type of cognitive style is one of dependence, in which a 
person views his or her world in tenns of only a few dimen
sions combined by means of a few simple rules. Such a 
person tends to compartmentalize everything and is thus 
able to maintain contradictory beliefs. This strategy avoids 
ambiguity and reduces conflict. As one becomes more 
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and more able to alternate schemata for organizing the 
dimensions of perception, he or she makes a break with 
absolutism and embraces a negative approach toward the 
structuring of experience, This second level of functioning 
allows the person to view information as being related to 
a particular condition. The third level of functioning is even 
more complex and is marked by the ability to become 
independent of absolutism and to demonstrate an empirical 
attitude towards the environment. The most abstract level 
within this model can be found in the interdependent person 
who has a great tolerance for stress and is not intimidated 
by highly complex information. What these four types of 
complexities demonstrate is that the highly concrete person 
has a heavy reliance on authority, is intolerant of ambiguity, 
is rigid and can collapse under high stress conditions, is not 
adept in role taking, has a poorly defined self-concept, and 
has disparate and isolated views of the environment. Such 
a person would be intimidated by the classroom situation 
and would tend to resort to strategies which would minimize 
his or her interaction with the group. When asked to recite 
in class, this individual may develop a great anxiety verging 
on fear. Such a person does well in group recitals such as 
drills where the complexity of the response is highly 
controlled and concrete. Furthermore, such a student prefers 
the multiple choice and the true or false type questions 
rather than the essay, as these do not require much integra
tion of the learned material. 

The fifth model of cognitive styles is associated with 
the research of Witkin under the rubric of psychological 
differentiation. A person who perceives the field or environ
ment as more discrete and structured is categorized as being 
differentiated. He or she has a definite sense. of body 
boundary, a sense of individuality, and has internalized 
standards. Witkin set up a polarity along the continuum of 
differentiation. He classified the more differentiated person 
as one who is field independent and the less differentiated 
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person as one who is field sensitive. These terms came out of 
his research during the Second World War when it was 
learned that some airplane pilots became rather disoriented 
when their aircraft left the ground and their vision of land
marks was diminished. These pilots lost their sense of gravity 
orientation and would fly upside down or sideways from 
time to time and would occasionally crash. For Herman 
Witkin and his associates (1962), this problem of how people 
perceive themselves and their environment could be readily 
attributed to differences in cognitive styles. The person 
who focused on details had structured his information 
independent of the field; and the person who had a good 
sense or Gestalt of the field at the expense of the details 
was field sensitive. To further investigate this phenomenon, 
Witkin and his colleagues developed a series of experiments. 
They used a Body Adjustment Test (BAT), for example, 
in which the subject was placed on a movable chair in a 
simulated room allowing the blindfolded subject to be tilted 
either by the chair or by the room or by both. The task 
that the subject faced upon removing the blindfold was to 
align a luminous rod within a luminous frame. It was found 
that some people relied on external cues to reach a decision 
in aligning the rod and frame in a true upright position 
and others depended on internal cues. From this analysis, 
they argued that those who focus on the overall organization 
of the field in resolving spatial problems are field dependent 
or field sensitive. By contrast, those who tend to focus on 
discrete elements without taking into consideration the 
backgrounds or the totality in which these elements were 
merely a part were labelled field independent. From these 
studies, Witkin and his associates concluded that the dis
oriented pilots who lost their sense of spatial environment 
were indeed field independent. They saw details and lost a 
sense of the field. They are the same kind of people who 
would become disoriented while driving through a heavy 
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rain storm or a blizzard, where the background becomes 
visually diminished, thereby removing important spatial 
information in the process. Much of the work on psycho
logical differentiation discussed in this last model mirrors 
previous research. However, what makes this model unique 
is that it will become intrinsically related with neurosocio
logical research on cognitive styles (TenHouten, 1981) and 
bicognitive education (Ramirez & Castaneda, 1974). 

CEREBRAL HEMISPHERES AND COGNITIVE STYLES 

There are many other tests that psychologists have used 
in ascertaining perceptual differentiation in terms of cogni
tive styles (Ramirez & Castaneda, 1974; Shouksmith, 1970). 
The more noted ones are the Embedded Figures Test (EFT), 
the Rod and Frame Test (RFT), the Boely Adjustment Test 
(BAT), the Draw a Persoll Test (DPT), and various subtests 
of the Wechsler Intelligence Scales (WISC). However, one of 
the more fascinating developments in this body of literature 
has been the discovery that cognitive styles are biologically 
localized in different cerebral hemispheres (Gazzaniga & 
SpelTY, 1966). It appears that analytical cognitive styles or 
the field independent mode of cognition is characteristically 
associated with the left hemisphere of the brain while the 
relational cO~11itive style or the field dependent (field sensi
tive) mode is related to the right hemisphere of the brain. 
Both halves are joined by the corpus callosum in sllch a way 
that the left hemisphere of the brain controls the right half 
of the body and vice vcrsa. Therefore, in dichotic studies of 
hearing, the signals which are picked up by the right ear are 
processed by the left hemisphere of the brain and vice versa. 
Certain senses. however, such as the eyes, are equally divided 
so that half of each eye sends information to the left hemi
sphere of the brain and the other half of the eye sends 
information to the right (Buzan, 1974). The nose, it appears, 
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is ipsilateral in that the left half feeds information into the 
left brain and the right half to the right brain. 

CEREBRAL HEMISPHERES 

LEFT 

Analytical mode 
Sequential processing 
Rational thought 
Controls right body 

RIGHT 

Relational mode 
Simultaneous processing 
Emotive, affective thought 
Controls left body 

Each side of the brain is involved in different information 
processing tasks. The left cerebral hemisphere, for example, 
is analytical and involves the temporal or sequential approach 
to structuring experience (Krashen, 1977). The right side of 
the brain, on the other hand, is concerned with relationships 
and views things in telms of Gestalt or simultaneous patterns 
of infornlation. It is also where affective thought or emotion 
comes from (Edwards, 1979; Samples, 1976). 

Ramirez and Castaneda (1974) have argued that the 
traditional Mexican-American child develops a field sensitive 
cognitive style and that in the American school system a 
conflict is created because the preferred mode of cognition is 
based on the Held independent style. The child comes to 
school prepared to view and structure knowledge from the 
right side of the brain, but the school favors and tests for 
only the mode of cognition associated with the left side of 
the brain. Hence, the minority children studied by these 
educational psychologists are at a disadvantage; and it is this 
situation which demonstrates the need for teaching methods 
which combine both modes of cognition. Each of these 
cognitive styles differs in terms of the way in which the 
child relates to the teacher and the classroom situation, and 
unless a system of bicognitive development is employed, 
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problems will continue to occur which hinder the more 
effective use of human processing of information. The 
following provides a synopsis: 

RELATIONSHIP TO PEERS 

LEFT HEMISPHERE 

Field independent behavior 
Child prefers to work alone 
Child likes competition 
Child is task·oriented 

RIGHT HEMISPHERE 

Field sensitive behavior 
Child prefers to work with others 
Child likes cooperation 
Child is person-oriented 

PERSONAL RELATIONSHIP TO TEACHERS 

LEFT HEMISPHERE RIGHT HEMISPHERE 

Field independent Field sensitive 
Avoids physical contact Seeks stroking and feedback 
Formal interaction Personal interaction 

INSTRUCTIONAL RELATIONSHIP TO TEACHERS 

LEFT HEMISPHERE 

Field independent 
Likes new tasks 
Works alone 
Likes to finish first 
Seeks nonsocial awards 

RIGHT HEMISPHERE 

Field sensitive 
Prefers the familiar 
Works in groups, seeks guidance 
Seeks group acquiescence 
Highly sensitive to social reward 

TYPE OF CURRICULUM FACILITATING LEARNING 

LEFT HEMISPHERE RIGHT HEMISPHERE 

Field independent Field sensitive 
Emphasize details Emphasize general concepts 
Meaning in parts Meaning found in whole 

Likes mathematics, science. Likes stories in humanized format 
Discovery approach Language-experience based approach 
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Obviously, children may differ in terms of their cognitive 
styles and consequently will grow and flourish in some con
texts as opposed to others. Fortunately, most children are 
bicognitive and can operate rather well with both modes of 
cognitive styles. Nevertheless, the visual arts are usually 
associated with the right cerebral hemisphere and this aspect 
of cognition is not legitimated by most school systems. 
Hence, the teaching format is dominated by some cognitive 
tasks and almost completely avoids others. 

In teaching English as a foreign language, the cognitive 
styles of the students playa major role in the classroom. The 
kind of thinking required for tests is based on field indepen
dent tasks where one is asked to work alone, to be competi
tive, to be task oriented, and to strive for non-social rewards. 
Creativity is associated with the field sensitive student, on the 
other hand, and such a student is good at working out spatial 
relationships, prefers to work in a group with others, and 
furthermore, welcomes their comments. Unfortunately, 
creative students do not always place high in standardized 
tests because they tend to go beyond the format of the 
structured examination and are penalized for it. 

Another aspect of the cognitive sciences which is import
ant for language teachers is the area of dyslexia. In reading, 
for example, some students have difficulty in orienting such 
letters as "b" and "d." They confuse these in the reading 
process. However, there is more involved in dyslexia than a 
mere confusion in orientation. It appears that this phenome
non is related to gender differences also. It is a problem in 
which males dominate, comprising some 80% of all dyslexics. 
Some have argued (Farnham-Diggory, 1978: 131) that this 
is caused by light hemispheric dominance in males and left 
hemispheric dominance in females. The problem arises when 
both hemispheres of dyslexic males take on the cognitive 
functions of the right hemisphere in males and vice versa for 
females. It should be noted that in bicognitive children this 
problem does not exist. It is necessary to use both hemi-
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spheres in the act of reading and this process of cognitive 
switching is summarized as follows: 

BICOGNITIVE READING 

MODALITY TYPE OF STIMULUS MATERIAL HEMISPHERE 

Ear digits, words, letters, syllables, left 
Ear music, environmental sounds right 

Eyes words, letters, digits left 
Eyes colors, forms, dot patterns right 

Hands letters, naming forms left 
Hands abstract forms, unverbalizable forms right 

It should be noted that many of the problems of dyslexia 
are also related to the romanized sClipt (Farnham-Diggory, 
1972). In Japan, for example, where the writing system is 
ideographic and where the Kanji characters still retain much 
of their earlier visual imagery, these problems of dyslexia do 
not occur (Farnham-Diggory, 1978). The question should be 
raised, however, as to whether or not the introduction of the 
romanized script (romaji) in the English as a second language 
classroom would create dyslexic problems for some students 
whose problems of disorientation may not have surfaced 
earlier when processing ideographic information. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

There was a time when the classroom teacher had only to 
worry about executing drills and syntactic patterns and did 
not have to bother about such esoteric matters as cognitive 
styles or psychological differentiation. This is no longer the 
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case. Language education is a complex and interdisciplinary 
activity and there are many factors which could either en
hance or deter the process of acquisition. 

Once teachers of English as a foreign language became 
fully aware of error analysis and its implications for class
room behavior, it was only natural that the next stage of 
awareness should progress to a concern for cognitive styles. 
Some approaches to curriculum development are, after all, 
beneficial to some students and not to others. Some students 
feel comfortable with classroom lectures and others want to 
be personally assisted in the structuring of information. 
Furthermore, some students can relate readily to the print 
culture and the romanized orthography of the Western 
history of education and others are better suited to a more 
visual culture or an oral tradition. 

The answer to ail of these problems, of course, lies in the 
quest for bicognitive education. The classroom should appeal 
to both the analytical and the relational modes of cognition, 
the print and the graphic cultures, the competitive and the 
cooperative students, the highly structured and the herme
neutic approaches to knowledge~ and the task-oriented as 
well as the person-oriented child or adult. What this essay 
has demonstrated by means of a recapitulation of the litera
ture is that different cognitive styles do indeed exist. The 
next stage for the language teacher is to go beyond the 
awareness of this dichotomy and to actually integrate his or 
her classroom activities within the tradition of bicognitive 
development. It is this transition from awareness into action 
and from thougJ'1t into performance that will be among the 
immediate concerns of the teacher in the language classroom. 
Many actual suggestions for such a transition can be found in 
the work of Ramirez and Castaneda, (1974) and the frame
work of Farnham-Diggory, (1972). 
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LEARNING STRATEGIES BY 
JAPANESE STUDENTS OF EFL 

Machiko Achiba 

Nagoya Junior College 

Abstract 

Taylor (1975) hypothesizes that, in the early stages of 
language learning, the learner makes a greater proportion of 
transfer errors than the learner in advanced stages. As his 
knowledge about the target language increases, the propor
tion of transfer errors decreases and that of overgeneraliza
lion increases. His hypothesis was confirmed by a study of 
native Spanish speakers. The purpose of the present study 
was to find out whether overgeneralization or transfer strate
gy is more dominant among native Japanese speakers and also 
to investigate whether or not Taylor's hypothesis can be con
firmed by native Japanese speakers. This study found that 
42% of errors were due to overgeneralization, and 58 % to 
transfer. This indicates that transfer may be a dominant 
force in the Japanese learner's language development. The 
results of this study support Taylor's finding that overgenera
lization and transfer errors are not qualitatively different for 
different levels of learners but .are quantitatively different. 
Also, the present study corresponds to Taylor's findings 
which show that "reliallce on overgeneralization is directly 
proportional to proficiency in the target language, and 
reliance on transfer is inversely proportional." (1975) How
ever, in the present study, transfer was the dominant strategy 
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for all levels of subjects, although the degree of reliance on 
it decreased as the learner's proficiency increased. 

INTRODUCTION 

There has been an increasing amount of speculation 
recently about the role of native language interference in 
second language acquisition. Recent studies tend to claim 
a weakness in any transfer-based theory of errors. For 
instance, Dulay and Burt (1974) note that only 4.7% of 
errors made by children are due to native language inter
ference and 87.1 % of errors are due to overgeneralization. 
In addition, Taylor (1975) conducted a study to investi
gate how overgeneralization and first language transfer are 
used in second language learning, and the relationship bet
ween the errors due to these two learning strategies. His 
study was on adult native Spanish speakers. Taylor hypothe-

sizes that l in the early stages of language learning the learner 
depends more frequently on his native language and makes 
a greater proportion of transfer errors than the learner in 
advanced stages. As the leamer's knowledge about the 
target language increases, he will depend less frequently on 
native language and the proportion of transfer errors de
creases while the proportion of overgeneralization increases. 

The present study was designed to examine whether the 
overgeneralization or transfer strategy is lTIOre dominant as a 
force among adult native speakers of Japanese and also to 
investigate whether or not Taylor's hypothesis can be con
firmed with Japanese speakers. 

SUBJECTS 

The subjects for this study were all native Japanese 
speakers who were receiving formal instruction in English 
at the Center for English as a Second Language (CESL) at 
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Southern Illinois University during the spring of 1980. 
There are four levels at CESL. A CESL placement test is 
used to divide the students into the four levels. The CESL 
placement test consists of three parts: structure, listening 
comprehension, and reading. After Level 4, the students 
are ready to go to universities or colleges. 

For the present sudy, fifteen students were selected at 
random from the three levels (2, 3, and 4), five from each 
level (there were no Japanese students in Level I); these 
subjects had been studying for from one to six months 
at CESL and ranged in age from 21 to 36 years, with a mean 
age of 24. All subjects had received prior instruction in 
English for from six to nine years in Japan before they came 
to the United States. 

METHOD AND ANALYSIS 

The procedure followed for investigating syntactic 
overgeneralization and transfer errors was to administer 
to the subjects fifty Japanese sentences recorded by a native 
Japanese speaker. The test, preceded by five practice sen
tences, was given in one sitting; each sentence was heard 
twice. The subjects were asked to translate the sentences 
into grammatically correct English. They had thirty seconds 
to translate each sentence: this limitation of time was made 
in order to elicit the subject's immediate responses in order 
to reduce monitOling. 

The sentences were rather simple, and only easy and 
common vocabulmy was used. Thus, the translations tested 
not lexical but syntactic proficiency .. VocabulalY which 
seemed difficult was given in translation on the answer sheet, 
so as to elicit a complete sentence for each response. 

The present study is different from Taylor's in that 
Taylor tested the subjects' mastery of only the auxiliary 
and verb phrases while in this study thirteen syntactic items 
were also tested. The following are the syntactic items tested: 
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I. Article (definite/indefinite) 
2: Negation 
3. Copula 
4. Plural 
5. Possessive 
6. 3rd person singular 
7. Present tense 
8. Present progressive tense 
9. Past tense (regular/irregular) 

10. Present perfect tense (including present perfect 
progressive) 

11. Modal (could) 
12. WH-clause (word order) 
13. Y es/N o-q uestion 

The translations of the fifty Japanese sentences by the 
fifteen subjects yielded 750 English sentences and 179 errors 
for analysis. Each sentence was evaluated only on the basis of 
the syntactic items under investigation. Any other errors, 
including misspellings, were discounted. Error analysis was 
applied to the data to attempt to identify overgeneralization 
and transfer errors. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The data showed hardly any characteristic differences in 
the errors made among each level of subjects. Subjects of 
Levels 2, 3, and 4 made the same kinds of errors. However, 
as the level of proficiency in English increased, the number 
of errors within each error type decreased. This too was 
found by Taylor (1975: 82): 



Learning Strategies by Japanese Students - 49-

. .. increased proficiency in English does not qualitatively 
affect the kinds of errors which a learner makes. While the 
intermediate subjects made fewer errors in almost every 
error type, their most frequent errors were usually also the 
errors which the elementary subjects made most frequently. 

However, there was one type of error that was found in 
Level 2 only. The following are examples: 

I. Mary asked me what were you do yesterday. 
2. I'm not remember ... 

(Subject did not write anything after the word 
"remember." '" ... how I did it " should come 
after "rem em ber. ") 

3. Are you go to bed late? 
Subjects used "be" to replace "do" or "did" in all the 
above examples. And, of course, sentence number 1 is 
wrong in word order also. Hatch and Wagner-Gough (1976) 
say that in question forms, "be" appears earlier than "do" 
among language universals, since this sequence is also found 
in first language studies. 

Errors involving articles were the most common errors 
of both overgeneralization and transfer for all levels. Japanese 
has no articles; thus, correct usc of the defiuite article and 
the indefinite article is extremely difficult for Japanese stu
dents of English. Most transfer errors were article ommission: 

4. Children in __ playground are very noisy. 
5. They believed __ earth was flat. 
6. Mr. Saito is __ landscape painter. 

Another, although less frequent kind of transfer error 
involving articles was the use of "its" for "the." J apancsc 
requires either the possessive pronoun "its" or demonstra
tives such as "this," "that," "these," "those," where English 
uses the definite article: 

7. Its little boy tore a newspaper. 
One kind of overgeneralization error involving articles 
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was the incorrect use of Ha" for "an" or "the": 
8. My father has been watching TV for a hour. 
9. I'm a tallest of the three boys. 

Another kind of overgeneralization error here was the un
necessary use of articles due to hypercorrection: 

10. Mary is wearing a Jack's hat. 
11. There is a someone's cigarette on my desk. 

Non-existence of articles in Japanese may explain the dif
ficulty of acquiring articles. However, Hatch and Wagner
Gough (1976) say that even in first language learning, articles 
are developed very slowly since they are not necessary for 
communication. 

Errors of plurals and 3rd person singular were the most 
common transfer errors for all levels. Plural markers do not 
exist in the Japanese language, although a plural marker 
can be used for animate nouns, and a few inanimate nouns 
such as tree, house and mountain. Use of plural markers for 
these exceptions. is optional. Obviously, the omission of 
plural markers by the subjects was due to interference from 
Japanese: 

12. I had to take care of Mary's two baby. 
13. I smell hotdog. 
14. A man has a few wives in some country. 
In the Japanese language system, there is only one 

verb forn1 for both number and person; that is, number 
anci person do not affect verbs. The following kinds of 
errors made frequently by the subjects are based on the lack 
of SUbject-verb agreement in Japanese: 

15. My sister drive a car. 
16. My father go fishing every Saturday. 
17. Tom watch TV every day. 
Many transfer errors in the present perfect progressive 

tense were found at Level 2. In Japanese, both present 
perfect and present perfect progressive tenses exist as 
concepts but not as tense forms. These concepts are 
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expressed by adverb fonns as well as by context. Thus, it 
is difficult for lower level Japanese learners to express such 
concepts with English fonns. For the sentences, "Mr. Smith 
has been teaching at SIU for more than two years", the 
subjects used the incorrect forms: 

18. Mr. Smith teaches at SIU for more than two years. 
19. Mr. Smith is teaching at SIU for more than two years. 

These sentences are a direct translation of the present pro
gressive sentence in Japanese. 

The second most common overgeneralization error, 
after the article errors, are WH-clause (word order) errors 
in Level 2: 

20. Could you tell me please where is the post office? 
21.1 don't remember how did I do it. 

The subjects apparently made a hypothesis that the order 
of WH-clauses is the same as that of WH-questions. 

The percentages in Table I indicate ratios of the total 
number of enors made by the subjects of each level in the 
thirteen syntactic items with regard to the distribution 
between overgeneralization and transfer errors. 

The proportion of article overgeneralization errors tends 
to increase with the level of proficiency, while the propor
tion of transfer errors decreases. Most of the items reveal 
the same overall pattern as the articles. This pattern is very 
similar to that found by Taylor (1975). However, the plurals 
and 3rd person singular reveal an opposite pattern to that 
of the articles. The proportion of overgeneralization errors 
for both plurals and 3rd person singular tends to decrease 
with the level of proficiency, while the proportion of transfer 
errors increases. Both types of plural and 3rd person singular 
elTors decrease in number with the level of proficiency, 
except for a slight increase in the plural errors between 
Level 3 and 4. Obviously, this shows that while there is 
an increased understanding of some of the rules of English 
with progressive levels of proficiency, some of the rules 
may be too difficult to acquire due to the interference of 
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the structure of Japanese. It is these errors which fossilize. 
The marker (*) in Table I indicates the items and levels 

wherein neither overgeneralization nor transfer errors were 
made. Possessives were all answered correctly by the subjects 
of all levels, although only's forms were examined (and not 
possessive pronouns). Since the possessive marker rIO in 
Japanese appears in the same place as's in English, Japanese 
learners seem to acquire this form without much difficulty. 
Their proficiency in the possessive causes a ceiling effect. 
Other ceiling effects appear with modal and Yes/No
questions in Level 3 and 4, and with negation, the copula, 
and present tense. in Level 4. 

As indicated in Table I, more errors are attributed to 
transfer than to overgeneralization. In Table I, 42% of the 
errors were due to overgeneralization, and 58% to transfer. 
It indicates that transfer is a dominant force in the Japanese 
learner's language development. These results differ from 
tilOse reported in Taylor, which support the claim that the 
majority of errors are due to overgeneralization. 

Figure 1 shows the relationship between the proportion 
of Levels 2, 3 and 4 in both overgeneralization and transfer. 
As the level of proficiency increases, so does the proportion 
of overgeneralization enors, while the proportion of transfer 
errors tends to decrease. The proportion of errors made by 
the subjects in Level 2 due to tranfer from Japanese always 
exceeds the proportion of transfer errors made by the 
subjects of Levels 3 and 4, and the transfer errors made by 
Level 3 subjects exceeds those made by Level 4. 

This pattern, however, is reversed for overgeneralization 
errors. Japanese learners in the earlier stages of second 
language acquisition rely more heavily on the structure of 
Japanese and use transfer strategy more often than learners in 
the more advanced stages. On the other hand, learners in the 
more advanced stages apply a rule of the target language itself 
and use the overgeneralization strategy more often than 



Learning Strategies by Japanese Students - 53-

learners in the earlier stages. This corresponds exactly to the 
overgeneralization and transfer patterns which emerged from 
Taylor's (1975: 84) study, which shows "reliance on over
generalization is directly proportional to proficiency in the 
target language, and reliance on transfer is inversely 
proportional." However, there is a strong dissimilarity 
between some findings of the present study and Taylor~s. 

Table 1 

Rations for the total number of errors made by subjects at Levels 2, 3, 
and 4 in relation to the distribution of those errors between over
generalization and transfer: 

Overgenerallzatlon Transfer 
---_._---------------

Syntactic item 

Article 
Negation 

Copula 
Present tense 

Level 

Present progressive tense 
Present perfect tense (inci. 
Present per"feet progressive} 
Past tense 
Modal 
Plural 
Possessive 
3rd person singular 
WH-Clause (word-order) 
Yes/No-questions 
Mean 

2 

.20 

.25 
0.00 
0.00 

.33 

.29 

.83 
0.00 

.36 
* 

.36 

.89 
1.00 

.38 

3 

.32 
1.00 
0.00 
1.00 

.67 

1.00 

.20 
* 

.33 
1.00 

.46 

.42 

4 

.62 

0.00 
.50 

1.00 
* 

.17 
* 

0.00 
1.00 

* 
.50 

2 

.80 

.75 
1.00 
1.00 

.67 

.71 

.17 
1.00 

.64 
* 

.64 

.11 
0.00 

.62 

3 

.68 
0.00 
1.00 
0.00 

* 
.33 

0.00 
,. 

.80 
* 

.67 
0.00 

* 
.54 

.58 

4 

.38 
* 

* 
1.00 
.50 

0.00 
* 

.83 
* 

1.00 
0.00 

.50 

* Percentage is not calculable because neither overgeneralization nor 
transfer errors are made. 
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His study with Spanish Ll speakers indicates that 
subjects in both elementary and intermediate levels made a 
higher proportion of overgeneralization errors than transfer 
errors, while the Japanese L1 speakers in my study in Levels 
2 and 3 show that trallsfer errors are higher than 
overgeneralization errors; at Level 4, both types of errors 
have the same proportion . 

. 70 
" 

.65 
, , 

, -.60 ........ _-- ---.55 

.50 

~ .45 
2 
:;; .40 
.~ 

0 

~ .35 
0 
't .30 
0 
c. 
0 .25 ti. -0 .20 
~ 

c 
'" .15 ill 

transfer :;: -" - - - - - - - - - - --
.10 

=" 
overgenera 1 ization 

.05 

.00 ~ 
Level 2 Level 3 Leve! 4 

Figure 1. Means of the proportions of overgeneral j zati on and 
transfer errors made by subjects at Leve! 2, 3, and 4. 
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Taylor hypothesizes that elementary subjects rely more 
heavily on their native language and make a greater 
proportion of transfer errors than intennediate subjects, 
while "intennediate subjects rely more heavily on an 
overgeneralization strategy than do elementary subjects 
(1975:83), and the relative proportion of transfer errors is 
decreased." He concludes, "that is, as a learner's proficiency 
increases he will rely less frequently on his native language 
and on the transfer strategy, and more frequently on what he 
already knows about the target language and on the 
overgeneralization strategy" (Taylor 1975:84). TIlUs, my 
findings lend only limited support to Taylor's hypothesis. 

Gass (1971 :342) notes that "language transfer Is more 
likely to occur in the case where two languages are close." If 
this is so, why did Japanese subjects make more transfer 
errors than speakers of Spanish, whose surface structure is 
more similar to English? 

Krashen (ms.:74) says that the "first language influence 
seems to be strongest in 'acquisition-poor environments'." 
Although the subjects in the present study had been in the 
United States from one to six months at the time the test was 
administered, they had received prior English instruction 
from six to nine years in their native country. They had been 
taught in "situations in which "natural appropriate intake 
[was] scarce and where translation exercises [were] 
frequent" (Krashen ms.:74), and where input was only from 
the teacher (who used Japanese). The reason that transfer 
was the dominant strategy for the Japanese subjects may be 
due to this fact. . 

Another explanation for the high proportion of transfer 
errors may have to do with a methodological problem in 
translation from native language to target language. In the 
present study, the same elicitation procedure was used. 
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Taylor (1975) says that direct translation is more efficient 
than an oral method because it is difficult to compare the 
errors made by different speakers: some might make fewer 
errors avoiding some specific structures they are not sure of 
and others might be more "impulsive." However, he admits 
that the translation method perhaps" 'loads' a study in favor 
of transfer and interference" (1975:76). Moreover, direct 
translation may encourage the use of the Monitor. This 
methodological problem might have affected the results of 
the present study with Japanese speakers as well as Taylor's 
with Spanish speakers. 

It is interesting to note that in Figure I, with the increase 
in level of proficiency the proportion of transfer errors 
decreases, and that of overgeneralization errors increase until 
they intersect at point .50, Level 4. From this observation, it 
may be predicted that the proportion of transfer errors 
continues to decrease and that of overgeneralization 
continues to increase with progressive levels of proficiency, 
and that overgeneralization will be the dominant strategy for 
more advanced Japanese learners of English. Evidence in 
favor of this prediction would give greater support to 
Taylor's hypothesis. 

However, further study might show another outcome: 
with the increasing levels of proficiency, overgeneralization 
errors decrease as students learn to use the target language 
more fluently and no longer need this strategy as much, while 
errors due to native interference decrease to a certain base 
level of fossilization, because of the difficulty of losing 
"deep" native habits, e.g., article, plural and 3rd person 
singular. Thus, the proportion of transfer errors might be 
higher than that of overgeneralization errors. The former 
possibility is sketched in Figure 2 and the latter in Figure 3. 
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Figure 2. 

Figure 3. 

--........ ...",.. .. .......... """,. ..... ...".... .. 
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Level of proficiency 

Level of proficiency 

--------------- transfer 
........ predicted transfer direction 
____ overgeneralization 

-,-,-.-. predicted overgeneralization 
direction 
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CONCLUSION 

The present study found that 42% of the subjects' errors 
were attributable to overgeneralization and 58% of the errors 
were attributable to transfer. Analysis of the data indicates 
that both overgeneralization and transfer strategies play 
important roles in second language acquisition. 

The results of this study support Taylor's (1975) finding 
that overgeneralization and transfer errors are not 
qualitatively different for different levels of learners but are 
quantitatively different. This study gives limited support to 
his hypothesis (1975) that as a learner's degree of proficiency 
in the target language increases, he will rely less heavily on 
the transfer strategy and more heavily on the 
overgeneralization strategy. 

However, in the present study, transfer was the dominant 
strategy for all levels of subjects, although the degree of 
reliance on it decreased as the learner's proficiency increased. 
The results reported by Taylor seem to "confirm the 
weakness of a transfer-based theory of errors" (Taylor 
1975:86). 

From the present study, it might be predicted that for 
more advanced Japanese learners of English, 
overgeneralization will be the dominant strategy, since it was 
found that with increasing levels of proficiency, the 
proportion of overgeneralization errors tends to increase 
while that of transfer errors tends to decrease. 

Another possible prediction is that overgeneralization 
would eventually decrease for more advanced students as 
they learn the target language, while there might be some 
errors due to native interference too difficult to over come 
which thus fossilize, although the number of transfer errors 
would still decrease. These predictions should be pursued in 
further research. 
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It is very difficult to elicit specific syntactic structures 
sufficiently. The direct translation used here might 
encourage "conscious Monitoring" (Krashen ms.:56) and an 
oral elicitation procedure might invite the use of an 
avoidance strategy. Further studies should also be done on 
elicitation methodology in order to control elicitation of 
specific syntactic structure. 
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THE TSUNODA METHOD 
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ABSTRACT 

In this paper I will describe and evaluate the 
Tsunoda Method, a procedure for determining 
hemispheric dominance of speech and nonspeech 
stimuli. Tsunoda contends that Japanese process 
sounds in the brain differently from non-Japanese. 
I will show that Tsunoda's research should be re
garded with skepticism until more sophisticated 
procedures of studying neurological systems are 
developed and corroborate Tsunoda's findings. 
In addition I will suggest that even if there is 
validity to the Tsunoda hypothesis, this alone 
cannot account for unique qualities of Japanese 
culture. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In this paper I will describe and evaluate the research of 
Tadanobu Tsunoda, an audiologist at the University of 
Tokyo Medical and Dental School. I will discuss specifically 
his thesis which claims that Japanese process stimuli in the 
brain differently from non-Japanese, and that this processing 
accounts for the unique nature of Japanese culture, viz., 
Japanese reverence of nature; unique nature of the Japanese 
language; ability of Japanese to adopt, adapt, and integrate 
foreign ideas into their culture; emotional preoccupation of 
the Japanese; and the illogical (by Western standards) nature 
of Japanese thinking. 

The Tsunoda Method 

Tsunoda (1975:153-4) constructed a Delayed Auditory 
Feedback (DAF) device in order to test for hemispheric 
dominance of speech and nonspeech stimuli. The test re
quires the subject to rhythmically tap a key (resembling a 
telegraph key) which is connected to an electronic switch 
that controls the conduction of stimuli to headphones the 
subject is wearing. As the subject taps the rhythmic pattern, 
synchronous sounds (the stimulus being tested) are heard 
simultaneously in both ears. After the tapping pattern is 
firmly established, the synchronous auditory feedback 
mechanism is switched to a delayed mechanism, in which the 
stimulus is delayed in one ear (0.2 sec.). Prior studies have 
shown that DAF stimuli result in disruption of motor perfor
mance, i.e., changes in tapping pattern or speed of tapping 
(Chase, et aI., 1961; Ruhm and Cooper, 1962). 

In his study of 92 Japanese subjects, Tsunoda (1975) 
tested cerebral dominance for the steady state vowel sounds 
lal and lui and a I KHz pure tone. The subjects were pre-
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sented these stimuli (each sound separately) bin aurally 
through the OAF apparatus. First the sounds were kept 
constant at 40 decibels and were synchronous with the tap
ping pattem (xx xxxx xx xxxx) followed by a switch over 
to the OAF, first in the right ear, then in the left. The 
delayed tone was first presented at 5 decibels and was in
creased gradually until the tapping pattem was disrupted. 
The least number of decibels needed to cause disruption in 
the tapping pattern Tsunoda called the tapping threshold. If, 
for instance, the tapping threshold for the delayed stimulus 
in the right ear was found to be 55 decibels, and the left 
ear, 75 decibels, the difference (20 decibels) would represent 
the functional difference between the left and right .hemis
pheres. The right ear/left hemisphere would be dominant 
since stimuli to the left hemisphere facilitated disruption of 
the motor task at a lower decibel level than the left ear/right 
hemisphere. For the 92 subjects the functional difference 
dominance pattem for each was plotted. 

Tsunoda (1975:156) found that in 79.3% of Japanese 
subjects, cerebral dominance in decibels for vowel sounds 
and nonverbal sounds were symmetrically distributed. That 
is to say, dominance for vowel sounds was found in the 
dominant verbal hemisphere (left hemisphere for most 
subjects, but Tsunoda reports individuals with the normal 
reverse pattem) and dominance for the pure tone in the lesser 
verbal hemisphere (right hemisphere). If a subject showed left 
ear dominance of 10 decibels for the pure tone, then he 
would show a 10 decibel dominance in the right ear for the 
vowel sound /a/ or lui. In every, case the Japanese subjects 
showed dominance for vowel sounds and nonverbal sounds in 
opposite hemispheres or showed no dominance at all for one 
or both stimuli. 

In a previous study (1971), Tsunoda, emplying the OAF 
method to 12 non-Japanese subjects in Tokyo (6 French, 
5 American, I Austrian) found that in every case the vowel 
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sound / a/ and the pure tone were processed in the lesser 
verbal hemisphere (9 subjects normal, 3 subjects normal 
reverse). Where Japanese subjects were found to process 
vowels as language, non-Japanese subjects processed them as 
noise. This implies that there may be differences in cerebral 
dominance patterns between Japanese and non-Japanese. 

In yet another study, Tsunoda (1978:59) confirmed 
differences in cerebral dominance patterns between Japanese 
and non-Japanese. He tested 25 subjects from a variety of 
Indo-European language groups, including Italians, Austra
lians, and one from Bangladesh. All subjects perceived both 
the /a/ sound and the pure tone in the lesser verbal hemi
sphere. 

To find out if these differences were due to racial 
characteristics, Tsunoda tested cerebral dominance for the 
vowel sound /a/ and I KHz pure tone in nine second gene
ration Japanese from Brazil, Pem, and the United States 
(Tsunoda, 1973). Subjects spoke English, Spanish, or 
Portuguese as a first language. In all cases except one, 
subjects showed Western dominance patterns. The one 
exception, it was found, had learned Japanese as a first 
language while in Brazil until the age of 10 and had even 
had pronounciation difficulties in Portuguese, supporting 
Tsunoda's hypothesis that peculiarities of the Japanese 
language rather than genetic factors contribute to different 
cerebral dominance patterns. 

Evaluating the hIethod 

Before further investigating the claims that Tsunoda 
makes about cerebral dominance patterns in Japanese 
versus non-Japanese, I will evaluate the method he uses to 
collect his data. Since he bases the whole of his hypothesis on 
data collected by means of the DAF apparatus, a deeper 
view of this method seemS in order. 
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Tsunoda (1975: 154) claims that the DAF method is a 
variation of a dichotic listening device used to create dichotic 
competition between ears and thus, hemispheres. The pro
cedure of dichotic listening was perfected by Kimura (1961), 
who found that studies in functional asymmetry of the brain 
could be done by presenting different stimuli (in this case 
digits) simultaneously to each ear and have the subjects 
recall the stimuli in any order. Subjects have shown to have 
a right ear advantage (left hemisphere) for digits (verbal) 
(Kimura, 1967) and a left ear advantage for melodies 
(Kimura, 1964). 

Kimura (1967: 170-1) argues that asymmetries in dichotic 
listening are a result of lateralized inputs. In other words, 
suppression of the left ear connections to the left hemisphere 
occurS when the right ear is simultaneously stimulated. This 
process she calls central occlusion. 

Though Tsunoda (1975:154) claims to be creating 
"competition" with a delayed stimulus to one ear, the fact 
that two different stimuli are not presented simultaneously 
to each ear would not allow for central occlusion to take 
place. Though this does not invalidate Tsunoda's method, he 
should not be at liberty to draw dichotic listening research to 
support his hypothesis since the crucial "competition" 
aspect is deleted from his approach. 

Shank weiler and Studdert-Kennedy (1967), using the 
dichotic listening technique, presented subjects with eve 
and steady state vowel stimuli. Although the study showed 
a definite right ear advantage for eve stimuli, an ear ad
vantage for the vowel stimuli was inconclusive. The authors 
postulated that because steady state vowels could be either 
perceived as language or music, it is not surprising that 
statistically there is no ear advantage for vowel stimuli. If this 
is true, then how was Tsunoda able to show that non
Japanese in every case processed the vowels as music? If 
dichotic listening is a valid test and the DAF test is valid, 
how can one account for the disparity? 
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Moreover, O'Malley has attacked Tsunoda on the grounds 
that the DAF key-tapping task presupposes that language 
processors in the left hemisphere are affected by a delay of 
an incoming signal, if the signal is speech-like (1978: 128-9). 
Chase, et al. (1961) have shown that a delayed stimulus need 
not be acoustic to cause motor disruption. Even a tactile 
stimulus immediately following the speech stimulus would 
cause disruption of the motor task. Tsunoda also assumes, 
according to O'Malley, that there is a specialized cortical 
processing center for nonspeech stimuli, for which empirical 
support is not available. 

Given what is known about neurology today, it is dif
ficult to prove or disprove hypotheses about cortical proces
sing on the basis of empirical evidence. Although O'Malley's 
arguments do not disprove Tsunoda's theory, in their dupli
cation of Tsunoda's DAF experiment, Cooper and O'Malley 
(1975) found no difference in motor disruption of subjects 
given delayed pure tone and vowel stilnull. Assuminr.: that 
their 24 subjects were Occidental (they do not state 
specificially), this would be incongruous with Tsunoda's 
findings. 

Furthermore, Bever (1976) has shown that latency to 
respond with the right hand when a language stimulus is 
heard in the right ear is shorter than when it is heard in the 
left ear. If this is true for nonspeech stimuli heard in the left 
ear, then whichever hand the subject uses to perform the 
tapping task might affect the measure of motor disruption. 
Because a substantial number of subjects in Tsunoda's 
studies exhibited normal reverse patterns, it is conceivable 
that measurement of motor disruption was not consistent 
throughout. 

Another weak point in Tsunoda's research lies in the 
sample of subjects he selected. Although he seems to have 
studied a substantial number of Japanese (92), the number 
of non-Japanese he has studied has been few. In his 1971 
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study of 12 non-Japanese, all were residents of Tokyo and 
half had some knowledge of Japanese. It is difficult to make 
generalizations based on this very small sample. In a later 
study (1978:59) of 25 foreigners who spoke Indo-European 
languages, he selected only one representative of lndic langu
ages (Bengali) from which he generalized about all Indo
European languages. 

The Unique Japanese Language 

Based on his studies with Japanese and non-Japanese, 
Tsunoda postulates that peculiarities in the Japanese language 
cause differences in cerebral dominance patterns between 
Japanese and non-Japanese (particularly Westerners). He goes 
on to specify this peculiarity in depth (Tsunoda, 1978: 65-8). 
Since vowels are perceived by Japanese as language and are 
subsquently processed in the dominant verbal hemisphere, 
and Westerners process vowels as noise in the lesser verbal 
hemisphere, Tsunoda c1ai111s that the vowels of Japanese are 
unique. The five Japanese vowels /a/, /i/, /u/, /e/, and /0/ are 
peculiar in that they, by themselves, have meaning, or are 
words in themselves: /a/ (mute, ah!), /i/ (stomach, medicine), 
/u/ (comorant), /e/ (picture, food, handle), and /0/ (tail) 
(Tsunoda, 1975: 169). Combinations of these vowels also 
make up other words: /ai/ (love), /au/ (to meet), /ao/ (blue), 
/iu/ (to speak), /ie/ (house), /ue/ (up), /oi/ (hey!, nephew), 
and /ou/ (to follow). Because of these vowel-words, 
according to Tsunoda, Japanese naturally process vowels in 
the dominant verbal hemisphere. 

The proposition that Japanese has unique vowels is 
shaky at best. Even in English there are words consisting 
only of single vowels or diphthongs. Consider the following: 
I, a, an, owe, Dlil, air, ugh, aye, eye, eh, and awe. Study of 
the frequency of vowel-word use in English will probably 
show greater usage than the vowel-words of Japanese. Look
ing at Spanish, a language whose vowel system is much 
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closer to Japanese than English (at least on the surface), 
the vowel-words ha, he, y, and hay, appear frequently as 
connectives and auxiliaries. These examples from English and 
Spanish give some cause for questioning Tsunoda's claiming 
the Japanese vowel system and usage to be unique. 

That the Japanese language differs from other languages 
by its vowel system seems hardly a case for proving the 
uniqueness of the language, especially since what are indeed 
unique about the language, intonation pattern and socio
linguistic aspects, are not included in Tsunoda's theory. 
This would suggest that perhaps the theory requires further 
study and some modification. 

Nature-Loving Japanese 

Tsunoda (1978:73-83) claims that Japanese perceive 
insect and animal sounds in the dominant verbal hemisphere. 
In contrast, he says Westerners perceive these sounds in 
the lesser verbal hemisphere. He tested this by taking por
tions of sounds of live insect recordings and made from 
them steady state sounds which were then used as stimuli 
for the DAF apparatus. In the same manner as with vowel 
and pure tone stimuli, subjects performed key tapping. 
Subjects were not told the content of the recording, nor 
were they able to distinguish the sounds as animal or insect. 
All Japanese subjects indicated perception of the sounds in 
the dominant verbal hemisphere, whereas all Westerners 
perceived them in the lesser verbal hemisphere (Table I). 
Of course, one might question the validity of this test 
because the insect sounds were purposely abstracted from 
nature for it. 
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Table 1: Cerebral Dominance and Perception of Natural Sounds 

subjects dominant verbal 
hemisphere 

lesser verbal hemisphere 

14 Japanese cricket, cicada, applause 
lion, cat, bird, helicopter 
frog, cow; orchestra 
sighing, crying, 
humming, singing, 
laughing 

4 French cricket, cicada, 
lion, cat, bird, 

2 American frog, cow; 
2 Spanish 

sighing, crying, 2 Swedish 
humming, singing, 1 Austrian 
laughing; 

1 Dutch 
applause, heli-

1 Norweigian 
copter f orchestra 1 Finn 

cricket, cicada, 
7 second and lion, cat, bird, 
third genera" frog, cow; 
tion Japanese sighing, crying, 
from Peru, humming, singing, 
Brazil and laughing; 
the U_S_ applause, heli-

copter, orchestra 
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Whereas Japanese perceive natural sounds as "language," 
according to Tsunoda, Westerners perceive them as "noise." 
To find out whether this phenomenon was racial or cultural, 
Tsunoda also tested second and third generation Japanese 
from various linguistic backgrounds and found them to 
exhibit Western patterns. The implications (which Tsunoda 
states quite clearly) for this study is supposed to be that 
cultural Japanese have a closer communion with nature. 
One must remember, however, that Tsunoda did not test 
any other Asians, not to mention Africans, and that the 
total number of subjects tested was surprisingly small. 

It should also be noted that more than 50% of the 
Japanese population live in urban centers and rarely come 
into contact with the insects and animals tested (lions in 
Japan?). Tsunoda says that because nature sounds resemble 
vowels, they are perceived in the dominant verbal 
hemisphere. This negates the whole nature-perception 
distinction if one considers the population distribution, 
among other factors. 

Integrating Foreign Ideas 

Tsunoda continued in his pursuit to prove Japanese 
have cerebral dominance patterns determined by their 
culture. In another study using the DAF apparatus with 
Japanese and non-Japanese, Tsunoda tested perception 
of Japanese and Western music (Tsunoda, 1978:116). To 
place these sounds on the OAF recorder, he selected the 
steady state "A" note played by each instrument. Subjects 
were not told what stimuli they would be listening to, nor 
were they able to distinguish which instruments were being 
played. In all 12 cases, Japanese subjects perceived Japanese 
instruments in the dominant verbal hemisphere and Western 
instruments in the lesser verbal hemisphere. Westerners 
(15 subjects including those of Japanese ancestry), in 



Evaluating the Tsunoda Method -73 -

contrast, perceived all musical instruments in the lesser 
verbal hemisphere (Table 2). 

Table 2: Cerebral Dominance and Perception of Music 

dominant verbal lesser verbal 
subjects hemisphere hemisphere 

12 Japanese shoo (reed instr.) recorder 
kato organ 
shamisen cello 
shinobue violin 
shakuhachi woodwinds 
biwa strings 
koyumi flute 

15 Europeans shoo recorder 
and Americans kato organ 
including those shamisen cello 
of Japanese shinobue violin 
ancestry shakuhachi flute 

biwa woodwinds 
koyumi strings 
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The results of this experiment are held to imply that 
the lesser verbal hemisphere in Japanese takes on the role 
of adopting new ideas from other cultures. This, of course 
would explain the Japanese tendency to adopt, adapt and 
integrate new ideas into their culture, according to Tsunoda. 

Another point to consider in hemisphere dominance is 
that Bever (1974) has shown that the musically eXDerienced 
listener processes music in the left hemisphere while the 
naive listener processes it in the right hemisphere. Con
ceivably, Japanese could be more schooled in traditional 
Japanese music and would therefore show left hemispheric 
dominance, while the Westerner would tend to be more 
naive and consequently process these stimuli in the right 
hemisphere. But are Western or other children not also 
exposed to the music of their native culture at an early 
age? This needs to be considered and studied. 

Illogical, Emotional Japanese 

Looking at the total model of the Japanese versus the 
non-Japanese brain, one sees a marked difference in hemi
spheric processing. Tsunoda (1978) contends that because 
the dominant verbal hemisphere has taken on the functions 
of the other hemisphere, the Japanese brain has the logos 
and pathos in the one dominant hemisphere, while the 
Westerner follows the pattern of analytical logical processing 
in the dominant verbal hemisphere and holistic, affective 
processing in the lesser verbal hemisphere (Figure I). 

If this were indeed the case, it would be no wonder why 
it is sometimes said Japanese appear illogical and preoccupied 
with emotion. The fact that Japanese process certain stimuli 
in the dominant verbal hemisphere is no indication that they 
are illogical and emotional. In fact, it might more easily 
be argued that Japanese are "unemotional" because they 
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dominant verba! 
hemisphere 

logos 
pathos 

Japanese 

language: 
consonants 

vowels 
human voices: 

crying, humming 
animal and in
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Japanese musi
cal instruments 

Western 
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Machine 
noise 

Westerners 

dominant verbal 
hemisphere 

logos 

language: 
consonants 

music 
language: 

vowels 
human voices: 

crying 
humming 
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sounds 
machine 
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lesser verbal 
hemisphere 

lesser verbal 
hemisphere 

pathos 

Figure 1: Difference of Cerebral Sound Perception Patterns 
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perceive these stimuli in the analytical hemisphere. 
Additional research would be necessary to validate any 
of these claims. 

Conclusion 

In this paper I have described and evaluated the Tsunoda 
Method of determining hemispheric dominance for speech 
and nonspeech stimuli in Japanese and non-Japanese. 
Although I have made only an attempt to objectively analyze 
his methodology, I feel new research into neurological 
systems may allow us to discard the theory totally. Until 
then, however, readers need be skeptical of the implications 
of Tsunoda's research. Even if it is true that Japanese do 
perceive vowel sounds in opposite hemispheres from their 
Western counterparts, nothing in the Tsunoda Method 
explains that this results in a typified Japanese character 
that reveres nature, has successfully adopted ideas fro111 

other cultures, and appears illogical and emotional by 
Western standards. Further analysis of the Tsunoda Method 
should deal with duplication of his experiments by neutral 
experimentors, as well as corroboration with other methods. 
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ABSTRACT 

Having to prepare materials and courses for 
students who have quite specific needs and for 
which no text book is available is a very difficult 
task for any teacher of English as a Foreign/Second 
Language to fulfill. This paper tries to give an 
outline of the problems that must be faced and 
overcome, and gives some suggestions about how 
to set about preparing courses and materials. 

Almost every teacher of E.F.L. is at some time or other 
in his career faced with the problem of teaching English 
to a student or group of students who need something a 
little more specialized than just 'English Conversation.' 
He may, for example, be asked to teach English for Business, 
or English to students who are going overseas to a foreign 
university to do a post-graduate degree, to a group of 
doctors, or to people in the advertising industry who have 
quite specific needs. In general there is simply no one text 
book available to fill those needs and for a teacher to use as 
a course book. Much of the material must be prepared to fit 
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the special needs of each individual group and this is often a 
very daunting task. 

In Britain in the early '70's this problem was faced 
head on when terms like E.S.P. (English for Special or 
Specific Purposes), E.A.P. (English for Academic Purposes; 
i.e., what specific kind of English does a student need to 
pursue a course of study in a foreign language), E.S.T. 
(English for Science and Technology) and the like became 
very well-known and were much discussed. Most of these 
terms now often come lumped under the common tenn 
of English for Specific Purposes, or E.S.P. Several organiza
tions, with the help of major publishers and some of the 
leading people in the field of EFL in Britain were set up to 
develop, test and teach highly-specialized tailor-made 
materials designed to fill specific needs in English. One of the 
foremost of these centres was Colchester English Study 
Centre in Essex and much of what is written here comes out 
of experience gained in that Centre over a period of years. 

ESP tasks always came as practical problems, such as: 
mounting a course of English for firemen from Brunei who 
were going to be attached to a fire brigade in Britain for a 
period of training, diplomats, from Germany who needed a 
course in 'Diplomatic English', Teachers of English from 
Francophone West Africa etc. etc., (there was even a course 
for Artificial lnseminators!); and the greatest effort therefore 
had to be applied initially to investigating and defining the 
problem as clearly as possible. There are three main areas of 
investigation initially involved in mounting an ESP course: 

the students: their backgrounds, aims and expectations; 
the subject matter of their specialism; 
the language requirements which arise from these. 
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The Students 

The students of ESP are by definition 'purposeful' in 
their initial approach to learning. It does not follow that they 
can be specific and articulate about what they want to learn. 
They might say they need an English course because they are 
going to study Computer Technology at a University without 
really knowing what kind of course they want or need. 
After all they are not professional English teachers. They 
are, however, likely to reject firmly what they perceive as 
Lrrelevant to their special needs. "One of the most striking 
characteristics of groups of ESP learners ..... is that they 
have a very clear idea of why they are learning the language, 
and very little tolerance of anything they consider irrelevant 
to this purpose. Endless sagas of the Brown family or Martin 
and Gillian very soon lead to disenchantment among learners 
whose interest in English is limited to chemical engineering 
or prehistoric fossils. These same learners will react much 
more favourably to material which is recognizably about 
their subject, and which is recognizably relevant to the 
purposes they have in mind in studying the language. Au
thentic texts about chemical engineering are obviously 
what chemical engiueers should study." 1 Matching the ESP 
course to the expectations of the students, or convincing 
them of the relevance of the contents of the course, is 
therefore a first essential for success. Intending students can 
of course be measured by test as to their entry level of 
proficiency iu general English. The broad definition of their 
special subject can also be arrived at fairly easily, although 
the discussion under the heading Subject Matter later should 
be remembered. 
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The third important dimension which must, however, be 
established is the students' degree of previous exposure to, 
and experience of the special area of, the language which 
they are to study. There is a continuum here: from pre
training, via post-theoretical training, through post-practical 
training, to post-experience. A student's place on this 
continuum will vitally affect the content and strategies 
adopted for his/her course. The pre-training student in a 
technical field may lack basic scientific and technical 
concepts of his subject, which must therefore be taught along 
with the language in which they are expressed. Conversely, 
the post-experience student can take part in problem-solving 
exercises which exploit his training and experience, and 
would be quite impossible for a beginner in the subject 
matter. 

The Subject Matter 

Teachers of ESP are in some ways comparable to a 
barrister. They are or should be an expert in the techniques 
and skills of their own profession. To be effective, however, 
they must be able to penetrate rapidly and selectively to the 
essential core of a specialised subject of which they may have 
no previous knowledge. Suppose the teacher is faced with 
planning, for example, a 5 week course for a group of 10 
Japanese men who are going to be posted to foreign banks in 
English speaking countries; or a group of agronomists going 
to a S. E. Asian Country with English as its second language 
to advise on Agricultural matters. How does he/she set about 
this task? 

The first step for the teacher is usually to attach a label 
to the planned course - e.g. medical, scientific, technical, 
engineering, banking, aviation. Such labels have great 
importance for the students in providing a kind of 'face 
validity' for the course. However, they have two built-in 
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dangers. The convenience of the broad-category label may 
blind us to the great variety of learning needs which it may 
cover. What, for example, is 'Medical English' or 'English for 
Doctors'? 'Medical English' could, for example, be applied to 
the pedagogically incompatible requirements of nurses, 
medical students, globe-trotting conference attenders, 
practising doctors, and trainee medical administrators. It does 
not follow that students to whom the same label can be 
applied can be taught together, or that materials developed 
for one 'medical' application will have any acceptability for 
another. 

The narrow-category label, on the other hand, may serve 
to obscure common requirements. To break' down 
'engineering' into, for example, civil, mechanical, electrical, 
hydraulic, electronic, and computer might lead us to 
overlook that, at least at the level of early training, students 
in these fields share a need to work with many common 
concepts - e.g. measurements, nUlnber, tilne, location in 
space, variety of movement, qualities of matter, description, 
reporting, hypothesis. Further, a narrow label such as 
'English for Electronics' may alienate students who might 
benefit from the course. It is, therefore, of great importance 
in planning an ESP course to research and define carefully 
the 'band width' of the special subject, and to label the 
course appropriately to keep this clearly in mind. 

It is also of tremendous value in working our way into a 
new subject to secure the services of a specialised 'infolmant' 
who can guide us as to the appropriate 'topic syllabus' - by 
indicating which are the main 'centres of interest around 
which we should organize the subject matter to ensure 
representative coverage, such as in Accounting: Formation of 
Companies, Capital Structure, Balance Sheet, Trading and 
P/L account, Depreciation, Costing. Such an informant has 
several uses during the development of a course: organizing 
the subject matter, indicating sources or reference and 
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infonnation, providing samples of specialised language at 
work, checking the authenticity of the specialised content of 
teaching materials. It is important, however, to approach 
your infonnant with a clear idea of the specific information 
or assistance you require. Best, however, not to ask if such & 
such is said in such & such away, as he will often tell you the 
way it ought to be said, not how in fact it is said. Better to 
put a microphone round his neck and record his normal 
conversation in his field. 

The question now in front of us is: in what does the 
'specialness' of a given ESP requirement lie? How can we 
grasp it, measure it, and describe it in order to create a 
syllabus through which to teach it? 

Lexis 

The first sight of a sample of specialised language suggests 
that the specialness lies in its specialised lexis. While the 
teaching of specialised lexis is to a greater or lesser degree a 
component of all ESP courses, it is by no means the only or 
even the most important area of the ESP syllabus. Given the 
amount of time available for the preparation of most 
projects, the value of formal specialised word counts as a 
basis for selecting lexical items is questionable. It is 
preferable in general to ensure proper coverage by the careful 
selection of topic areas. Specialised lexis is frequently more 
of a problem for the teacher of ESP than for the student, by 
making analysis of the structure and intention of specialised 
language more difficult and by undermining the teacher's 
confidence in his/her own grasp of the subject matter. This 
can be overcome only by experience and training with the 
tools of linguistic analysis. Besides in many cases most 
specialists already know the English terms for things. In 
general, it seems that the most common lexical problems are 
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the abstract 'pivotal' words by which information IS 

organised: e.g. connectors, gambits, etc. 

Stnlctures 

Generally speaking, it is not really cost effective to 
design materials to teach specialised use of English until the 
student has acquired a mastery of a basic core of the 
structures of English. By that I mean ESP courses rarely start 
with beginners. There frequently remain gaps in the student's 
mastery which will require on-going remedial teaching during 
a given course. These may be predicted by test, or dealt with 
as they arise. Beyond this point I believe broadly that the 
emphasis in an ESP course should lie on the application of 
that language which has been acquired to the purposes for 
which it is being learnt, extending the range where the 
purposes require it. An ordinary student may want to 
describe an ashtray as follows: "It's round, it's made of glass 
and it is about 6 inches across. It's for putting ash in." 

Whereas a scientist may need to describe it thus: "Jt is a 
cross-section of a cylindrical object made of vitreous material 
with a diameter of 6 inches and a height of I inch." 

It follows that coverage of a complete structural 
catalogue is not seen as an essential aim of an ESP course. 
Selection withi.n the structural catalogue will depend on what 
the student is required to do with the language, and therefore 
how the language expresses such intentions Le. it has to be 
totally specific to his needs. Let me give you an example: I 
think everyone will agree that pronunciation & intonation are 
an essential component of every English course. However, 
when CESC was askeel to prepare a course for Air Hostesses 
for a major Aisan Air Line, CESC was told specifically not to 
attempt to change the girls' pronunciation & intonation as 
part of their charm was the way they spoke/pronounced the 
English language. Heresy indeed! 
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Reference might be made to the work of Dr. David 
Wilkins and his paper "The Linguistic and Situational 
Content of the Common Core in a Unit Credit System" and 
to the materials produced by Dr. Henry Widdowson and his 
collaborators in the "English in Focus" series. 2 

To quote briefly Dr. Wilkins's own words on the subject: 

"The value of the notional approach is that it forces 
one to consider the communicative value of everything 
that is taught. Items are not taught just because they 
are there ..... I believe that notional syllabuses will 
provide a path along which we can make new advances 
in defining the content of language cunicula." 3 

This approach then forces us 
communicative priorities of our target 
establish: 

to consider the 
group. We need to 

* the basic language skills and their combinations which 
are required. The research scientist will probably have 
much more use for a specialised reading skill than a 
telephonist. 

* the communicative functions which they will requi.re 
to operate: to describe, persuade, explain, elicit 
information, express sympathy, command, instruct, 
summarise, etc. 

• the notions and concepts which are the common 
cunency of their special subject, e.g. for meteorolo
gists: measurement of pressure, density, altitude, 
temperature, for doctors: spatial relationships in the 
body, degrees of discomfort, pain; for bankers: 
number, ratios, percentages. 
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However, this stage of investigation raises the following 
problem. It is not possible to enquire directly of potential 
students what are their requirements under the headings of 
language skills, communicative functions, and notions. They 
simply lack the concepts with which to gain the necessary 
insight. It is therefore necessary, like a good doctor, to pose 
questions in a form answerable by the patient and, from the 
symptomsdescribed, to interpret and prescribe on the basis of 
professional knowledge. A useful technique for this is to 
employ a questionnaire, in which the students or their 
sponsors are asked to mark which, among a selection of 
functionally described activities, they are aiming to be able to 
carry out in the target language. For example, such activities 
might include: 

* To be able to attend conferences in his/her special area 
and understand the main content of a talk/lecture, but 
not every word, and take notes 

* To be able to write a summary of such a lecture from 
notes taken at the time 

" To be able to read specialised articles in his/her own 
field with the aid of a dictionary 

* To be able to give straightforward spoken instructions 
in the use of tools 

* To be able to ask questions of a patient in non-medical 
language in order to obtain information about 
symptoms. 

In this way questions, based initially on informed 
speculation, are put to potential students in a form which 
they can answer relatively easily. This constitutes a form of 
work study, and can be supplemented by more formal work 
studies and interviews. The results can then be examined and 
interpreted in terms of the language content and skills 
required to be built into the syllabus. 
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Source Materials 

Parallel to the investigation just described, samples of the 
language of the special area are collected for analysis and as a 
basis for teaching materials. By now one should have a good 
idea of the areas of lexis, stmcture, notions, and 
communicative acts which will form the content of the 
syllabus. One can, therefore, approach the sample materials 
knowing broadly for what one is looking. This is a much 
more desirable situation than starting one's investigation 
from texts and recordings, which can otherwise distract and 
deflect the line of investigation. It is much more productive 
to be able to ask the question: 'What forms of language does 
a doctor usually employ to describe a patient's symptoms to 
his/her colleagues?' rather than: 'What does medical English 
consist of?' 

By use of the first type of question, areas of specialised 
language can be identified, circumscribed, studied, described, 
related to their communicative function, and finally taught; 
in the knowledge that one has a proper insight into their 
function and use, and can base the teaching on authentic 
samples. A word of caution here: authentic is the key word. 
Keith Morrow says, "An authentic text is a stretch of real 
language produced by a real speaker or writer for a real 
audience and deSigned to convey a real message of some sort. 
In other words it is not a made-up text produced by an 
imaginaty speaker or writer for an imaginary audience and 
designed to practise specific language points rather than to 
convey real information." 4 

"The big danger, I think, is that teachers often select 
texts for use solely on the grounds of their topic. They then 
fail to ask themselves further questions to see if the subject is 
being talked about in the terms which their students are 
going to want to use or which they may actually come across 
themselves." 5 The teacher must ask himself of any texts 
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he/she wishes to use, the following questions, "What __ ?, 
Why __ 7, Who __ ?, How __ ?". 

What is my material about? 
- WilJ my students want to deal with language on this 

subject? (And we must be precise in our answers. 
'Firefighting' or 'medicine' are far too general, Servic
ing a 5 hp Pump or Techniques of Emergency 
Resuscitation are rather better.) 

Why was my material produced? 
- Will my students want to deal with language intended 

to do the same thing? (e.g. to entertain; to advise; to 
give instructIons.) 

Who 
- was my material produced for? 
- are my students in this category? (And again we should 

How 

be precise. Simply Firemen or Doctors may not be 
good enough.) 

- was my material produced? 
- was it written or spoken? Will my students have to 

deal with language like this in this mode? 

So, the stage of preparation leading from an investigation 
of the student's needs to a definition of learning objectives 
and syllabus content is by far the most important stage of 
mounting an ESP course. Broadly the steps involved are: 

* Who are the students and w,hat are their expectations? 
* What is the subject matter and how broadly or narrow

ly should it be defined? 
* What are the language requirements which follow from 

this in terms of structural review, notions requiring 
expression or comprehension, communicative acts 
required of the leamer, language skills, lexis, situations 
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and contexts within which they should be able to 
operate? 

It can fairly be said, then, that one's position should not be 
one of being tied exclusively to a structural, situational, 
notional, or other approach. Rather I feel that each of these 
has something to offer in the way of analytical tools, 
descriptive frameworks, and taxonomies with which to select 
and describe the contents of a teaching syllabus for ESP. 

Syllabus Design 

By syllabus design we all understand the organisation of 
the selected contents into an ordered and practical sequence 
for teaching purposes. There is nothing special about ESP in 
this sense. The usual criteria for syllabus design apply: 

* progress from known to unknown matter 
* appropriate size of teaching units 
* a proper variety of activity 
* teachability 
* creating a sense of purpose for the student - overtly 

by test and feedback covertly by leading him to 
performances which demonstrate his growing profi
ciency. 

But since so many elements of an ESP syllabus are novel, it is 
valuable to begin by drafting a prototype unit - not usually 
the first unit, which has untypical elements of introduction 
and presentation. The unit constitutes a complete teaching 
cycle of a given number of lessons. Such cycles recur, like 
chapters in a book, to give a form and unity to the course for 
both teacher and taught. This draft unit is, if time permits, 
reviewed by colleagues, field-tested, revised, and then tested 
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again. The main test criteria are: 

teachability 
level 
appropriateness and authenticity of content 
learning progress 
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Once a prototype unit has been thoroughly tested, the 
other units of a course can be written remarkably rapidly; 
since most of the design and sequencing decisions are already 
made, and the only remaining decisions are those of final 
selection of content. In this sense, the time spent on the 
prototype is always an excellent investment. 

Teaching Techniques 

The term ESP seems to imply exotic teaching techniques. 
This is misleading, and in fact most 'conventional' techniques 
have their place on an ESP course. The relative stress on oral 
or written techniques will depend on the particular 
requirements of the group, which will have been defined in 
advance; but as in the selection of teaching items, the 
'communicative approach' implies that every teaching 
strategy employed is considered in the light of its 
contribution to the development of a relevant communicative 
skill. To make one generalisation in the area of technique, the 
greater awareness of specific teaching objectives which is part 
of the ESP course leads more and more towards attempting 
to stimulate in the classroom the target performance in the 
language. The areas of 'games', 'projects', 'role-play' and 
'pro blem-solving' are particularly fruitful in providing ideas 
which can be most successfully exploited in class for this 
purpose. Some observations on this are: 
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* Situations of conflict, with defined and unique roles 
for different students, lead to much more stimulating 
and constructive interaction than the discussion of 
problems in which all take part as peers 

* Students with practical experience of their special area 
are much more able to work successfully with pro
blem-solving and, particularly, role-playing exercises 
than those who lack experience 

* Certain groups, particularly qualified doctors, who are 
professionally on their mettle are not prepared to 
simulate roles and adopt given characters; they are 
prepared only to be themselves, but will work, how
ever, on true professional problem-solving exercises 

" The rapid oral interaction in role-playing exercises 
causes problems for the teacher in providing effective 
feedback and correction. Intervention during a simula
tion can destroy the illusion of reality that has been 
carefully built up. We can tackle this in a number of 
ways: Ca) by slowing down the pace of interaction 
(b) by making an audio-recording which can be edited 
and played back with comments and exercises (e) by 
video-recording all or some of the simulation for group 
and individual evaluation; this last technique has 
proved to be the most successful 

* Experience of a few such simulations soon allows the 
teacher and materials writer to predict, and prepare in 
advance, areas of language difficulty 

* One of the main teaching benefits of the use of simula
tion and role-playing as a technique is the building up 
of the students' confidence in their ability to use the 
language they have acquired to achieve a communica
tive aim: e.g. to explain, persuade, obtain information 

* The context of situation established for and developed 
during a simulation gives many opportunities, which 
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can be exploited as required, to provide real and 
relevant follow-up work on written skills in the form 
of letters, contracts, reports, and summaries. 

The Changing Role of the Teacher in ESP 

Teachers who take on a commitment to work in the area 
of ESP find certain demands placed upon them. First, they 
must be equipped and prepared to enter new and unfamiliar 
fields of human activity and knowledge - banking, medicine, 
computer technology. This implies that, if they are not to 
be distracted or unsettled by this, they must be so 
experienced that their professional teaching techniques are 

. second nature. They cannot be concerned with 'How do I 
teach?' when their attention will need to be focussed 
primarily on 'What should I be teaching?' They must also be 
equipped with the linguistic tools necessary to see beyond 
the specialised lexis of a new subject, and to investigate the 
functions and intention of samples of specialised language, 
interpret them for the studen ts, [mel teach the forms of 
language through \vhich those intentions are expressed. 

They must have the personal self-confidence that is not 
shaken by being aware of knowing less about a specialised 
subject than their students. Conversely, they must be 
prepared to do sufficient homework on the areas with which 
they are going to deal to cope with the reasonable demands 
of the students. Finally they must be prepared to stand down 
from the central role in the classroom from time to time, and 
let the specialised knowledge and experience of the students 
generate specialised interaction of which they personally are 
not capable. Having established the conditions for such 
interaction, their role will be one of observer, adviser, and 
corrector of errors. A specialised class is soon frustrated if the 
level of expert discussion is constantly limited to the level of 
expertise of the language teacher. 
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In an ESP course, creating an impression of authenticity 
and relevance to the students' aims is far more effective in 
harnessing learning potential then any specific item of 
content or teaching technique. The ESP revolution took 
place initially in the area of definition of learning objectives 
not in teaching strategies which adapt naturally to new 
objectives. 

(Acknowledgement must be made to John Webb, Director of 
Colchester English Study Centre on whom I have drawn 
heavily for ideas and materia1.) 

1 'English for Special Purposes': Morrow, M.E.P. 1977, p. 14. 

2 Published by D.V.P, 
3 

4 

5 

Grammatical, SituaUonal and Nutiunal Syllabuses: D. A.Wilkins 
(paper presented to 3rd AILA Congress, Copenhagen, 1972) 

'Authentic Texts & ESP' Morrow, from ESP, Ed. Susan Holden, 
MEP, 1977, p. 13 

ibid,p.1S 
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