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Summary

he University of the Free State, like most other tertiary institutions in
TSouth Africa, is faced with the challenge of establishing a framework
within the university for redressing inequalities in education: inequalities such
as unequal access and opportunities for both students and staff along racial,
gender and class lines. This research attempts to find ways of making tertiary
learning accessible to a group of underprepared students who would,
traditionally, have been excluded from tertiary learning in the previous
apartheid dispensation. The study focuses on the language needs of learners
who, for multiple reasons, have low English language proficiency. The
problem is compounded for these students in that English is their chosen
language of instruction. Thus, without English language proficiency, tertiary

learning is inaccessible or, at best, extremely difficult for these students.

The main aim of this study is to develop and implement a programme of
language learning which will meet the requirements of the Department of
English and, simultaneously, improve the English academic literacy skills of
this group of SL learners so as to provide them with much-needed support to

achieve academic success.

The methodology selected to achieve the aim, is emancipatory action
research with its reflective cycles of planning, acting, observing and reflecting.
The action research cycles involve planning to improve the process; acting to
implement that plan; observing the effects of the plan and finally, reflecting
on the effects which, in turn, become the framework for the next cycle of

action research. Two processes are central to action research, viz. data-

gathering and an action component.‘ Data-gathering occurred over a period of




(xiv)

four years and various techniques were used, viz. interviews, classroom
observations, samples of students' written work, a journal of facilitator
meetings, various monitoring techniques, questionnaires to learners and

facilitators, test and examination results.

The study describes three action research cycles over a period of four years.
Initially, it was intended that the course should include a literature component
which, as a result of this research, was abandoned in the second cycle of the
action research. The reasons for this decision are documented in the study.
The findings of the research have led to the development of an academic
literacy course with the following broad goals, viz. to develop the ability to
read academic texts with good comprehension and critical attention; to

develop thinking and study skills and to develop the ability to express

information and ideas clearly, relevantly and logically in expository writing.

Several useful guidelines, for the development of an English language course
for low-proficiency tertiary learners, have emerged from the study. These
guidelines encompass the following key issues, viz. prior learning, learner
proficiency, learner motivation and interest, comprehensible input, learning
context, learning strategies, extensive and intensive reading, teaching
approach, language and literature teaching, materials design and research
methodology. This study has led to the development and implementation of

an academic literacy course founded on the following salient guidelines:

o A teaching approach based on a combination of communicative language
learning and input processing instruction;

o Proficiency should be developed within the context in which students find
themselves, viz. the academic context. Thus, academic literacy skills are
systematically developed;

o Comprehensible input is axiomatic to language learning at tertiary level, '
thus, reading and writing fluency should be developed through a

programme which provides plenty of meaning-bearing input;

D
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a Classroom instruction should be based on a combination of content-based
instruction and task-based language teaching;

o Reading and writing skills should be taught through a process of
systematic strategy training; and

o Contextual support, which facilitates SLA, should be provided in the form
of strategy training, continuous evaluation, thorough feedback and

activities that replicate real-world tasks.
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ORIENTATION

1.0 INTRODUCTION

B s

@ahe challenges facing institutions of higher education in South Africa to
transform, according to the internal demands for a democratized
education system, are complex and require innovative strategies. In the
previous apartheid dispensation, tertiary institutions were organized along
racial and language lines.

The University of the Free State was, traditionally, a university for white
Afrikaans-speaking students. Not only did the institution need to respond to a
changing local socio-political situation, but at the same time, it had to meet
the challenges dictated by global educational change. Globally, the challenge
is to provide education to more students with shrinking resources and also to
be accountable for learning outcomes (Angelil-Carter & Moore 1998:1).
Institutions of higher learning are faced with the need for innovative thinking,
critical reflection and strategizing in a climate of unprecedented competition
for resources. The process of critical evaluation of each 'response to
transformation brings with it the rare opportunity to question entrenched
assumptions about education.
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Kells (1992:12) states that in the “800-year history of universities, as they
have existed in the western world, there have been relatively few times when
the entire fabric of the system of higher education in a country or a region
can be re-examined with the possibility of raising truly fundamental questions
about basic purposes and the means to pursue them”. This study hopes to
make some contribution towards re-examining the realities of access at a
university in the throes of educational transformation. The University of the
Free State, like most other tertiary institutions in South Africa, is faced with
the challenge of establishing a framework within the university for redressing
inequalities in education, inequalities such as unequal access and
opportunities for both students and staff along racial, gender and class lines.

This research attempts to find ways of making tertiary learning accessible to a
group of underprepared students who would, for several reasons, have been
excluded from tertiary learning in the previous apartheid dispensation. The
study focuses on the language needs of learners who, for reasons outlined in
Chapter 2, have low proficiency in their chosen language of instruction. While
focusing on the language needs of one particular group, the researcher was
aiming for a broader insight into the language needs of 50% of the students
who are currently enrolled at the University of the Free State and who are
studying in English which is not their mother tongue. To contextualize this
research, it is necessary to look briefly at government policy for higher
education institutions.

1.1 TRANSFORMATION AND GOVERNMENT POLICY

A White Paper on the transformation of Higher Education was published by
government in July 1997 to serve as a framework for the transforming of

Higher Education and to establish guidelines for the redress of educational
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inequalities. In Chapter Two of this paper, the policy for Equity and Redress is
outlined as follows:

2.29 Ensuring equity of access must be complemented by a concern for
equity of outcomes. Increased access must not lead to a ‘revolving door’
syndrome for students, with high failure and drop-out rates. In this
respect, the Ministry is committed to ensuring that public funds earmarked
for achieving redress and equity must be linked to measurable progress
towards improving quality and reducing the high drop-out and repetition
rates.

2.30 This highlights the need to attend to the articulation gap between the
demands of higher education programmes and the preparedness of school
leavers for academic study. The effects of Bantu education, the chronic
underfunding of black education during the apartheid era, and the effects
of repression and resistance on the culture of learning and teaching, have
seriously undermined the preparedness of talented black students for
higher education (White Paper 1997).

The above framework serves as a guideline for individual institutions to
initiate their own response to this policy. The paper acknowledges that
school-leavers from the old Department of Education and Training (DET) are
underprepared for tertiary studies and that these learners should be provided
with a fair opportunity to access tertiary studies and gain the opportunity to
realize their potential. Not only should learners be provided with fair
opportunity and access, but the teaching and learning provided should be
geared to their needs so as to ensure that learners do actually achieve
success and do not fall prey to the ‘revolving door syndrome’. In fact, the
nature of the teaching and learning for these learners is clearly spelled out as
follows:
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2.32 In the short to medium term, in order to improve equity of outcomes,
the higher education system is required to respond comprehensively to the
articulation gap between learners’ school attainment and the intellectual
demands of higher education programmes. It will be necessary to
accelerate the provision of bridging and access programmes within further
education, but the learning deficits are so widespread that systematic
changes in higher education programmes (pedagogy, curriculum and the
structure of degrees and diplomas) will continue to be needed. The
development and provision of student support services, including career
guidance, counselling and financial aid services, are other essential
requirements. In addition, an enabling environment must be created
throughout the system to uproot deep-seated racist and sexist ideologies
and practices that inflame relationships, inflict emotional scars and create
barriers to successful participation in learning and campus life...(White
Paper 1997).

The call of the White Paper is for universities (and other institutions of higher
learning) to respond with meaningful bridging programmes and support to
assist learners to overcome the deficiencies incurred by a sub-standard
schooling system. This transformation rests on key features such as
consultation with community leaders and other local stakeholders in education
to ensure that the needs of all concerned are accommodated as far as
possible. Another key feature required by the White Paper is that a new
system will emphasize co-operation and partnerships between tertiary
institutions at local and national level. The University of the Free State
responded to the issues raised by the White Paper through the establishment
of a bridging programme, viz. the Career Preparation Programme (CPP), a
programme based on a partnership between the university and further
education institutions in the province.
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1.2 THE CAREER PREPARATION PROGRAMME AND WHITE PAPER
REQUIREMENTS

The Career Preparation Programme (CPP) was conceptualized by the Unit for
Strategic Services in Higher Education at the University of the Free State in
answer to a broader societal need to remove barriers which prevent access to
further education. The programme provides an alternative access route to
educationa_l opportunities and a better chance of employment for out-of-
school and out-of-work young adults who possess a matriculation certificate,
but fail to meet the requirements to access tertiary education (Strydom
1996:5).

The planning phases of the programme involved lengthy negotiations with
local community leaders and leaders in education in the Free State region.
These negotiations aimed at discovering the educational needs of the regional
community so as to ensure that the university addressed these needs. The
process was recorded in a working document compiled by the head of the
Interim Management Committee of the University of the Free State (Strydom
1996:11). This process of consultation in the Free State region proved so
successful that it led to the formation of a representative board who would
determine policy and take management decisions regarding co-operative
initiatives and resultant courses.

Subsequently, a regional consortium was established by initiators at the
university: a consortium of higher and further education institutions in the
Free State. This was done to ensure collaboration between the different
higher education institutions in the region. The consortium would make
decisions concerning logistic collaboration, resource sharing and
administrative issues would also be collaboratively decided (Strydom
1996:11). The driving force behind the effort was to provide learners with
open access to tertiary institutions of their choice, whether it be university,
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technikon or technical college. It was envisaged that the programme would
be launched in Bloemfontein in 1996 and gradually expand to include other
sub-regions such as Bethlehem, Welkom, Kimberley, Sasolburg, Aliwal North,
Qwa-Qwa and Oudtshoorn. After a feasibility study (vide 1.4), the programme
started in 1997 with 185 students and only four subjects were presented in
the first year of implementation, viz. English, Sociology, Mathematics and a
Foundation Course in Lifelong Learning which was presented by the
Department of Psychology. The subject choice would be extended later to
include a range of several other disciplines as the programme expanded. The
content of the above subjects would be determined by the requirements of
the academic departments concerned. It was, however, important to the
researcher that the needs of the learners become a fundamental
consideration for course development. This implied that a needs analysis
would have to be done to ensure that learners would receive the kind of
academic support they needed. This study became a means of researching
learner needs as well as a means of planning ways of making content and
materials accessible to the learners. The aims and objectives of the course are
detailed in 1.6 below. Although the researcher had a general idea of the
language proficiency of the target group, it was necessary to research the
needs of the group more accurately so as to be able to provide a course that
would adequately meet their needs.

1.3 CONCEPT CLARIFICATION

An understanding of language proficiency within the tertiary context is
axiomatic to the development (unfolding) and implementation of a course
that would facilitate language development of learners whose proficiency is
lacking in English which is their chosen language of academic learning (Eskey
1997:135). The term proficiency has to be seen within the context for which
the learners require the proficiency, viz. the academic context (Ferris &
Hedgcock 1998:34, Ellis 1994:198, Blanton 1993:237). A programme of
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language learning for low-proficiency tertiary learners should be organized
around the communicative tasks needed in the academic context so that the
development of language proficiency is relevant and contextualized (vide
2.1.2). The term second language needs to be described so as to guide an
exploration of the proficiency needed in a second Iariguage.

As English is a recognized language of instruction at the Free State University
and 50% of the students on campus study in English, the language plays an
important role in the institution as well as an important social role to many
speakers who have other mother tongues (vide 2.2). Thus, English, in these
circumstances is regarded as a second language (Ellis 1994:12).

Tertiary learners are learners enrolled at an institution of higher education
such as the university. These are learners who have successfully completed
their schooling and have matriculated. The last key concept to be briefly
described is second language acquisition. Chapter three of this study is
devoted to this concept and its relevance to the target group.

Any exploration of the needs of second language learners should start with
establishing an understanding of what is meant by second language
acquisition. Acquisition can mean different things to different researchers.
Krashen (1985: 1) sees acquisition as a subconscious process of acquiring
language in the same way that children do. Second language learning, on the
other hand, is seen as a conscious process where learning occurs in classroom
or instructional settings (McLaughlin 1987:20). Several researchers (Ellis
1994:14, Larsen-Freeman & Long 1991:6) use the terms acquisition and
learning interchangeably. It is difficult to distinguish clearly between
acquisition and learning and therefore the researcher has opted for the view
held by Van Lier (1996:43) who states that “language learning is the
cumulative result of sustained effort and engagement over time, with
continuity being central”. This pqsitiqh would include conscious and
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subconscious acquisition of language (vide 3.1). The above section on
concept clarification has served, also, to demarcate the field of study and it is
now necessary to look more closely at the specific research problem for this
study.

1.4 PROBLEM IDENTIFICATION

The University of the Free State is faced with the challenge of meeting the
needs of those South Africans who were deprived of educational opportunities
in the past. The Career Preparation Programme (CPP) was implemented as a
means of redress. An English language and literature course was to form part
of the CPP programme and it was to be an equivalent qualification to the
first-year English course presented on campus. These requirements were
established as part of the negotiation process between community leaders
and the university. These requirements are discussed fully in 6.1.3.2.

A preliminary study (vide phase 1 in Chapter 6) of the language proficiency
of the group soon revealed the extent of their scholastic deprivation and their
low English language proficiency. Their matriculation results for English
Second Language, coupled with the results of psychometric tests collated by
Strydom (1997b), revealed that the average mark obtained for English in the
matriculation exam was an E symbol. The results of the Academic Aptitude
Test taken by students suggested a below average English reading
comprehension ability (Strydom 1997b:152). This evidence, together with
findings of a literature review and the researcher's own classroom
observations (vide Chapter 2, 3 and 6.1.2.2), pointed to a serious lack of
English language proficiency. English was the students' chosen medium of
instruction; thus their low language proficiency would have a wider impact
than simply that of failing to achieve the requirements of the English course,
and would jeopardize their chances of success at tertiary learning. The above
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preliminary observations are discussed in more detail in the chapters that
follow.

The proposed English course would include a full literature component and
learners would take the same examinations as the full-time students on cam-
pus. This was required, initially, to ensure that students could articulate into
mainstream courses in their second year on campus. Thus, the fact that they
were part of a bridging programme would not be an obstacle to accessing
other academic courses. The reasons for these requirements are fully
discussed in Chapter 6.

The immediate problem for the English course designer was to devise a
programme which would pace students through the required prescribed
literature and at the same time focus on the development of their academic
communication skills to ensure that their needs for lifelong learning skills were
met. The CPP was preceded by a pilot study by the South African Institute for
Distance Education (SAIDE) to establish the feasibility of the Resource-based
learning CPP project (Strydom 1997a :5). The results of this study revealed
(among other things) that the proposed learners on the programme would
need help with their chosen medium of instruction, viz. English. Thus, the
SAIDE feasibility project was initiated before the actual implementation of the
CPP programme described in this study. The results of the feasibility study led
to the launching (1996) and eventual establishing (1997) of the CPP
programme of which the English course formed a part.

The programme was, and still is intended to run on the lines of a resource-
based learning programme with facilitators appointed in each sub-region who
present the content to learners ‘of that region. For this reason, the South
African Institute for Distance Education was asked to assist with the
establishment of the programme and to do the feasibility study.
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1.5 SAIDE PILOT PROJECT AND FEASIBILITY STUDY

The South African Institute for Distance Education (SAIDE) was asked to do a
feasibility study on increasing access to higher education using a distance
learning approach. This meant the use of resources such as structured study
guides, workbooks, texts, electronic media and methods of delivery other
than the traditional lecture mode (Bitzer & Pretorius 1996). Class sessions
would be organized with a qualified facilitator who would assist students in
the learning process, but not lecture on the content in a traditional lecturer-
dominated mode. This would enable students to remain in their home
environment, earning credits, which would allow them to access educational
opportunities at proposed community colleges and universities or technikons
of their choice. Thus, Resource-based learning, as proposed for the CPP, was
a combination approach of contact and traditional distance education
(Strydom 1997a: 7).

The feasibility study investigated the presentation of Mathematics, English,
Accounting and Science. The evaluation of this feasibility study was done by
academics and specialists from SAIDE, the British Open University and
participating universities (Natal and UFS) (SAIDE 1995). The courses were
implemented over a period of six weeks at the UFS and the University of
Natal, using imported materials from the British Open University, the Open
College in the UK and the Open Learning Institute of Hong Kong. Facilitators
were appointed to facilitate the learning in each area.

The SAIDE findings of this study revealed that resource-based learning could
be successful in South Africa, but success would depend on the extent to
which students received general counselling and support in the transition to
independent learning (SAIDE 1995:33). Students would need guidance to
develop appropriate study skills (these include reading and writing skills) and
close monitoring of their progress to ensure success.

10
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The feasibility study led to the launching of the CPP programme in 1996. The
programme started with only six students in 1996 and was only really
established in 1997 with 185 students. The university appointed qualified co-
ordinators in each of the four subjects presented that year. The researcher
was appointed as co-ordinator of the English course of the CPP programme.
The brief was to design and implement an English course that would meet the
requirements of the Department of English and the Unit for Strategic Services
at the UFS. The course was intended, like the other courses on the CPP, to
bridge the students into tertiary study which would imply a study of their
needs in order to plan the teaching and learning. The rest of this study is a
description and investigation of the students, their needs, how meaningfully
to address these and the insights gained since 1996.

As a means of quality control, SAIDE was contracted by the university (The
Unit for Strategic Services) to monitor the implementation of the four subjects
presented in 1997. SAIDE was briefed to monitor quality and progress; and to
provide in-service training where required (vide Appendix C). Co-ordinators
for each of the subjects were required to provide frequent reporting on
progress of both students’ learning and materials development for the course.

Figure 1.1 is an outline of the programme as it currently exists.

R




Figure 1.1: Academic Development Programme in Post-Secondary Education
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Students come from the general education sector with a senior certificate and
select Option 1 (Economic and Management Sciences) or Option 2 (Human
and Social Sciences) or Option 3 (Natural and Agricultural Sciences). Their
course consists of a combination of university courses and Technical College
courses. This decision was taken after much negotiation with all tertiary
institutions and represents the results of a collaboration process in the region
(Strydom 1996:12). The courses are presented at the Technical Colleges in
the Free State region and not on the university campus. This made classes
more accessible to the learners as the Technical Colleges are closer to the
students' homes than the University and sharing facilities was part of the
negotiated agreement reached in the planning phases of the bridging
programme.

Once students have completed the CPP year, they are free to choose one of
the options illustrated at the top of the page (Fig 1.1), viz. Technical Colleges,
Technikon, University or Vocational Colleges (Strydom 1996:13). The courses
they complete are accredited by the institutions in the region. Students may
choose one of three options, Economic and Management Sciences, Human
and Social Sciences and Natural and Agricultural Sciences. The English course
forms part of option 2.

1.6 RATIONALE FOR THIS STUDY

Although the SAIDE pilot project assessed and monitored the initial project,
they did not spell out details on the kind of support that students from this
learner group would need to achieve success on the CPP. Their findings
pointed to the students’ need for sustained academic support (including
language support) to achieve independent learning.

Another study (Strydom 1997b) done on the counselling needs of students on

the CPP, illuminated the lack of language proficiency and concludes that
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“students had a below average English reading comprehension ability which
has an adverse effect on students’ chances of academic success and suggests
that the counselling system should develop initiatives to address students’
reading ability” (Strydom 1997b:222).

The findings of the two studies cited above, viz. the SAIDE feasibility study
and the study on the counselling needs of the students on the CPP
programme, provided the rationale for this study. The fact that the language
proficiency issue at tertiary level has become a crucial focus of late at

institutions throughout the country, gave further impetus to a study of this
nature.

1.7 AIMS AND OBIECTIVES

The main objective of this research was to develop, implement and evaluate a
programme of language which would meet the requirements of the
Department of English and, simultaneously, improve the English academic
literacy skills of this group of SL learners so as to provide them with much-
needed support to achieve success at tertiary level. To achieve this aim, the
researcher formulated the following objectives:

o To design a course which would enable learners to acquire academic
communicative skills;

o To establish a course that would meet the requirements of the
Department of English and Classical Culture;

o To reflect critically on every step of the development and implementation
process so as to improve the teaching and learning (vide Chapter 6);

o To implement the changes and developments brought about by the
process of critical reflection;

14
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o To ensure quality enhancement through improvement of teaching and
learning within existing constraints of time and cost (vide 5.2 for the goals
of action research);

o To facilitate professional growth of the researcher and facilitators involved
in the teaching through a process of emancipatory action research (vide
5.6 for a description);

o To enable the learners themselves to participate in the learning process;

o To design or select appropriate classroom materials based on insights
gained from a literature review of second language acquisition (SLA),
second language learner characteristics and needs, and finally, to review
international instructional trends; and

o To select appropriate teaching methods based on a literature review of
SLA, international instructional trends and second language learner
characteristics and needs.

1.8 RESEARCH METHOD

The task of developing and implementing an appropriate language
programme for this group of learners was both daunting and challenging.
The researcher needed a useful means of achieving the goal, but at the same
time a means of evaluating and reflecting on the process so as to improve ,
teaching and learning ( Van Lier 1996:33, Wallace 1998:12). Action research
with its reflective cycles of planning, acting, observing and reflecting
presented itself as a useful vehicle for this particular study (Zuberr-Skerritt
1991:11). Fig 1.2 represents the action research cycles of this study. The
action research cycles involve planning to improve the process; acting to
implement that plan; observing the effects of the plan and finally, reflecting
on the effects which, in turn, become the framework for the next phase or
cycle of action reSearch. The planning of phase 1 of the action research
included a reconnaissance of the problem of which the literature review was
an integral part.

15
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Two processes are central to action research, viz. data-gathering and an
action component. Both these processes were main features of this research.
The goals of action research proved a further incentive to use this type of
methodology, viz. organizational learning, quality enhancement and
professional development (vide 5.2). The University of the Free State is in a
process of educational transition and any means of developing professional
skills to deal with the transition, while simultaneously enhancing quality as
well as facilitating institutional learning, seemed an appealing option.

As is so often experienced in action research studies, a wealth of data was
‘collected. Data-gathering occurred over a period of four years and various
qualitative and quantitative techniques were used, viz. interviews, classroom
observations, samples of students' written work, a journal of facilitator
meetings, various monitoring techniques, questionnaires to learners and
facilitators, test and examination results. In addition, input was received from
SAIDE in the form of a summative evaluation and this was incorporated into
the planning of phase 2 of the action research. The Unit for Higher Education
monitored the implementation and their findings were included in the action
research phase 2. The emphasis of the data-gathering was on collaboration
where all parties involved were consulted and became participants in this
study. The wealth of evidence and data gathered facilitated triangulation of
data, justification of the findings and adaptations made in the development of
the English programme of learning.

1.9 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Chapter two provides a framework for the problem, viz. low-proficiency
tertiary learners. The term proficiency is discussed and how it pertains to the
context and is then followed by an outline of second language (SL) learner
characteristics. These learner characteristics enabled the researcher to come

17
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to grips with the characteristics of the particular learner group and facilitated
the implementation of a programme that would meet their specific needs.

Chapter three explores second language acquisition (SLA) and learning and
this literature review provides the essential insights into factors conducive to

SLA and, in particular, classroom language acquisition.

Chapter four takes cognizance of international trends in the development of
academic literacy so as to draw on this experience for implementation. The
chapter explores the meaning of academic literacy, academic reading and
academic writing. Finally, the issue of literature and language in one
programme is investigated and the conclusion documented and implemented
in the action research cycles.

In Chapter five the action research method is defined, described and its
particular application in this study is demonstrated.

Chapter six represents the actual implementation of the action research

cycles. Each cycle is described and illustrated with examples in detailed
appendices.

Chapter seven contains the conclusion with findings and recommendations
for future research.
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Chapter @

LOW-PROFICIENCY TERTIARY LEARNERS
AND SECOND LANGUAGE LEARNER
CHARACTERISTICS

2.0 INTRODUCTION

s the main aim of this study is to establish a language programme that
¢ Ywill develop the language skills needed by a group of low-proficiency
learners, it is important that the term proficiency is clarified, and more
importantly, that an understanding is gained of this concept within the
context of the communicative tasks that the target learners need to master in
the tertiary context (Nunan 1988:35). Effective pedagogical interaction should
be founded on an understanding of the learners and their needs (Van Lier
1996:4). An understanding of proficiency and how this relates to the target
learners becomes important if the planned programme is intended for low-
proficiency learners who wish to use the target language (English in this case)
as a vehicle of learning at tertiary level. This means that their academic
success is partly dependent on the level of their communication skills in
English (Grabe & Kaplan 1996:29 Saville-Troike 1984:199).
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This chapter is devoted to describing what is meant by language proficiency
and then to contextualizing this concept so as to shape the goals and
teaching approach for a programme of language learning for low-proficiency
tertiary learners. The second section of this chapter focuses on the second
language (SL) learner, in particular, those characteristics which influence
language acquisition. An awareness of second language learner
characteristics facilitates a knowledge of the learner and this insight, in turn,
helps to guide teaching practice to accommodate learner differences, as well
as heighten teacher awareness of possible constraints or potential resources
(Oxford & Ehrman 1993:201; Skehan 1989:136). As this study deals with
second language learning and language proficiency, it is important to
establish a working definition of these concepts.

2.1 LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY

A second language is a language, other than the speaker's mother tongue,
which functions as an important means of communication in a society where
the members of that society speak other languages (Ellis 1994:12). Thus, the
learner studying in a language, which is an accepted medium of instruction at
an educational institution and which is recognized as a means of
communication in society, may be referred to as a second language learner
(SLL). The concept of proficiency needs clarification as it is fundamental to an
understanding of low proficiency.

Language proficiency has been described in different ways and couched in
different terms by a variety of theorists resulting in lack of clarity in
terminology and definition (Chomsky 1965 Hymes 1971; Stern 1983; Brown
1994). Early definitions of the term displayed a leaning towards a view where
syntax was the focus and language broﬁciency was defined in terms of lexical
items, phonemes and morphemes coupled with knowledge of Such
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components as vocabulary, phonology and grammar. Proficiency has been
expressed in terms of tests which measure proficiency levels, such as the
standardized TOEFL (Testing of English as a Foreign Language) which is
designed to measure different components of proficiency (Ellis 1994:198).
There were also the proponents of the view that language proficiency could
be described in terms of the four language skills, viz. reading, writing,
listening and speaking (Larsen-Freeman & Long 1991:38). Oller (1983:64)
has challenged this view stating that language proficiency cannot be divided
into distinct components.

Defining proficiency has been obscured further by a variety of terms used to
describe the concept, for example, competence-performance (Chomsky 1965)
where grammars are seen as models of competence with competence being
the knowledge of an idealized form of the language, and where performance
relates to the use of this knowledge in comprehending and producing
language (Ellis 1994:13). Chomsky (1965:3) separates linguistic knowledge
from sociocultural features in his competence/performance model. Hymes
(1971:32) claims that knowledge of linguistic form is not enough to make a
learner a communicatively competent user. Canale and Swain (1980:4) state
that the most important ability is that of being able to use language
appropriate to the context in which it is used. This view is supported by Ellis
(1994:156) who views proficiency as the “ability to use knowledge in specific
contexts”. Pragmatic ability (Levinson 1983) is yet another term that has been
used in which to couch proficiency. Pragmatic ability refers to the study of
linguistic features and the speaker’s ability to deal with these features
(Levinson 1983:32). Nunan (1988:33) poses the question, "Does knowing the
rules of language mean being able to recite them?" This would mean that
many native speakers would be termed incompetent. The fact remains that
knowledge and skill underpin actual communication and are therefore
included in the term communicative competence (Canale 1983:6). This term
describes another model of proficiency and is discussed in 2.1.2 below.
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Competenceis "a speaker's largely unconscious knowledge of the grammar of
any language he or she can speak" (Eskey 1997:135). This view
demonstrates a leaning towards Krashen’s (1985) idea that language
acquisition is a largely unconscious process (vide chapter 2). Performance
refers to the speaker's language behaviour and is based on competence
(Eskey 1997:135). Knowledge of language rules, however, is not enough.
The learner should demonstrate the capability of applying these rules in
language use.

According to Widdowson (1990:40), the idea of communicative competence
arose from an uneasiness with the fact that certain aspects of language
behaviour were indiscriminately organized into the performance category in
the Chomskyan distinction of competence/performance. Widdowson
(1990:40) endorses the idea of competence representing the knowledge of

the language to be acquired and performance being the behavioural
realization of that knowledge. In other words, the ability of getting to know
something and then being able to do something. The competence/
performance definition includes many different contexts because competence
and performance are manifested in linguistic behaviour in various contexts-of-
talk. Each member of a speech community has "a repertoire of social
identities" (Saville-Troike 1982:22). Each identity is associated with its own
appropriate verbal and nonverbal forms of expression (Saville-Troike
1982:22). Firth and Wagner (1998:92) point out that competence and
performance cannot simply be separated or contrasted because language use
develops cognition; that is, social activity is typically associated with linguistic
interaction, which presupposes cognitive activity. In other words, knowledge
and the realization of that knowledge cannot be so easily distinguished or
contrasted. Language proficiency is better viewed “in contingent, situated,
and interactional experiences of the individual as a social being” (Firth &
Wagner 1998:92). Thus, proficiency should be viewed within a situated,

interactive discourse community. Meaning is created and emerges between
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participants in a particular discourse community and does not necessarily
prescribe to a set of language rules or acknowledged conventions. The
concern here, however, is with a specific community, viz. the academic
discourse community. A useful definition has been posited by Cummins
(1980). |

A description of L2 proficiency which has featured prominently in SLA
research is that of Cummins (1980). Cummins distinguishes two types of
proficiency, viz. Cognitive/Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) and Basic
Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS). This description broadens our

understanding of proficiency and is discussed in more detail below.
2.1.1 Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency

One socially-oriented description of proficiency which has had an influence on
SL teaching (Ellis 1994:198) is that of Cummins (1980) who makes a
distinction among proficiencies. He (1980:175-187) refers to “cognitive/
academic language proficiency” (CALP) which is necessary in a school or
academic setting where academic discourse is used and "basic interpersonal
and communicative skills” (BICS) which are not accommodated in academic
settings and which Stern (1983:352) refers to as “communicative capacity
and creativity”. These skills (BICS) are regarded as basic because they
develop naturally through exposure to communication.

CALP is “the proficiency required to perform the conceptual, linguistic, and
academic operations expected of college students” (Blanton 1993:237) and is
therefore a relevant conceptualization to explore before planning a language
intervention for a group of low-proficiency tertiary learners. Cummins
(1980:176) explains that language proficiency is a component that “can be
assessed by a variety of reading, writing, listening and speaking tests and
which is strongly related to general cognitive skill and to academic

23




Chapter 2 Low-proficiency tertiary learmers and
second language learner characteristics

achievement”. Language proficiency is seen by Cummins and Swain (1986) as
developing along two interacting continua, viz. one continuum refers to the
contextual support available for receiving or producing meaning and the other
continuum refers to the extent to which a task makes cognitive demands on
the learner (Ellis 1994:198, Cummins & Swain 1986:153). The two interactive
continua relate to:

o context-embedded language where communication involves a shared

reality (such as the academic context);
a other contexts where no shared reality exists;
o the amount of information that has to be processed simultaneously; and

o the extent to which information needed to complete the task has to
become automatized by the learner.

For Cummins (1980:176) BICS refers to basic interpersonal skills which are
accent, oral fluency and sociolinguistic competence. Yet another dimension is
added to the term proficiency by Canale (1983), who perceives it as
communicative competence.

2.1.2 Communicative competence

Canale (1983:5) refers to proficiency as “communicative competence” which
includes the underlying systems of knowledge such as vocabulary and skills in
using sociolinguistic conventions for any given language and it is a description
that has gained currency. Knowledge refers to “what one knows (consciously
and unconsciously) about the language and about other aspects of
communicative language use; [and] skill refers to how well one can perform
this knowledge in actual communication” (Canale 1983:50).  Thus,
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communicative competence refers to both knowledge and skills in how to use
this knowledge when interacting in an actual communicative situation (Sato &
Kleinsassar 1999:495). This includes the ability to use the appropriate
language in a given social context (Larsen-Freeman 1986:131) such as the
academic context.

Canale (1983) identifies four components of communicative competence, viz.
grammatical competence (mastery of the language code which includes rules
of the language such as vocabulary, word formation, sentence formation,
pronunciation, spelling and linguistic semantics); sociolinguistic competence
(appropriateness of meaning and form such as rules of politeness, etc.
pertaining to the production and understanding of utterances in different
sociolinguistic contexts); discourse competence (the ability to combine
grammatical forms and meanings to achieve a unified spoken or written text,
in other words, the ability to achieve cohesion and coherence in written or
spoken communication) and strategic competence (the ability to compensate
for lapses or breakdowns in communication, in other words, the strategies
employed by the SL learner to overcome the inadequacies of their
interlanguage) (Ellis 1994:396). As mentioned before, the above language
competencies are underpinned by knowledge whether that knowledge be
acquired consciously or unconsciously. Thus, language learning entails two
components, viz. knowing and doing. It is up to the language programmer to
decide how to emphasize these two facets of proficiency in her attempt to
facilitate language acquisition. Thus, how to facilitate learners' knowledge and
application of that knowledge is determined by the needs of the learners and
the context in which they use the language (Widdowson 1990:158). The
language programmer has to decide what competencies are needed by the
learners in their context of learning before setting goals for a programme of
learning. Here Nunan’s definition of competence may be useful. Nunan
(1988:34) sees competence as a “task-oriented goal written in terms of
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behavioral objectives”. Competencies may be developed through the setting
of goals which focus on certain behavioural outcomes.

It is therefore important for the language programme developer to determine
what tasks or skills are needed by the learners and then to decide which
teaching approach to use to facilitate the achieving of these goals (Eskey
1997:135, Richards 1985:5). Based on the components of communicative
competence, there are five principles which must shape a programme of
communicative language learning (Canale & Swain 1980:27-28). These are:

o language learning should take an integrated approach to the teaching of
the four components;

o communicative language learning must be based on the kind of
communication skills that learners need in a genuine communicative
situation;

o opportunities must be created for meaningful communicative interaction;

o use must be made of aspects of communicative competence which the
learner has already acquired in his/her L1 and which are common to
communication skills in the L.2; and

o a teaching approach based on communicative competence should provide
learners with practice, experience and knowledge to meet their
communicative needs (Canale & Swain 1980:28).

Thus, a communicative teaching approach should focus on the learners'
situation or context. A programme of language learning should be organized
"around the particular kinds of communicative tasks the learners need to
master and the skills and behaviours needed to accomplish them" (Richards
1985:5). Thus, a programme for low-proficiency tertiary learners should be
organized around the communicative tasks needed in the academic context.
The concept /low proficiency is, therefore, viewed in terms of the
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communicative tasks that learners have to be able to accomplish in an
academic context.

A teaching approach should be selected to support the development of (in
this case) academic reading and writing skills which are the primary
communication tools of tertiary learning (Ferris & Hedgcock 1998:34).

The four components of communicative competence as outlined by Canale
(1983:5) or any other description of proficiency cannot, however, be the sole
arbitrator fo