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some old issues
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INTRODUCTION

Cummins (1984) has proposed an approach to under-
standing language proficiency and its role in academic
achievement which is grounded in the notion of two intersect-
ing continua. His framework grows out of the tradition of
research into bilingual education in North America particularly,
and has been developed in response to the specific situation
prevailing there. Macdonald’s paper is of interest as it demon-
strates the applicability of Cummins’ framework to the South
African educational context, specifically to that section of the
schooling system which has traditionally fallen under the
control of . the Department of Education and Training (DET).
The framework is of interest to those of us working at tertiary
level with students coming out of this system and who are
often referred to as "underprepared” for university study.
These students are often characterised as having "language
problems”. They are also frequently identified as having *’con-
ceptual” problems. In both areas, there is a lack of consensus
as to the nature of these language and conceptual problems
and how to respond to them. | would suggest that the con-
ceptualisation of language proficiency outlined below enables
us to better answer some of the questions that have engaged

those working in the academic support field. !t helps us to a
clearer understanding of the specific types of “language”
skills required by university learning and the possible effects
of the schooling system on the acquisition of these skills.

One of the continua proposed by Cummins relates to the
range of contextual support available for expressing or receiv-
ing meaning. The extremes of this continuum are described in
terms of  “context-embedded” versus ‘‘context-reduced”
communication. Context-embedded communicationn occurs
when the participants actively negotiate meaning, usually in a
face-to-face situation. The opportunities for immediate feed-
back to clarify meaning in context are evident. Context-em-
bedded communication derives from interpersonal involve-
ment in a shared reality which does away with the need for
explicit linguistic elaboration of the message. Context-re-
duced communication, on the other hand, refies primarily on
linguistic cues to meaning.- A shared reality cannot be as-
sumed and the language used must therefore be elaborated
precisely and explicitly to minimise the risk of misinterpreta-
tion. While everyday interpersonal communication tends to
be of the context-embedded variety, classroom/lecture com-
munication and written academic communication, in particu-
far, tend to be of the context-reduced type.

Cummins proposes that the problems that beset our under-
standing of the role of language in academic achievement,
particularly where bilingual speakers are concerned, can bet--
ter be understood by viewing this continuum as intersecting
with another which addresses the degree of active cognitive
involvement in the task or activity. The two poles of this
continuum are "‘cognitively demanding”” versus ‘‘cognitively
undemanding’’. Tasks are viewed as cognitively more or less
demanding in terms of the amount of information that must
be processed simultaneously by the individual in order to carry
out an activity. The upper part of this continuum consists of
communicative tasks in which the linguistic tools have be-
come largely automatised and thus require little cognitive
involvement for appropriate performance. Tasks at the lower
end of the continuum have not become automatised and
therefore require active cognitive involvement. The intersec-
tion of these two continua provides us with a framework
within which to examine language proficiency that can be
represented as in Figure 1.

Thus language proficiency is conceived of in terms of the
underlying contextual and cognitive dimensions. Skills that fall
into quadrant A are classified as cognitively undemanding and
context-embedded and have been called basic interpersonal
communicative skills (BICS). Quadrant D however character—
ises what has been called cognitive-academic language profi-
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ciency {(CALP) where the task is cognitively demanding and
the context reduced. Persuading someone that your point of
view is correct is an example of a quadrant B skill, while
writing an essay is quadrant D skill. BICS-type skills can
develop outside the classroom but CALP-type skills seem to
need a classroom type of environment to develop. The typical
university academic skills fall within this quadrant.

Another aspect of Cummins’s research that is relevant to the
issues under discussion is what he has called the “interde-
pendence hypothesis’ which has been stated formally as
follows {Cummins 1984: 29}: "To the extent that instruction
in language (L)x is effective in promoting proficiency in Lx,
transfer of this proficiency to Ly will occur provided there is
adequate exposure to Ly {(either in school or environment) and
adequate motivation to learn Ly”.

This hypothesis allows for the conceptualisation of the devel-
opmental interrelationship between first-language (L1) and
second-language (L2) proficiencies. Some aspects of L1 and
L2 proficiency, particularly CALP skills, are viewed as being
interdependent, and are.seen as manifestations of a common
underlying proficiency which is theoretically capable of being
developed through instruction in either language. Macdonald
suggests, on the basis of this principle, that promoting Sets-
wana CALP will lead to enhanced English CALP. The "‘dual-
iceberg’ model of bilingual proficiency is represented below:

Frgure 2
The ‘dual-iceberg” representation of bilingual
proficiency
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LANGUAGE AND SCIENCE AT SCHOOL

Schooling, language medium and Cummins’s
framework

Macdonald contrasts a Standard 2 and a Standard 3 class in a
Bophuthatswana school. The Standard 2 class is taught
through the medium of the first language (Setswana), the
other through the medium of English which is the second
language (EL2) and medium of instruction from Standard 3
(the fifth year of schooling) onwards. In the former, she
witnesses a highly successful lesson — the children are
learning in their L1; in the latter group, which was taught by
the same teacher the year before, there appears to be little
meaningful learning taking place. Macdonald points out that
the first group has an excellent teacher but she emphasises
the disruption of the leaming process that occurs with the
switch to EL2 as medium of instruction.

It seems that the disparity between English "‘taught as sub-
ject” and English as medium of instruction is vast. Macdonald
points to major jumps in vocabulary, grammar and concepts
from Standards 2 to 3. In Standard 3, pupils encounter text-
books for the first time, vocabulary increases, sentence struc-
tures become more complex and new ideas increase in
volume {ten subjects are now studied through the medium of
English). She suggests that the English course up to Standard
2 prepares pupils for BICS (context-embedded and cognitively
undemanding), not CALP (typical subject classroom) type
skills. She provides examples from science and other text-
books in which she has found both the language and the con-
ceptual content to be too difficult for Standard 3 pupils.

What is also suggested is that, at present, CALP in the first
language is barely developed and is largely allowed to atrophy
after the first four years of schooling in DET schools. { The L1
is no longer officially used as the medium of instruction
although we know that many teachers resort to it, further
complicating the situation.) However, as the interdependence
principle suggests that the development of L2 proficiency is at
least partially dependent on the development of L1 proficien-
cy, pupils would benefit from the promotion of CALP skills in
the L1. L1 language study at school should be directed
towards the cognitive demands of the curriculum which is not -
the case at present. Aspects such as the understanding of
concepts, critical thinking skills, and inferencing skills are
important and could be taught in L1. While it does appear
possible for students to acquire CALP skills solely through the
L2, the task is a more difficult one, and is facilitated if these
skills are acquired initially in the L1.

Macdonald suggests strongly that many of the learning prob-
lems that persist throughout the child’s schooling can be
traced to the fundamental disruption that occurs with the
switch of medium as outlined above and the difficulties that
surround the acquisition of CALP skills. It should be noted that
the changes in language policy regarding medium of instruc-
tion that were heralded by the introduction of “‘bantu educa-
tion” in 1953 have added to the complexity of the educational
scenario. The reduction of the role of English as medium was
a key element of this policy. Amongst other outcomes, the
English language proficiency of at least two generations of
teachers has been affected. Societal segregation, in conjunc-




