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1. The	Problem	
 

       Perhaps one of the least contested and therefore most readily acceptable ideologies in 

the world of English language learning is how it “incorporates speakers’ idealized 

evaluations and judgements of appropriate language forms and functions” (McGroarty, 

2011, p.3). Arguably, this perception of language learning is representative of how 

dominant structures are always trying to stabilize conventions and transform them into 

something natural, which in turn mask those structures and create the feeling amongst 

society that what exists is not a construction, not a mediated form, but instead appears as 

something “given”, that exists as an indisputable fact of life and there cannot be subjected 

to change (Wodak, p.20, 2003). A simple example of this is how international media 

associations such as CNN and BBC frequently show “non-native” and “native” English 

speakers conversing in a very clear and correct way.  Interviews and news presentations are 

conducted in tightly organized and prepared venues, which along with editing techniques 

are able to constantly reproduce English voices which have flawless pronunciation. Nor are 

we privy to know how in non-English speaking countries people who are interviewed in the 

street are selected on account of how well they speak English. Rarely do we see a random 

individual pulled out of the crowd in Cairo, or Mumbai or any other such place who speaks 

an English which is barely understandable.  It just appears that everybody does speak good 

clear English, as if it were something “natural”.  Rarely do T.V. and radio programs include 

people who have difficulty expressing themselves in English.  If they do, it is often as a 

recourse to humour. This is easily observable in any number of American or British 

situation comedies which exploit such linguistic inadequacies to generate laughter from 

their audience.  The same can be said of the T.V. commercial advertising “Open English” 
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which contrasts a failing Latin-American English student and his heavy accented English 

with that of another who learned his English “on-line” with a native American and now 

speaks English with an impeccable American accent.   

        Besides just the commercial media, intellectuals such as Jacques Derrida, whose 

international stature is premised on their founding of a particular critical posture, may have 

also contributed unconsciously to this particular ideology of language learning.  Speaking 

at a lecture in 1992, Jacques Derrida referred to English as the “Universal Translator”. 

Furthermore he stated that English is not only replacing languages, but that everyone has to 

speak his or her own language, plus English.  However he added the cautionary note that 

English conveys with it some degree of national hegemony from the USA of which one 

must be vigilant.  This reference to cultural/linguistic imperialism is one of the significant 

and most influential contributions made by the post-modern critique of language which 

draws attention to how language not only conveys meaning, but also conveys power.  

Showing how reality is constructed in the classroom, through the use of educational media 

and texts with the object of challenging the hegemony of dominant cultures and identities 

has become a serious part of critical linguistics (Janks, 2011, Pennycook, 2010).  However 

when Derrida called attention to this fact in his speech he did so by speaking an almost 

impeccable English with just a trace of his French accent.  In other words Derrida was 

acting as a model for “speakers’ idealized evaluations and judgements of appropriate 

language forms and functions”.  In fact he fitted perfectly into the role of what is the 

objective of many an English language learning text-book.  For example the text-book 

“Well Said” used at the Andes University fits neatly into the ideological context which 

Derrida embodies.  In the part entitled, “To the Instructor”, it is unambiguously stated that, 
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“Well Said” is “a text designed to improve the speech intelligibility of high intermediate to 

advanced learners of American English.  The text was written for the general ESL/EFL 

population but should be especially useful to those who wish to communicate more clearly 

in academic, business or scientific, and professional settings” (Grant, 2000, p. vi).  It is 

important to note here how the text tries to be all inclusive by mentioning “the general 

ESL/EFL population” while  at the same time overly stating the importance of American 

English by making reference to how it is necessary to function in the academic, business 

and scientific fields. By doing so it suggests that Standard American English is spoken by a 

global elite which in turn reinforces its importance for the “general ESL/EFL population” 

by the indirect suggestion that American English is a language of power and therefore the 

one to learn.   In that respect Derrida by virtue of his well-spoken English sets himself up as 

a model for this global elite. The point here though, is not to criticize the presence of 

Standard American English, but rather how the learning of it reinforces “idealized 

evaluations and judgements of appropriate language forms and functions”.  As one student 

in the Continuing Education class noted, “I would like to learn to speak English using 

grammar, vocabulary and a good pronunciation. I know that learn a new language is a hard 

work but I want to communicate my ideas in a good way. I work in an academic world, so 

for me it’s important to learn a good English…” (15th Feb, 2013). 

     However, many non-native language learners of English will never come close to 

reaching the standard prescribed in text-books and idealized by the model speakers of the 

language.  Instead many, as I have observed in 20 years of teaching, will remain classified 

at an “intermediate” or “low-level”.  These people, who lack the economic, cultural or 

linguistic capitals necessary to improve their English, find themselves discriminated against 
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or disempowered because they themselves and others assume that their second language 

skills are not sufficient to allow them to participate in communicative events as equals.  The 

pressure of this ideology on students, not only here in the Andes University, but on an 

international level is real and as a consequence has an emotional and detrimental impact on 

their language performance. One only has to witness the academic, economic and 

emotional expense people go to receive a satisfactory TOEFL score.   This can be observed 

especially amongst students of the administration staff who attend lower level English 

courses here at Los Andes.  One of the recurring themes of Continuing Education students’ 

answers to brief questionnaires was their insecurity with the language and the fear of 

making fools of themselves if speaking it incorrectly. When answering the question “What 

was difficult” in reference to a classroom group discussion activity, one student responded, 

“It’s been difficult for me to stop feeling ashamed, for example: ask for things that for other 

people are obvious” (1st Mar, 2013).  In an earlier questionnaire another student responded 

to the question, “What do you do when you do not understand something in English”, 

“When my interlocutor is an English speaker, I usually begin the conversation by asking to 

be excused for my level of English, in such a way that when I don’t understand something, 

I feel confident to ask for it be repeated” (15th Feb, 2013).  It is clear then that the ideology 

of “idealized evaluations and judgements of appropriate language forms and functions” is 

present amongst students and interferes with their performance in the classroom. 

          What the above suggests is that the factor which determines the limits of student 

levels of English language use in the classroom is something ideological rather than 

cultural.  The problem does not lie in coming to terms with adapting the learning practices 

to some ambiguous definition of Colombian culture, but rather how language 
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teaching/learning itself practices and promotes an idealized version of language acquisition 

which interferes with the students’ willingness to participate openly and freely in the 

classroom.  In other words students go into the classroom with preconceived ideas of what 

they expect language learning to consist of. At the same time standard text-books, teachers, 

the media, and other academic elites contribute to and thus reproduce these expectations.  

This became evident when students answered questions focused on the learning of English 

and how they adapt and feel towards it (15thMar, 2013).  First of all it’s important to point 

out how the questions themselves articulated the very ideology being criticized here. By 

using the word “English” in each of the questions it was supposed that there exists a 

singular undivided, invariable and idealized form of the language of which the two most 

common are either “British” or “American”. It is important to recognize that the more 

extensive and “better” written answers did not in any significant way differ from the briefer 

less articulate responses.  The students in their answers demonstrated a strict linguistic-like 

concern towards learning the language.   Their answers, however brief, were related to the 

correct use of pronunciation, grammar, vocabulary and the need to acquire more vocabulary 

to improve their proficiency.  Overall what the answers reflect is how students have come 

to perceive English as something neutral and instrumental.  Not surprising then is that the 

key factor in almost every answer was the importance given to practice. Practice, so it 

appeared, was the panacea to their problem.  If they practiced English more, they would 

become better at it.  What exactly was meant by “practice”, what form it should take for 

instance, was never really mentioned.  It may be assumed though that “practice” implied 

learning to speak English correctly.   
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     On the other hand though it is enlightening to point out what they failed to see as being 

important in their learning process; their habit to innovate with the language.  Though there 

was little if any mention at the importance of innovating with language to maintain 

communication, the odd thing is that students innovate all the time with language according 

to the conditions of the moment.  By virtue of not being able to speak the language on 

account of their perceived lack of vocabulary, grammar, poor pronunciation etc, they have 

no other choice but to innovate with the language when they engage in communication.  

Innovation means making mistakes, exploiting the language to suit your needs, rather than 

“practicing” it to acquire an “idealized” version of it. Consequently if innovation rather 

than practice is what really happens in the classroom, should not innovation be exploited by 

both teacher and student to improve language acquisition, rather than the practicing of 

“idealized versions” of language acquisition.  By giving preference to what students are 

already doing, and by building on that, would it not also contribute to their confidence by 

alleviating them of the ideological strain and pressure put upon them by “idealized 

evaluations and judgements of appropriate language forms and functions”. 

      The objective here is not to stress the importance of “idealized language forms and 

functions” as a means to communication. Instead by creating a medium in which 

communication amongst students involves an innovate use of language which involves the 

co-construction of meaning requires that students learn/acquire the habit of reciprocally 

monitoring their verbal interactions, not in an effort to correct them, but to make sense of 

them by co-operating to establish mutual understanding.  The aim here is that student 

confidence in their own abilities will be rewarded as meaningful and fruitful 

communication takes place.  In turn this will help to dispel the myth of importance 
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associated with “idealized language forms and functions” and allow them to make fresh and 

new judgements regarding what it means to become proficient in a second language. 
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2. The	Context	

 

The relevance of this kind of language learning became apparent in the English classes for 

administrative staff at the Andes University enrolled in the Continuing Education program.  

The objective of these classes is to prepare students to be able to deal with administrative 

tasks in English.  These may include anything from writing and reading e-mails to engaging 

in practical conversations with native or non-native English speakers at the University.  

One may refer to this kind of language exchange as “talk as transaction” (Richards, p. 24, 

2008).  The English program has 5 levels, of which I teach level 4. Level 4, like all the 

other levels, is 12 weeks long with students attending 3 days a week, Monday-Wednesday-

Friday for what are 2 hour classes which begin at 7.am and finish at 9.a.m. 

       The courses, as mentioned above, are composed of administration staff which makes 

for a rather heterogeneous group, unlike the English classes for the students at the 

University.  Amongst the administrative staff there exist considerable differences of age, 

maturity, academic levels, socio-economic class and English language development. They 

combine to create very distinct and different personalities.  However one factor they all 

have in common is their level of motivation.  All these students have chosen to study 

English and at the same time must pay a percentage of the overall cost of the course. If 

students fail a level they must pay the entire cost of the course.  Moreover the students must 

sacrifice their free time as they must arrive early, 7.00am.  Consequently they take their 
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learning seriously.  On the other hand their work demands often conflict with their studies 

and force them to be absent or leave the class early.  

      It must be added that there have been considerable drop-out rates throughout the 

duration of the 5 courses. In other words not all those who enter in level 1 continue until the 

final course, level 5. Also class numbers can greatly fluctuate. Classes in level 4 during the 

time I have been teaching them, since the second semester of 2009 have varied in size.  The 

standard level 4 courses have had between 22 to 11 students. There was one level 4 

exclusively for secretaries in the Economy department which numbered 7 students. The 

level acquired by students at the end of the 5th level could be appropriately set at an 

intermediary level, including some even below that level.  Moreover, it is uncertain whether 

or not students continue their language learning or even practice is it so that they do not 

lose the level they have gained over the time of the 5 courses.  In general the 

teaching/learning context is that in which time, resources and labor combine to limit rather 

than optimize student performance in the classroom. 

           Identifying the problem that is shared amongst the majority of students in course 4 

of the Continuing Education program here at Los Andes has evolved over time as one grew 

more familiar with the abilities and expectations of the students.   It became clear that 

student retention of pure course content was not firm enough to allow them to manage it 

confidently.  The tendency to teach from a text-book, going from one lesson to another 

which introduced new content and grammar on a regular basis resulted in students picking 

up an indeterminate quantity of what was taught and gave them little time with which to 

practice it. One simple, yet important example was the fact that many students had lost their 

competency with basic but necessary language forms such as numbers, dates, and the 
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ability to tell the time, all of which are decisive when engaging in “talk as transaction”. The 

need to be able to manage these forms accurately in an administrative setting demanded 

that they be recycled and used in practical contexts in level 4.  Furthermore, it became clear 

that when participating in communicative exchanges, independent of the teacher’s 

vigilance, the flow of information, construction of meaning, was hesitant, awkward, lacking 

in confidence and far from being transparent.  The at times significant differences in 

English language levels amongst the students did not help. Often it could be observed that 

some students felt intimidated by those who spoke better than they did.  Additionally the 

passive nature of the students when listening to the teacher give a lesson or other students 

was evident.   Manifesting itself was the absence of students asking the teacher to repeat a 

phrase, slow down, explain a word, or speak louder; an otherwise lack of engagement with 

a native-speaker with the aim to modify the student’s input so it maybe better understood 

and thus lead to a more active participation in the communicative process.   

      The students’ unwillingness to directly involve themselves in the important task of 

modifying input established itself as a key problem which not only inhibited the students’ 

ability to achieve the overall objective of the course, but also their own learning process.  If 

students were able to exercise the skill of modifying input it would allow them to optimize 

their level of language acquisition as it would work as a compensation strategy. The 

problem then was how the students in Level 4 could acquire skills to become capable of 

controlling and negotiating the construction of meaning to better modify input when 

engaging with English speakers of varying proficiency. 

            At this stage it is important to state that the problem was not improving student 

accuracy with English, but rather their ability to control and negotiate the construction of 
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meaning.  It is necessary to make this distinction because Richards (2008, p 31-32) has 

mentioned this problem in the context of “talk as transaction”.  He points out how “talk as 

transaction” is a relatively easy skill to teach as there is an abundant source of texts and 

activities from which to draw.  Moreover, this type of “talk” by its very nature, the clear 

exchange of discrete information, is conducive to having students use certain compensation 

strategies such as comprehension checks, confirmation checks, and clarification requests.  

His concern though is that practicing “talk as transaction” while implementing 

compensation strategies develops fluency at the expense of accuracy (2008, p. 31).  The 

point though in the case of the Level 4 class in the Andes is that students do NOT employ 

compensation strategies.  It is a skill which we as teachers in the Continuing Education 

program have overlooked.  

     The problem needing to be resolved therefore is not one that concerns itself with student 

accuracy, nor does it expect that accuracy will somehow automatically improve as students 

employ compensation strategies.  Instead it is expected that the employment of such 

strategies will compensate not only for the students’ lack of accuracy at an intermediate or 

below level, but also improve their communicative competence.  In addition, whereas the 

ability to improve accuracy is a far more elusive, if not an over- ambitious goal to achieve, 

that of having the students learn how to modify input is certainly one that is in their grasp.   

Drawing attention to the importance of having students be conscious of learning how to 

modify input in “transaction talk” and have them exert control over a conversation so they 

may better understand it is a skill not frequently encountered in the English courses of 

Continuing Education.  However for EFL speakers at an intermediary or below level it is 

vital that they become aware of and practiced in this skill.  The need for students to find 
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skills which can help compensate for their lack of English proficiency is a very relevant 

objective, especially when time and resources do not provide better alternatives.  

Additionally it is a skill which the administrative staff requires and will more than likely 

encounter when communicating in English in the context of their employment at the Andes 

University.
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3. Theoretical	Framework	

 a) A critique of logocentrism  and the homogenous mono-lingual speech 

community 

     It is in respect to improving student’s levels in English communication skills that this 

essay will challenge the ideology of an “idealized” and “standard” English and hopefully 

contribute to new perspectives on language learning by illustrating how a further critique of 

logo-centrism can provide a more empowering version of English language acquisition by 

informing us of how we can find virtue in error. This will provide a critical basis from 

which I will be better able to focus my action research in respect to how intermediate and 

low level students have to learn how to adapt to error and not view it as something 

negative.  Consequently it will be argued that error has a positive role to play as it 

accommodates difference and informs us of the need to compel students to acquire extra 

strategic competences so they may be able to optimize the various levels of English they 

share and in the process become better and more empowered communicators in a language 

whose diversity is increasing day by day. 

         The critique of logo-centrism disassembles the long held belief that language is a 

medium to communicate ideas that construct an objective order of reality 

(Saavedra,2002,14-15).  Logo-centrism locates its being in trying to establish a total 

relation between language and idea in which each is identical to the other.  For this relation 

to be total it must be assumed that there is no mediating agency which would intervene 

between language and idea and thus refrain one from transforming into another to create an 
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unproblematic representation of reality.  However, Saavedra (2002,15) argues that language 

is not necessarily a reliable medium to transport an idea as there is nothing in language 

which will guarantee that the idea will always be a clear representation of reality.  

According to Saavedra language is not some kind of simple instrument which the subject 

can manipulate at its will.  Instead she describes language as being able to produce arbitrary 

meanings as it follows its own trajectory and resists subscribing to the will of the subject. .  

Language therefore, is no longer seen as a benign force able to reflect reality clearly, 

coherently and universally, rather it is now understood as a “semiotic system full of 

variations and struggles” (Pennycook, 2010,143).   In other words, language cannot be 

strait-jacketed.  The numerous possibilities for language to stray from its path and produce 

alternate forms of meaning implies that the idea is always at risk of losing itself in language 

and finding itself unable to be satisfactorily represented.  The failure to achieve a 

satisfactory degree of representation however does not result in a de-legitimization of the 

logo-centric method.  Instead, it is by seeking to correct the errors made by language and 

forcing language to follow a straight path so it may achieve identity with the idea that 

allows logo-centricity to continually re-assert its will.  The inability to reach this goal once 

and for all and establish an indisputable “truth” is what gives logo-centrism a circular logic, 

a self-correcting will that always tries again and again to achieve better degrees of 

coherency as it struggles to narrow the gap which resides between idea and language 

(Saavedra, 2002,21). 

         The failure of logo-centrism to achieve total identity between language and idea 

implies that error becomes the norm which the logo-centric process unhesitatingly tries to 

erase and correct. Anything which does not fit into the idea makes the idea appear stained, 
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opaque, ambiguous, and thus difficult to understand.  It is what according to Adorno 

(1990,5-6) “will appear divergent, dissonant, negative for just as long as the structure of our 

(logo-centric) consciousness obliges it to strive for unity: as long as its demand for totality 

will be its measure for whatever is not identical with it”.   

       The conclusion that non-identity or error is the norm when using language to 

communicate an idea has considerable consequences for language teaching be it either in 

one’s first language or  second language. One of the main goals of language teaching is the 

need to seek out and correct error, despite the fact that it is always recurring.  In the case of 

teaching a foreign language it can only be assumed that this problem will be greater. This is 

evident in how English foreign language textbooks present dialogues for students to 

practice.  Students are made to engage in routines in which both the meaning of the 

communicative exchange is always pre-determined and non-negotiable.  Later students 

produce their own dialogue following the form and rules of the model. In the process of 

constructing and writing up the dialogue error is located and corrected. Once it has reached 

this perfect form it is practiced as an example of a conversational activity.  This is a 

common example of how the logo-centric will exerts itself in the classroom.  A further 

example is how any such dialogue can be used to correct errors in pronunciation by having 

the student record it.  This in turn transforms the voice sounds into an object which the 

teacher, thinking that this is an exact replication of the student’s voice, can repeatedly listen 

to and evaluate.  The recording of the voice though does not evade the fact that in the 

process its sound has been transformed, mechanically or electronically, and no longer 

represents the student’s “real” voice.  Moreover any interference in the transformation of 

the voice can produce error independent of the student.  More importantly though,  to 
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assume that an original voice or an original pronunciation somehow exists, only reinforces 

the logo-centric imperative and ignores how countless factors can intervene at any moment 

of speech and distort what is supposedly the subject’s “real” voice. Nor can it be considered 

that a direct relation exists between speaker and listener.  A host of conditions can interfere 

to inhibit this most intimate form of communication. These conditions are variable and are 

not necessarily linguistic ones but can relate to class, culture and even gender.  Different 

levels of education, emotional status, or even expectations can create dissonance and 

misunderstanding despite the fact that both people may speak the same language.  

Therefore, in the case of either writing up the dialogue or recording speech for evaluation, 

both could be referred to as being artificial.  Artificial in this case is not meant to be in 

contrast to what is supposedly authentic. Rather it is a matter of defining artificial as 

something free of error/error free-perfect. It is the unattainable goal of logo-centrism. 

      Language teaching can choose to pursue eradication of error as its goal and thus strive 

for correct use of language if it treats language as an object independent from conditions 

which would otherwise corrupt it.  Pierre Bourdieu recognizes this as one of the major 

drawbacks of linguistics.  According to Bourdieu (2001,7) the field of linguistics is thought 

to be the most “natural of social sciences” precisely because it is separated from the social 

conditions of its “production and utilization”.  Isolated from its sociological condition, 

linguistics is more able to appear as a science, in contrast to its more earthly colleagues in 

the field of humanities.  To support this claim, Bourdieu quotes Chomsky who admits that 

within linguistic theory the relation between speaker and listener exists within a totally 

homogenous community in which either actor has a perfect knowledge of their language (in 

Bourdieu,2001,17). In other words this condition supposes an error-free existence, as 
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perfect as it is artificial.  If linguistics is conceived as an object independent of the context 

in which it is used, this can only make it less tolerant of error, and thus provide the models 

which teachers use to instruct and students learn to master. 

         A homogenous linguistic community (HLC) is frequently the aim of language 

teaching and learning.  Ever since the institutionalization of standardized languages to 

engender nationalism and to unite nations the ideal of the HLC has become a real concern 

for linguists and educators alike.  However, by conceiving this goal in terms of an abstract, 

artificial model can only lead to an invitation to error.  From the very moment that the 

standardized language is conceived, the vernacular version comes into existence as a 

corrupt derivative of the ideal form.  The implication of this binary of opposites is that the 

language which a child learns from birth, which being its vernacular, becomes ridden with 

errors the moment it is contrasted to the “standardized” version.  Upon going to school to 

receive a formal education the child is introduced to the standardized model and its speech 

is subjected to correction.  This means of course that the child must learn a second 

language, similar, but still different to the vernacular. This is very much the case in the 

USA where children who speak Black English at home must learn standardized English in 

the classroom.  There is also the irony that the speech of some teachers is considered to be 

only marginally standard (Samy Alim, 212, 2011).  Again, that which appears natural and 

most common is the manifestation of error.  It is the rule, not the exception. More 

importantly is how the logo-centric imperative, by creating this binary of opposites, 

standardized versus vernacular, produces error, which it in turn must correct to sanctify its 

being.  A situation of this kind becomes all the more notable when a language takes on an 
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international role, as Derrida noted, and becomes the common second language of people 

from different parts of the world. 

       The problem to be dealt with here is not necessarily the fact that English is increasing 

as an international language, as really its comparable to the imposition of any national 

standardized language, but just on a wider scale.  It is interesting to note how Bourdieu 

(2003,21) uses the phrase “the imposition “ rather than say, “the implementation” or “the 

introduction”  of French as the official language from the XVI century onwards which led 

to the emergence of bilingualism in France, just as one may suggest that English has 

equally been “imposed” throughout the course of its internationalization.  Bilingualism in 

France belonged in the domain of the elite, the aristocracy and the lettered small and large 

bourgeoisie classes, while the working class and peasants remained monolingual in their 

local tongue (Bourdieu,2001,21).  It is a similar situation today with English.  It is the 

middle classes who are able to acquire English, while the working classes in the developing 

world have far fewer opportunities to get it.        

     However, unlike the French case, the model which the foreign language learner of 

English will identify with is more than often the “native” monolingual speaker who does 

not live in their country nor shares their culture, nor an understanding of what a bilingual or 

multilingual community is. It is an important fact that people in the USA, UK, and 

Australia do not have to learn a foreign language nor perceive themselves as belonging to 

bilingual communities, but rather monolingual ones (Judt,2006,758, Baker,2006,10). The 

consequence of this according to Baker (2006,10) is that bilingual speakers will have to 

“show a proficiency comparable to that of a monolingual”.  This can have serious 

consequences.  Besides the many students who have to compete in rigorous standardized 
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academic English language exams, often even in their own country if they want to pursue 

higher studies, immigrants to the USA who are weak in English are classified by the 

Federal government as being Limited English Proficient (Baker,2006,10).  What can be 

stated here is how the strict monolingualism of native English speakers makes the presence 

and persistence of logo-centrism all the more acute and less tolerant of error when it is used 

to make judgments on the English proficiency acquired by “others”.  As a consequence 

logo-centrism becomes an effective tool for discrimination.   

     b) World Englishes and English as a lingua franca 

     Some who have drawn attention to this problem are Indian scholars such as K.K. Sridhar 

and S.N. Sridhar (1992).  Perhaps conscious of how English is not a native language in 

India, and despite being a colonial language, has become a second language for many and 

the fact that India is a truly plural lingual and plural cultural society makes them more 

sensitive to what it means to acquire an L2 in what is not a monolingual environment.  

According to Sridhar and Sridhar (p.99) SLA studies have too often overlooked the fact 

that most L2 acquisition does not take place in the host environment but in contexts of 

limited exposure. Limited exposure of course can mean attaining a certain level of English 

proficiency by learning it from non-native speaker teachers.  The numerous and various 

contexts in which this can take place means that “L2 learning modeled on the speech 

production of the L2 speaker may well be the norm worldwide, rather than the exception” 

(in Sridhar and Sridhar, p.99). Acceptance of this fact ridicules no less any attempt at trying 

to establish some kind of standard pronunciation to which all English language learners 

must comply.  By having ignored the various contexts in which SLA takes place, not only 
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in the case of English, but any language, Sridhar and Sridhar argue that classic SLA 

pedagogy “are of parochial and limited value” (p.93). 

     According to Sridhar and Sridhar there are five main reasons which may explain the 

“parochial vision” of standard SLA practice.  First of all is the often cited assumption that 

SLA ought to be equivalent to native like competence in the target language.  The second is 

the belief that the input available to L2 learner is sufficient enough to permit the full range 

of SLA to take place. This evident in the curriculums and language learning text-books 

which combined  provide students with a constant accumulation of grammar and 

vocabulary on increasing scales of complexity which having been achieved define certain 

levels at which the student has become competent in the target language. The third is that 

SLA fails to consider the functions and contexts in which the use of SLA is expected to 

take place in the learner’s community.  This factor is quite important and conflicts with the 

belief that a total learning of the L2 can take place. One clear example of this provided by 

Sridhar and Sridhar (p.94, which is by no means exclusive to the Indian case, is how the 

use of English as an L2 does not expose either teacher or student to accustoming 

themselves at using it for affective-interpersonal relationships, but rather for academic and 

bureaucratic office. The fourth is the frequency with which the learner’s first language is 

judged as an impediment to SLA in terms of how it interferes rather than contributes to 

aiding the learner communicate in the target language.  Finally there is the belief that the 

ideal motivation for SLA is an “admiration for the native speaker’s language and a desire to 

become a member of their culture” (p.94).  Sridhar and Sridhar’s critique of what SLA 

expects from L2 students demonstrates how there is a desire in regular SLA pedagogy to 

reduce the various forms of speech and expression in a target language to the singular norm 
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of some so called native standard (p.94). For Sridhar and Sridhar the use of such a standard 

to define “successful acquisition” is “irrelevant when communication is between non-native 

speakers” and that an “overwhelming majority” of teachers are also non-native speakers of 

the target language (p.94). 

      In effect what Sridhar and Sridhar are criticizing is a “predominantly exonormative 

approach” to SLA while they themselves in turn support an “endonormative approach” to 

SLA which essentially focuses on question concerning, “how do non-natives communicate 

in English as a lingua-franca” (Seidlhofer, Breiteneder,Pitzl, 2006, p.9). The problem 

however of trying to categorise SLA according to either one of these two “approaches” is 

that it confines the SLA problematic to a debate between binary opposites as mentioned 

above where the contrast was made between standard American English and Black-

Vernacular English. A hint at just how precarious this creation of binary opposites actually 

is was raised by Seidlhofer etal (p.10) when they admitted that the distinction perceived 

between the two approaches may rest on little more than the “historical fact” that English as 

a native language existed before the problem of recognizing English as a lingua franca”. 

At this stage then it is important to try to make a distinction between two possible kinds 

of global Englishes which can take into consideration the growing influence of non-native 

speakers and their norms and the continuing prestige of native speakers. A distinction of a 

kind has been hinted at by Seidlhofer, Breiteneder and Pitzl (p.7, 2006).  According to them 

English as a “lingua franca” “is essentially motivated by communicative needs, not 

linguacultural factors”. It is therefore intended to be used as something strictly instrumental 

as it “serves as a cross-linguistic or international medium of communication, where prestige 

and communicative effectiveness are seen to be strongly correlated with linguistic 



Innovative Error 25 

correctness”.  Furthermore, it is the kind of English taught in textbooks which in turn 

promotes Anglo-Saxon native speaker English, be it American or British, is prescriptive and 

eschews innovation. Error, in this case, would not be tolerated as it would be interpreted as 

an aberration of the language and something which hinders transparent communication, not 

to mention one’s identity of belonging to a global elite. 

This definition of English as a “lingua franca” is obviously the one that teachers and 

students of all different kinds of identity want to attain, especially because of the prestige 

associated with being able to speak it. Arguably those who achieve this standard are able to 

do so because they share the same socio-economic class or have been able to be educated 

amongst that class, which despite their varying national cultures has conditioned them to 

share the same global elite culture.  It was the very recognition of this fact which inspired 

Gramsci to be critical of “lingua francas” in the first place. The need for there to be a 

“lingua franca” in the world was according to him an “anxiety” of “the bourgeois who 

travels for business and pleasure” rather than that of “stable productive citizens” 

(1985,p.27). The problem however is that nowadays many people who are stable 

productive citizens must become sufficiently proficient in English to perform their tasks at 

their place of employment.  These are the people, the workers, who belong to the growing 

number of non-native English speakers and students of English, who despite the fact that 

many maybe “native speakers”, as is the case of many Black Americans, acquire 

competencies which do not reach the ideal “standard” of even their own language, simply 

because acquiring proficiency in a “lingua franca” of this kind is not possible for many 

people who lack the time, money and inclination due to their working class condition. 
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If then English as a lingua-franca is defined as a strictly instrumental tool which does not 

have to consider linguacultural factors on account of the communicative effectiveness it is 

able to produce amongst its speakers, then how is the “lingua franca” of the increasing 

number of non-native English speakers defined?  Above all it is important to recognize that 

English on this scale is more concerned with dealing with language on a cultural level 

rather than a linguistic level.  In other words “error” is not understood to be primarily a 

linguistic problem as in this context linguistic correctness is not applicable on account of 

the variety of “Englishes” encountered. In the 1980s Braj Kachru pursued this line of 

thinking by stating that because English is a language which crosses cultures and languages 

in a multitude of contexts, the native speaker standard obviously has no validity.  In turn 

deviations in English cannot be perceived as “errors” because of “acquisitional 

inadequacies”.  For instance Indian English is used as a tool to communicate with Indians. 

The many cultural contexts that this involves and are of course excluded from any standard 

derivative of “native English”, means that what may be understood as “aberrations” are the 

innovation of new norms within the language (112). In the end he admits there are many 

“englishes” which are diverse and spoken according to their own peculiar norms.  Thus the 

problem for non-natives of varying degrees  of proficiency having to communicate with 

each other in English demands the use of other attributes not encountered by standard 

native speakers, and according to Pickering (2006,227) may even conflict with the ways in 

which Native speakers negotiate understanding.  The emphasis here then has to be on 

linguacultural factors, not linguistic factors. 

  Linguacultural factors differ from linguistic factors on account of the fact that there is 

no common measure available to standardize and correct them. Whereas linguistic factors 
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can be isolated to the standard language being learned and remain constant in an exchange 

within that language, linguacultural factors must take into account varying degrees of 

linguistic innovation based on the fact that English is a  “heterogeneous language with a 

plural grammatical system” and that understanding or misunderstandings occur on account 

of the changing socio-cultural dynamic involved in any communicative engagement, which 

at times can be very unpredictable, and how the participants are able to provide 

“negotiation strategies and practices  which can help them collaborate on common 

objectives” (Canagarajah,p.205,2006).  In fact Canagarajah even values the importance of 

“attitudinal resources such as patience, tolerance and humility” as contributing to a 

common understanding amongst speakers. When these are absent miscommunication and 

misunderstanding can occur, and is more likely to occur when used intentionally.  As 

Seidhofer,Breiteneder and Pitzl (2006,17) argue, “linguistic diversity does not diminish 

(the) potential to communicate—and also to miscommunicate----strategically”.  

 An English of this kind then differs from the standard model of English as a “lingua 

franca” as it does not suppose that a shared linguistic correctness exists amongst the 

speakers. Instead the prevalence of cultural difference and linguistic innovation creates an 

English which can neither be standardized according to a uniform grammar nor acquired 

due to formal competences (Canagarajah, p.211, 2006).  In coming to terms with this it is 

worthwhile to refer to Gramsci (p.180,1985) and his concept of normative grammar. This 

he defines being made up of a “reciprocal” teaching and “reciprocal censorship” and 

“reciprocal monitoring” whereby speakers using clarification terms such as “What do you 

mean?”, “Make yourself clearer” etc , create their own norms and levels of understanding. 

Though he was critical of this kind of language acquisition on account of that it fragmented 
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language, it provides a realistic idea of how meaning is produced when people speaking a 

variety of non-native Englishes have to reach some kind of common understanding based 

on the given context at any particular moment due to the fact that “spontaneous ELF 

(English as a Lingua Franca) communication always has an element of ad hoc negotiation 

of relevant norms” because of the speakers varied cultural and linguistic backgrounds 

(Seidlhofer, Breiteneder, Pitzl, p.13, 2006). 

       c ) Error and innovation 

      At this stage a critical awareness of how logo-centrism by necessity must produce 

errors to affirm its unattainable artificiality (absence of error), which in turn preserves its 

being by always having  to affirm itself as the corrector of error, permits another view on 

how “proficiency” may be understood.  Above all, proficiency does not mean perfection.  

This has been pointed out in the above in respect to how all vernacular speakers, including 

L1 and L2, are constantly innovating new norms in the target language precisely because 

the goal of achieving some kind of idealized standardized speech is unattainable.  It is what 

all speakers of modern languages have in common.  Proficiency therefore is the admission 

that all errors cannot be corrected.  Stated as such this means that once again the goal of 

logo-centrism cannot be attained, can never be attained, and is thus an ideal, a myth, 

something which is artificial.  The consequence is that “error”, shared by everyone in 

various degrees, eventually acquires a positive value.   Rather than producing imperfection, 

error begins to produce difference.   Students then have to become proficient in dealing 

with difference within the English language by recognizing the fact that errors are 

inseparable from the language itself, and more importantly, inseparable from the speaker.  

In effect it could be said that error is produced by one’s identity, one’s culture and its 
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resistance against becoming “the same”.  Thus though one might be able to minimize 

errors, one cannot exorcize them and speak an error free English, or any other language for 

that matter.   Error amongst English language learners will exist, in some cases more, in 

some cases less.   The understanding that error is the production of difference means 

students have to acquire skills which enable them to communicate, not in spite of 

difference, but because of it. It is the recognition of the need to tolerate difference, tolerate 

error which students must be made aware of, instead of having teachers inculcating into 

them the desire to erase it.  Most importantly of all though is that in the case of English as a 

lingua franca and its ever increasing number and diversity of language learners, one can 

only expect the production of more “errors” to continue. In the process “error” becomes the 

“norm” and, to steal a phrase from Kachru, is transformed into what is better referred to as 

“norm innovation”.    

      A critique of logo-centrism which recognizes error as difference demands a new 

perspective on how teaching and learning English as a foreign language should take place 

in the classroom.  Above all it demands that there can be no universal methods, nor 

teaching principles, nor learning objectives which can be applied in all contexts.  Instead 

there has to be an appreciation of what Kumaravadivelo (2009,171) calls “the Parameters of 

Particularity”.  As its name suggests, pedagogy “must be sensitive to a particular group of 

teachers, teaching a particular group of learners pursuing a particular set of goals within a 

particular institutional context embedded in a particular socio-cultural milieu”.  In fact in 

the USA some scholars demand that language education be considerate of the linguistic 

peculiarities of “non-standard” English speakers (Depit, 1999, Smitherman, 2000 in 

Kumaravadivelo,2009,172).  The demand to respect the parameters of particularity accepts 



Innovative Error 30 

Bourdieu’s criticism of Chomksy’s “totally homogenous community” of language uses and 

the fact that the learning of a language does not take place in a context free environment. 

This must be the first lesson one must reflect upon before carrying out research on language 

learning. 

         An understanding of the variety of pedagogical contexts available when teaching an 

international language like English means that more than often teachers will have to 

confront students who, due to whatever paucity of factors, will be deficient in their ability 

to communicate in that language.  It is important then to stress the need for what has been 

called “strategic competences” (Celoe-Murcia,2008,42,50).  This competence is directly 

related to the need for students to be better prepared to confront unpredictable, ambiguous 

communicative moments in which meaning has to be constructed rather than simply 

exchanged.   It appreciates that error/difference exists and must be managed accordingly. 

Likewise it aims to prepare students to intervene and control discourse so that what may 

seem unintelligible at first can become intelligible by having the student influence the 

speaker to modify their output.   

           The English language teacher therefore must stress the importance of how the 

student must learn to use their voice to give greater and even more precise meaning to what 

they want to say.   This means that students must learn to modify their tempo, insert longer 

pauses, stress particular words, increase their pitch or change the volume of their voice, all 

of which combine to give power and meaning to what is said, all of which is referred to as 

“Styles of Speech” (Chaika,1994,).  Furthermore students must be able to listen differently 

so they can pick up the sociolinguistic cues these sounds want to convey so they may 

respond more meaningfully.  This performative aspect of strategic competence 
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demonstrates how at times knowing vocabulary and grammar and what is known as correct 

pronunciation is not always sufficient for communication. Being able to understand how a 

person can vary their voice to charge it with feeling is decisive when trying to make sense 

of what the other is saying.  The difference in meaning between an utterance which is 

screamed and one which is whispered is unmistaken.   

               Another reason for the use of this performative strategic competence is so that the 

student may learn how to empower themselves by being able to exert control over a person 

or conversation.  This is very relevant for language learners.  Frequently a second language 

learner remains passive and quiet in a conversation and is unable to decipher meaning 

simply because they do not know how to intervene in a conversation and control it to their 

advantage.  This is especially the case when speaking to a native speaker, people in 

authority, or whoever by virtue of their linguistic and social status puts the second language 

learner in a subordinate position.  In this context one cannot underestimate the performative 

use of language and how it transforms speech into something material.  This is most 

evident when an individual wants to exert some control over another.  Most students 

however are not aware of using language in such a way, and rarely is it taught.   However it 

is important and can empower the student.  Being able to make a person respond to a 

command is the best example.   A simple case is that of increasing volume and lowering 

pitch to create an authoritative voice when requesting that the teacher “slow down” or 

“repeat”, rather than whispering it in a quiet, soft voice which may not register with the 

teacher. 

        Further strategic competences demand that the students learn how to manipulate 

vocabulary and phrases so that they can exert control over conversations and modify the 
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way meaning is produced so it may become more comprehensible.  Students need to know 

that maintaining communication implies having to substitute one word or phrase with 

another if what is at first said is unable to create meaning for the other person. Macaro 

(2005,73) gives a few examples  of this. These include having to paraphrase, use simple 

words instead of more complex ones, the need to use examples rather than a concept, the 

modification of syntax and the use of fewer subordinate clauses, or even having to spell a 

word because the person cannot pronounce it.  Though this may appear as “dumbing down” 

discourse, something which in fact Macaro suggests (2005,73), it has to be understood as a 

means of constructing meaning amidst error/difference.  It is not so much dumbing down 

discourse, as negotiating the communicative process and respecting the difference of the 

other. 

      The ability to exert control over a discourse is arguably a factor not frequently 

encountered in language learning, but when teaching English as a foreign language it is of 

the absolute importance because in the context of a conversation,  amongst natives or 

otherwise, the possibility for misunderstanding, incoherency and error is the norm.  The 

ability for one to be understood demands more than just good grammar skills.  

Furthermore, the context of a conversation can very well consist of speakers from various 

cultural backgrounds who all have different levels of English language acquisition.  It is a 

context in which difference rather than error will manifest itself.  Students therefore must 

learn the value of what is meant by dialogic interaction.  This is when all the participants to 

an interactional exchange have the authority and autonomy to express their voice and 

exhibit their identity (Bakhtin, in Kumaravadivelu, 2009,182).  According to 

Kumaravadivelu (2009,182) dialogic discourse facilitates an interaction between meaning 
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and belief systems. The role of the teacher in this enterprise is not to give the language 

learner a borrowed voice, but rather a voice of their own “to provide opportunities for the 

dialogic construction of meaning out of which an identity and voice may emerge”.  What 

dialogic discourse hopes to accomplish is an occasion in which speakers who share the 

same foreign language “actively and freely use the linguistic, cultural and pedagogical 

capital they bring with them” (Kumaravadivelu,2009,183).   

       Contributing further to the idea of dialogic interaction is how Gramsci’s idea of a 

normative grammar and the role of reciprocity in spontaneous communication is the 

cosmopolitan concept of engaging in the world as described by Waldron (p. 110-112, 

1996).  The way Waldron tries to explain the idea of a cosmopolitan self provides an 

interesting analogy of what it means to communicate in English as a non-native lingua 

franca.  Because a cosmopolitan individual must exist in a multitude of cultures “the self is 

threatened with becoming chaotic, confused and even schizophrenic”.  To avoid this and 

preserve the integrity of cosmopolitan self it has been said that the self must be managed. 

According to Waldron the use of the term “management” postulates an entity apart from the 

self, existing in distinction to its varied elements as it tries to keep everything in order and 

proclaim that a distinct character can exist for the self despite its pluralities and diversities.  

In other words a prescriptive norm somehow must be implemented. Rather than insist on an 

image of a managerial hierarchy, Waldron proposes that the cosmopolitan self should 

resemble the self-governance of a group of friends living and working together despite their 

frictions and differences. Friendship provides the ethical basis for the cosmopolitan self as 

it assumes that no one is in charge, though all are agreed on a common purpose and goal.  

Antagonisms certainly exist, but that only suggests the openness that is present in such an 
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engagement.  To sum up he says, “It is this limitless diversity of character---that makes it 

possible for each of us to respond to a multifaceted world in new and creative ways” 

(1996,112).  Rather than have a disembodied lingua franca which aims to manage 

communication in a prescriptive norm defining way whose goal is to bring order to 

diversity to enhance the transparency of speech, the provision of a cosmopolitan lingua-

franca prefers a more democratic form of co-existence in which no one is in charge and no 

one has to submit to a pre-established cultural norm. In such a context non-native speakers 

can “co-construct the medium of communication to best suit their needs” (Seidlhofer, 

Breiteneder, Pitzl, p.13, 2006). 

Providing this cosmopolitan place of coexistence where speakers can co-construct the 

medium of communication to best suit their needs is arguably essential when teaching 

English as a foreign language, not only because the speakers are non-native, but also 

because prevailing inequalities of all sorts exist amongst students, different levels of 

proficiency will be acquired even amongst members of the same cultural set.  The idea of 

communication as a form of coexistence and co-construction promotes the idea that a 

lingua-franca of any worth must be judged on how it includes speakers rather than excludes 

speakers.  For that to function though, it is more important that people can learn to 

communicate in that lingua-franca rather than just become proficient speakers of its 

language. 

      Dialogic interaction and the philosophy of the cosmopolitan speaker demonstrates how 

the facilitation of difference combines to limit the hegemony of a language as powerful as 

English.  In other words, difference will not transform into distinction.  Its aim is to avoid 

as much as possible the process in which a specific level of linguistic competence assumes 
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superiority over another level and distinguishes one from another in terms of inequality.  

This is all the more important when one considers how access to the English language 

market is unfairly distributed and of varying quality, as is the time and ability of people to 

learn the language (Bourdieu,2001,30).  Nor must it be affirmed that learning English will 

transform someone into becoming “Anglo”, or taint them with its hegemony.  On the 

contrary, the internationalization of English is creating greater diversity within the language 

itself as more people from different cultures and classes come into contact with it.  

Communication amongst this growing diversity demands more than ever that 

error/difference be recognized as a form of cultural identity and expression.  The ability for 

the learner to become aware of the importance of engaging in communication by 

employing their own linguistic, cultural and pedagogical capital in a dialogic interaction 

would effectively turn the criticism of logo-centrism into practice.  This would lead to 

people, often unintentionally, beginning to contest the hegemony of the English language as 

it becomes ever more universal and non-representative of any speech community in 

particular.  

      As English increasingly becomes the universal language, the less representative it will 

be of any specific nation, people or culture.  At times it appears as if English exists in a 

purely functional context as it is spoken by people who do not reside in or are indigenous to 

the nations or cultures in which the language is spoken and nor is their communication 

inhibited by their lack of knowledge of what is considered to be “English culture”. This 

conjures up an intriguing problem which resides in trying to recognize more clearly what 

the “functional context” actually is, and how it facilitates communication in what is 
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apparently a culture free environment.  This is especially the case when using English as 

transaction talk, which is of great relevance to the Continuing Education students. 

          

       On the face of it transaction talk appears as little more that the simple and direct 

exchange of information used to transmit and transact messages and communiqués related 

to administrative and commercial activities.  It is perhaps the best example of what some 

authors have disparagingly referred to as “airport English” because it is the most “culturally 

deprived” and “neutral”  expression of this language (in Frank, 2004, p.82).  Referred to 

also as “supranational English”, Frank argues that the use of English as a lingua franca is an 

attempt to homogenize meaning and “eliminate the confusion of language” to better 

integrate the world into a global capitalist market (2006, p.88). Consequently it may appear 

that practicing students in the use of Transaction English entails little more than the simple 

back and forth relay of precise digits, codes, etc. However, Transaction English entails a lot 

more than that and can be used to counter the will to homogenize meaning in the L2 

classroom.  When exercising students in the use of Transaction English it is important to 

make clear to them how language encodes social values and cultural constructs.  A simple 

way to achieve this is by not reducing simple every day terms in one language to make 

them fit into their apparent analogical forms in English. In other words, the teacher must 

avoid “translating” terms forcibly into English and failing to explain to students how such 

terms represent particular cultural constructs.  One simple example may suffice. Too 

frequently the Spanish word “calle” is translated into “street” and “carrera” into “road” 

without any effort to explain to the students how the two terms in fact represent completely 

different concepts in urban mapping. The Spanish terms conceive of a grid system in which 

it easy to locate places without the need of a map, while the English terms conceive of a 
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more disjointed maze like system which is impossible to navigate without a map, called a 

City Referdex.  Explaining this to students, illustrating the difference on the board, may 

take time, but works to teach the idea that all words may be better integrated into English as 

they are, rather than be translated into a word which means something quite different. The 

same can work for names, forms of greeting, address, marital status, religion, place of 

origin, educational qualifications, etc.  This would prove to be a handy pedagogical concept 

to keep in mind throughout the “Intervention”.      
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4. Intervention	

a. Description 

 

     The intervention took place in the level 4 Continuing Education class of 2013, in the 

first semester.  The class was programmed to run from the 4th of February to the 6th of May 

2013. The class consisted of 19 students all of whom had different levels of English 

proficiency; from low to high.  It was composed of secretaries, technical staff, and other 

administrative workers. The ages of the students were also diverse, students in their 

twenties, thirties and forties. It should also be mentioned that the academic ability of 

students was also varied. There were two students who had graduated from the Andes 

University, others who had a university degree, some who studied at night, and others who 

did not have a university education.  In other words the class shared all the characteristics 

of the other level 4 English courses that I had previously taught (see pages 9-12 for 

summary).   

    The reason this class was chosen for the intervention was as simple as that it was the 

only level 4 English Continuing Education class that I was assigned to teach, besides being 

the only level 4 English course open at the time.  I told the students from the very outset 

that they would be the object of a study for my Masters project and that I would be 

observing them and they would be asked to write reports about their impressions of how 

they were experiencing the class. (if they chose, it was not obligatory, and their names did 

not have to be written on the reports).  Students were asked to write their reports on a given 
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day, usually after a specific activity (see table in appendices) and wrote them at home to 

hand-in on the next class. By viewing the PDF copies which are attached one will see that 

some were hand-written, others printed and that are of different lengths.  Likewise students 

could choose to write in either English or Spanish.  Again any perusal of the PDF copies 

will show this. These reports would be used by the teacher as a data source to check how 

the students reflected, gauged, and evaluated the interventions being made. If any student 

content written in Spanish was translated into English in the “Analysis and discussion of 

data” section of this paper, its original Spanish, copied as written by the student, can be 

referenced in the appendices.  If students were answering a question in their report, some 

may have given long descriptive replies, others short ones. It must be added that not every 

student handed the reports in at the next class, some delayed, others were punctual, while 

some just chose not to do it for that day. They were under no obligation to do it, though the 

teacher always asked if anybody had written a report and wanted to hand it to me on the 

day. In other words the students’ participation in producing data was voluntary. 

                                                                        * 

      The first step towards remedying the problem defined in the beginning of this paper was 

to have students become aware of the importance of modifying input, negotiating meaning 

and controlling a conversation to achieve an accurate retrieval of information when 

participating in “transaction talk”. This would require making students aware of how to 

modify input.  The objective at this stage was to make the students conscious of the task at 

hand and explain to them what it requires.  Reference to Richards (2008, p. 24-26) at this 

point outlines clearly what any such lesson of this kind demands. Richards highlights the 

main features of “transaction talk” and the role of modifying input.  In turn it was important 



Innovative Error 40 

to stress to the students that the main focus was the message not the participants, and how 

the task of modifying input will require frequent questions, repetitions, comprehension, 

clarification, and confirmation checks.  This involves revising simple phrases such as 

“could you please speak slowly”, “repeat that”, “I do not understand”, “Excuse me, what 

did you say?”, “repeat that sentence”, “Could you spell that word?”, “Please speak louder”, 

“Could you give an example?” 

     It was necessary then to underscore the relevance and urgency of the students to be able 

to access and record information from non-native and native speakers alike, as this was one 

of the main objectives of the course for the administrative staff. This intervention would 

take place over the first half of the course which will be 5 weeks in duration and include an 

evaluation activity in the 6th week. Most important of all however would be how the use of 

“transaction talk” would take place in an “intercultural” context within the classroom.  

     What had to happen was that students had to be made aware of how differently people 

see and label their world, despite the fact that they speak English as a L2. By having each 

student research how these personal information labels are used and referred to in different 

countries/cultures and then have them assume a new “cultural identity” and engage in a 

typical transaction talk question and answer session to collate personal information, they 

would begin to discover that difference can perpetuate itself in an L2 and must be 

negotiated rather than be reduced to standardised conventional English constructs. When 

asked, “What is your name?”, students would have to reply with an Indian, Iranian, or 

Tibetan name, and use that identity to further complete the transaction talk exercise. This 

kind of activity would continue for several days as students continued to research about 

their cultural role play and acquire more knowledge about it. 
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       This exercise highlights the need for students to come to terms with linguacultural 

factors rather than the more predictable linguistic ones and confront the fact that L2 English 

is, as mentioned above, a heterogeneous language, which demands the inclusion of a 

variety of cultural terms which have no equivalent in English.  Moreover, this kind of 

exercise aims to expose students to unpredictable sounds, spelling, meaning etc, which in 

turn will encourage them to engage in the process of reciprocal learning mentioned by 

Gramsci and employ clarification phrases, while at the same time try to use English as a 

cosmopolitan lingua franca through which the submission to a pre-established cultural 

norm is not the objective.  In short, using Transaction English in this way promotes the fact 

that English is mostly spoken by “non-natives” who share very little with the “standard” 

Anglo-American cultural system.  

 

     On the other hand though, one cannot reduce all communicative events to the problem 

of engaging with cultural specificity.  The use of English as a globalizing agent facilitating 

discourse in the world has to be admitted.  At times students will have to employ their 

English in routine and functional contexts.  It is a reality of their jobs and the Andes 

University demands that they do so. The problem is then trying to dovetail the explicit 

functionality of transaction talk into a global narrative which at the same time is able to link 

students into particular cultural contexts and demonstrate how a working lingua franca acts 

as a mediator between the two different “worlds”. 

 

 Consequently the idea of a unified field of exchange and communication lends itself 

well to understanding why globalized English can exist in a culture free environment.  It is 
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not that the individuals speaking it do not have a culture, but rather how a unified field of 

exchange and communication allows individuals of different cultures to imagine a global 

community and enter into conversation despite their cultural differences.  Though they may 

read their newspapers and listen to their news in different languages and cultural contexts, 

they are able to find things in common on account of the various global narratives reported 

in their respective medias.   

 

      One such global narrative is sport.  Sporting events happen on a global scale, often in 

simultaneous time and thus provide a constant and common narrative which people can 

share with each other.  Nothing better illustrates this than the football World Cup and the 

Olympic Games. Preparing students to be able to talk about sports in English would allow 

them to participate in informal conversations with people from various cultures in what is 

often an inoffensive yet highly amusing topic.  Being able to participate in shared global 

narratives is rewarding and conducive to socio-cultural competence as it does not restrict 

students to being versed in the morays of particular cultures. It instead allows them to 

participate in a narrative which is more open and inclusive of others. 

       

     With the above in mind, how does a teacher prepare L2 English students to participate 

competently in a global unified field of exchange and communication?  Above all the 

teacher must provide some means with which the students can enter into an ongoing global 

narrative.   The point is that when preparing students to use English as a global language 

rather than as culturally specific one, it is important that they become aware of the world 

around them and the role English plays in allowing people to function in it. 
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       One event which appeals to students is travel. International travel is a fine example of 

how people can be made to think in terms of global space and time. Moreover, an 

international airport is a context in which people can imagine themselves belonging to a 

global community on account of a sense of common participation in the events unfolding 

around them as it creates a sense of homogenized place and time.  Nothing illustrates this 

better than the Arrival/Departures Board on which are listed different flight times and 

destinations.  Being conscious of the arrival and departure times of flights, booking plane 

seats, knowing about your destination, visas and passports, making transactions in 

international currencies, and understanding the concept of different time zones places 

people in a stream of action shared by many whose means of communication is  often 

English as a second language. 

 

      How to organize an international trip and explain it to another in English is a theme I 

use when teaching administrative staff at the Andes University. These students need to 

know English as they need to communicate to foreign visitors at the Los Andes who are 

neither Spanish speakers nor native speakers of English.  Consequently their English 

learning cannot be culturally specific; therefore having them participate in an exercise 

related to international travel provides a global context in which they can practice their 

English. In addition it builds on the knowledge of cultures they will have acquired during 

the time of their cultural role plays.  The difference now is that they will be using it in a 

purely functional context to relay information back and forth between two people. 

Furthermore as most students have an intermediary or below level of English this task 

provides an occasion in which despite its apparent complexity uses quite simple grammar 

and vocabulary.  
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     The next task demands that students be able to describe to their partners particular 

places of interest in their country and the kind of travel arrangements necessary for their 

partners to get there.  This includes all information relevant to the trip, above all flights, 

visas, budgets, currencies, exchange rates, arrival and departure times, dates, and so forth. 

This will involve the students in forming questions relevant to this task.  They then report 

this information back to their partner. The object of the task is to make students somewhat 

familiar with countries they may know nothing about.  It also demands that they be accurate 

with times, dates, numbers and any other precise information and can communicate it to 

their partner.  At the same time students must able to use expressions for clarification to 

make sure they receive the information accurately.   

     The final phase in the intervention process will be to have students try to move out of 

this straightjacket of simple transaction talk and try to use their L2 to narrate and explain 

more sophisticated concepts.  Building on their accumulation of knowledge and familiarity 

with their “role play” students will have to research a famous individual from their country.  

This will involve research into personal information concerning their “person of interest” 

and the reasons for why they have become famous.  This will demand reading texts of their 

choice (in Spanish or English) and being able to organize their information sufficiently well 

to be able to engage in conversation with others about their particular character. 

 

      In summary the purpose of the intervention is two-fold. The first is to make the students 

conscious of the fact that the English language exists on many cultural planes and includes 

speakers of varying levels of proficiency which means there is no singular cultural or 
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linguistic norm to which everyone must submit.  The second is that this will create a 

context in which the production of error becomes the norm and in turn must be managed 

accordingly by the students if communication with their partners is to persist.   

 

        Moreover this set of exercises will be dependent on the performance of the students 

and the degree of effort they invest in research, homework, preparation and practice in 

respect to collating and expressing the information regarding their characters.  It will be 

very much a student centered exercise, with the teacher playing little more than the role of 

monitor and point of reference.   Another fact must be stressed.  These activities will be 

ongoing.  They will be repeated over 2 to 3 days and will take place in the form of small-

group discussion and classroom-presentations. The small discussions will include between 

3 to 4 students. 3 is the preferred number. The members of the groups will rotate after a 

long period, approx. 20 minutes so students will not remain with the same people, but 

experience the diversity of the class.  It is decisive that the students become familiar with 

the content and nature of the discourse they will enter into. They must become aware of the 

kind of questions and answers required of them when engaging in this kind of discussion, 

the importance of clarification and comprehension checks, and of course become practiced 

in being able to articulate the knowledge they have gained (for easy reference to a 

chronology of these events please reference the table in the appendices).   The first period 

of evaluation in the 6th week will review the “travel” activity with students this time having 

to prepare an extensive list of questions to ask their “clients” concerning a trip to a foreign 

country, and then researching the answers to the questions and preparing a travel plan and 

then explaining it to their “client”.  This will take place over a period of 2-3 classes.  
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b. Analysis and Discussion of Data 

 

      The key objective of this action-research project is to break with the linguistic element 

of English language teaching, in favour of trying to inculcate into students the importance 

of creating conditions which are conducive to better communication.  Students will have to 

experience and learn the value of trying to compensate for their limited linguistic 

competency in English by developing a reciprocal communicative relationship with the 

people they are speaking to.  The most important step is to move away from the 

managerial-text book sequential teaching/learning context and create a context in which the 

students’ language difficulties are turned to their advantage.  In other words, rather than 

suppose that the goal is practicing and achieving standard language norms, the class will 

accept that what is being created is actually a peculiar 2nd Language English environment in 

which the standard is a non-native standard of fluctuating variety.   

 

       Errors in vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation, etc will contribute to having a 

productive rather than negative role.  Error will be accepted as the norm and students will 

have to deal and adapt to it and in the process acquire a different perspective of what it 

means to communicate in a 2nd language amongst people of varying proficiencies.  Instead 

of emphasizing what they “don’t know”, and how error interferes with communication, 

error will be given a positive role.  It will be used to highlight the importance of how 

communication, especially in a 2nd language, is essentially a relationship in which the 

qualities of patience, tolerance, understanding and friendship combine to create what is 

“cosmopolitan ethic and move away from treating language acquisition as a “technique” to 
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be mastered. To promote this positive use of error and construct a context in which students 

would have to co-operate with each other to communicate and learn they would have to 

assume a “role play” of a person from different countries.   This role play will continue 

throughout the course.  The point of this is to demonstrate that students will have to engage 

not with N.S. but with N.N.S, who all share many problems when speaking in their 2nd 

language.    

      The activity involved students in researching a country assigned them from the teacher. 

Countries included Zimbabwe, Iran, Afghanistan, India, Thailand, Burma, China, Mali, etc. 

These kinds of countries were chosen to avoid students focusing on what is a common 

knowledge base; e.g. Europe and the USA. The idea was to have the students assume the 

identity of the country they were assigned so they had to research names, places, 

currencies, addresses, religions, etc with which they were unfamiliar. Then in class they 

had to practice Transaction talk, the accurate retrieval of information, by exchanging their 

“new” personal information. First of all this avoided students having to exchange content 

which they could easily understand and therefore not challenge them and force them to 

begin to negotiate meaning, use clarification phrases, and introduce them to the idea that 

not all English speakers are native Anglo-Americans and share that culture. Thus what is 

often a simple exercise is transformed into a more meaningful communicative event which 

avoids transaction talk becoming a mechanical exchange of information bytes, but rather is 

used as a means for students to find out about other cultures.  This is particularly the case 

with numbers.  Students had to give currency exchange rates, population numbers and the 

size of their country which made them use numbers in a more contextual, and informative 

framework 
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 The students had engaged in small group (pairs) activity for two straight days in the 

first and second week of the course before writing a report on the activity (13th Feb) .  It 

was observed that the context created contributed as a motivating force to their 

participation.  As one student noted we “practice common things with real examples”.  

Another student mentioned that,  “It seems right to me that exercise puts the student in a 

different place and a different social context because it eliminates the mechanic repetition 

of communication when presenting and providing the relevant data”. A common theme 

amongst the student’s reports was how the exercise encouraged them to discover and use 

new vocabulary in class. The English content of the exercise thus contributed significantly 

towards motivating the students to speak and share their information.  As some student 

reports noted they were able to practice their English while at the same time learning about 

a different country and its culture. 

     Equally important was how some students noted the importance of the exercise as a way 

to overcome the fear of speaking, while at the same time trying to understand what their 

partner was saying. It must be kept in mind that the names and places used were unfamiliar 

to students, this may have also accommodated more confidence in the student on account of 

the fact that the phrases and words they had to negotiate were not in English, and which for 

everybody were equally difficult to pronounce and comprehend. Knowing the original 

pronunciation was not important, what was important was that the name sounded “strange” 

and demonstrated how the culture of the other permeated their L2 English. The apparent 

simple task of exchanging addresses became complicated as street names and 

neighborhoods used a foreign vocabulary. In this way students were put on an equal 

footing.  As one student noted (English has been corrected), “I could talk with different 
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persons…sometimes they spoke fluently. Others had good vocabulary and others spoke 

with different pronunciation of the words.  It is true that we had to be patient and tolerant to 

understand all.  We find the courage to talk with these kinds of exercises”.   

       On Friday 15th February students were subjected to a different kind of activity.  The 

objective was to directly confront them with a listening exercise which would force the 

students into having to use clarification/comprehension phrases.  Instead of having students 

engage in conventional text-book listening activities which demand total silence as students 

try to remember discrete information to answer comprehension questions, this activity 

intended to give them a more pro-active role as listeners.  In pairs students had to dictate 

questions to each other, with their backs turned, and amidst the noise of others doing the 

same thing.  This allowed students to intervene directly in their listening comprehension by 

forcing them to ask clarification questions and to understanding that communication is a 

two-way process; it demands interaction.  It would enable students to take a direct and 

controlling role in what otherwise turned them into passive subjects. 

      Students reported that the objective of the exercise was to “learn to listen to the English 

language”, “training the listening in a different way”, “learn to communicate in a more real 

environment and to learn to listen more”, “understanding the meaning of what you are 

listening amidst interference and other noise” and “learning how to hear and writing what 

you heard”.  When asked what was learned in the exercise the response was, “make my 

hearing more acute and lose shyness”, “pay more attention when another person talks to me 

in English and know how to reach when I do not understand”, “Have a better 

pronunciation, be more patient with my partners, and try to speak with more confidence”.  

Answers to how the exercise improved student communication skills included, “…in the 
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moment that you speak, you develop abilities that you don’t know that exist, with the way 

to speak and relate with other people”; “I learned to listen to more to words, the 

pronunciation, the main idea of the conversation”; “I learned that I must focus on the 

conversation without pay attention to the rest.  Too, I learned that I must confirm the 

information that I hear”; “to train better my ear”; “Have more concentration to understand 

what you are listening to…”.   

     What these comments reveal is the importance students give to listening well, rather 

than the importance of trying to create the conditions to listen well by negotiating, using 

clarification phrases, different tones and volume of voice etc to better manage the 

exchange. These comments surprised the teacher because it was noted that students were 

employing clarification phrases during the exercise, which in turn increased the noise factor 

of the activity. It is important to note then one comment by a student who did recognize 

this, “I learned that all people have different pronunciation and some common words sound 

strange…but if you can confirm the information to be sure that you understanding 

correctly, or you may ask for repeat or spell it”. 

       What the above comments by the students tell the teacher is how an activity explicitly 

designed to manifest the desired results will not necessarily do so and can impact the 

student’s consciousness and learning process contrary to what was otherwise expected.  

The point here is how the students focused more on the linguistic issues of the exercise 

rather than the more socio-cultural ones which were being cultivated in the prior role-

playing activity.  Arguable the “drill” like format of the listening exercise, its lack of face to 

face dialogue and production of meaning was antithetical to the process of innovation, 

reciprocal production of meaning, and the other attitudinal elements which go into forming 
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Waldren’s model of a cosmopolitan speaker.  The lesson for the teacher here is that 

focusing on explicit goals and skills, which demonstrate a more instrumentally minded 

pedagogy, should perhaps be avoided. 

     Consequently upon reviewing the above comments the teacher returned to the format 

which was used at the beginning; the use of role plays in small groups.  The need to 

implement a “strict” exercise was thus halted.  In this case (Wednesday 20 Feb) students 

had to research and talk about interesting places to visit in “their” country.  The teacher 

gave no explicit instructions, except the usual to employ clarification phrases if there was a 

moment of uncertainty.  Students enjoyed the activity and talked in rotating groups of 20 

minutes for over an hour, with the teacher only looking on and playing the role of a 

monitor.  When writing their comments on the exercise students it seemed were more 

aware this time of the social-cultural as opposed to the linguistic.  When asked to 

distinguish between the groups students participated it was noted that one was “traditional 

and formal with precise order” while in the second “we made more a conversation”, and it 

was the second group dynamic which was preferred.  Another student noticed how in the 

group “we supported each other mutually to make ourselves understood”. According to the 

same student this created a lot of confidence and fun which allowed them to deviate from 

the topic and talk about personal things.  However in the 2nd group they stayed on the topic 

and enjoyed it equally.  It was also noted how each group spoke differently in terms of the 

way in which they made themselves understood.  When responding to the question which 

group was preferred the answer was “both” as “there was always the best disposition to 

clarify words or phrases one did not understand”. Likewise another student noted that “in a 

group it is important to help out our classmates, as sometimes we do not remember some 
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word and it is very good when we help each other”. It was also observed that they used 

“easy and clear language” which helped the students to “imagine the places which the 

others spoke about”.  The importance of this was stated by another student who noted how 

in one group it was difficult to communicate, “ but what was good was that we learned to 

tolerate more the other classmates”.  On the other hand, other reports were orientated more 

towards the linguistic side of communication and mentioned the importance of fluency, 

vocabulary and pronunciation, etc. 

     The point however is that in the limited responses made by the students one can see 

some attempt by students of all levels making some sort of distinction in terms of how 

relationships were formed in their respective groups and how they contributed to 

encouraging students to speak, along with the value they put on helping each other and the 

importance of being tolerant and relaxed.   

   Over the next two days (Feb 25/27) students practiced information questions in the 

context of inquiring about travel information to a particular country.   This involved a 

revision of WH questions, brainstorming and compiling a list of travel questions on the 

board and revising their grammar, checking student comprehension of questions etc.  Then 

once having researched the information relevant to their country necessary to answer the 

questions, the students worked in groups of twos and threes to engage in a meaningful 

activity of Transaction talk.   

    The questions chosen for the students to reflect upon tried to orientate their thinking 

more towards the role of group interaction, the importance of relationships and how this 

can affect a student´s  linguistic proficiency.  The answers which appeared still made 
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reference to the linguistic component, but there was more appreciation of how relationships 

aided the speaker. It was noted by one student how “people have different ways of 

vocalizing…(and) different ways of giving to understand that is very useful” and how this 

was helpful in putting an end to “making mistakes”. A more proficient student described 

the class as more like a “conversation between three people” and that “it wasn’t a 

monologue”. It was further added that it “felt” like an “interaction” because they could 

learn a lot of things about their countries.  At the same time she mentioned her difficulty to 

understand numbers and the need to practice asking twice for confirmation. Likewise 

another saw the need not just to “ask questions” but that it was “very important understand 

and confirm the information”.   Because “similar information” was being exchanged 

“understanding and speaking” could take place. Observed was how the exercise helped to 

“break the ice and work with classmates” and because they shared “different levels of 

English” they could “help each other”.  This observation shows a respect for group 

strategies, how people, rather than individuals, can compensate for other’s weaknesses.  

       The need to have the information ready and complete also contributed to giving 

confidence. Combining a good group spirit and student preparation allowed one student to 

feel secure and confident enough to present in front of the class (Maribel Correa).  In a 

similar vein another mentioned how, “I learned to lose shyness when speaking in public 

and to listen and ask questions when they are not clear”. But still some recognized the 

problem of how it was “difficult to stop feeling ashamed” when having to ask questions of 

clarification to others concerning obvious things. However the same student concluded that 

the exercise allowed students to “dialogue” and “get rid of any shame”. Another noted that 

despite “feeling nervous” and “scared” when unable to respond, at the same time felt that 
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things were improving, and that if the student could just put aside the fear, she would be 

able to speak. This and another student both noted that it was easy to exchange the “travel 

information”  while at the same time being challenging as it was noted that it was 

“complicated to take the role of being from a different country and putting yourself in the 

shoes” of someone else.   

       Following on the same theme more questions were posed for the students to ponder (1st 

March). These questions inquired about how students were losing their fear to talk, and if 

so, why were they becoming more confident. To begin some noted the importance of the 

teacher in terms how he intervened to make corrections.  This helped one student to feel 

“mas tranquila” because the teacher had make it clear that perfection was not expected, and 

that the focus should be on the students trying to express and understand each other.  

Another mentioned how the teacher did not “stop” nor “interrupt” the students until they 

had explained themselves. Thus teacher, instead of correcting the students, encourages 

them to talk more about their subject.  Likewise this same student noted how the class did 

not make fun of the student, but tried to understand what was being said. It was thus 

recognized that a good “entorno” is necessary to provide confidence during a conversation. 

This point of view, the importance of not making fun of others when they talk, was 

expressed in many other of the reports. Others noted the importance of “attitude” and not 

limiting communication to just speaking. The importance of preparing one’s subject and 

knowing it was mentioned and the need to be “resourceful” when speaking/communicating; 

“I can say and use many things that I had and that I never been used because all the time I 

was thinking which is correct way to speak”.  A more advanced student noted the same 

thing that, “if you do not have the word you have your eyes, your body, a pencil and a 
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paper” to express yourself. Students thus become conscious of what it means to innovate 

when communicating.  Confidence also emerged, according to one student, because of the 

repetition of the exercise and the subject about the different countries had made the student 

more “fluid and spontaneous”.  The repetition of the subject allows for the same questions 

and answers to arise again and again and as another noted, this helped her to remember and 

use the words later on.  The importance of forming a relationship was also recognized by a 

student who said that she made her classmates confident by paying attention to them, and if 

she did not understand, she asked, and between the two of them reached an understanding. 

She added how the “better” students, with the best of intentions, corrected her and helped 

her learn certain words and phrases.   Emerging from these comments is recognition of the 

importance of attitudinal factors such as tolerance, patience, which are built out of a 

relationship between students which is conducive to having them communicate to each 

other, rather than just practice acquire idealized forms of language. 

 

      The final activity was orientated around students researching a famous person from 

their respective country, including such diverse characters as Ahmed Shah Masood, Naguib 

Mahfouz and the Dalai Lama, and talking and inquiring about them in groups.  This activity 

over 3 days concluded with students being randomly selected to present in front of the 

class. The questions posed to students explicitly asked students to consider the importance 

of the relationship between people when helping them to communicate and have them 

describe how they felt in their various groups (6th March).  One student described how in 

the beginning it was a bit difficult to relate to others, but once a dialogue got started they 

were able to achieve “a good chat”, and when this was repeated in another group “I felt that 
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we had achieved a good relationship and that communication was easy y that we were able 

to exchange many ideas…”.  It was also noticed that in each of the three groups everybody 

helped and complemented each other, including helping the student to correct her errors.  A 

similar comment was made by another who noted how over time relationships with her 

classmates gave her more confidence until she felt good with better speakers because “they 

helped me to understand the language better”.  One particular characteristic which this 

student noted as being important amongst other speakers was that of patience. One student 

in particular summed up this observation by saying how “the classmates became learning 

tools” as all combined to help each other.  One student added how a more advanced student 

was helpful because all the interest shown to the exercise and the willingness to participate 

and ask questions about the student’s chosen character, while another was less prepared and 

unable to participate at a sufficient level. This was observed by another who also cited how 

their classmates provided confidence by their showing interest in the information. In the 

process,  “as every classmate made an effort to understand and to communicate it allowed 

one to takes risks and no longer feel afraid”. The importance of the group contributing to 

each other’s confidence was recognised by another who risked giving “ other words to 

know if I am understanding and try to get feedback”.  This readiness to do this perhaps lay 

in the student’s following observation that “everybody commits a lot of errors,  but we are 

able to transmit the idea y make the other person understand us”.  Similar comments were 

shared by others who chose to report, but the one in particular that sums up the general 

attitude and perhaps goal of the entire exercise is that which noted how “the classmates 

became learning tools”.  Nothing short of this expresses more clearly Waldren’s philosophy 

of the cosmopolitan speaker, especially when  learning a second language. 
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5. Conclusion	

 

    The objective of this project was not to teach a body of knowledge to L2 students of 

English so they would become aware of the language’s “cultural context”.  Instead the 

project aimed to use and develop a concept of cross-cultural relations to help students 

become more proficient in English by overcoming their fear of speaking it.  This meant 

putting aside the linguistic elements of language teaching and introducing the students to 

the importance of what it meant to build and develop relationships which were conducive to 

2nd language use by treating English as a language which embraces difference and 

innovation rather than idealized forms and structures on account of the various cultural 

contexts in which it is spoken on a global scale.  This stressed the importance of students 

having to co-operate and help each other in an effort to reach some kind of mutual 

understanding, rather than everyone having to adapt to an English in the form of an 

externally imposed linguistic-cultural norm.  In this context of constructing mutual 

understanding, the committing of error was no longer perceived as a problem, but rather as 

a point around which relationships could be built.  Misunderstanding and the need for 

students to recognize that and request help and or better clarification of what was being said 

implied that unless students worked together communication would not take place.  The 

need for students to realize that some kind of “cross-cultural” relationship is just as, if not 

more, important than acquiring a linguistic knowledge of English meant familiarizing them 

with what has been referred to as a “cosmopolitan ethic” of communication. 



Innovative Error 58 

    A “cosmopolitan ethic “of communication was practiced by having students assume a 

“cultural” role play and using English to express certain facets of their “culture” to their 

classmates. By having the students do independent research and participate in group 

activities created an environment in which the centralized instructive management style 

role of the teacher was substituted by the need for students to “bond” and create cross-

cultural relationships in which communication could take place.  This avoided the frequent 

practice of the teacher and the text-book imposing a singular linguistic norm which students 

had to adapt to, rather than having to adapt to the linguistic innovations the students 

themselves voiced.  In this context “error” added to the authenticity of the exercise by 

making students aware of the fact that there is no “perfect” nor “single” and least of all, 

“native” version of English and that when communicating  they must do so with people 

who speak it differently and with varying degrees of proficiency. 

       According to the evidence provided by the students and the teacher’s own 

observations, this practice could be considered as being successful.  Students were able to 

do the research and interact with each other and overcome, by varying degrees, their fear of 

having to speak English “correctly”.  Making students aware of how relationships are just 

as important as the linguistic element gave them more confidence and willingness to 

express themselves in their 2nd language. The importance of the teacher in not imposing a 

singular linguistic/cultural norm upon the students, but giving them the space and freedom 

to work it out by themselves mean error had a constructive role to play in the language 

learning process as it raised the importance of what it meant for students when trying to 

understand someone from another culture and how necessary it was for a student to co-

operate if they wanted to enjoy successful communication. 
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     It must be noted however that students from the beginning are of course heavily 

influenced by the need to be “linguistically” correct and that it weighs heavily on how 

students measure their language proficiency.  In this respect it is very easy for the students 

to evaluate the exercises according to linguistic norms rather than those trying to build a 

relationship of mutual understanding.  This is a real problem.  Having to confront speakers 

who are more linguistically proficient than others is a real challenge for students as it 

makes them self-conscious and aware of their weaknesses and or “lower” level.  The 

importance that students give to this is high as they have been taught English according to 

this norm.  For this reason the project spanned 6 weeks, and could easily have continued on 

throughout the entire course, as it had to make the students re-assess and accustom 

themselves to new judgements concerning language awareness.  The teacher was key in 

steering the students in this direction and explaining what this “new” approach meant.  The 

teacher must persist over the long term and make it clear that students must learn how to 

deal with ambiguous, inaccurate and unfamiliar forms of English expression if they are to 

be proficient in cross-cultural communication, rather than just be proficient English 

speakers. This means having students become aware of how language use is as dependent 

on attitudinal factors as it is on linguistic ones.  Patience, tolerance, humour and an 

understanding that error is something one must deal with rather than eradicate raises 

student awareness that language learning, especially in the case of a language as global and 

diverse as English, is as much about applying an ethic of communication as it about 

learning linguistic rules.   
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6. Final	Suggestions	

 

The end of the Continuing Education course provided a keen moment for students and 

teacher to reflect back on the implementation of the Masters projects in the class and draw a 

contrast with what had transpired in the second half of the program.  At the conclusion of 

the Masters project, the other 6 weeks of English instruction followed a more orthodox, 

conventional route. It still involved plenty of oral practice and group work, but it included 

at the same time standard grammar presentations, reading activities, dictation exercises, and 

the use of new vocabulary and phrases which combined to create a more formulaic kind of 

classroom atmosphere.  Moreover, unlike the first half of the course, the second was also 

far less thematic. Instead it was eclectic and demonstrably more teacher centered.   

Consequently, the contrast between the two different segments of the overall course 

became clear to the teacher who began to ponder over whether or not the Continuing 

Education course should employ the method of the Masters project throughout its entirety, 

or discontinue it after the first six weeks, as indeed had happened. Therefore students were 

asked to write commentaries comparing and contrasting their experiences with the two 

different teaching/learning styles. 

      According to the commentaries, students were motivated by the need to research about 

their chosen country and the results that it produced. The exchange of knowledge was, it 

appears, very fruitful.  Moreover, several of the reports mentioned how the nature of the 

Masters projects and its basis in sharing knowledge in group work helped the students to 

lose their fear of speaking and acquire greater confidence with the language. As one of the 

more proficient speakers observed (writing in English), the first part of the course had been 
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designed for “shy people” who by sharing with others were able to overcome that particular 

problem.  A similar comment was made by another who stated that for some of the students 

the fear of speaking no longer existed. The reason, according to the same student, was 

because they had researched about a topic, and as a consequence, were better able to speak 

because they were “informed”.  This however was not the case in the second half of the 

course.  This same student observed that because it was not thematic and provided no base 

for research,  the students lost their confidence on account of not knowing about the 

subjects being discussed.   

      On the other hand less proficient students, the ones who came to the course with less 

confidence, saw the utility of both methods.  Besides learning about other cultures, some 

recognized the need to be able to speak about daily occurrences and the importance of 

reinforcing their knowledge of grammar, reading skills, vocabulary, etc.  One even 

commented on how practicing improvised conversations contributed to their confidence.  

The need to develop a conventional linguistic knowledge of English was seen by most as 

playing an integral part in their language learning process.  However the point to note is 

that students were unanimous in stating that their confidence with English had improved.  

     The only way any kind of recommendation can be made is then by reading the student’s 

commentaries and by taking them into consideration with the teacher’s own critical 

perspectives.  Though some students demonstrate a more favourable disposition to the first 

half of the course, none of them dispute the importance and need of the second half.  The 

most pertinent point to recognize though is how all agreed that the implementation of the 

Masters project was decisive in breaking down their fears with the language and providing 

the encouragement necessary for them to speak freely.  By having achieved this in the first 
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part of the course the students were more open, able and willing to participate in the second 

and more conventional part which, according to them, made necessary contributions to their 

language acquisition.  Indeed this was recognized by a student whose observation should be 

quoted in full, “The combination of the two methods created a successful result because in 

the first part we left behind our insecurities and we tried to communicate and express our 

ideas, with the second (part) we organized them”.   

     Taking the above student comments into account makes this paper ends on what is 

unfortunately an awkward note. Breaking away from a pedagogical style that strived to 

counter a logo centric approach to teaching, could easily undo all its previous good work. 

Knowing just how sensitive students are to the belief of having to speak correctly, a return 

to a more traditional pedagogical format could easily re-affirm their prior fears and 

prejudices towards “error”. Even if the teacher continued with the counter logo centric 

model throughout the entire semester, the problem would not go away. In fact it could 

become even more acute when students continue into the following level and may very well 

encounter a teacher who continues to advance the orthodox style.  Left to their own 

devices, how would the students react? Arguably this is a question of curriculum 

development, not just here in the context of Continuing Education at the Andes University, 

but also outside it.  In this respect this project must end on the less conclusive hope that 

what was proven to be successful will generate opinion and open up debate about how, not 

just English, but any L2, should be taught to provide students with the best chance of 

accessing a new language and the power to use it in the interests of lowering barriers to 

communication, rather than raising them. 
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Appendices 

 a. Chronogram of Intervention Activities Realized 
 

 

Date  Activity 

Realized 

 

Course theme 

Link between 

themes and 

activities 

 

Data 

Collection 

9 February  Small group 

work. Sharing 

personal 

info/family/plac

e of residence 

about students’ 

fictitious 

character. 

Reviews dates, 

tenses, 

personal info 

detail but in an 

intercultural 

context 

Students build an identity 

based on their assigned 

country/culture and try 

sharing it with others. 

Students will experience 

uncommon names, 

addresses, places of birth, 

family relations, etc. 

Practice 

transaction talk 

in a context of 

interculturality 

and  negotiate 

and con‐

construct 

meaning 

None 

11 February  Repeat of the 

above 

Repeat of the above  Repeat of the 

above 

None 

13 Februrary  Individual 

presentations 

in front of class 

of the same 

theme 

Repeat of the above, but 

not in groups; one person 

talking to class and fielding 

Q/A 

Repeat of the 

above, but in 

the context of 

public 

presentation 

Students 

write report 

on their 

experiences 

which is 

collected on 

the 15th Feb. 

15 February  Pair group 

dictation/listeni

ng exercise 

Use of 

clarification/comprehension 

phrases under stress 

Negotiating and 

constructing 

meaning under 

stress 

Students 

write report 

and 

collected on 

the 18th Feb 

 February 18  Teacher  Prepare students to ask,  Keeping the  None 
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centred class; 

review of 

Wh/how 

questions in 

reference to 

discuss places 

to visit 

answer and research 

questions interesting places 

to visit in their “country” 

focus on 

establishing an 

identity with 

their assigned 

country/culture 

20 February  Small group 

work. Students 

enter into Q/A 

about places to 

visit in their 

partner´s 

country 

Exchange of cultural 

information amongst 

students based on their 

own research of assigned 

country 

Exchange of 

transaction talk 

in the context 

of 

intercultrality 

and co‐

construction of 

meaning 

Students 

write report 

on their 

experiences 

to be 

collected on 

22 February 

22 February  Same as above  Same as above  Same as above  None 

25 February  Revision of 

wh/how 

questions in 

reference to 

travel. Teacher 

centred class 

Prepare students to ask, 

answer and research 

questions about travel in 

their “country” 

Relate the 

more pragmatic 

“transaction 

talk” to 

interculturality; 

for example 

different 

national 

currencies and 

their exchange 

rates.  

None 

27 February  Small group 

work. Students 

enter into Q/A 

about how to 

travel to their 

partner´s 

country 

Exchange of pragmatic 

transaction talk, numbers, 

times, currencies ,dates in 

the context of learning 

about another country 

Exchange of 

transaction talk 

in the context 

of 

intercultrality 

and co‐

construction of 

meaning 

None 

1 March  Repeat of the 

above and 

individual 

presentations 

in front of class 

Same as above; but 

including one person talking 

to class and fielding Q/A 

Same as above 

but in context 

of public 

presentation 

Students 

write report 

to be 

collected on 

4 March 

4 March  Students in  Continuing of the same  Negotiation  None 
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small groups 

talk about a 

famous person 

from their 

country. 

Reviews dates, 

tenses, 

personal info 

detail but in a 

more 

informative 

context 

overall class theme, but 

with more in depth info on 

one particular “true” 

character 

and co‐

construction of 

meaning in 

intercultural 

context, but 

based on a 

more focused 

knowledge 

base 

6th March  Same as above  Same as above  Same as above  None 

8th March  Students 

randomly 

selected to 

present their 

famous person 

in front of the 

class 

Same as above but, well 

prepared, students field 

Q/A and use 

clarification/comprehension 

phrases to interact 

Same as above, 

but under 

stress of public 

presentation 

Students 

write report 

to be 

collected on 

March 11 

 

 

 

b. The Original Samples from Students’ Written Feedback. 
 

See the attached PDF files for Samples 1 – 8: 

 SAMPLE 1 ‐13.02.13‐ 

 SAMPLE 2 ‐15.02.13‐ 

 SAMPLE 3 ‐15.02.13‐ 

 SAMPLE 4 ‐20.02.13‐ 

 SAMPLE 5 ‐01.03.13‐ 

 SAMPLE 6 ‐04.03.13‐ 

 SAMPLE 7 ‐06.03.13‐ 

 SAMPLE 8 ‐26.04.13‐ 
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c. The original Spanish of direct quotes taken from student’s written feedback 
 

1st of March Notes and 15th  February Notes. The ideology of speaking English correctly 

1.“Para mí ha sido difícil dejar de lado hacer el oso, por ex: preguntar cosas que para otros 
personas son obvios”. 2.“Cuando mi interlocutor es anglo parlante, suelo empezar la 
conversación con unas disculpas pr mi nivel de inglés, de manera tal que cuando dice algo 
que no comprendo, me siento confianza de pedirle repetirlo 

Wednesday 13th February .  Students share personal information about their fictitious 
character. 

1. “me parece acertado el ejercicio de ubicar en diferente lugar y situación el contexto 
social del alumno, porque elimina le repetividad mecánica en la comunicación cuando de 
presentarse y suministrar datos se trata”. 

Friday 15th February.  Q&A Clarification. 

1.”se aprende a escuchar en ingles”., 2. “Aprender a comunicarnos en un ambiente más real 
y aprender a escuchar mas”. 3. “Lograr entender el significado de lo que se está 
escuchando…con interferencias y otros ruidos”. 4. “agudisa el oído y ayuda a quitar la 
timides que hay veces se presenta al hablar”. 5. “Tener mayor concentración para entender 
lo que se escucha ..” 

Wednesday 20 February.  Students talk about interesting places to visit in “their” country. 

1.”tradicional y formal con orden preciso”.2. “hicimos mas una conversación”. 3.”nos 
apoyamos mutuamente para hacernos entender”. 4. “…siempre hubo la mejor disposición 
para aclarar las palabras o fraces que no entendía” 5.  “En un grupo es importante ayudarse 
entre compañeros algunas veces no recordamos alguna palabra y es muy bueno cuando nos 
ayudamos”.6. “se utilizo un lenguaje fácil y claro”.7. “se imaginaba los lugares de los 
cuales ellos hablaban”. 8. “…pero lo bueno fue que aprendimos a tolerar más a los otros 
compañeros”. 

Monday 25 Februrary/Wednesday 27 Februrary (1st March 13 notes).  Students practiced 
information questions. 

1.”a romper el hielo y trabajar con compañeros”. 2 “así mismo saber los niveles de inglés 
que calca uno de ellos tienen y de esta manera ayudarnos entre si”.3. “He aprendido a 
perder la timidez al hablar en público…y a escuchar y a preguntar cuando no me quedo 
claro un tema”. 4. “difícil dejar al lado hacer el oso”.5. “dejemos de lado la pena”. 6. “Fue 
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algo complicado asumir el papel de ser de un país diferente y ponerse en los zapatos de 
alguien nativo de este”. 

Friday 1st March (4th March notes). 

No direct translations were used. 

 

Wednesday 6th March. Final Activity. 

1.”una charla amena”. 2. “sentí que logramos gran afinidad y la comunicación fue fácil y 
logramos intercambiar muchas ideas..”.  3. “me ayudan a entender mejor el idioma”.  4. 
“los compañeros se convierten en herramientas de aprendizaje”. 5. “todos los compañeros 
hacen un esfuerzo por entender y por comunicarse hace que uno se arriesgue y valla 
perdiendo el miedo”. 6. “otras palabras para saber i lo estoy entendiendo e intento 
retroalimentar”. 7. “todos cometemos muchos errores pero logramos trasmitir la idea y 
hacer que la otra persona nos entienda”.  8. “los compañeros se convierten en herramientas 
de aprendizaje”.  

 

26th of April.  Students Final Commentaries.  

1.“La combinación de las dos métodos genera un resultado exitoso porque con la primara 
parte dejamos de lado la inseguridad he intentamos comunicar y expresar nuestras ideas, 
con la segunda las organizamos”. 

 

 

 

 


