THE CONCEPT OF SEMILINGUALISM

Introduction

Hansegérd (1968) presents a hypothesis that in particular bilingual lan-
guage learning situations, some individuals will fail to attain a neces-
sary minimal linguistic competence and that this state has adverse conse-
guences for their total intellectual and emotional development. A new term
coined for this state is semilingualism,

The purpose of this paper is to elucidate & number of points, the under-—
standing of which is a necessary prerequisite for any deeper discussion
of Hansegdrd’s hypothesis, The points under discussion concern the con-
cept of semilingualism, the theoreticael presuppositions of the concept,
argumentative technique, and scientific method used to establish the con-
cept.

There are a number of reasons for carrying out & theoretical study of
this type, rather than trying to find empiricel evidence that substan-
tiate or refute the hypothesis. One reason is that there is very little
examination of the theoretical assumptions underlying the concept of se-
milingualism in the literature. As we shall see, it is a very complex
concept that can be researched on several different levels, and it is ob-
viously desirable to keep these complexities in mind when using it. The
concept of semilingualism is also interssting from the point of view of
bilingual research as such, In this context it can be seen as a logical
extension of the research paradigm as such, in that it depsnds upon the
conceptual framework and methods of reasoning of traditional bilingual
research to solve one of its classical problems — that of the relation-
ship of bilingualism to cognition. Another reason for a theoretical study
of semilingualism is the widespread applicability the concept has had,
with consequences both in the fields of immigrant language problems and
second language learning in general.

Naturally, I cannot go into any one of these subjects in very great
depth in an essay of such limited scope as this, It is best to view this
essay as a programme for a larger project of research, rather than an

answer to any of the questions it poses.,
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Points of critigue

Various types and degrzes of criticism can be levelled against the pre-
sent concept of semilingualism, From a scientific point of view it may be

illuminating to consider the following points:

a) Clarity of the concept, i.e. what is involved in the concept? Is it

one concept or many?

b) Questions pertaining to the theoretical presuppositions of the concept.
By theoretical presuppositions I have in mind the relationship between
language and thought, the conception of the language learner and the lan-
guage learning task, and the general research paradigm within which it is
possible to formulate such a concept.

The strongest type of criticism would be to show that the theoretical
presuppositions are wrong. A weaker type of criticism that is compatible
with both the correctness and incorrectness of the hypothesis would be to
show that there is only a limited amount of evidence or none at all for

the presuppositions., This more modest goal is the aim of this sssay,

c) Assuming the truth of the theoretical presuppositions we can further
analyse the argumentation technique involved and question the legitimacy

of Hansegérd’s reasoning.

d) Lastly, we could examine the scientific method used, i,e. the selec~
tion of facts that are deemed relevant to the hypothesis and the criteria

used to delimit the concept of semilinguslism,

In this essay, the main emphasis falls on points a) and b),

All of the above points address themselves to the degree of validity of
results, measured against some implicit norm of research or scientific
standard, Another type of criticism has to do with considerations that
have often been thought to be external to scientific standards and thus —
under such a conception of the philosophy of science - do not directly
have to do with validity, but more with moral justification.1 It could
be interesting to place Hansegdrd’s research in a larger socio-economic
and political perspective and with this framework examine
a) the formulation of problems, types of questions asked, empirical ma-
terial used and the solutions obtained
b) the criteria of applicability for scientific results

c) the formulation and dissemination of results,
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To the extent that the scientific criticism of semilingual research is

justified, the socio-economic points above do have a certain intersst.

What is semilingualism?

Hansegéard {1977, p. 42) defines semilingualism as the unfavourable lin-

guistic {and psychological) consequences of an early deprivation of the

native language. These unfavourable consequences are listed in six points,

where the first three are said to relate to the particular linguistic sys—

tem in guestion and the last three to relate to the linguistic ability of

2 : , . X . :
the speaker,” These six points constitute criteris for knowing a language

for Hansegérd and are:
1) the size of the store of words that cen be understood or used actively

2) degree of automaticality, i.e. the extent to which the understanding of
the language and the production of speech proceed without delay, hin-

drance or conscious planning

3) correctness (Dr ‘system adherence’), i.e. the ability of the speaker to
correctly and in accordance with the rules of the language understand and

produce the linguistic elements of the language
4) the ability to create and innovate in the language

5) the control of the intellectual, emotional and directive functions in

the language

; . N . : 3
8) the richness vs. poorness of individual meanings in the language (Han-

segérd 1968, p. 97, my translation),

In Hansegérd’s view, a supposedly bilingual speaker is semilingual if he
shows deficiencies on the above points when compared with & monolingual
speaker of the relevant language. Alsc attributable to Hansegérd is the
statement that deficiencies on point 5 are a direct consequence of defi-

X R . 4
ciencies on point &,
The criteris that Hanseglrd uses to specify semilingualism are both lin-

guistic and psycholinguistic as should be apparent from the list., They
rest upon a pretheoretical ides of language mastery. Each of the above
points needs to be developed in much greater detail to be of any practi-
cal use,

The first point I want to treat is whether they delimit one and the
same concept of semilingualism, A second point that I will touch on con-

cerns their validity or justification in their present context of use.
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The concept

I believe it is possible to find three different senses of semilingualism
that differ as to the relation between language and thought that they as~

sume and thus differ in their range of potential application,

Semilingualism 1 (SL1). This is the most superficial sense of semilingua—

lism., It refers solely to the linguistic system competence of the speaker
as is delimited by the first three points above: A speaker may have a
small store of words, speak haltingly and deviate from the standard, He is
then semilingual if these deficiencies can be found in one language and
doubly semilingual if the deficiencies are found in both languages.

As SL1 is not of direct relevance for the wider concepts of semilingua-
lism I will only mention a few points that concern the criteria and refer

to Loman (1974) for a more extensive discussion,

a) The relevant situation is a bilingual one, It is therefore highly ques-
tionable of what value a comparison of the size of the lexicon with a mo-
nolingual speaker will be, What aspects of the vocabulary should we com—
pare? How do we deal with situational and contextual appropriacy? And what
is meant by the notion ‘size of the store of words‘? In any measure of the
lexicon we need to include more than Jjust a simple word count, How are we
to treat the various lexical extensions that are possible? Is this point
covered by 4) and does it conflict with Hansegérd’s ideas on point 3)? How

do we handle area and degree of coverage of lexical items?

b) The norms that underlie the criterium of system adherence are specified
on the system of the monolingual-monocultural speaker.5 In general, they
assume the relevancy of the compound-coordinate distinction as a goal for

bilingual learning (see below p. 166 f, ),

c) It is not obvious what the relation between linguistic competence and
fluency of speech is, At present there is no satisfactory linguistic pro-
cessing model that can be used as a theoretical framework for such critee

ria.

Apart from these facts, these criteria are unsatisfactory in their to-

tal disregard of sociocultural context.

Semilingualism 2 (SLZ). This sense of semilingualism refers to the obser—

vation that a speaker may experience difficulty in gxpressing himself in-

tellectually and emotionally in a language, As language can be taken to
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facilitate interaction with a certain type of linguistic environment, thi:
may hinder the intellectual development cof the child,

This second sense of semilingualism is independent of, though not incom-
patible with, the linguistic system-competence sense of semilingualism, It
is possible (Hansegérd 1968, p. 98 ff,) for a speaker to have a mastery of
the system in the first three points but still be classed as semilingual
in our second sense, Also the opposite case is possible, A speaker may
have a small store of words e.g. but express himself well in the language.

We have then the following possibilities:

SL1 l SLe

yes no
yes yes
no yes
no no

The expressive difficulties may be in one or both the bilingual ‘s lar-
guages; they may concern all functions in both languages or some func—
tions in each language. The criteria for SL2 are basically (subjective
assessments of ) the existence of deficiencies on points 4-6 above, Recent
Canadian research (Cummins 1976) have used various psychometric measures,
The reduction of function that is assumed to account for the low results
on verbal IQ and low scholastic achievement is explained in this context
as due to the balance effect {Macnamara 1966}, i.e. the learner is said
to pay for his increasing competence in L2 with a reduction in L1 compe-
tence. Reduced function is thus a conseguence of reduced competence in
L1 and L2,

I think that the same criticism of disregard for socio-cultural context

is applicable here (see p. 166 f.) as in the case of SL’I.6

Semilingualism 3 (SLB). This is the strongest interpretation of the three.

Here language development is taken to play an integral role in cognitive
development, not just a facilitating role, Without lenguage, no cognition,
The criteria for this sense is the same as for SL2, and SL3 stands in the
same relation to SL1 as does 52, The criteria themselves, as well as the
methods for determining the criteria can be critisized on the same grounds
as those for 8L2,

It should be obvious that SL2 and SL3 are incompatible (at least as they
are presented here — see below p. 165 for further discussion) - we either

have the one or the other,
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_An interesting practical-pedagogical point is that people working with
immigrant children often teke the first set of criteria - those that de-
limit linguistic competence - as indicators of the third sense of semi-
lingualism, This is a Jjustifiable reaction as these ars the easiest ob-
servable criteria. People that have talked about semilingualism have neg-
lected to tell people how to diagnose it, from which a very “safe’ prac—
tice has grown up that treats all immigrants as “potential” semilinguals
until proven otherwise,

So far then, we have seen that there are thres possible senses of the
concept of semilingualism depending upon the relation of thought to lan-
guage that we assume. In delimiting these three senses we have assumed
that the criteria themselves - although not scientifically articulated -
are at least coherent. As we saw when discussing the lexicon in the con
text of SL 1, this principle may contradict or overlap with other criteria.
Obviously, if we can show that the criteria themselves are internally con-
tradictory we should be able to find many more senses of semilingualism.,

In the following section I will discuss only concepts 2 and 3 and will
start by sketching a research background from which they can be seen to

be logical consequenses.

Bilingualism and cognition

Some of the central conceptual ingredients of this paradigm are -~ from the
linguistic side -~ those pertaining to two pure languages in contact, the
measurement of the amount of interference betwesn them, the phenomenon of
code switching and the construction of models for co-existent systems, On
the psychological side we have research on dominance vs. subordination,
the balance effect of two systems and the problem of bilingualism and cog-
nition,

The relationship between bilingualism and cognition is of special inte—
rest for our purposes, When discussing the effect of two languages on cog-
nition, I think we can take cognition to cover any one of the faollowing

points:

a) Language learning structures and processes: How does having to cope

with two languages influence language learning ability, e.g. types and a-
mount of interference, readiness to reorganize the phonological, syntac-
tical and lexical levels, rate of acquisition etc.? How can we relate

these guestions to the prevailing conception of LAD (Language Acquisition

Device)?
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b) Cognitive operations: How does bilingualism influence intellectual func-

tions such as dealing with arithmetical tasks, various types of concrete

and formal operations in Piaget’s sense? (See below on intelligence.)

C) Language and culture specific coding: Here we can interest ourselves in

Whorfian subtleties, problems of translation, cultural empathy etc.

d) General cognitive development: This point subsumes most of the above

points but treats them from a developmental perspective. Here we find
questions pertaining to the general scholastic, intellectusl and emotional
advantages and disadvantages of a bilingual learning situation, In most

studies this point has been treated in conjunction with (e).

) Intelligence: Most studies on bilingualism and cognition have reformu-
lated this guestion in psychometric terms as whether or not bilingualism

affects IQ., To guote Macnamara on this point (1970, p. 34):

“In that form it [the question] is almest trivial., A large
number of factors influence I without having any direct

bearing on what we intuitively recognize as intelligence”

A large number of factors have somewhat confused the issue as to whether
bilingualism has positive or negative effects on intelligence as measured
on tests of this type, among which the most important for our purposes

are:

1) Bilingual sampling techniques: Subjects are not representative of the

population but are e.yg. chosen on the bassis of their surnames,

2) Nature of monolingual control groups: The bilingual and monolingual
groups have not been matched for variables such as SES (Socio-Economic

Status), sex or age.

3) Test type: Verbal tests on bilinguals” L2 standardized on monolingual

speakers of L2 etc,7

4) Nature of problem choice; evaluation and interpretation of results:
What do the tests actually measure? What are the norms and values against
which the tests are interpreted? What explanation is given for the re-

sults Dbtained.B

Prior to the Pesl and Lambert study (1962), the effects of bilingualism
on cognitive functioning as meaesured by tests of verbal intelligence were

found to be unfavourable. Peal and Lambert hypothesised that these unfa-

vourable results were a consequence of methodological defects in the test
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design, more specifically in the sampling techniques and control of the
relevant variables (points 1 and 2). They therefore used a balance meas—
EEEQ fo sample bilinguals and controlled for SES, sex and age, The re-
sult was a higher score on tests of verbal intelligence for the biline
gual group than for the monclingual control group. Other studies follow-
ing the Peal and Lambert lead have obtained similar results, Bilingual
groups matched on the above variables and on non-verbal intelligence have
scored better than monolinguals on tests of divergent thinking, i.e. ver-
bal ariginality (Cummins and Gulustan 1974), cognitive Flexibility (Bal-
kan 1970), which involved a restructuring of a perceptual situation,

and syntactic reorganisation of verbal material (Ben Zeev 1977).

There are two innovations in test design that differentiate the more
recent studies from the earlier ones. The most obvious difference is the
use of a balance measure, It has been suggested by Macnamera (1966) that
this measure biases the test results by selecting only subjects who are
proficient in language learning to the exclusion of the others, This ac-
cusation has been met by Lambert and Anisfeld (1969) who point out that
the measures also allow children who have a low level of competence in
the two languages to enter the sample - the only reguirement being that
they are balanced., Cummins (1976) has also examined the extent to which
the exclusion of non-balanced (i.e. more dominant in one language) indi-
viduals biases the results, He examined the verbal and non-verbal intel-
ligence of the non-balanced subjects and found their score to be insigni-
ficantly lower on these measures (which means that the balanced bilinguals”
scores were insignificantly higher). Cummins also points out that the ba-
lance criteria are very lenient, allowing a ratio of 5:3. The only conclu-
sion we seem to be able to draw here is that the balance measures do not
bias the results,

The other important innovation in the later studies (besides matching
for SES) is that the more recent groups were of high SES whereas earlier
studies had used bilinguals from low SES, High SES bilinguals often have
the socially dominant language as their first language, whereas low SES bi-
lingual speakers tend to have the socially subordinate language as theirs
- as is the case for immigrants and guest workers, As we shall see later
this fact can be related to points 2, 3 and 4 above in a natural way.

Now, I think that there are basically two ways of explaining away the
contradictory results found in & comparison of earlier and later studies.

These are what I will henceforth call the bilingual paradigm explanation
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and the sociolinguistic explanation respectively, I don’t know which is
the correct or better solution, but I believe that they are both worth
working with, I will start by sketching the bilingual paradigm explana-

tion, The sociolinguistic explanation can be found on p. 166 ff.

The bilingual paradigm explanation

This is the pidgeon hole in which we can put Hansegérd, Cummins and pre-
sumably alsc Lambert.

Their explanation is in all relevant respects a psycholinguistic expla=-
nation, Due to the early deprivation of the native language (Hansegérd)
or alternatively due to the subtractive social conditions11 in which
speakers of a subordinate L1 have to learn L2, these individuals will
fail to attain a minimal linguistic competence, or alternatively, a na-
tive-like competence in any of their languages. This explanation is given
with the background assumption that learning to cope with one language is
difficult enough for low SE3 5peaker5,12 so that the difficulties involved
in coping with twa languages (whatever they may be) is well nigh impossi-
ble for the cognitive apparatus of the child to surmount, unless the opti-
mal environmental and instructional conditions are present. Under these
latter conditions even children with learning difficulties may succeed in
hecoming bilingual.’13 Otherwise, adverse cognitive consequences follow
from not attaining this necessary level of linguistic competence. To
quote Cummins (1976) on these points:

w ., in bilingual learning situations where the child
fails to overcome difficulties in coping with two lan-

guages the research evidence suggests that the bilingual
learning experiences might have a negative effect on his

cognitive functioning, at least insofar as this func—
tioning involves language" (my emphasis) (p. 23)

The functioning that involves language are described as follows
v, . . difficulties in coping with two languages are
likely to adversely affect a bilingual child’s expres-—
sion of his intelligence and consequently his inter-
action with an increasingly symbolic environment”

This is mainly because

"an inadequate grasp of the language of instruction
may be less intellectually satisfying and consequently

may not promote intellectual curiosity”
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Although we are told that a child may experience difficulties with a lan-
guage over a "prolonged period of time"”, we are not told what these diffi-
culties are, Great emphasis is placed on social influence and the language
instruction environment for coping with two langueges, while the estima-
tion of the child’s own cognitive coping mechanisms is low, It also ap-
pears as though Cummins identifies adverse cognitive consequences within
the context of formal schooling and requisite level of linguistic compe-
tence in relation to the norms of the school: One gets the impression that
it is only within the confines of formal education that intellectual sti-
mulation is possible. It is interesting to note that Cummins ignores many
other plausible explanations for the school difficulties of low SES hi-
lingual children in favour of a language solution,

Another point that should be clear by now is that Cummins assumes a re-
latively strong relationship betwsen language and thought as a mediating
factor between low GES and intellectual difficulties,

Note that if we replace all mention of bilingual speaskers with monoline
gual low SES restricted code speakers, we get a lucid summary of Barn-
stein‘s central points., If we follow out this analogy we can find many
interesting parallels in the observations made with respect to restricted
code speakers and low SES bilinguals., For example, restricted speakers
manage relatively well in the earlier stages at school - as they are in
possession of socialisation patterns that orientate them towards concrete
operations, This is not the case when formal operations are reached as
they lack the necessary elaborated code. (For extensive criticism of
Bernstein, see Dittmar 1976),

I have treated Cummins in greater detail than Hanseg&rd here because
his views are explicit and easy to work with, This is not the case with
Hansegard, I believe, however, that most of what I have said with regard
to Cummins is also valid for Hansegard,

To conclude this section I will sketch some relevant aspects of the
language and thought controversy and examine some questions of interest
for the language learning conception presupposed by Cummins and others.,

The statement of the strongest view on the relationship between lan-
guage and thought can be found in Vygotsky‘s [19562) work, This is the
view that Hanssgérd has adopted. Hansegérd’s criteria of semilingualism
are essentially derived from Vygotsky’s theory, as is his view of general
linguistic development and the important role played by language in con-

cept formation.
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For Vygotsky, the disappearence of egocentric speech is in fact the in-
ternalization of speech to become verbal thought. The word is the unit
upon which the child builds and develops his primitive concepts - a pro-
cess that involves many stages and that is completed first at puberty.

Not only verbal thought, however, but all aspects of the child’s charac-
ter and personality development are intimately tied up with speech. A
closer study of Vygotsky will show that Hansegérd’s concept of semilin-
gualism is a logical conseguence of this view of lariguage and cognition.
As language under this conception is an integral part of all kinds of
psychological functions - or the source of psychological functions — it
is obvious that should language disappear, so should everything that de-
pends upon language., This is semilingualism in its third sense.

In another context (guoted in Cummins 1976), Vygotsky deals with the
effects of multilingualism in children, Here, he states that two languages
may have adverse cognitive consequences due to interference and conceptual
confusion between the two languages, This appears related to the compound-
coordinate distinctions found in discussions of bilingual systems organi-
sation,

A weaker relationship between language and thought can be found in the
school of thought that takes Piaget as its point of departure. Here the
development of language is considered to be an extension of earlier es-
tablished cognitive structures, or sensori-motor schema. Cognitive deve-
lopment proceeds essentially independently of language through three uni-
versal stages - the pre-operational, the concrete-operational and the
formal-operational. Language is thought to be neither a sufficient nor
necessary condition for the development of thought,

Bloom (1970), in her study of child language, hypothesizes that chil-
dren form new concepts and develop cognitively, before they can express
this development in the appropriate linguistic form, often using old cate-
gories to express new functions, (She also found, however, that in some
cases linguistic development preceeded cognitive development resulting in
what Piaget calls pseudostructures, What the actual function of these
structures is is unclear, although it has been hypaothesized that they may
function algorithmically and facilitate cognitive development.)

Furth and Youniss (1975) in their study of the cognitive development of
deaf children found that they follow exactly the same developmental

stages as hearing children, although their performance at the higher lev-
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els is slightly lewer., They attribute this to lack of social interaction
due te lack of language and not to lack of language as suc:h."4

Cummins (1976) cites Vygotsky, Piaget and Furth as theoretical support
for his view that bilingualism may have both positive and negative con-
seguences, and that the negetive consequences are a result of retarded
linguistic development (i.e. lack of native-like competence). As we have
seen above, there is an essential difference between Piaget and Vygotsky,
in that Piaget’s conception of language as a facilitating instrument for
thought is not incompatible with the standpoint that cognitive develop-
ment can proceed without language. However, Cummins attempts to minimize
the differences between the two by pointing to various facts that would
seem to meke Piaget®s conception compatible with Vygotsky’s. At the pre-
sent stage of research, however, it is just as legitimate to maximize
the differences between the two in the hope of finding crucial cases in
which they differ., At present, any choice of theory cannot be made on
anything but an arbitrary basis, To attempt to derive support for the
view that retarded linguistic development leads to retarded cognitive de-
velopment by citing studies conducted on deaf children and applying the
results to immigrant children is begging the question, It is to assume
from the outset that language is bound to have certain effects on cogni-
tion: i.e., we assume that immigrant children’s problems depend on lack of
native-like competence,

The statement by Vygotsky on the effects of multilingualism on children
cannot as it stands be taken as evidence for Cummin’s view either, Vy-
gotsky doesn’t treat lack of native competence but confusion of two SY S
tems. OF course, there is a certain ambiguity in the use of the phrase
“lack of native competence’. It can be taken to mean a ‘guantitative
lack’ (as in Cummins) or a ‘qualitative lack” (as in the compound-coordi-
nate sense).15

What are the assumptions of the language learner and the language
learning task that underlie this hypothesized lack of linguistic compe-
tence, whether it be in the qualitative sense or the guantitative sense?
This point is not very often treated in discussions of this type.

The assumption that the language learner should have difficulties in
coping with two languages simultaneously under certain spcietal conditions
implies a certain standpoint on what language learning strategies and
procedures the learner has available, the limits of these strategies and

procedures and their context-dependence, i.e. their dependence on cer—
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tain conditions for their satisfactory functioming. It also implies a cer-
tain conception of the mechanics of the language learner; i.e. what infor-
mation he can use and cannot use to arrive at his grammar, what consti-
tutes minimal information to build a grammar etec. Lastly, it implies the
establishment of two completely separate homogeneous systems with minimal
interference as the only acceptable criterion of language learning suc—
cess in a bilingual situation,

Some questions that need to be asked and answered concerning the strate-

gies are:

1) How does the learner acguire the strategies?

This involves the nature of the strategies; whether they are specific to
the domain of languagé learning or whether they can be reduced to general
perceptual or cognitive strategies. It also involves the question to what

extent they are a gift from above or develop from within,

2) How are the strategies modified by already having one language or si-
multaneously acquiring two?

The child is in the process of reorganizing his system on all levels
during a very long period of time, It is plausible to hypothesize that the
processing of each level may provide relevant information to the process-
ing of another level, i.e., lexical information may influence phonological
processing. The same thing may happen between two languages that are being
learnt simultaneously (see Lambert 1970).

According to Ervinn-Tripp (1970, p. 316) the relative ease with which an
adult learns vocabulary in a second language may be a function of the re-
cency of lexical processing, The adult is continually reorganizing his vo-
cabulary in the native language and has these strategies relatively avail-
able. A child is working with a much more differentiated array of strate-
gies from the adult, From this we can conclude that this would minimize
his difficulties with language.16

Concerning the mechanics of the language learner, we need to research
the guestion of necessary information in greater detail. We know e.g, that
the language learner does not have access to negative information - he
does not know & priori what constitutes a non-sentence of a language, In
a bilingual language environment, need we assume that he must have access
to information relevant to the separation of two language systems to suc-—
ceed in doing it? This last point seems pertinent to discussioné of come

pound and coordinate bilingualism, These terms refer to the semantic or-
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ganisation of two systems - an organisation that can be traced back to ei-
ther the situation in which they were learnt or the age at which they were
learnt. The compound system implies a fused system with negative cognitive
consequences due to conceptual confusion, That this is a linguistic ab-
straction that need not have any psychological validity is an often stated
fact, but that the abstraction is often assumed correct in principle is
apparent from much work (Hansegérd 1968 is a typical example of this as—
sumption). These concepts are questionable, however, since the development
of a research paradigm that allows a more insightful treatment of hetereo-
geneity. The static and homogeneous system concept implicit in the com—
pound-coordinate distinction is at present a subject of discussion (see
Labov 1971, Bailey 1973). It is thus difficult to apply linguistic con-
cepts to the psychological organisation of systems and psychological cri-
teria of language learning,

To get a complete picture of the language learning process we alsc need
to study the acquisition of sociolinguistic or communicative competence.
These studies are still in a very initial phase, They are, however, very

relevant for the sociolinguistic explanation,

The sociolinguistic explanation

Now, to return to our second presumptive explanation of the research re-
sults cited on p.161, What I have termed the sociolinguistic explanation
examines the background assumptions in formal tests and other means of
evaluation that attempt to reduce guestions of cognitive inequality with~
in a given social framework to gquestions of language (see point 4 . 189).
We can ask whether our evaluations and measures give us what we intend
them to - the effects of linguality on cognition - or whether there is a
bias somewhere that gives us evaluations of something quite different.
Although I cleim no expertise on these matters, I want to argue that the
formal tests measure the extent to which the bilingual children conform
to the value norms imblicit in standard language use, which is the lan-
guage of school and academic and social advancement, and that they mea~
sure a sociolinguistic concept rather than a cognitive concept. While this
is not an original thought, it bears repetition, espscially in the context
of bilingual research,

We can of course discuss the validity and reliability of tests from a

psychometric viewpoint, What I will do here, however, is lock at them
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from a sociolinguistic viewpoint, More specifically, we can study tests
of verbal intelligence, non-verbal intelligence and linguistic compe-

tence on three points, which, following Wolfram 1976, we can call

1) testing as a social occasion
2) task bias

3) linguistic items.

Testing as_a_social occasion

This point involves two main aspects a) The tests operate basically on
the output of socialisation patterns to test date, b) Teking the test in-
volves a social interaction between the test administrator and the
testee,

It would be interesting to exemine the extent end type of socialisation
patterns that prepare children for test situations to various degrees by
simulating the types of activities that are needed in a test situation.
Wolfram cites the method of word definition carried out by parents as a
case in point. A ‘middle-class” word definition may be more in accord
with the reguirements of a future test task, providing more relevant in-
formation and relating it to a relevant frame of reference for the child
than a ‘lower~class word definition”.

When constructing the test, the test administrator assumes that the
testee can enter the test frame and carry ocut the test tasks according
to the implicit rules of the game.bThe test frame has in turn been cone-
structed from a model of the subjects’ action alternatives and the reac—
tions expected from specified situational influences. It is obvious that
these models may not be valid for subjects from different social and cul-

tural groups,

Task bias

In constructing test tasks the assumption is that the testees will inter-
pret the tasks and respond to the tasks in a uniform manner - there is
one correct interpretation and one correct answer that accords with the
symbolic environment of the standard speaker,

To interpret the task the testee needs to share the comprehension of
sentence meaning, presuppositions and implications of the modal group,
These points may not be shared.

Also the responses may differ in various ways, If asked to repeat a
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question verbatim, the child may answer the question or paraphrase the
question, Related to this aspect is the general method for obtaining the

answer. According to Meier (1972):

"Middle class children, because of their familiarity with certain
key phrases and styles (conditional responses) short cut the process
and succeed in producing right answers even though they do not carry
out the “logical thought’ implied by the question, They get it right
for the wrong reason, The bright lower class child, who cannot fall
back on a lifetime of femiliarity with certain language, picture or
word association patterns is dependent on the real ingenuity to make

the logical connections"

The areas of bias in linguistic test items can involve a number of discre-
pancies between the linguistic system of the testee and the language of
the test, In language development tests and tests of verbal intelligence
there are a number of items that deal with articulatory development, audi-
tory discrimination, grammatical development and vocabulary acquisition,

It seems obvious that without a comprehensive description of the phono-
logical alternatives available to the group or individual being evaluated,
it is hardly possible to judge their performance realistically in compari-
son with the norms of the standard on which the tests are based, at least
as far as auditory discriminmation and articulatory development is con—
cerned, With regard to vocabulary items, it is clear that they can be di-
rectly biased against non-standard speakers in a number of ways, This
items may be culture-specific (in the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test,

26 % of the vocabulary items were found to be culture-specific (Roberts
1970)), or they may be familiar to the testee although not recognized as
such due to the pronunciation of the examiner or because the items re-
ferred to are known under other names in the variety the testee speaks,

In other words, it is necessary to undertake an examination of the so-~
ciolinguistic and sociocultural biases in tests of this type (or in any
evaluation situation)} before they are administered to non-standard
speakers and before we can be sure that the bilingual paradigm explana-
tion is & fruitful line of research, (For Further remarks on evaluation

problems see Britre 1972 and Teitelbaum 1977, )
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In this paper I have attempted to sketch the framework of research in
which semilingualism can be placed and tried to put the concept into per-
spective by pointing to the lack of evidence for the theoretical presup-—
positions it rests on. Many interesting questions remain for research.

T have also outlined an alternative explanation as a basis for a more

detailed exploration.

Notes
1 For an opposite point of view, see Karl Mannheim {(1935).
2 Hansegard uses de Saussures terms langue and langage where I have

used linguistic system and linguistic ability respectively. His use
of langage is not quite in accord with the way Saussure uses it in
Cours. Hansegdrd seems to mean general linguistic ability or gift of
language (sprékgéva)} which is a literary quality.

3 Individual meanings are characterized on p. 37-4C (Hansegérd 1968)
as emotional non-criterial (connotational) definitional characteris-
tics of words/concepts., Individual meanings are determined by the
total experience of an individual, i.e. situations where he has
heard the word, ending or syntactic construction. One of the losses
a child deprived of his native language suffers is depth of indi-
vidual meanings, This results in superficial and unnuanced emotional
experiences in later life. Obviously, emotional overtones tend to
change or fade away even for a monolingual speaker. We alsc gain emo-
tional overtones in later life, both in our native language and a se-
cond language. {For the origin of the concept of individual meaning
in this sense, see Vygotsky 1962, )

a See Vygotsky 1962 and Hansegérd 1977.

5 Hansegérd gives two examples of non-standard lexical items that he
considers deviant a) smygbjérnar {bears that hide in forests),
b) smablandningar (small children in a class-raom),

6 For a more extensive coverage of concepts related to my SL1 and SL2
— although emphasizing slightly different aspects, see Skutnabb-
Kangas 1975,

For further discussion, see Skutnabb-Kangas 1975.

8 For similar criticism in the context of Bernstein’s theory, see Ditt-
mar 1976.
9 The balance measure used by Peal and Lambert was made up of
a) a word association test in each languege (used to calculate a
ratio)

b) a word detection test in English and French

cg the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test

d) a subjective selfwrating measure

For further discussion of tests of bilingual competence and some of
the difficulties, see Teitelbaum (1977).

10 See Cummins (1976) for a further presentation of these investiga-
tions.,
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11 Subtractive conditions refer to the societal conditions that force
a child to acquire his L2 competence through a reduction in his L1
dompetence — Macnamara“s (1966) balance effect. These are the con-
ditions where a low SES subordinate language speaker has to acquire
the dominant high SES language with low teacher expectations, low
self-confidence, identity conflicts and “rootlessness’. He is sub—
Jected to compensatory programmes in L2 while L1 is ignored, His de-
velopment in L2 is compared with monolingual speakers of L2, The op-
posite conditions on all the above points are termed additive condi-
tions (see Lambert 1975),

12 To guote Cummins {1976:18) "Although it is not difficult to appre-
ciate that the addition of a second language might well exacerbate
the problems which lower SES speakers are reported to experience in
coping with just one language . , ." (my emphasis). However, Cummins
doesn’t believe that low SES is the only cause.

13  Reported in Lambert et al. (1970),

14 To quote Furth and Youniss (1975:174) ", . . one can gather that re-
garding formal operations, deaf people are again in a position not
unlike hearing people from an impoverished social environment, If
culture and 1ife habits do not generally foster attitudes of curio-
sity and intelligent initiative, formal thinking is not as likely to
occur as in & more favourable environment” (p. 175) “In conclusion,
it seems that not-withstanding the tremendous importance of the lin-
guistic medium ., . . its absence in developing individual does not
in itself lead to serious intellectual shortcomings". ., . . "it power-
fully illustrates the subordinate role of all symbol in the develop-
ing structures of thinking".

15 1In actual fact, these two senses of ‘lack of linguistic competence”
are not necessarily distinct,

16 The hypothesis of chronological development is relevant to the dis—
cussion of when a child best learns a second language. Ervinn-Tripp
points out that it depends on what aspect of the language we are
most interested in, For example, an idiomatic phonology is best ac—
quired first when a certsin level of cognitive maturity has been
reached. Ervinn-Tripp is talking about Formal learning contexts, A
number of other factors are relevant for a nuanced discussion of
this guestion,
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