Ingelore Oomen-Welke

European Awareness – Language Awareness

Children of one class

This is how school classes in Germany and other European countries look today:
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Children from European and other countries 

learn together

play together

talk together

Film Clip

"A Day Like Any Other"

1990 by Hermann Braun  and Ingelore Oomen-Welke

Ludwigsburg Pedagogical University

Multilingualism in Europe’s schools

Europe and its school classes have become multilingual. It is no longer rare to come across ten languages or more in a class of twenty children. This is the case particularly in Western and Central Europe. Germany as a country at the centre of Europe with great linguistic diversity should first of all be considered as an example. 




Look for information 

about linguistic diversity in your country!

Why to deal with several languages?

This unit is situated within the context of intercultural learning and early sensitization to foreign languages. The paper supports this framework and in our opinion goes well beyond it. Special emphasis has been put on the relationship between language and intercultural learning.

Languages are an essential factor in the construction of identity during the learning process and in shaping the personality. For this reason it is of equal importance to bestow prestige on the other languages of bilingual children, to support these languages, and also to broaden the limited linguistic horizons of the monolingual children through helping them to get to know other languages towards a goal of language sensibility. Specialist literature generally considers the existence of diverse languages (and cultures) as an opportunity. However, suggestions made on how to deal specifically with these languages and cultures have as yet only been concerned with particular topics and remain for the most part unsystematic, coincendental. The formation of these ideas into a syllabus is as yet still outstanding.  

Our project goes one step further by developing specific possibilities to systematically include the spontaneous language awareness of our own and other languages and to advance our knowledge and ideas about language. These possibilities are intended for use in real school situations, in lessons, in the German language classroom.

The actual existence of several or even many languages in a given classroom situation causes conceptual difficulties. Perhaps the more frequently spoken other languages can be treated occasionally, for example Turkish. In actual fact,  particularly those languages which are perceived to a much lesser degree and whose speakers are less numerous should also be taken into account and receive more status. 

However, these languages mostly create a particular sense of anxiety for the teachers involved. It is the anxiety of losing control of the lesson and the learning process, if  they allow unintelligible languages. For this reason our project has provided for the training of teachers using documentation from authentic lessons (videos, transcripts) in which these other languages occur.

In our opinion, one practical difficulty is represented by the fact that many teachers are not aware of the basic problems. They have developed a subjective theory of learning based on outdated theories of education and linguistics which lead them to believe that bilingualism puts a particular strain on children. Due to this idea, teachers quite frequently suppress other languages (by advising against native language instruction or through prohibitive action). 

They are blind to the benefits of supporting these languages, only the languages taught in the school matter. Hence, they create many artificial language learning situations while many natural opportunities for intercultural learning escape them.

We will present the global aims for a concept of intercultural German language instruction and possibilities for their implementation, which will lead us toward these aims step by step.

Aims of this unit

Central Europe – Germany as an exemple

Contrary to popular opinion, the German language area is linguistically diverse: Northern and southern forms of Standard German, Austrian and Swiss German, dialects and regional sociolects, the diverse languages of long settled minorities, the languages of more recent  immigrant groups,  overlapping at the edges.

Like other European countries and countries further afield, Germany is a country where people of different backgrounds, experience and languages live together  for shorter or longer periods of time. Intercultural learning concepts have been and are still being developed for  the kindergarten, school and leisure activities to make this mutual social existence possible from an early age on. 

The Aim of this unit

The global aim we intend working on is, in brief:  Using the languages and language awareness of  the children for  reflecting on language and for intercultural learning. This can be summed up in four points:

- To train teachers in a way

that they recognize the importance of language(s) and bilingualism for the identity and language learning of their pupils,

that they need not be afraid of utterances made by the pupils in other languages,

that they can (monolingually or multilingually) perceive the pupil's spontaneous language awareness and include it productively in the lesson,

that they systematically involve the other languages in German language instruction.

- To develop materials for German language instruction which simplify and support the consideration of other languages, indeed make it almost necessary. At times we will fall back on the suggestions made by the bilingual children themselves. This will also give rise to new motivation and a stronger, natural methodology in language instruction.

- To support the wave of syllabus revisions expected in the German states in the near future in such a way so comparisons between languages are not regarded as a problem, but to include them as a principle and instructional method in the area of "Looking at Language/Reflecting on Language".

- To compare and develop the European concepts of language awareness and to transport them to countries where they are barely or not at all known. For this purpose the Freiburg Teachers College (Pädagogische Hochschule Freiburg) has applied for a COMENIUS-Project with Great Britain, The Netherlands, France and Spain (the countries represent regions with internal and external work migration as well as established bilingualism); our TEMPUS-Project with Hungary, Spain, Italy and Germany has already begun addressing this question.

Introduction

Strangers sometimes ring me with questions:

"Could you give me some advice? I am nineteen years old and bilingual in German and Italian. But I can’t write a word of Italian. Are there any courses available where I could still learn to write? "

"My girlfriend is Vietnamese and we are expecting a baby. Wouldn’t it be irresponsible of us to bring up a child bilingually these days? And what’s the situation with school later on? "

"I’ve been living here for two years and my children have finally been allowed to join me from Georgia. The children are nine and twelve. What is the best way for them to learn German? Will they really have to attend an international preparatory class? "

"I’m sorry to disturb you at home, but I’d like to ask you a question that is very important to me. The foreign children in my class, well, a lot of them, have problems with the question form in German. I’ve noticed this time and again. Where does this come from, is it to do with their native language, and how can I help them?"
The diversity of social situations of speakers of other languages and of bilingual speakers in Germany and Central Europe is demonstrated in these examples. In German schools, the mirror of society, we have for some time now been able to expect almost twenty per cent of the pupils to be bilingual or multilingual. A large number of these bilingual or multilingual children in Germany come from: 

· old minorities, for example, in bilingual areas on the German-Danish border, in Friesland, as well as Sorbian families in Brandenburg and Saxony,

· the Romanies,

· binational families,

· families after work migration,

· resettled families from Eastern Europe,

· contract workers from the former East Germany,

· refugee families from all continents,

· German families after a stay abroad,

· foreign families of executives,

· families in the performing arts etc.

This concerns the languages of pupils. It concerns the official school language of the country as well as the other languages which are spoken in class. Linguistic diversity and bilingualism are the standard case in our societies. Many Europeans believe it is natural that one language is spoken in a particular country: Polish in Poland, French in France ... and it is laid down in the constitution of some countries. However, we know that this is seldom the case anywhere in the world.

Germany as an example: 90 per cent of the population holding an Italian passport, half of the population with a Turkish or Greek passport, a third of the population with a Spanish passport and ten per cent of the population with a Polish passport have been living in Germany for 30 years or more. Their children are often, but not always, bilingual from the start. Some of them do not learn the German language until they start compulsory education at a German school: German, if their lives so far have been spent in their ethnic groups, or their native language if there is instruction in this language and if up to that point they have lived in a German environment, possibly with dialect. 

While the long-settled ethnic minorities (E1) are German, have long achieved minority rights as well as language rights and often have a bilingual school system at their disposal, the provisions for migrants and refugees (E2) in terms of language and schooling are poorer, and they achieve less at school. 

Statistical material concerning the residential population in Germany with a non-German passport and possibly even a different language is available for cities and for the whole country (E3, E4). Pupil success is outlined in the statistics compiled by the government representatives for issues pertaining to foreigners: E5 shows the distribution of non-German children in the various types of school, E6 the breakdown according to country of origin, E7 the lower achievement at school compared to Germans. As the latest study by Ingrid Dietrich 1997 titled "Fully integrated? / Voll integriert?" shows, the languages of the children and the handling of these languages by the teacher play a decisive role in both child success at school and in the mental state of the children. This unit aims to help teachers gain access to the languages of the children. We are assuming here that the unknown languages in lessons are dismissed because they create fear. This need not be the case. We can discover their potential and experience a piece of another culture.

Advice for teachers:

Have no fear of foreign languages and cultures!

Sensitization and concept in several steps

Talking about the world of languages
M – Materials for work

1rst Step: 

Have no fear of foreign languages!

Today, the other languages spoken by children in lessons or even in school are seldom totally forbidden. However, they are indirectly pushed aside even when the teachers mean well. By looking at some examples we can find out how this happens: the staff meeting takes the view that the use of the first language is detrimental to the children’s acquisition of the second language (M1), the teacher forbids its use in class and imposes sanctions on violations. These violations are then designated morally reprehensible both in front of and with the class (M2).

Similar situations have been reported from the kindergarten upwards. The teacher's need to control the class as well as her/his fear of being the object of the children's ridicule or criticism is obviously behind this. Clearly though, not every child can readily use other languages in the classroom. Nevertheless, suppressing other languages by disallowing them is often experienced by the children as a non-acceptance of their personality and origins. This effect is even noticeable in speakers of  recognised world languages like English, French or Spanish.  It is of vital importance to mention and also appreciate their languages as a collective symbol of origin and as an individual symbol of personality. The difference between national languages and the languages of children from dialect language areas (Italy), from multilingual countries (Asia or African countries), or in particular from the region of an oppressed minority (Turkey - Kurds) can present a problem. This problem should be addressed, made tangible and its importance illustrated.

The example above actually demonstrates how a Turkish pupil tries to make a constructive contribution to the lesson. However, sometimes the pupils only want to disturb the lesson or have fun. So, how does this look? M3.
Instead of the Turkish word ekmek "bread", the Turkish boy tries introducing a similar sounding word esek "donkey" to make the other Turkish pupils laugh. Examples of this type are not rare. (Incidentally, this also applies to German monolingual classes. They are based on the typical word games children produce as a sign of their language awareness, (fortunately?) in unwelcome contexts as well. This documented lesson segment shows us how a child's attempt to amuse others falls on deaf ears. The teacher  is not compelled to deal with it  because the comments relating to the lesson are so important to the other children that they do not want to jeopardize them.

This type of fun mostly goes unnoticed. When it is percieved, quite often a brief query is enough, everyone laughs and the lesson continues. Greater problems of discipline are hardly ever caused by including other languages, and incidentally, not reduced by disallowing them.

2nd  Step:  

Recognise language awareness

We have found many more examples of how children enjoy saying something about their languages. To start with it is important for the children to be allowed to say something at all and also to find ready listeners. M4. 

These utterances mostly pass by without retort.  In one case though, we were able to record how an utterance was taken up by the other pupils while the teacher was still momentarily baffled. M5.

Language awareness is stimulated here by the sound of German words, how they exist in other languages as well but with a different meaning. Linguistics calls this the "arbitrariness of linguisitc signs". Comments of this sort do not distract from the topic at hand but illustrate general language awareness within a thematic context. Further examples of (almost) undiscovered language awareness of grammar by bilingual children are either explicitly or implicitly related to comparisons of German and the relevant native language. M6.
All these examples show how bilingual children elaborate on linguistic topics which are of practical importance to them. The article and question forms, both in comparison to the first language M7. Using these examples in a professional development context helps teachers gradually recognize the existence of language awareness. The one prerequisite is that the teachers are willing to be aware; the training course will then sensitize them to it.

In the following we present a further example M8 from Kroon & Sturm 1995 which shows that the neglection of bilingual children's language awareness and linguisitc knowledge favours the children from the monolingual majority. It documents a possible development. Ultimately, majority children are praised for quick comments. The (linguistic) competence of minority children is not even perceived. These findings are expressed (repeatedly?) in their resignated reactions.

Aside from these examples from bilingual children we should not forget that monolingual children can also be aware of language and make their own contributions by asking questions or citing linguistic examples. Note the following:  M9.
The following applies to all children: Children will offer more comments on their linguistic observsations if they feel these comments are welcome and moreover if they occasionally receive a positive reaction to them.

3rd Step:


Pick up on the children's suggestions

The examples of children's language awareness presented here contain questions directed at language(s). These can be picked up in the lesson. By including the children's questions as part of the lesson, they will feel supported and inspired, as is already well known to teachers. M10, M11, M12, M13 are examples showing to teachers how the pupils' spontaneous language awareness can be incorporated into the lesson.

Example 1:

These terms are worth observing. There are similarities in the expression of these terms, on the one hand between the different languages for the term Katze (M14), on the other hand within the languages for the terms Maus/Ratte. The teacher should persue a specific example by referring to etymological dictionaries. It becomes apparent that Katze is an old word, a migratory word, whose origins are not exactly known. This is where we see that many languages can be related to each other. In contrast, there are related terms for Ratte and Maus in some languages, in others completely different ones. One need only consult a dictionary! The fact that languages are sometimes similar and related to each other, and sometimes autonomous in their development is a quite important finding. Second grade children are to some degree capable of finding this out for themselves by colour-marking the common parts of words (on the blackboard, groups with work sheets etc.).

In the more advanced grades (possibly starting in Grade 3 with the commencement of early foreign language instruction), known languages can be complemented - cat, Katze, le chat - mouse, Maus, le souris - rat, Ratte, le rat. The writing systems of other language can be explored, given they exist in the class group; the characters in languages with alphabets can be compared relatively easily. Heidi Rösch 1997 has recently provided a list of alphabets; otherwise cf. the relevant dictionaries, language comparisons or foreign language textbooks. Teachers can contribute a great deal themselves, things they already know or can easily find out, but which have as yet not been included in their lessons, M15 and 5th Step .

Example 2:

The second suggestion encompasses the use of written contributions from pupils in their other languages.  Previously we saw the Turkish birthday greeting (Reference). In contrast to the lesson transcript,  teachers can develop a method for proceeding in the following way: Consulting dictionaries and translating exactly, formulating other birthday greetings or comparing the salutations of languages present in the class. Firstly, this method allows precise work to be done on linguistic equivalents. We can establish different cultural patterns appropriate for a birthday greeting, M11.

The expressions found are collected and kept in class on large paper sheets to be activated again if required, for instance on the next birthday.

Example 3:

In the German pupil's report M9 , we can see a perception which contrasts example 1: The sudden confontation with words from other languages which look like German words and therefore misunderstood. It is possible to look for examples of this phenomenon with older pupils, and consequently, it is definitely worth asking them, M12. In this way, various children from different backgrounds can contribute words:  Same sounding words can be collected - homophones like bear and cat, words written the same - homographs like sauf  (French [so:f] and saufen (German [zaufn]), words with the same or a similar spoken and written form - homonyms like firma.

We can assume that this type of exercise stimulates language awareness and reflecting on language. Furthermore, the fact that these examples support each other will also benifit foreign language learners in avoiding unpleasant Germanisms ("when do I become a beefsteak"). The latter could be considered a secondary aim. The main aim is for teachers as well as pupils to realise that languages function logically as individual systems and that none is more plausible than any other, just different.

This should suffice in motivating the teachers for the second stage: The development of a language-sensitive, intercultural approach to instruction based on the contributions made by and the interests of bilingual as well as monolingual children. This approach should allow for techniques such as using a dictionary, marking word segments, comparisons, etc.

4th Step: 
Involve other languages

In order to meet the requirements of systematically structured syllabi and the even more systematic planning done by teachers within the framework of our approach, we will need to take a further step in our suggestion for a professional development scheme. We illustrate how the multilingualism present in the classroom can be picked up in intercultural grammar lessons and employed for reflecting on language. The method used involves comparisons of natural language expressions. Bilingual children are asked to produce equivalents from their languages which can then be used as a basis for comparison.

During this phase it should become clear to the teacher that the involvement of the pupils' other languages creates a basis of natural materials which as good as liberates the teacher from much methodological artificiality. Teachers must be prepared to relinquish part of their role as "controller" to the pupils with a competence in another language, which simultaneously enhances the status of these pupils. In this way teachers will be able to ask genuine questions, namely questions to which they do not yet know the answers. Examples can be elicited in the particular lesson situation.

Example 1:

In a general studies class in primary school, the topic "The birth and growth of young animals in spring" was being treated. Our example sentence is taken from the text "From a tadpole to a frog", which had been written collectively by the pupils themselves as a conclusion. The last sentence of the text was translated into the languages of the children present. The following pattern emerged on the blackboard, M16.

This type of material allows further work on different aspects. In this case it serves the purpose of learning how to separate sentences into their component parts. This example was used as a beginning to the topic. This is not the place to describe a complete lesson, as would be developed in a training course, but the following can be said: After permutation tests on the German sentence, the bilingual children wrote the sentence in German and in the other languages one below the other and drew lines to connect the component parts. They could then see for example how the copular verb  to be is not obligatory in Turkish and other languages, but in Greek however.

This leads to two findings:

1. Sentences can be constructed the same as done in the native language, but also quite differently as can be seen here!  This is a basic insight which can prevent linguistic and other types of chauvinism: Differences are accepted as being meaningful.

2. The dissimilarity in linguistic structures can lead to mistakes in the language acquisition process (interference). Thus, mistakes often  occur for a particular reason. Some knowledge about the causes of mistakes can serve in supporting foreign and second language learning processes. In this way, mistakes in the one language need not be interpreted as a sign of inability, but as an indicator for some kind of thought process or hypothesis, which is then falsified.

Do you remember the class in M7 who prepared the visit to the station? These children are aware that questions in different languages can be constructed in different ways and therefore deliberate. M17.

Both of these findings serve the aim of making new contexts accessible and relating them back to familiar ones. In this way teachers and pupils alike can embrace foreign concepts, interact with them and, as presented at the beginning,  develop a confidence in the meaning of unfamiliar things/ new ways of thinking / meanings. This can be exercised using languages; language and linguistic phenomena represent a passage to new contexts. 

Material can also be gleaned from bilingual picture-text-books, of which seemingly there are too few. One suggestion  to improve matters might be to let the older pupils translate text segments from picture books, in alternate directions (a Russian picture book into German, a German picture book into Albanian, etc.).

Example 2:

The topics "internal multilingualism" (standard language, dialects, registers like foreigners' German or motherese) as well as "bilingualism and multilingualism as a form of human expression" were discussed as part of a unit in the 5th Grade. At the same time, the topic for the grammar lessons was "the subject". Our example sentence M18 is again taken from the context of the first topic. The chosen sentence made sense in the other languages and in dialectal forms. In the following we present the sentences as translated by the pupils of different classes, in as far as our type face allows. Further translations from other classes are included as copies of the originals, M 18. In most classes it is possible to obtain several different translations. A list as long as the one presented here is not necessary for the actual class situation, and it is perhaps not so favourable for reasons of clarity. However, as many languages as possible should come to light and be the object of work activities in a professional development course because the teachers then have more opportunities to practice and because the assumed risk is then minimised, which in turn creates more security.

Example 3: 

Within the same context , a Rumanian speaking pupil wrote M19.

In this example it is possible to work out the words almost in the fashion of a detective, which is incidentally quite entertaining for many pupils. This can also be tried out in a professional development course.  However, we would like to draw attention to the word order in constructing a more systematic and coherent context, in particular to the possessive pronoun as a determiner in the post-nominal position. Deriving the word which is the possessive pronoun can be done by comparing  other Romance and Germanic languages. Its post-nominal position is unique in this language group. This discovery can be used as a basis for ongoing examinations of word order.

Possessive and demonstrative determiners are indeed very suitable for language comparisons, of word order, content and inflection. The example "frog" has already illustrated to us how a combination of determiner and demonstrative pronoun was shared by two words in Greek: auto to (literally "dies das" - "that which"), whereas in German we only have one word ("dieses" - "this"). Compare the previous and following examples of the possessive pronoun in Italian: ai miei genitori - with them my parents, il suo padre - him his father.

The inflection of possessive determiners has many forms and difficulties which are not presented here. However, reference is made to the 3rd person singular in German which marks the gender of owner and possession, whereas other inflected languages are limited to one marking: M20
Teachers should take care that these examples are treated frequently in class, but not always in long blocks. Now and again a whole lesson, rarely more, but often a few minutes for each of the numerous languages seems to us to best  guarantee an ongoing positive occupation with languages. Intercultural language instruction should interest the pupils, not fatigue them.

Make cultural worlds accessible

5th Step:


Compare languages and texts

From this point it is only a short step to language and text comparisons and this is perhaps an easier step for teachers to take take than the previous one. It involves comparing whole units, for example, different alphabets or the principle of alphabet systems based on ideograms, texts and text types in several languages like poems or proverbs, sentence construction or word formation, polite forms, etc. According to my knowledge many suggestions have been made on this point which could be used in a professional development course.

Texts can be rendered from a foreign language into one’s own language with the help of a dictionary and with the help of people who are familiar with or speak this language.These experiences of foreign languages convey insights into the language and linguistic phenomena. M21 is a poem by Nazim Hikmet, a great Turkish lyricist, M22 the lyrics of a song by the Frenchman Boris Vian, M23 a so-called "house blessing" from a German speaking region in Hungary and M24 advertisements for a hotel in Italy and a cafe in Catalonia. 

Example 1:

Different alphabetic scripts can be compared. These comparisons show that:

For certain phonemes several symbols are used, cf Latin G and GreekM25.

Several phonemes are represented by the same Latin symbol, for example the /s/ for voiced [z] or voiceless [s] or for [], while [s] is written as /sz/. M26.
The sounds of languages are not the same. There are sounds in other languages which are unknown in one’s own language; there are also grapheme combinations which do not occur in our language (German). M27.

But even the German language presents other difficulties, for example the German consonant clusters. Further information can be found in the relevant dictionaries, in language comparisons or in foreign language textbooks. Teachers themselves can contribute a great deal to this field: what they in fact know or what they can find out but have hardly intended to use in their teaching up to now. 

Example 2:

The forms of expression in everyday life also differ from one language culture to another, f. i. gestures, M28. How is politeness expressed, how are meals served and eaten? etc. M29, M30.

We can draw comparisons:

How do people greet each other in Britain, in Germany, in Italy, in Poland, in Austria, in Sweden, in Spain...?

What distance do speakers keep between each other during a private conversation when they are standing up? What is the distance between them when they are sitting down? Does the location play a role here?

Material for the consolidation of such questions is available here: gestures M28, table manners M29, indiscreet questions M30.

What can be learnt from such examples?

· Access to cultural systems in which new relationships to cultural meanings can be discovered.

· Individual cultural forms are put into a complex context which determines their status.

· New insights into the familiar and the unfamiliar, the unknown

· Questioning inquisitiveness and acceptance rather than pejorative rejection.

· Interest in the unfamiliar

· More information on this topic in the unit RACISM! 

· Philosophical reflections on language

· Our course has moved from the detail of the language to the wider area of cultural systems with texts, scripts, verbal and non-verbal ways of behaviour as examples. If such questions are permitted, one undoubtedly moves a step forward.

We asked monolingual and multilingual children and young people what they would like to know about language and what they would investigate if they were language researchers. It became evident that most of them have a great interest in linguistic questions. They are particularly interested in the areas of the origins of language, animal communication and language differences. This shows that children want to ask big questions. However, at school they mostly receive only small answers to questions that they have not posed: when there should be a comma, what an attribute is ...

A language lesson like the one outlined here will always address the big questions as well. This can take place in a Socratic dialogue but it can also be based on comprehensible academic texts, M31.

In addition, certain fables and legends, which should be regarded as metaphorical answers, are suitable for this purpose, M32.

Some materials to theories of the origin of language are included, M33.

Results

The purpose of the examples is to sensitize you to the reflective potential found in language-related observations and reflections of children and young people. This involves not only allowing languages over which you have no control but also embracing the unfamiliar. The statements of the pupils are accepted as being meaningful; only then can they be discussed. Linguistic structures are also accepted as being meaningful, and it then becomes apparent that a different approach to certain things can also work. An important step in overcoming ethnocentric attitudes to language!

In conclusion, one or two challenging thoughts for you, M34!

