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Re-Thinking a Basis for Language Teaching: Opening Up the Wardrobe

Greg Burnett

This article offers a simple theoretical 
basis upon which language teaching and 
learning strategies in the region might be 
re-considered. It draws mainly on notions 
of critical and multi-literacies which are 
becoming increasingly popular elsewhere. 
The article argues that theory generally 
is a key element in developing teacher 
professionalism. With regard to language 
theory more specifically, the article suggests 
a focus on the social and cultural purposes 
of language, its multiple nature and the ways 
language, when linked to power, can open up 
or limit life chances for students.

Language  Teaching  and Teacher 
Professionalism

Often it is the tools that we utilise most in our 
lives that are the least understood. Language 
for most of us is probably one of those tools 
so close to us as users that we very rarely stop 
to think deeply about it. As professionals, it 
is imperative that we, as teachers, possess a 
body of deeper knowledge about our field. 
This professional knowledge includes more 
than merely the ‘technical’ aspects of teaching 
language but extends to what it is we teach and 
why. Sometimes the why is described in terms 
of theory. Popular opinion about teaching 
often draws a distinction between theory and 
practice. Theory belongs in the university, 
practice belongs in the classroom. This is a 
false and unhelpful distinction. Teachers, as 

professionals, need a sound theoretical base 
upon which to build a knowledgeable and 
consistent practice. Teachers need to have 
a clear understanding of what they want 
children to know, in this case, about language 
and why. The reasons why also need to be 
conveyed, in developmentally appropriate 
ways, to the students in our classes. John 
Willinsky (1998) describes this as a ‘student’s 
right to know’. This in turn makes them better 
language users. Often language debates are 
limited to which is the most effective or 
relevant way of teaching.  For example, is 
a whole language approach better than a 
phonetic approach? (Nakata 1999). This short 
article suggests that there is more to teaching 
language than this.

What is language?

Language competence is more than “reading 
and writing in page-bound, official, standard 
forms of the national language” (New 
London Group 1996:61). Language teaching 
is about more than imparting a set of 
mechanical decoding and encoding skills 
to children.  The Pacific societies in which 
we live are diverse culturally, socially and 
economically, and are increasingly coming 
under the influences of globalisation.  
Large urban centres in the region, such 
as Suva, are easily recognisable sites of 
such diversity.    Smaller  rural  villages 
are much more homogenous but are 
not entirely immune to change.  People  
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everywhere are increasingly mobile and, due 
to developments in information technology, 
so too are values, beliefs and ideas more 
generally. As a result, language teachers 
need to work with a view of language which 
allows students to respond effectively and 
appropriately to the diversity around them. 
Language “is not a set of cognitive skills 
that we either have or do not have, but 
forms of behaviour that always take place 
in a social and cultural context” (Campbell 
& Green 2000).

The view of language being empha-
sised here can be usefully summed 
up by using the image of a ward-
robe. Language is like a wardrobe 
full of clothes, we wake up in the 
morning, we think about where we 
have to go, what we have to do, 
what the weather will be like. We 
then make an informed decision about what 
to wear. If we choose wisely the day goes 
well. If we don’t choose wisely or the day 
changes in some way beyond our control, 
then we sometimes can’t do what we set 
out to do.  Language is like a wardrobe full 
of expression choices. We make choices ac-
cording to the situations we find ourselves in. 
It follows, then, that the teaching emphasis 
subtly shifts from a focus on correctness of 
expression to a focus on the appropriateness 
of the expression in a particular situation and 
for a particular purpose.

Language, relationships and culture

Language does not exist apart from its us-
ers. Language users create the codes used 
to communicate. Language is always used 
within relationships. The relationships we 

enter into are highly diverse. In a single day 
we will speak as family members with our 
parents, brothers/sisters, children, and so 
on. We will speak as teachers to our head 
teacher, to fellow teachers of varying ages, 
to parents and of course to the children in 
our class. We will also possibly speak as as 
consumers, or as members of a  community, 
sporting group, union or cultural group, or as 
constituents under a democratically elected 
government. In each instance, the relation-

ship with other language users will 
be different and therefore we will 
be required to use language differ-
ently. The skilful language user or 
the literate person, is the individual 
who can make the choices effec-
tively and achieve desired purposes 
in each case.

Language also cannot be separated 
from the culture in which it is used. As the 
cultural context changes, so too does the 
‘look’ of the language used. The different 
cultural groups to which we belong require 
us to use language in different ways. We 
need to follow a particular group’s ‘lan-
guage rules’ if we wish to be understood. 
Language even helps to create worlds rather 
than merely reflect them (Barrett 1995). Lan-
guage is not just a response to the world. It 
is not just a set of labels. Language is used 
to help create the many ‘cultures’ that we 
belong to.

Language is multiple

Language is a set of signs. It acts like a code 
that carries meaning. There are many codes. 
The main code is our first language. This 
could be the dialect of the local area, such 

Language is like 
a wardrobe full of 
expression choices. 
We make choices 
according to the 
situations we find 
ourselves in. 
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as Hano, spoken on Pentecost in Vanuatu, 
or it could be the national language, such as  
Samoan. Another major code is our second 
or other language. This perhaps might be the 
national language, for example, Tok Pisin in 
PNG or it could be English or French. Some 
people have third and fourth languages. 

Language, however, is multiple in another 
sense. There are also multiple registers 
(Street 1993): the languages within a 
language. There is, for example, a medical 
language, spoken largely by those who 
have received some medical training, 
such as doctors, nurses and other health 
professionals. There is the language of the 
legal profession, the language of business, 
the language of governance, the language 
of a particular sport and so on. There is the 
language of the young, the slang that an 
older generation cannot fully understand 
and sometimes criticises. There is the 
language of education spoken by academics 
and teachers. These people talk about their 
profession in a particular way and make 
language choices that are 
unique to the education field. 
People outside the profession, 
particularly parents, aren’t 
always familiar with the ways 
teachers speak of ‘assessment’, 
‘objectives’, ‘curriculum’, 
the ‘CDU’, ‘pedagogy’ and so on. These 
language choices, or “discourses” (Gee 
1990) as they are sometimes called, are 
learned, formally or informally.  

The language choices people make are 
also dictated by the socio-economic 
status, gender, cultural background, and 
geographical location of the users. Teachers 
need to be alert to the ways a child’s 

background can influence language 
use, taking care to affirm a child’s 
‘home’ language. As Lisa Delpit 
(2003) argues, “the linguistic form a 
student brings to school” is extremely 
important because it “is intimately 
connected with loved ones, community 
and personal identity”.

Written and oral forms of language 
also represent different types of codes. 
Schools tend to favour written forms 
of language. Some Pacific societies, 
where written forms of language are 
relatively recent, tend to value oral 
forms of language use. Teachers also 
need to be alert to the ways they as 
language teachers either promote or 
discourage oral and written forms 
of language. First, second and other 
languages can be viewed in the same 
way, as different codes, each useful 
in particular contexts. The greater the 
range of language choices teachers 
make available to children the better.

A k e y  e l e m e n t  i n 
language use, one that we 
would want to impress 
upon children, is the 
ability to ‘code switch’, 
that is, they must make 

language choices according to the 
social and cultural situation they are 
in. For example, the language choices 
made at the football match on Saturday 
afternoon may not be appropriate or 
effective while talking to the boss at 
work on Monday morning. Children 
need to be given skills in appreciating 
contexts, that is, the social and cultural 

The greater the range of 
language choices teachers 
make available to children 
the better.
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situations they find themselves in, and in 
making language choices to match the 
context.

Schools often use a particular set of language 
practices, sometimes unintentionally, 
sometimes intentionally. There are particular 
ways children are spoken to by head teachers 
and the staff. Some children enter school with 
their language practices affirmed by school. 
That is, the ways in which a child is spoken to 
at home and the language of school are closely 
aligned. Other children enter school with a set 
of home language practices that are different 
to the languages of the school. 
Often a child’s social and 
economic background will be 
a reason for this, at other times 
a different cultural background 
will be the main reason. The 
former succeed and the latter 
don’t. As a result, teachers 
need to reflect on their own 
practices and ask themselves 
the following question:

Are the standard reasons (that children are 
stupid or don’t work hard enough or don’t 
know how to behave properly) an adequate 
explanation of their ‘failure’; or could it be 
that the school itself is part of the problem? 
(Campbell & Green 2000)

Teachers need to be sensitive to the ways 
school languages and a child’s home language 
can often be at odds with one another, 
disadvantaging some children and privileging 
others. It is beholden on teachers and the 
systems in which they work to think in terms 
of equity and the need to formulate ways in 
which children from minority ‘language’ 
backgrounds are not in any way excluded.

Language and Power

As has been suggested the language rules 
for one social or cultural setting are different 
from the language rules in another social or 
cultural setting, that is, the language choices 
for effective communication and meaning 
making in each are different. As Campbell 
and Green (2000) argue, “we should always 
keep, in mind that each of these sets of 
[language choices] is inherently ideological 
and resistant to internal criticism”. By this 
they mean that the users of a particular set 
of language choices have a lot invested in 

them in terms of power and 
status. The choices mark 
out who is inside and who 
is outside and at times are 
used to maintain the user’s 
political, economic or social 
standing.

Language teaching, then, 
has great  potent ial  in 
transforming students’ lives 

and indeed society more generally. Some even 
describe language learning and teaching as 
“political acts” (Campbell and Green 2000). 
Teachers need to expose their students to a 
wide range of language choices, particularly 
those of governance and other positions of 
social dominance and mobility, so that their 
students can gain an understanding of how all 
these choices work to achieve the purposes of 
the user.  Students also need skills in making 
links between the language choices of other 
users and their purposes. When language 
teaching and learning is carried out from 
this standpoint, there is a greater chance of 
achieving more equitable social relations, 
both locally and globally.

It is beholden on teachers and 
the systems in which they 
work to think in terms of eq-
uity and the need to formulate 
ways in which children from 
minority ‘language’ back-
grounds are not in any way 
excluded. 
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