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Reflections on Language as a Precondition for Educational Equity

The link between language and education continues to become increasingly complex due to the ways in which language
is understood to be a part of larger issues related to identity, citizenship, and equity in society. This paper explores the
relationship between language and educational equity by looking at research studies that show how students’ academic
achievement is affected by the language of education. Research shows that key to understanding and creating equitable
conditions for education, policy makers and education administrators need to consider the implications that language
choices for students. But often there is a disconnect between language and education research. This disconnect then
hides the essential role of language to students’ academic achievement. The paper concludes by reflecting on the
relationship between language, language policy, and issues related to education equity and the responsibility of the
academic and policy communities to critically reflect on their role in these processes.

Key words: language policy and planning processes, educational equity.

Omu3 C. OH
Binim anyra 3anasl Typae TeH/1eil KoJI sKeTKi3y ylliH mapT ecedinge Tiaik To:xipudeni Taagay

Tin esrerenik, a3aMaTThIK JKOHE KOFaMJIaFbl TEHJIKKE KATBICTBI ayKbIMIbI CypaKTapiAblH 0eiri OOoJbIl caHaiaTblH
OarpITTapra OaiJIaHBICTBI; TUI MEH OULIIM apachlHIAFbl KaThIHACTBI TYCIHY KHMBIHAAyAa. By sKYMBIC CTYIEHTTepAiH
aKaJeMISUIBIK JKeTICTIKTepiHe Oitim Oepy Tiiti Kallait acep eTeTiHiH KOpCeTeTiH 3epTTeyiep HeTi3iHye Tl MeH Oitim 6epy
TEHJIIT1 apachIHIaFbl KATBIHACTHI TYCIHIIpEAi. 3epTTeyIepAiH KOPCEeTKeHIHACH, OUTiM ally YIIiH TEH XKaFaai xKacayIblH
0acThl KOMITOHEHTI O1TiM caJlachIHIAFbI casicaTKepiiep MeH OMliK OachIHAAFbIIapFa OKYyIIbUIApFa OKY TUTiH TaHJAYAbIH
KaH/ail canapsl OONATHIHBIH TYCIHY XKOHE ecKepy KaxeT. JlereHMeH Kol xar/aiiia Tiii 3epTTey MeH MeIaroruKajbiK
3epTTeyJIep apachlHIa opacaH 30p alIakThiK 0apel Xak. COHbIMEH Oipre TiIiH aKaJeMHSIIBIK TaOBICTBIIBIKKA KETY
KYpaJIbl peTiHJeri MaHbI3IbI pelli 3epTTeyliep Ha3apblHAH THIC Kalyda. Byl FBUIBIME XKYMBIC TiJI, TiJI casicaThl jKOHE
OLTIM TEHIrIHE aKaJeMHUSUIBIK )KOHE CasiCH TOITapPIbIH JKayalKepIILIriHe KaThICThI CYPaKTap apachbIHIarbl KATBIHACTBI
KOpCETe OTBIPHIII, OCHI MPOIIECTEPIe ChIHKM TYPFbIIA TATAay aPKbLIbI KOPBITHIH/IbI YKACAN/IBI.

Tyitin ce30ep: Tin cascaThl XKOHE KOCHapIay npouecTepi, 6iaiM TeHIIrI.

Omu3 C. OH
AHa/u3 A3bIKOBOMH NPAKTUKH KAK YCJI0BHE /18 PABHOIIPABHOI0 J0CTYIIA K 00pa30BAHUIO

CBA3b MEXIy S3BIKOM M 00pa30BaHUEM C Ka)KIBIM TOJIOM MpHOOpeTaeT Bce 0ojee CIOXKHBIA XapakTep, YTO CBA3aHO
C IOHMMAaHHEM sI3bIKa KaK YacTH 00Jiee Ti100ambHbIX BOIIPOCOB, KAaCarOUUXCs JJUMYHOCTH, I'PaXIaHCTBAa U PaBE€HCTBA B
obmecTBe. B crarhe paccmarpuBaeTcs B3aHMOCBS3b MEXKIY S3bIKOM M PAaBEHCTBOM 00pa30BaHUSI NPUMEHHUTEIBHO K
HCCIIe0BaTeNIbCKUM paboTaM, KOTOPhIE TOKA3BIBAIOT, HACKOIBKO PE3YIIBTAThl y4eObl CTYICHTOB 3aBHCST OT SI3bIKa 00-
ydeHus1. ceieoBaHuE [TOKA3aJI0, YTO KIIFOUEBBIM KOMIIOHCHTOM ISl CO3/IaHUsI PABHBIX YCIIOBHI 00pa30BaHus, MOJIH-
THKaM H YIPaBJICHIaM B cepe 00pa3oBaHus CleayeT HOHUMATh U yYUTHIBATh MOCICACTBUS BHIOOpA si3bIKa 00y4YeHHUS
1t yaamuxcs. OJJHAKO 3a4acTyio MEX/Ty HCCIIEIOBAHUSAMH SA3bIKA U NEAarOrH4eCKUMH HCCIEA0BAHUSMHU CYIIIECTBYET
OrpOMHBIN pa3pbiB. [IpH 3TOM JKU3HEHHO BaXkKHAsi POJIb SI3BIKA JUISL IOCTHIKEHMSI aKaJeMHUYECKOr0 YCIeXa OCTaeTCsl
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4 Reflections on Language as a Precondition for Educational Equity

BHC C(l)epbl uccienoBanuii. B cratee MpeACTaBJICHbI Pa3MbIIIIICHHS O CBA3U A3bIKa U SI3BIKOBOM IOJIMTUKH, a TAKXKE
PaccMOTPEHUE BOIIPOCOB, CBA3AHHBIX C JOCTYITHOCTHIO U PABEHCTBOM 06pa30BaHI/I${ 1 OTBETCTBCHHOCTU HAY4YHOI'O U
HOJIMTUYCCKOI'O O6H_[eCTB B KPUTUYECKOM OCMBICIIEHUU cBoei POJIK B 5THUX IIpoLECCax.

Knrwouesvle cnosa: s3p1K0Bast OJIUTAKA U IIPONUECChI INITAaHUPOBAaHUs, PABEHCTBO 06p8.30BaHI/IH.

According to Article 26 of the UN Declaration
of Human Rights (UNDHR) (1948),

(1) Everyone has the right to education.
Education shall be free, at least in the elementary
and fundamental stages. Elementary education
shall be compulsory. Technical and professional
education shall be made generally available and
higher education shall be equally accessible to all
on the basis of merit.

(2) Education shall be directed to the full
development of the human personality and to
the strengthening of respect for human rights
and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote
understanding, tolerance and friendship among
all nations, racial or religious groups, and shall
further the activities of the United Nations for the
maintenance of peace. [1]

In the aftermath of World War II, the drafters
of the UNDHR acknowledged that basic education
was a fundamental right. [2] Equity, in the simplest
sense, is about fairness. Fairness then can be
thought of in terms of the distribution of resources
and availability of and access to opportunities.
Educational equity then is thinking about fairness
and equity in an educational context. Some general
areas of concern then could include (but are not
limited to): the targets or focus of concern, e.g.,
children, governments, teachers; objects, e.g.,
programs, enrollment, school completion; and
defining what constitutes an equitable distribution
of available resources.

This raises the question that policy analysts and
education researchers have been asking since, which
is “how does one measure whether the fundamental
right to education is being met or not?” And
given the increasingly complex contexts in which
education is being provided, along with how the
nature of work itself is changing, is it simply enough
to provide physical education for all? Moreover,
given the reality of limited resources as well as
the public realization of the politics of education,
governments have been forced to acknowledge that
education policy itself is not values-free and that
policy makers are complicit in “devising policies
and programmes which went beyond access” and
led to increased educational disadvantage. [3, 4]

While disadvantage can be attributed to a
number of different variables (e.g., socioeconomic
status, education levels of parents and other family
members, presence of violent conflict within
proximity to one’s community), this paper argues
that language is a pre-condition to education
success and therefore, a precondition to educational
equity. This is important to think about given the
integrated nature of today’s global economy, in
which English has emerged as the leader and
language of widest communication. In this sense,
the effect of globalization, defined by David Held
as the “intensification of worldwide social relations
which link distant localities in such a way that
local happenings are shaped by events occurring
many miles away and vice versa” can be seen
even in the market penetration of English language
advertisements for products like Coca Cola in areas
that seem so remote and removed from the global
economy. [5] However, this is particularly important
to think about in contexts that are undergoing drastic
language reforms and systemic changes in their
education infrastructure like in Kazakhstan.

Generally, language and issues related to
education are implicitly interconnected even if they
are not explicitly discussed. When an education
intervention, in the form of a top-down mandate or
policy is implemented, the issue of what language
that intervention will take place in is always pre-
determined. Thus, education policy makers now
adopt the question language policy researchers
asking “What should be spoken in schools, to
whom, by whom, and why?”

Numerous studies looking at students
educational experiences have found that the use of
their mother tongue (or primary home language) in
school often leads to greater academic success. For
example, looking at Native American students of
Navajo descent in the United States, Joshua Fishman
observed that “Local tongues foster higher levels of
school success, higher degrees of participation in
local government, more informed citizenship, and
better knowledge of one’s own culture, history,
and faith.” [6] Fishman then went on to show that
“Navajo children in Rough Rock, AZ, who were
schooled initially in Navajo were found to have
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higher reading competency in English than those
who were first schooled in English. [7] In a negative
illustration of this, Dena Ringold notes that for Roma
children, their disadvantage in schools throughout
Europe is “compounded by the fact that many do
not speak the national languages at home and thus
begin primary school at a disadvantage”. [§]

Thus, both linguistic and education research
support the assertion that language is a precondition
to educational equity.

However, language (and notions of what
language is) is situated in its own socio-cultural
and political context which then complicates the
aforementioned assertion. Noam Chomsky spoke
to this when he wrote that “questions of language
are basically questions of power.” [9] It might be
more accurate to say that language reflects power
while also reinforcing existing power relationships.
Using Basil Bernstein’s formulation of the verbal
deprivation theory and the Lau v. Nichols case to the
U.S. Supreme Court, the next section provides an
illustration for how the theorizing of language itself
is situated in a particular socio-political context.

The development of the verbal deprivation
theory and its dissenters

Basil Bernstein was a British sociologist by
training. In the 1970s, he contributed a number
of seminal works about the relationship between
language, class, and processes of socialization.
The point of departure for Bernstein was what he
called the “local, empirical problem of the social
antecedents of the educability of different groups of
children.” [10] Namely, his point of departure was
his observation that there seemed to be patterns in
different social factors that characterized children’s
educational performance. Drawing from the writings
of Durkheim, Whorf, and Cassirer, Bernstein
posited that there was a fundamental link between
symbolic systems, social structure, and the shaping
experience. This shaping then takes place through
the “social significance of society’s productive
system and the power relationships to which the
productive system gives ride”, which was similar
to the Bourdieu’s notions of habitus and cultural
capital. At the crux of his argument then, Bernstein
argued that, by using linguistic syntactic analysis,
since class is the most influential socialization
force, it was the elites (or the middle class) who had
access to an elaborate code (reflecting higher level,
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sophisticated thinking and communicating) and the
masses that had a more restricted code.

One of the main criticisms of these ideas was
that Bernstein was linking social class to speech
capacity and access to language codes, reflecting
too much dependence on notions of class for the
purpose of language acquisition. And although
Bernstein did respond to criticism and clarify
concepts in his later work, these ideas became a
point of departure for other researchers, including
Carl Bereiter, an educational psychologist in the
U.S., who formulated the “verbal deprivation
theory”.

In the 1960s and 70s, urban, African American
children as a demographic in the US had poor
academic performance. The verbal deprivation
theory took Bernstein’s class-based notions one step
further in order to link race, class, and capacity for
language acquisition together to explain students’
lack of academic achievement. The theory posited
that because of the poverty of stimulus (that is, lack
of stimulating resources and materials) in the homes
and neighborhoods of these children, they were
consequently unable to form complete sentences or
thoughts, and were therefore culturally “deficient”.
Given the socio-cultural and political issues being
debated in the United States during the 1960s and
70s, one can clearly see how the context shaped the
theorizing taking place in academia (which then had
direct impact on how children were treated and seen
in schools).

In response to this however, linguists like
William Labov, wrote a number of articles using the
same tools as Bernstein and Bereiter challenging
their results. In fact, Labov’s findings showed that
the way non-standard speakers of English (which
included the urban, African American community)
manipulated and used the language was systematic
and did not reflect some type of verbal or cultural
deprivation. But the point that Labov’s research
was intended to make was that the “essential fallacy
of the verbal deprivation theory lies in tracing the
educational failure of the child to his personal
deficiencies” [11] where somehow the one was
linked to the other. Twenty-five years later, Jim
Cummins further observed that

...school failure on the part of culturally diverse
students were

generally attributed to some inherent deficiency,
either genetic or experimental (e.g., ‘“cultural
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6 Reflections on Language as a Precondition for Educational Equity

deprivation”, bilingual confusion, etc.). Their focus
on inherent deficiencies of the bilingual child served
to deflect attention away from the educational
treatment that the children were receiving. [12]

What the development and debate about this
theory showed was how language (and how it is
theorized about in academia) shaped and negatively
affected the way education was being discussed
during that time period.

The Lau v. Nichols Supreme Court case

During that time period, language was not only
being theorized in academia but it also became
the subject of the landmark case, Lau v. Nichols,
in which a San Francisco Chinese American
community eventually brought the case to the U.S.
Supreme Court. In 1970, there were 2 856 Chinese
language speaking students in the San Francisco
school district that needed help. Of these students
only 15% received help in some capacity. The
issue was that more and more of these students
were dropping out of school to form street gangs,
which had a negative effect on the community. The
Supreme Court eventually ruled that the

. imposition of a requirement that, before a

child can effectively

participate in the educational program, he
must already have acquired those basic skills is to
make a mockery of public education. We know
that those who do not comprehend English are
certain to find their classroom experiences wholly
incomprehensible and in no way meaningful. [13]

Whilethisrulingledtoanassimilationistapproach
for English language learners which is problematic
from a multilingualism standpoint, this ruling was
the first legal acknowledgement by the U.S. legal
system that not comprehending the language of the
classroom would negatively affect a student’s ability
to have a meaningful experience in the classroom.
Surprisingly however, the verbal deprivation theory
continues to show itself in language and education-
related policies and in teacher practice. Teachers
often equate lack of language proficiency with
laziness, underachievement, lack of capacity to
learn, and learning disabilities. In fact, one study
found that “[minority] students who were labeled
as ‘language disabled’ lost ground in IQ tests and
other achievement tests after three years of being in
special education classes.” [14]

Since Lau v. Nichols, a number of studies have
shown that language of education (and access to it),

along with students’ socioeconomic backgrounds
and resources, are all factors that affect students’
academic performance. [15-20]

Discussion

The objective of outlining this discussion was
to show that the it is not enough to assert that
language is a precondition to educational equity.
Language itself is theorized and conceptualized in
specific socio-cultural and political contexts, which
themselves are imbued with ideologies and agendas.
To this, Bakhtin wrote that “at any given moment of
its historical existence, language is hereoglot from
top to bottom; it represents the co-existence of socio-
ideological contradictions between the present and
the past, between differing socio-ideological groups
in the present.” [21] In this sense, language is in one
sense, a representation of the milieu of tensions that
exist between different socio-cultural and political
interests at any given moment in time. But language
is also the area in and through which stratification
and discrimination can be seen. Again, this brings
to mind Chomsky’s observation that “questions of
language are basically questions of power.” [9]

If language is pre-condition to educational
equity, then it follows that the development of a
language of education policy needs to be critically
and carefully formulated. A language policy is a
“body of ideas, laws, regulations, rules and practices
intended to achieve the planned language change in
a society, group, or system. [22] But by virtue of
what it is, a language policy privileges one or more
languages over others. And since language is often
intertwined with notions of nation-state building,
identity formation, and nationalism, assumptions
related to the language of education have not often
been contested or problematised.

But as public policies, language policies are
designed to achieve a specific outcome using a
limited amount of resources. This privileging
of language then can build inequity into the
educational infrastructure, further disempowering
populations that have limited or no power in the
political system. This raises the first issue. In this
day and age of post-structural, identity politics and
the pragmatic reality of limited resources, what
constitutes a legitimate group? Or put another way,
what constitutes relevant difference? For language
groups, at what point (or size) could a group demand
that they be acknowledged as a legitimate, resource-
receiving group from a government?
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