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Teaching communicative competences in school - a lifelong learning perspective
Professor Vibeke Hetmar 
Abstract

All over the world, politicians, stakeholders, educators and researchers are concerned with the development of children’s, adolescents’ and adults’ reading and writing literacy skills. Very often the focus is on what school has done or should do to provide the necessary literacy abilities of the students. But what are the necessary literacy abilities, and how may they be described? International literacy research has pointed out the possibility of teaching authentic literacy, which means teaching literacy as it is used outside school or – in other words – teaching literacy in a lifelong learning perspective. The next question is: How to implement authentic literacy inside school, and how does this affect the development of students’ reading and writing literacy? Very little research has been carried out on this question.

In this article, I present and discuss some theoretical reflections and some research projects, which might contribute to the development of the notion of communicative competences and of the ways in which literacy is taught in educational settings. My discussions are related to a fully described research project involving ten researchers from The Danish School of Education and a number of external counterparts.

Introduction

What exactly does the concept of communicative competences refer to?

In an official European document from 2005, sent from the Commission to the European Parliament, communicative competences are described as part of the key competences in the knowledge society. Here one finds the following definition:

Communication in the mother tongue is the ability to express and interpret thoughts, feelings and facts in both oral and written form (listening, speaking, reading and writing), and to interact linguistically in an appropriate way in the full range of societal and cultural contexts – education and training, work, home and leisure.

COM (2005) 548: 13
This definition will serve as a point of departure for the theoretical-based reflections presented in this paper. Whilst it is undisputedly a meaningful statement, describing what we all should strive for in our interaction with other people, it leaves unanswered a number of questions and uncertainties. For instance, what does it mean exactly ‘to interact linguistically in an appropriate way in the full range of societal and cultural contexts’, and how should the ability to interact in accordance with this ideal be taught and learnt?
In this paper, I focus on the development of literacy – the written forms of communication – in secondary school. I present and discuss some theoretical and conceptual foundations for a research project, based on interventions carried out over a year and a half in a number of treated classes and control classes (grades seven to eight) which will be fully described. In order to fund this project, a group of researchers from The Danish School of Education, in cooperation with a number of researchers from other research institutions, have applied for financial support at The Danish Council for Strategic Research. Through this project we intend to contribute, with evidence-based knowledge, to a subject which is of great interest to those within Danish and European educational and political contexts, where currently one of the main questions being asked is what schools can do to enhance the reading and writing abilities of their students in order to support the students’ future possibilities in a globalised knowledge society.
As mentioned above, I focus on literacy which is a concept with more than one possible meaning. When I use the word literacy in this paper, it refers to functional reading and writing or, in other words, reading and writing in use. This means that I presuppose that the students in question have already mastered the most basic components of literacy, such as the decoding skills and the most basic understanding of what it means to read or write a text, and that my main concern is how to teach reading and writing as a set of social practices. This also means that my basic assumptions are embedded in a theoretical field where literacy – with the words of David Barton and Mary Hamilton – ‘is best understood as a set of social practices’ (Barton and Hamilton 2000: 8).
Literacy as social practice
In research literature written by educational researchers, who are occupied with understanding and describing the teaching and learning of literacy as a set of social practices, one will often find the term authentic used, as in ‘authentic literacy activities’, ‘authentic situations’ and ‘authentic texts’. The term mostly refers to ways of practising literacy in environments outside school, and, when it is used, it often highlights how the ways of communicating outside school are fundamentally different from the ways of communicating inside school. To fully understand the rationale behind the distinction outside/inside school, it may be relevant to turn to the reflections of James Paul Gee, whose work has had a great influence on many of the researchers who have contributed to the understanding of literacy practices and literacy development.
In an article from 2001 on reading, Gee states the following:

My goal here is to situate reading within a broad perspective that integrates work on cognition, language, social interaction, society, and culture. In light of recent reports on reading (National Reading Panel 2000; Snow, Burns and Griffin 1998) that have tended to treat reading quite narrowly in terms of psycholinguistic processing skills, I argue that such a broad perspective on reading is essential if we are to speak to issues of access and equity in schools and workplaces.
(Gee 2001: 714)
As it emerges from this quotation, Gee’s argumentation is rooted in a critical stance on perspectives according to which reading should, first of all, be seen as a psycholinguistic phenomenon. In Gee’s point of view, reading should – in line with all language use – be seen and understood with a socio-cultural perspective and with the emphasis on reading as a situated meaning making process. Texts are produced and structured in many different ways, with different patterns of vocabulary, syntax and sentence connectors, and the different ways of language use represent different social languages and presuppose different ways of reading. In light of this, Gee asks, ‘How does one acquire the ability to read certain type of text in a certain way?’ The answer he offers to this question is a challenge to traditional ways of teaching reading in educational settings. Gee writes:
… one does not learn to read texts of type X in way Y unless one has had experience in settings where texts of type X are read in way Y. (…) One has to be socialized into a practice to learn to read texts of type X in way Y, a practice other people have already mastered.
(Gee (1996) 1998: 41)

This leads to another question: What does one have to be socialised into? In Gee (1999) 2002 and Gee 2001, the answer given is that one has to be socialised into what Gee calls Discourses (with a capital D). Later, in an article from 2003, he uses the term semiotic domains, which is the term I prefer and will use in the in this article. In 2001, Gee defines the concept of Discourses in this way:

Such socioculturally characteristic ways of being in the world – associations among ways of thinking, feeling, acting, interacting, valuing, speaking, dressing, gesturing, moving, listening, using particular objects (and sometimes writing and reading) that allow people to recognize each other as ‘doing (acting out in thought, word, and deed) being some identity’ – I will call Discourses with a capital ‘D’.
(Gee (1993) 2001: 27)

All human interaction and communication is, according to Gee, embedded in one or more semiotic domains. These domains are constituted by certain sets of conventions that help people navigate in and cope with the complexity of their everyday lives. The most basic conventions are learnt through enculturation, which means socialisation into the domains in which people live and act – in families, in communities, in educational settings, in workplaces, and so forth. These conventions become part of our human identity and are inhered in what we think, what we do and how we behave, and understand and communicate within each of the respective domains. Through tacit references to the domains that we are part of, we try to make other people recognise the meaning potential in what we are communicating and, at the same time, we try to recognise the meaning potential in the utterances of others. With this perspective, the key to a well-functioning communication is recognition – the recognition of the conventions used by others and the recognition of others as ‘doing being’ identities, who act in accordance with the conventions inside the relevant domains.
The conclusion is that functional reading implicates a whole lot more than decoding the words on the pages, that functional writing is a complex enterprise, and that they both depend on familiarity with the domain(s) to which texts do or are supposed to refer. Therefore, teaching literacy should, in this socio-cultural point of view, be practiced in tandem with domain-specific enculturation.
It is a well-known fact that some ideas are more easily realised on paper than in reality. Take, for example, the idea of enculturation as part of the teaching practices inside school. The idea of enculturation, in relation to reading and writing, always implies the notion of students being socialised into some semiotic domain outside school. As a result of this, students are supposed to develop as readers and writers who are capable of meeting the literacy demands in their future lives outside school. Therefore, according to a socio-cultural perspective on literacy, students should be socialised into relevant domains outside school. But, as many educational researchers have pointed out over the years, students are actually socialised into school culture, which differs in many fundamental ways from any other semiotic domain outside school. Therefore, one of the crucial questions asked by socio-cultural literacy researchers is: How to support the students’ enculturation into the domains to which the texts they are going to read and write explicitly or implicitly refer?
School as semiotic domain

Many Anglo-American research articles on functional reading and writing in school have one or more of Gee’s titles among their references, and they all – one way or the other – discuss how teaching literacy as a set of social practices should be practised in school. It is as part of these reflections that the term authentic is used in tandem with the distinction real-life activities/school-only activities. In this section I will focus on the school-only-concept.
Purcell-Gates, Duke and Martineau use the term school-only as a reference to, ‘reading and writing that is done with texts that are written primarily to help learners develop as readers and writers and for purposes that reflect this literacy learning function’(Purcell-Gates, Duke and Martineau 2007: 14). However, authentic texts can, according to Purcell-Gates et al., also be read with school-only purposes. Therefore, it is not a question of either authenticity or school-only; it is a question of conceiving authenticity and school-only along a continuum. They add that:

Authentic texts can be read or written with school-only purposes and vice versa, rendering the literacy activity less authentic (i.e., more school-only) because our determination of the degree to which literacy activity within instructional contexts is authentic is based on both text type and purpose for reading/writing specific texts. 
(Purcell-Gates, Duke and Martineau 2007: 14)
I am not at all sure that this is the most prominent solution to the problems inhered in the efforts to implement a notion of authenticity in instructional contexts because it does not reflect the dynamics of school as a semiotic domain. Everything that goes on in schools is embedded in the school domain, and consequently the participants have to ‘doing being’ an identity which is recognisable inside the domain. This means, first of all, that teachers have to act as teachers and students have to act as students, and second – as the overall purpose of schooling is to help learners develop certain skills and competences – teachers as well as students have to act in accordance with this purpose. So, if authenticity means doing something that is not related to this purpose, it will not be possible to implement authenticity as a general principle in instructional settings in school. As a consequence of this, I suggest that the distinction authenticity/school-only be replaced with another distinction: outside school/inside school. This does not mean, however, that the efforts to support students’ enculturation into relevant domains outside school should be suspended. It only means that the relationship between the inside school and the outside school is a matter of high complexity. To understand some of this complexity, it may be relevant to consult the work of Basil Bernstein, especially his reflections on what constitutes pedagogic discourse and on the dynamics of the recontextualising principle.
In Bernstein’s theoretical universe, the concept of pedagogic discourse refers to a rule which embeds two discourses. The first discourse, instructional discourse, is ‘the discourse which creates specialised skills and their relationship to each other’; the second discourse, regulative discourse, ‘creates order, relations and identity (Bernstein (1996) 2000: 32). Inside the school domain, instructional discourse is always, according to Bernstein, embedded in the regulative discourse which means that the regulative discourse is the dominant of the two.
Regulation in school is related to an asymmetric relationship between teacher and students – an asymmetry which is reflected in classroom communication and which contributes to the maintenance of the role-specific identities, teacher-identity and student-identity. This means that one of the most fundamental conditions in schools is that it is always up to the teacher to decide on behalf of the students what it means to ‘doing being’ an identity in her lessons. She may choose to tell students exactly what to do and how it is to be done in order to govern and control their learning processes, or she may choose to encourage diversity by allowing the students individually to express and realise their own notions of ‘doing being’ an identity in the concrete situations. The regulative choices a teacher makes are very often related to her personality and to her notions of what teaching and learning is about. These choices might also be related to the regulative conventions in the semiotic domains outside school to which her instructional discourses relate, but they seldom are. Why is that?
The answer to this question may be related to the notion of recontextualisation, which Bernstein describes as a principle which constitutes pedagogic discourse. For the purpose of illustrating what he refers to when using the concept, he tells an anecdote in which he recalls memories from his own school time. When he was at school, he relates that he spent three years in a room with saws, hammers and chisels. After this period he ended up with a pile of wood chippings. He comments: 
Well, what I was doing was this: outside pedagogy there was carpentry, but inside pedagogy there was woodwork. In other words, here was a transformation of a real discourse called carpentry into an imaginary discourse called woodwork.

(Bernstein (1996) 2000: 33)
The recontextualising principle is at work whenever socially embedded phenomena are moved from one domain to another. Bernstein’s example shows that sometimes such transformations involve a loss of meaningfulness. Unfortunately, seen from an educational point of view, this often seems to be the case when social activities outside school are transformed into the discourses inside school. The manufacturing of wood, which is a highly meaningful social activity outside school, becomes but a pile of wood chippings when it is transformed into the school domain. 
Bernstein comments on what constitutes the transformations from outside school into the discourses inside school:
I want to sharpen the concept of the principle which constitutes pedagogic discourse, by suggesting, formally, that pedagogic discourse is a recontextualising principle. Pedagogic discourse is constructed by a recontextualising principle which selectively appropriates, relocates, refocuses and relates other discourses to constitute its own order.
(Bernstein (1996) 2000: 33)

Developing literacy within a lifelong learning perspective

One main question is what kinds of competences the students have to develop in secondary school in order to be well-equipped for their future lives. What are the core competences in the field of literacy in a lifelong learning perspective, and in what way should the instructional practices in school support the development of these competences? Currently we do not know the answer to this, in an operational sense, and this means that there is a lot of research to do in order to be able to address questions, such as: What kind of literacy competences and conventions are embedded in the full range of societal and cultural contexts that people live in and relate to in a lifetime? And what does it take to be a reader who is capable of interacting ‘linguistically in an appropriate way in the full range of societal and cultural contexts’?
According to the reflections roughly sketched out above, the core competences of literacy may be understood as pragmatic and functional reading and writing. The pragmatic reader is described by J. A. Appleyard as a reader capable of choosing his way of reading in accordance with the text before him, with the situation in which he reads and with the purpose of his reading (Appleyard 1990: 15). The functional reader is described by Gee as a reader who is capable of reading in ways that match the ways of reading inside the domains to which the texts refer. But what does it take to ‘doing being’ a pragmatic and functional reader inside each of the relevant domains? 
First of all, one has to be acquainted with the language use inside the specific domain. In many subject-related domains the language use fundamentally differs from the language use in everyday life. In subject-related domains one will, of course, find special words and expressions which are not used in other domains, but one will also find words and concepts which, inside the subject-related domain, have other meanings than they have when used in everyday life. Researchers occupied with understanding what this means for subject-related teaching and learning emphasise that teachers and learners are dealing with two fundamentally different ways of thinking: 1) the way in which people normally think in the domains of everyday life, a common sense way of thinking, and 2) the way in which professionals think inside their subject-related domains. The two ways of thinking are very far apart from each other, and they serve different purposes. The common sense way of thinking helps people cope with their everyday lives in practical and meaningful ways, but it is far from sufficient for a scientific-based understanding of the world. Some of the main features, which divide the two ways of thinking are, on the one hand, that common sense is based on concrete, situated, provincial, inductive and episodical approaches while, on the other hand, scientific ways of thinking are based on abstract, principle, consistent, deductive and statistical approaches. Therefore, the ability to read and understand texts written with reference to a scientific domain implies the acquaintance with (the functional aspect) and the acceptance of (the pragmatic aspect) the scientific ways of thinking. Without including these two aspects, the reader will miss the meaning potential represented in the texts.
Next, one has to be acquainted with the ways in which people communicate inside the specific domains and with the ways in which people are being positioned through different communicative practices (Harré and van Langenhove 1999: 22). The ways of communicating in the domains of everyday life are quite different from the ways of communicating in academic settings and in many workplace settings, which are certainly different from the most common ways of communicating in school and in many other educational settings.
Some socio-cultural based research projects and reflections
In the international research literature, there are several contributions that address these issues. I want to call attention to two projects of interest. The first one is described in 2004 by Hynd, Holschuh and Hubbard. The focus of this study were thirteen college students learning histories. The study looked at what the students thought historians did and how they thought historical documents should be read and understood. According to a former study to which Hynd et al. refer, students merely read historical documents in order to collect some historical facts; while historians read the documents in quite different ways, looking for the reliability of the sources, considering the context in which the documents have been produced and searching for corroborative evidence across different sources (Hynd, Holschuh and Hubbard 2004: 141). Referring to this former study, Hynd et al. wanted to investigate the possibilities of changing college students’ ideas of what it means to – in Gee’s words – ‘doing being’ an historian. This led to a small scale intervention study based on the assumption that the students’ ways of perceiving the discipline of history and historical documents are due to a lack of disciplinary knowledge. They describe what they mean by disciplinary knowledge in this quotation:

By disciplinary knowledge, we mean knowledge of the field of history and the tasks in which historians engage. Individuals with high levels of disciplinary knowledge know how knowledge is created and reported. They know how power relations are structured to determine “what counts.” But in most high school history classes, there is a single textbook, and students learn the “story” of history.
(Hynd, Holschuh and Hubbard 2004: 142).
Three college history classes took part in the intervention study. In these classes, the teachers told their students about the strategies used by professional historians. The students were asked to read multiple, conflicting sources about the same historical event, and to subsequently offer their individual interpretations of the event in question. Before and after this history course, the students completed a questionnaire ‘assessing their knowledge, strategy use, motivation, and beliefs about history’ (Hynd, Holschuh and Hubbard 2004: 151). Having read the students’ responses, the researchers chose thirteen students for open-ended interviews on the same topics. The overall conclusion by the end of the project was that teaching disciplinary knowledge and strategy use did, in fact, have an impact on the development of student knowledge and literacy within this specific domain and with these specific students, but that the results from this study could not be generalised because of the small group of participants. The conclusion, therefore, was followed by a call for further research.
The second study I want to call attention to is described by Shanahan and Shanahan (2007) and might be seen as a follow-up study to Hynd et al. because it is focused on the discourses and language use inside the professional domains of mathematics, chemistry and history. Shanahan and Shanahan set out to identify ‘sophisticated, high school-appropriate literacy skills’ and to explore ‘how to implement them within teacher-preparation programmes’ (Shanahan and Shanahan 2007: 43). In the first year of the project, the researchers worked with specialists in the three disciplines to identify appropriate reading skills that were supposed to support students’ progress in these subject areas, and they ended up with descriptions of the different ways of reading in each of these professional domains. In the second year of the study, the researchers focused on the creation of discipline-specific strategies and on how these might be implemented in secondary teacher-preparation programmes. What they found in this second year was a somewhat reluctant attitude among the teachers towards implementing the strategies described in the first year. But, when the researchers provided the teachers with some concrete suggestions on how the strategies might be taught through pre-structured materials and activities, some of the reluctance seemed to disappear. In their conclusion, Shanahan and Shanahan – among other things – emphasised the need for ‘explicit literacy certification standards for teachers who teach in the disciplines’ and for ‘a literacy curriculum that directly guides students to better meet the particular demands of reading and writing in the disciplines’ (Shanahan and Shanahan 2007: 57).
In a pilot study that I conducted, I followed a number of teacher-pairings teaching Danish and science respectively in grades seven to nine. The teachers in their pairs had committed themselves to test different kinds of cooperation in an effort to support their students to develop as functional readers and writers. I was present during the teachers’ planning and evaluation sessions as a consultant and a sparring partner. My main interest was to test different ways of implementing the idea of teaching domain-specific literacy through cooperation between the standard language teacher and the teacher of a specific subject. This idea is related to the reflections on teaching literacy in tandem with teaching the ways of thinking and communicating within the specific domains. A successful realisation of this idea would imply that the science teachers in their science lessons offer their students possibilities of enculturation by demonstrating (or modelling) what it means to ‘doing being’ an scientific identity within the domain of their science lessons, and that the standard language teachers contribute to the students’ learning processes in science by teaching the reading and writing of the science texts used in the science classrooms. I assume that the standard language teachers – by relating the reading and writing of science texts to situations where the texts actually are used in a domain-specific kind of way – will be able to offer their students reading and writing assignments with socially and professionally meaningful purposes. I believe a successful realisation of this is possible, and the participating teachers in the pilot project put some of it into practice.
My point is that to improve our knowledge of what actually works when it comes to the development of pragmatic and functional reading and writing, we have to establish extensive intervention projects which include support for the participating teachers. One of the conclusions from the pilot project is that it is not easy for teachers to change their everyday practices within the school domain, mostly because of the complexity that the teachers have to face in their classrooms and school settings, but also because of the inside/outside distinction which is real as well as theoretical. Schooling is something special, something you don’t find anywhere else except in other educational settings.
Everybody knows school from their own experience, according to which there were good teachers and bad teachers, and one often sticks to this perspective, which includes the notion that school is constituted by people in certain positions, teachers and students, and that some are good and some are bad. But one often overlooks the fact that the people inside school are actors as well as individuals, and that school may be understood as a scene where most of the manuscript is written by others. These ‘others’ are nobody in flesh and blood; one might call them tradition or institutionalisation or whatever, but the fact is we all, to some extent, take it for granted that school has its own life, which in many ways is isolated from life outside school, and at the same time we expect school to equip the adults of tomorrow with the competences asked for in the domains outside school.
In my view, the development of communicative competences in education should be based on domains-specific ways of communicating inside the educational institutions and on efforts to break down some of the walls between education and society.
Aspects of an intervention study

As mentioned in the introduction, a group of researchers at DPU have applied for financial support to carry out an intervention study in a number of classes from grades seven and eight. In the intervention period we will treat the classrooms as pedagogical laboratories in which our assumptions will be tested in cooperation with teachers and students. We will focus on the development of communicative and analytical competences. One of our main assumptions is that a systematically planned literacy teaching across curriculum will support the students in ways that will significantly enhance their communicative competences as well as their analytical, personal and social competences.(Lena Lindenskov 2009). First we should point out some distinct factors implied in our assumptions. We are aware of the difficulties involved in attempting to keep these factors apart from everything else going on in the complex patterns of interaction displayed in any classroom, and, therefore, our interventions are followed up by systematically-organised classroom observations in both the treated classes and the control classes.
One of the factors implied in our assumptions concerns the texts that the students are going to read and write in the intervention period. What types of text will best support the intentions of domain-specific reading and writing in the classrooms? Following our assumptions, we will look for texts that are written and read in the domains outside school and which relate to the topics being taught in the treated classes, and we will stress that it should be made very clear to the students that these texts are not written for any educational purpose and, therefore, they should be read in ways other than the texts they find in their textbooks. 
A second factor is that the teachers need to make it clear to their students that texts are read in many different ways and that each reader must choose their own way of reading a specific text in respect of the type of text before them, the situation in which it is written, the domain to which it refers, the situation in which it is read and the social embedded purpose of reading it. This goes for reading texts from textbooks as well as for reading texts from domains outside school. When the students read texts from textbooks, they should be aware that the texts are written for educational purposes, which means that the reader is supposed to ‘doing being’ a student-identity while reading. But, according to our basic assumptions, to develop as functional readers the students must be given the opportunities of ‘doing being’ many different identities while reading, and that is the main reason why we stress the importance of including texts from outside school in the teaching and learning processes inside school.

A third factor concerns the ways of communicating in the classrooms. As many classroom researchers have pointed out, one of the most common ways of communicating in school – the so called classroom discussion – is constituted by teacher-initiated questions to which the students are supposed to respond, one at a time. I know of nowhere outside educational institutions where this way of communicating is practised, and I have tried to figure out why it is so commonly used in classrooms. It may be related to the fact that it suits the settings in which teacher and students interact, but there are other ways of communicating that match these settings as well. For instance, a classroom seems to be a very suitable setting for the delivering of independent, coherent and oral contributions – longer than the contributions in the question-response-structure – given by students as well as teachers. This way of communicating matches the ways of communicating in many academic domains outside school – maybe because the subjects, topics and problems that the communication is about, are better understood and handled under these communicative circumstances. 
A fourth factor concerns the interplay between functional reading and functional writing in a domain-specific perspective. We assume that reading and writing are two sides of the same coin and that the development of reading and writing competences mutually supports each other. As mentioned above, we will support the cooperation between the standard language teacher and the teachers of mathematics and science concerning reading and writing assignments and the support that the students need to develop their literacy skills. But, we will also try to break down some barriers by engaging the students in reading and writing tasks, which point to the society outside school.
A fifth factor concerns teachers’ efforts to get the students to act in ways that match their intentions and educational purposes. A crucial aspect in all teaching enterprise is related to this question: Do the students really know what is expected of them in the teaching courses in which they participate? The answer – which refers to my experiences as a classroom researcher – is that very often they do not. I have been in many classrooms where the teachers have instructed their students in what to do, and subsequently the students did not live up to the teachers’ expectations – simply, I believe, because they did not really know the actual implications of the words coming from the teachers’ mouths. The teachers told the students what they expected, but they did not show them what might be done to live up to these expectations. In the international research literature on literacy, one often meets the concept of modelling which refers to a practice where the teacher shows the students what is expected of them. We will stress that the teachers in the treated classes systematically show their students how the assignments and activities might be carried out, leaving room for individual interpretations and diversity, and we will help them implement a modelling practice in their classrooms.
Conclusion
What does it mean ‘to interact linguistically in an appropriate way in the full range of societal and cultural contexts’? As argued above, this question cannot be answered in any general way because the answer always depends on the conventions used inside the specific semiotic domain in which the interaction takes place or to which it explicitly or tacitly refers. Therefore, I argue, that the development of communicative competences must be seen as an integrated aspect of a lifelong enculturation in settings where many different ways of ‘doing being’ identities are practised in social and personal meaningful situations and with meaningful purposes.

The researchers in the intervention study group at DPU will hopefully believe that our intervention study in the years to come will contribute to the common knowledge about what assists teachers’ efforts to help learners develop as pragmatic and functional readers and writers.
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