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Introduction

When | first visited Poorna, an inclusive,
‘aternative’ school in Bangal oreand spent time
with the students, | was struck by their candour
and easy articulation, and most of all by their
free and fluent expression. They showed a
complete lack of self-consciousness about
background, class, casteandreligion, inforging
relations. | wondered how social rights and
equality, expressed so matter-of-factly by these
young ten-year-olds, had cometo be apart of
their lives. Inaschool hallmarked by itssocio-
economic and cultural diversity, how did the
identitiesand expression of the students, escape
fromfallinginto classtraps?

| wanted to observe how these learners had
chartered this journey, and whether class
digtinctionshadinitidly played aroleintheway
they expressed themselves. Therefore, armed
with Bernstein’'s theory of language codes, |
revisited Poorna at the beginning of their
academic year, and observed and spoke to
children and teachers of the youngest classes.

Bernstein’stheoretical framework

Basi| Bernstein, aBritish sociolinguist, madea
significant contribution to education with his
theory of language codes. Bernstein studied the
influence of the structures of class, power and
ideology, and their impact onlanguage. Hefound
astrong rel ationship between societal classand
language. Hederived theterms® restricted code’

and ' elaborate code’ to explain hisfindings.

While Bernstein'srestricted code speaks of a
language that is highly contextual and is
understood only by thoseawareof circumgtantial

specificities, theelaborate codeismoreuniversa

initsoutlook. The elaborate coderefersto an
explicitlanguagethat does not assumethat its
audiencewill behomogenous. Bernsteinfound
that learnersfrom aworking class background
spoke arestricted code and performed poorly
inlanguage-related subjects, whiletheir middle
classcounterparts performed better at language-
oriented subjectsand spoke an elaborate code.

However, his analysis did not stop at this
superficid level. Bernstein viewed language not
only asaningtrument of communication, but so
as an expression of mental structures shaped
by a symbolic differentiation of classes.
According to Grimshaw (1976), Bernstein
believed that the language one used was
symptometic of internalized classstructures, and
revealed one’'s Weltenshauung (one’s
conception or apprehension of theworld based
on one'sspecific standpoint).

Although criticized for being a deficiency
theorist, Bernstein sought answers as to why
discrepancy between language codes occurred
and pinpointed pedagogical and curricular
aspectsthat hindered or fostered el aborate code.
To understand this discrepancy, he coined the
termsclassification and framing. According to
him, classification refers to the separation
between the subjectstaught in school. Strong
classification means the boundaries between
subjects are clearly defined, while weak
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classification allows for links to be made
between subjects. By being able to relate
different subject matters to each other and to
their everyday life, studentsgain the ability to
transcend context and speak in a manner that
people beyond their class can understand, i.e.
using elaborate code. Howevey, if, for instance
the language used in a Mathematics class
cannot be used in an English class, then one
remainsin the restricted code, able to confer
only with an audiencethat hasexactly thesame
information. It then becomesvery difficult for
theselearnersto go homeandtell their parents
what they learntintheMathsclassif the parents
themselvesarenot in the Mathsclass, because
the general concepts do not seemto transcend
theboundariesof theclassinto actual life.

Theframing of the classroom revealswho has
the right to expression. While high framing
suggests that it is mostly the teacher who is
relaying information, low framing impliesthat
the dialoguein the classroom is structured so
that the students too are able to contribute to
discussionsand expressthemselves. Bernstein
noticed that classroomswhich havelow framing,
encourage students' expression and create
environmentsfor an elaborate code, so that the
student’s own words and home contexts find
relevance with the subject matter.

Arriving at ahypothesis

On my first day at Poorna, | observed the
children interacting with each other and the
teacher inthe UK G class. | remarked something
curiouswhich | thought related to Bernstein. A
young girl S, froman affluent background, told
meimmediately after meeting methat shespoke
Hindi a home. Shesaidthisin English, shetalked
toher friendin Hindi, andin her Kannadaclass,
she seemed to be most vociferous, even though
thiswas her third language. On the other hand,
another young girl C fromamigrant labourer
family whose first language was Kannada,

remained largely quiet, and mostly played alone.
Even during the Kannada class she seemed to
express herself only by making inarticulate
soundsand gestures.

This observation led me to wonder whether
childrenwho spokein arestricted codefound it
harder to grasp asecond language. Doesbeing
ableto traverse contextsrelate to being more
eadly abletotraverse between entirelanguages?
| wasinclined to think so. Therefore, | decided
toinvestigate whether one'slanguage code had
any implicationson multilingualism.

M ethod

To study the impact of language code on
multilingualism, | undertook classroom
observations, watched out-of-class play, and
conducted teacher interviews for class | at
Poorna. During classroom observations, severa
questionswere going through my mind. Some
of these were: Was the language in the
classroom mostly the teachers' ? Was there
formal or informal use of language? How
did the teacher cue/ restrict students’
response? When students spoke who did they
direct their speech to and was it self-
regulated? What did students use their speech
opportunities for? How did the teacher deal
with students mistakes? Did students’ degree
of expression vary depending on the
language being taught and familiarity with
it?

Findingsand analysis

The language used in the classroom was
controlled mostly by the teacher, who led the
class, and chosethe song and the activity carried
out. Whilethe teacher used formal language,
she did not hint at any correction when the
children expressed themselves using incorrect
grammar. Her focus instead was on the
expressionitself. Students spoke to each other
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and to theteacher in the class, sometimes about
related topics, asking questions, giving their
comments, and sometimes saying unrelated
things. They did not self-regulate, which was
indicativeof low framing.

When students made mistakeswhilerepeating
the songs being sung, the teacher did not
reprimand them. Instead for S, shereiterated
the instructions once again and for C, she
repeated the instructionsin Kannada. Hence,
whileinitially it seemed that C’'sexpressionin
English waslimited because she did not know
thelanguage, as she became familiar with the
classes shebecametheloudest of all. Thefact
that she did not know the language very well
was never emphasi zed, and specia trandations
were made for her. As aresult, she never felt
that her expression should belimited.

Theanaysisof C'steacher visavisher potentia
for expression and her propensity towards
multilingualismtiesinwith Bernstein'sideas of
classification and framing. The teacher took
pride in the fact that C did not have
predetermined boundaries dictating how she
should behave and what she should say in
school. If she walked out barefoot from her
home, she was happy to do the same from
school. She had astrong connection between
her school lifeand her everyday life, and this
implied that classification of activity—which
precedes the classification of subjects in a
child’seducation—isanon-entity.

Asfar as out-of-class play was concerned, C
applied her learningin everyday lifeaswell as
inplay. Infact, while playing by herself inthe
sandpit, | heard her say, “mele, kelegede, up,
down,” (up, down in Kannada and then in
English) and making corresponding hand
gesturesand laughing to herself as sherecited
thewords.

Sbrought her knowledge of languageto al the
classes, and sometimes made an effort to
ensurethat al the children understood her, thus

stressing upon a non-particularistic
understanding.

Thisobservationillustratesthat these students
aregenerally not awareof any classdistinctions
inthe classroom, and even if they are, it does
not shape or influencethe way they interact or
express themselves. There are no feelings of
superiority or inferiority based on classor caste.
Thisisfortified by thefact they are never ever
disparagedinclassfor not expressng themselves
in a ‘correct’” manner, nor are they ever
compared to one another. These are, perhaps,
social factors that influence whether one has
anelaborate or restricted codein early primary
school years, inthe sensethat they are probably
highly influential in determining whether achild
who speaksarestricted codeinthe primary years
isableto arriveat the elaborate code expression
later. Thevery fact that societal classdoesnot
impact the children’s lives outside of their
home—at school wherethey spend most of their
day, meansthat they are not given achanceto
internalize class differentiation as mental
structures. At thisstage, therefore, C' sworking
class background does not seem to precipitate
her speaking in arestricted code, nor does it
seemto haveany effect on her inability torelate
to another language besi des her mother tongue.
On the contrary, she seems to be making
meaning of what sheislearningintheclassroom
outsidetheclass, in Kannadaandin English.

It seemslikely, therefore, that therelationship
between class, language codes and
multilingualism dependsfirmly onthecurriculum
and the pedagogy of the school, and ishighly
susceptibleto classification and framing, just as
Bernstein suggested. In the case of Poorna, in
fact, the curriculum and pedagogy deliberately
addresses differencesin language exposurein
theclassroom, whichinturn seemsto dissolve
the stratification of language codes so that one
isnot affected by the other.
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Conclusion

While Bernstein undertook his research in
Britain, thisstudy demonstratesthat histheories
can aso beappliedinthendian context. With
regardsto whether language codesdo or do not
relateto multilingualism, | am not surewhether
my findings will be replicated if thisstudy is
conducted in Britain. Perhaps, thisislargely
becausethemgjority of Indiaismultilingua, and
multilingualismisoften amatter-of-fact part of
our day to day living. Moreover, in India,
multilingualism is mostly acquired
conversationally, rather thanin academic arenas
andispart of informal socialization, rather than
pedantic expression. When alanguageislearnt
informally, then the connections between code
and language acquisition seem to disappear, as
inthe case of Poorna.

Finally, | believe that this investigation into
Berngtein’stheoriesemphasizesjust how crucia

itisfor educatorsto be cognizant of thelarger
responsibility and influence they have, which
goesfar beyond transacting the transmission of

information. It iswith this hope that we may
use Bernstein’s theory to foray into critical

thinking sothat learnersand teachersalike may
step back and examine the structural forces
imposed upon them, in order to consciously and
concertedly use our own understanding and
expression to transform prejudice. My study
establishesthat thereisabsolutely norelationship
between the societal class and the potential

linguistic ability of a child. Such stratifying
connections seem to be hegemonic constructs
that we as educators must work towards
dissolving with what seemsto bearather sturdy
scaffolding of weak classification and low
framing. If the autonomous beings we help
shape, develop in this solid environment, as
opposed to crumbling under the subjected
expression of others, | am surethey will beable
toholdtheir own and exudetheir ownidentities
and worth.
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