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ABSTRACT

This study focuses on limited English students’ cognitive engagement
generated through learning interactions with others and tasks under a content-driven
and discovery-oriented CLIL learning arrangement in a primary school setting. The
main aims are: to explore students’ capability to access and inhabit learning spaces
within the L2 mediated discourse; to investigate the potential the CLIL learning
experience has to sustain dialogic learning and thinking of a higher order; and finally,
to make a contribution to the debate over the potential of the CLIL learning experience
to promote deep learning and foster life-long learning competencies.

At the heart of its theoretical underpinning lies the idea that cognition develops
through the merging of the social with the individual which points towards the need to
corroborate a socio-cognitive theoretical framework. Thus, the investigation is
conceptualised within the ‘inter-mental development zone’ (Mercer and Littleton,
2007), under the auspices of dialogic learning (Wells, 2001b), and in cognisance of the
individual’s active construction of knowledge (Bruner, 1985; van Dijk’s, 2006a). This
theoretical line originates in the, now, classic theoretical constructs of Zone of Proximal
Development and the More Knowledgeable Other from Vygotsky (1978), and the
notion of scaffolding from Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976). With regard to the
methodological design, this explorative study falls under the qualitative paradigm
within the boundaries of a case study, and corroborates close observations of the
learning behaviours with introspective methods. A multilayered analysis is employed
which allows elements from various contextual layers and dimensions to enrich the
analytical insight. In addition, a fine grained-analysis is pursued regarding the
dynamics as well as the substance of the learning events, which conveys a systematic
and holistic investigation of the learning phenomenon.

The findings of this study suggest that the CLIL approach be regarded as a
learning interaction of three foci whereby alongside content-grounded and language-
oriented strands run equally well-represented management-of-the-learning strands.
Further, it is proposed that a reasonable level of ambiguity stemming from presenting
content in the medium of a foreign language and from exposing students to new
intriguing facts, prompts cognitive conflict thus giving rise to explorative
conversational digressions which bring added cognitive value to the peer-sustained
learning interaction. Moreover, this investigation also highlights the complementarity
between conversational and instructional units on three levels of cognitive engagement
(propositional, linguistic and managerial). Finally, an ability to activate and manipulate
different manifestations of knowledge is documented. If this ability would be nurtured
long-term, then a disposition for inquiry and criticality as well as an enhanced
metacognitive awareness can develop which may translate into skills transferable
across the curriculum. Overall, the study recommends the CLIL approach as a rich
cognitive medium for learning, and an asset for promoting quality learning with the

specification that its implementation needs careful context-bound consideration.
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I: INTRODUCTION

Given the tendency of some PhD projects to tighten up their research
questions around nearly atomic entities, an overall evaluation of an L2
mediated learning experience may seem like an overambitious scientific
endeavour. Nevertheless, rather than fragment it into over-abstracted
segments, my intention remains to pursue an exploration of the learning
phenomenon as a whole unit, i.e. in my project, the learning experience
comprises both the learning discourse generated in the interaction with the
tasks and content at hand, and the learning discourse generated in the

interactions with others.

Thus, at the risk of oversimplification, it can be said that this project aims to
explore how young limited English students come to make sense of the L2
mediated content to which they are exposed as part of their CLIL History
lessons. In other words, my research questions lead to an exploration of
students’ capability to access L2 mediated learning spaces. More precisely, it
identifies what types of knowledge students choose to activate and how
students set into motion these different units of knowledge while working on

understanding.

The Introduction comprises three main sections which address the following:
a rationalisation of the study in both the broader field of CLIL theory and
practice, and the Romanian education system; a clarification of the aims of
the current study; and finally, an overview of the Romanian historic
background, with explanations of more current educational trends in the

primary sector and L2 pedagogy.

From the outset, I would like to be explicit about the fact that in developing
this project I have drawn on a wide range of interconnecting bodies of
literature, some of which are: emergent theoretical proposals in CLIL, theories
of learning of Vygotskian and Piagetian descent, L2 learning and acquisition,
and discourse studies. These are going to be reviewed in the relevant
chapters/sections, with the provision that there are limits as to the amount of

literature that can be covered in a doctoral project.
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I.1 RATIONALE: A GLOLOCALISATION OF THE RESEARCH FOCUS

The rationale for the study is rooted in a broader educational debate in which
various cognitive and communicative gains are professed on behalf of this
learning/teaching approach. In addition, due to the recent economic, political
and educational European integration, the interest for this project stems from
a current need to look at the applicability and value of such a learning
approach for the Romanian context. Thus, rationalising the study becomes a

question of considering both the more global and the local implications.

As argued elsewhere, the professed support for the CLIL approach across
Europe on grounds of its potential to support cognitively enhanced learning,

has gained increased investigative attention recently (Hawker, 2013).

The CLIL European scholastic community is beginning to closely scrutinise the
relationship between the notions of cognitive engagement and learning
through a language other than the students’ first language. Such a research
orientation has been particularly prompted by suggested associations of the
CLIL approach with student-centeredness and higher order thinking activity
(Coyle, 2007a, 2007b; Ting et al. 2007; Ting 2011).

Over the past decade, an increasing body of literature has provided fairly
strong support, both theoretically and empirically, for the idea that learning
under the CLIL approach is a cognitively enriched experience which has the
potential to sustain thinking of a higher order and boost metacognitive
awareness (Jappinen, 2005; Stohler, 2006; ZydatiB 2007; Vollmer, 2008;
Lorenzo, et al. 2009; Coyle et al. 2010; Ting 2011). For instance, from a
neuroscientific perspective, Ting (2010a&b) argues that CLIL learning involves
interactive knowledge construction processes which are coherent with how the
brain learns. In the same vein, Van de Craen et al. (2007a) and Coonan
(2007a) appear to concur that the nature of integrative learning programmes
is demanding and thus cognitively stimulating. According to them, any ‘extra
cognitive burden’ which may be posed by the dual focused processing can
become the very prompter of cognitive acceleration. More specifically, having
to attend to conceptual understanding more persistently can trigger deeper
semantic processing and thus stimulate higher order thinking activity (Vollmer
et al. 2006 cited in Dalton-Puffer 2008).

16



Furthermore, Coonan (2007b) emphasizes that the accommodating capacity
of CLIL learning for task-based activities allows for the identification of
complex cognitive processes to be brought into play: knowledge/information
gathering; comprehension confirming; application/making use of knowledge;

analysing/taking part; synthesis/putting together; and evaluation/juggling.

From the point of view of neuropsychology, the explanation for the advantage
of dual focused learning stands in the fact that it appears to enhance neural
activity (Fabbro, 1999; Edelman & Tononi, 2000). Research on brain activity
has shown that the bilingual brain needs less effort that is less work load to
perform certain tasks under scanning conditions (Blakemore & Frith, 2005;
Bialystok et al., 2005; Mondt, 2007). CLIL may not create this brain plasticity
but it is believed to fully exploit it.

Some researchers note a tendency in classroom practice to plan in the zone of
learners’ actual development (Vygotsky, 1978) when L2 is limited (Kaufman
and Crandall, 2005). However, it has been suggested that simplification of the
content and minimalisation of the cognitive tasks is not the answer even when
one deals with students with limited L2 proficiency. In other words, it is
possible to promote higher levels of thinking whilst reducing linguistic
demands. Some studies provide an indication that subject matter knowledge
is same or even better in CLIL classes especially with primary school children
(Van de Craen et al., 2007a&b; Stohler, 2006). In short, both teachers and
students need enrichment and elaboration of the knowledge rather than
simplification (Dong, 2002; Eschevarria et al., 2008). To put it briefly, one of
the main strengths of CLIL pedagogy could rest in its advocacy for cognitively

demanding classes as a forum for genuine and meaningful learning.

There are however concerns too, regarding, for example, student engagement
and subject competence, given the varying levels of proficiency in the target
language (for a detailed account see Dalton-Puffer 2011: 187). Increasingly,
the idea of an enhanced cognitive ground under the CLIL approach appears to
be placed under critical scrutiny as well as, in some instances, the employed
research design, and therefore, the validity of some of the empirically
demonstrated benefits (Bruton, 2011a).

Such findings show an underlying preoccupation with determining the
academic value and the local relevance of the CLIL approach. This is usually
achieved by treating language and content as two somewhat independent

halves. Maintaining this line of inquiry could prove a futile effort as it would be

17



difficult to identify clear cut boundaries between semantic and propositional
processing. It may be useful instead to start departing from a dualistic
conceptualisation of curricular content and linguistic expression and regard

them as one process (Dalton-Puffer, 2011).

An emphasis on the unity between content and language can bring to the fore
explorations of the very essence of this type of learning. Heine (2010)
undertakes an investigation of those cognitive processes consciously set into
play during simultaneous work on accessing propositional knowledge and
linguistic decoding, thus initiating a much needed research direction in CLIL.
In-depth explorative investigations centred on how students access an L2
mediated learning space can lead to a more in-depth understanding of the
very essence of this type of learning. In this way, the research direction is

taken a step closer to what is truly relevant for CLIL.

However, this is not to minimise the significance of other factors, nor does
this argue for a pursuit of CLIL ‘pure’ data. One of the criticisms brought to
research reporting successful outcomes of the CLIL approach is that they tend
to overlook the importance of distinguishing other non-CLIL factors which may
contribute to the positive outcomes (Bruton, 2011b). In reality, many CLIL
teaching-learning arrangements subsume elements of task-based learning,
problem solving or communicative teaching. In addition to this, numerous
other factors come into play; motivation, parental support, school ethos,
personality traits only to name a few. Perhaps, if one distances themselves
from the desire to measure the effects of separate variables, or to manipulate
control groups, one may come to the realisation that what comes into the
foreground is the learning phenomenon itself. In other words, a naturalistic
and holistic approach provides the necessary frame for a close encounter with
the learning event while also accounting for some of the other factors which

remain in the background.

In spite of the positive empirical support that the CLIL approach enjoys of
late, a concern is still echoed in some European contexts regarding the
feasibility and relevance of its implementation (see those contexts where CLIL
programmes are made available to students only after reaching a certain level
of English language proficiency via the EFL classes - Fruhauf et al., 1996).
Such reserves boil down to questions such as: Does limited English proficiency
necessarily place us in the ‘less language -less complex cognitive activity’
quadrant of the CLIL matrix (Coyle, 2007a)? In other words, Does a low level

of language comprehension necessarily restrict our students from genuine
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cognitive engagement with the content?; or, Is there an intense complex
mental activity set into motion to compensate the language barrier, which
enables students to operate at a higher cognitive and metacognitive level ?. 1
would argue that a great deal can be learnt about this cognitive activity by
looking at the strategies and the different manifestations of knowledge that
students employ. It is this particular debate within the CLIL field to which this

piece of research aims to make its contribution.

With regards to the Romanian context, concerns as to how realistic it actually
is to teach subject matter through the means of English to students with
limited proficiency in L2, have not explicitly been voiced in the Romanian
educational landscape. Since mid 1990s, bilingual programmes have been run
only at upper-secondary level to students that are considered to have
achieved a reasonable level of proficiency in L2. The fact that CLIL does not
seem to have been given consideration as an official option in primary
education can indicate at least two reasons why the educational authorities
appear to still be in doubt about it. Firstly, the educational authorities may
consider that there is not enough specialised staff to support the
implementation the CLIL approach. Secondly, CLIL may be held back at
primary level because of the mentality that the children would not be able to
cope with the content especially if the L2 proficiency is limited. In this respect,
the study aims to provide the Romanian context with a deeper understanding

of how the bilingual type of education works for young learners.

In brief, students’ cognitive performance as a result of their classroom
learning should be a priority in any educational setting, and also of high
interest for educational research. Provided that empirical evidence from a
network of studies can establish CLIL as an approach that truly enhances
innovative learning then, it follows that research findings on how exactly
children learn under this approach can become of interest to the wider field of
learning theories. In addition to making a contribution to the body of research
and literature in CLIL and CLIL related fields, studies such as this can also

impact on CLIL practice by suggesting context-relevant recommendations.
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I.2 PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND AIMS

This study focuses on students’ learning activity while accessing and
inhabiting learning spaces within the L2 mediated discourse. More specifically
it explores meaning making in terms of discourse processing, i.e. children
processing the discourse of the learning task and the discourse of their

interaction.

Being an explorative study, the research focus has become tighter as the
investigation progressed. Two main aspects have remained in focus however
from the onset: students’ ability to access and perform within L2 mediated
learning spaces, and the potential that the CLIL learning experience holds to
nurture learning of a higher order. The progression of the research questions
in terms of subsequent focusing can be seen in the Methodology chapter

(IV.1). The purpose of this study can be summarised as follows:

a. To explore students’ capability to access and inhabit learning spaces within

the L2 mediated discourse

To identify the processing activity on discourse levels of depth

> To appreciate the shape of the fluid interface between the intra- and
inter- psychological planes in the process of meaning making

> To map the types of Knowledge underpinning the students’ processing

activity

b. To investigate the potential the CLIL learning experience has to sustain

dialogic learning and thinking of a higher order

> To look at the nature of the discourse generated in the course of
learning in terms of both dynamics (patterns) and substance
(tracking intellectual activity)

» To tailor a multilayered microanalysis around conversational and
instructional learning units, discuss how they complement each other

and critically evaluate their potential to support deep learning

These more theoretical purpose statements outlined here are revisited in the
Methodology and Analysis chapters under the sub-sections IV.1.3 and VI.1.5,
respectively. In these sub-sections the progression of the research questions
is followed, and aims of a more empirical nature are mapped onto the actual

analysis of the data.
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1.3 THE WIDER CONTEXTUAL LAYERS OF THE THESIS: THE MACROLEVEL

The main layers of context identified in this study largely follow Urie
Bronfenbrenner's model of the ecology of cognitive development. He
recognises that cognitive growth occurs as a systemic interaction between the
human organism and the environment and proposes the following interlinking
contextual layers: macrosystem (e.g. community, the larger social
environment and culture), mesosystems (e.g. family, school ethos, and
religion), microsystem (e.g. cognitive sets and learning arrangements)
(Bronfenbrenner, 1993, 2005). This introductory chapter of the thesis looks
only at the macro-level; the other two layers of context (meso- and micro-

strata) are going to be explained in detail in the Context chapter.

For a better understanding of the meso- and micro- layers of context, a brief
description the overall socio-politic and educational Romanian landscape is
needed in order to see how this has shaped people’s national identity and
current mentalities. This more general presentation is going to be brought
closer to the specific focus of this project by looking at the educational reform
following the events in 1989, with particular interest in foreign language

education and the primary sector.

I1.3.1 Brief general background and historical overview

Situated in the South-Eastern part of Europe, Romania is now a parliamentary
republic. It has a land surface of approximately 237,499 sq. Km and a
population of approximately 21.5 million (NIS, 2007). Romania joined NATO
in 2004, and became one of the latest additions to the European Union in
January 2007.

According to the latest available National Census from 2002, Romanians
constitute 89.5% of the population with a Hungarian community (including
Szecklers) of approximately 6.6% followed by relatively small percentages of
other ethnic groups such as Roma (Gypsy) - 2.5%; German - 0.3%; Ukrainian
- 0.3%; Russian - 0.2%; Turkish - 0.2%, and other ethnic groups including
Serbians, Czechs and Croatians - 0.4%. Denominational faith is represented
as follows: Eastern Orthodox - 86.7%; Roman-Catholic - 4.7%; Protestant -
3.2%; Greek-Catholic - 0.9%; Unitarian - 0.3%; Evangelical - 0.1%; and
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other religions including Muslim - 0.4% (NIS, 1999-2004). The official
language of instruction is Romanian. Nonetheless, for all levels, and
depending on the ethnic representation in particular areas, schooling is also

provided in the relevant minority language.

In 2005, the allocated budget for education in Romania was relatively low,
3.5% GDP, by contrast with an European average of 5.0%, 7.0% in Sweden,
5.5% in Hungary and 4.5% in Bulgaria (European Commission, 2009: 121).
At present, the literacy rate is recorded at 97.6% (UNDP, 2010) with the

following school enrolment rates for 2009-2010 by educational level/age.

78,4% Pre-School Education/ 3 to 6(7);
97,6% Primary Education/ 6(7) to 10(11);
98.9% Lower Secondary Education/ 10(11) to 14(15);

96,4% Upper Secondary (Theoretical, Industrial, Economic and

YV V VYV V

Administrative, Informatics, Pedagogical, Health, Arts, Sports, Military,
Agricultural, Veterinary and Theological)/ 14(15) to 16(17);
6,1% Vocational Education 14(15) to 16(17);

> 96,7%%* (*esp. representative for urban areas) A Levels/ 16(17) to
18(19);

» 45% Tertiary Education 18(19) onwards but current trends show an
upper age recorded at around 32 (Mejer et al., 2011); and

> 1,6% Adult Lifelong Education/ 25 - 65.
(MECTS, 2010)

A full understanding of the Romanians’ sense of national identity requires an
exhaustive exploration of events from various historic stages which would go
well beyond the communist years. Due to the limited scope of this sub-
section, only a couple of points shall be made about those mentalities which
seem to underlie the nation’s tendency to oscillate between patriarchal
stability and progressive change, and between a monochrome view of society

and a multicultural vision of it.

Over the last decade, Romania seems to have made progress in moving
towards a multicultural, more inclusive and diverse society. This is due to a
series of socio-economic factors which increased the nation’s exposure to

diversity. Some of these factors are as follows.
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> Extensive civic and human rights education,

» The return of some prominent figures from the intellectual segment of
the Romanian Diaspora,

> The experience of living, working and studying abroad of thousands of
ordinary Romanians,
An increasing intake of international students at tertiary level,
Student exchange programmes, and, finally,

Small businesses which employ work force from abroad.

However, even a brief analysis of Romania’s historical events and its relatively
recent communist past can reveal that the road towards pluralism and

multiculturalism has not been without its controversies.

At the core of the making of the Romanian nation, stands the argument of
linguistic unity, common origins and continuity, i.e. Daco-Romanism. A
moderate nationalist perspective on the matter would highlight the fact that
Romanians are descendants of the Daco-Roman population forged in the
years that followed the Roman conquest of Dacia (106AD). Mostly based on
archaeological evidence and the Latin linguistic heritage, this viewpoint
strongly supports the continuity of the romanicised Getae within the same

geographical parameters as modern day Romania (Petre et al., 2007).

The continuity and linguistic unity theory has fierce support from the more
radical Romanian nationalist wing, and fairly strong support amongst
Romanians in general. The counter thesis, known as the Rosenthalian theory,
proposes that the long and harsh war between the Getae and the Romans left
a seriously declining population in this area, and that later, at the withdrawal
of the Roman legions, most of the population migrated south of the Danube.
Therefore, the disputed Transylvanian area would have been barren at the
arrival of the Hungarians and therefore, by the right of the first settled

Transylvania was later claimed by the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

Accounts of early modern history (1600-1800) depict Romania as a country
often trapped between considerably larger and more powerful neighbours,
namely the Hapsburg, the Ottoman and the Russian Empires. Within this
political frame, the accounts of this nation’s attempts to attain independence
from the control of these affluent neighbours can be regarded as a mix of

romanticised heroism and practical political allegiances.

23



The first brief unification of the Romanian principalities of Moldova, Wallachia
and Transylvania was accomplished in 1600 under Mihai Viteazul (Michael the
Brave) for the first time since the sate of Dacia. Much later, the Romanian
modern state is created through the union of the principalities of Moldavia and
Wallachia in the year 1859, with the simultaneous election in both
principalities of the ruler Alexandru Ioan Cuza. In 1878 Romania is granted its
independence in the Treaty of Berlin which brought closure to the Russo-
Turkish War. Due to the gradual disintegration of the Russian and the Austro-
Hungarian powers, the control over the provinces of Bessarabia, Bucovina,
and Transylvania decreases. In 1918, these provinces opt for unification with
the principalities of Moldova and Wallachia, thus becoming what was then

proclaimed as Greater Romania (Tobin, 2010).

The achievement of Greater Romania elevated national pride but with the
territorial regaining came also a significant growth in the ethnic and
denominational minorities. While the argument of the Carpathian-Danubian -
Pontic continuity and of the Romanian speaking majority population may have
won, an equally important argument profiles, that of tolerance and
acceptance towards diversity. For instance, the principalities of Wallachia and
Moldova (Romania before 1914) had a fairly homogenous population with a
Romanian majority and only a few minorities (8% altogether) of which the
most predominant were the Jews. This state of affairs was challenged by the
unification in 1918 when the ethnic distribution looked as follows: 71.9%
(Romanians), 7.9% Hungarians, 4.1% Germans, 4% Jews, 3, 3% Ukrainians.
Thus, according to the national census from 1930, approximately a quarter of
the population in post-1918 Romania were of an ethnic origin other than
Romanian. In addition, besides the still dominant orthodox faith other new
denominations become better represented amongst which are: Romano-
Catholicism, Greco-Catholicism, Lutheranism and Calvinism (Petre et al.,
2007).

Such a gain of ethnic and religious diversity could have been a great
opportunity in building a multicultural and tolerant social environment over
the time. However, the years to come had a different reality in store. Back in
the 1950’s when France and Germany were setting up the European Economic
Community (1957) which 35 years later turned into the European Union,

Romania followed a completely different historic trajectory.
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The end of World War II left Romania stripped of Bessarabia (the current
Republic of Moldova) and under the direct control of the Soviet Union until the
late 1950s. The Soviet influence facilitated the rise to power of the
Communist Party which was led by the worldwide known dictator, Nicolae
Ceausescu, for over 30 years (1965 - 1989). Although the Soviet Union
seemed to have loosened the grip over Romania by giving Ceausescu free rein
and by seemingly tolerating his connections with the West, in actual fact,
Romania remained a strategic satellite country for the USSR (Tobin, 2010;
Djuvara, 2010).

The communism practised in Romania, particularly in the 1980s, was a hard
core communism similar to Asian and Stalinist original communism (Birzea,
1995; Fretwell and Wheeler, 2000). This dogma could not allow ethnic
diversity to grow and flourish and therefore under pretences of integration,
the Communist Party tacitly pursues a ruthless policy of ethnic purification of
the nation. Thus, between 1945 and 1951 approximately 150,000 Jews left
Romania; between 1970 and 1980, every year, nearly 14,000 Germans fled to
the Federal Republic of Germany; thousands of Romanian citizens of
Hungarian ancestry risked the illegal crossing of the border; and the whole
gypsy community was often at risk of marginalisation (Petre et al., 2007). If
one considers the fact that the Romanian territory has hosted for centuries a
staggering white-Orthodox-Romanian majority, it becomes obvious why it
would have been so important to have had a political climate that would have
ensured genuine recognition of these ethnic minorities. Equally, this would
have shaped a nation that could have developed a capacity to accommodate

both national feelings and a love for cultural diversity.

The absurd impositions of the communist regime resulted in a silent widening
of the gap between people who had been constantly pushed to the limits, and
system which tightened its rigidity in all respects. Despite Ceausescu’s careful
protections, this accumulation of tension resulted in a full blown revolution

which spread nationally overnight in December 1989.

Some commentators note that unsurprisingly the post-1989 transition period
is characterised by tendencies to remain suspended in political limbo and
confusion. This can be attributed primarily to the consequences of those 40
years of avid communist indoctrination (Kozma, 1989/1990; Andrei, 2006). It
can also be due, in part, to a perception of Romania as a peripheral nation,

i.e. a perceived image of Romania as a powerless political marionette, often
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trapped between those more powerful states, and now acting as a second
class citizen in the European Union and as a military base for the American
government. Finally, people’s deepening socio-politic apathy comes also as a
result of the disillusionment in the ethics and political potential of the leaders
from after 1989.

For instance, a poll undertaken by the Open Society Foundation (OSF), in
2004, shows small percentages reflecting the level of trust Romanians hold in
the national institutions. This, for a nation who is in the process of rebuilding
a democratic society, is somewhat worrying since these institutions are
supposed to be the very structures of exercising democratic change.
According to this opinion poll (OSF, 2004), ‘High’ and ‘Fairly High’ levels of
trust shown to the Government and the Parliament come in the range of
20%-30%, with the political parties scoring only 7%. Such relatively low
percentages appear to be a clear indication of the disengagement of the
masses with these structures whilst there appears to be an almost
unchallenged vote of trust (85%) for the Orthodox Church. Whilst spiritual
life, predominantly Christian faith, is one of the major elements which laid the
foundations of our sense of national identity, overreliance on the institution of
faith and the Orthodox dogma may pose some difficulty in terms of the
advancement of free thinking. Although trust in the national Orthodox Church
appears to be the highest, there seems to be a gradual increase in the trust
people place in international fora such as EU (46%) which can be a positive
factor in the way of making steps towards a genuine opening up to democratic

values.

This section has highlighted that although of late Romania is decidedly
engaged in a process of genuine democratisation, this did not come without
difficulties due to certain mentalities, political events, and socio-ethnic issues
intertwined in its historical past. The relatively nationalist mentality and the
people’s oscillation between stability and change reflect to a great extent on
what is locally understood as good quality education. There still is a tendency
for educators to hold on to those more traditional ways of knowing and to

take pride in encouraging competitive schooling environments and elitism.
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I1.3.2 Educational reform: aiming for a transformed educational vision

If the communist dogma managed to graft a feeling of equality and security
onto people’s consciousness, the dramatic economic and social changes which
followed the 1989 events have awoken the Romanians to an altogether
different kind of reality. This sudden change of regime was followed by a
series of economic, political and educational reforms. While they are all
interrelated and equally important, the educational reform has been the most
difficult and slow because it challenges existing mentalities, values and
attitudes.

In a fairly picturesque account of the communist years, Parham-Brown (1998)
reports on his debates back at the beginning of the 1990s with his Romanian
university students on a highly sensitive subject, namely that of the animosity
Romanians manifest towards the gipsy population. What he finds striking is an
incapacity to assess critically and accept multiple viewpoints on the part of
such young people. This inability to look inwards and expose one’s own
weaknesses without fear of losing face has been, perhaps, one of the principal
culprits for the hindrance of the development of a genuine democratic

mentality in Romania.

Birzea (1995) acknowledges the fact that an educational reform is not just
about replacing old structures in the system but more so about aiming to
transform retrograde ways of thinking. He estimates a time span of a
generation, i.e. 25 years, for a democratic type of educational reform to attain
most of its objectives; and identifies several stages in the educational reform
undergone during the first part of the transition years (1998-1995):

deconstruction, stabilisation, restructuring, and counter-reform.

The first stage is a spontaneous anticommunist movement, one of ideological
breakaway, an utter denial of any values held high during the communist
years irrespective of whether these had anything to do with the communist
doctrine. The second stage of transition is characterised by an overall growing
interest in the economic and political power, and a decline of interest in
education. However, this stage is considered a stage of consolidation because
it defines a new legislative framework with some positive initiatives such as
freedom for religious education in schools, minority languages acknowledged
nationally as language of instruction in the relevant areas, a reinstatement of

private education and an acceptance of alternative systems of education such
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as Montessori and Waldorf. The third stage is characterised by changes
triggered by the influence of the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund, and by work towards meeting the criteria in order to join the European
Union. Some of the educational initiatives are as follows: decentralisation of
educational administration, modernisation and diversification of the system of
financing education, reorganising the teacher training system, changes across
all curricula, and liberalisation of the educational publishing market. The
fourth stage that of a counter-reform shows that deep set mentalities and
instilled socialist practices are not easily challenged. ‘Residual communism is
still active’ (Birzea, 1995:8) as the post-modern Romania sees a revival, to
some extent, of a disguised communism. This is largely due to the
reinstatement of certain leaders (formerly part of Ceausescu’s oppressive
apparatus) who re-emerged as ‘nation’s savers’ (ibidem: 9). These leaders
have fuelled a movement which Birzea deems to be overall nationalistic in
that it preaches a need for stability, elevates national pride, encourages

suspicion of foreign influences, and undermines educational research.

The latter part of the transition years (2000 onwards) has made some
significant steps towards a more global and democratic vision of education.
There has been continued support for the educational reform from the World
Bank and an increasing number of small-scale EU-funded projects
encouraging educational partnership and mobility. Such a strong trend driven
by the EU has resulted in attempts for an implementation of some western

models, however, still with mixed results (Andrei, 2006; Ulrich, 2008).

One of the stumbling blocks to the educational reform process remains the
controversy around the administrative and intellectual decentralisation of the
education sector. Although by 2005, many Local Educational Authorities
(School Inspectorates) were given administrative autonomy (Popescu, 2010)
the process of decentralising the education system still has met with some
scepticism (Reisz, 2006). It has become increasingly evident that schools
would benefit from moving towards a system of democratically-elected boards
as opposed to the ambiguous nominations made by the School Inspectorates
whereby headteachers are appointed on grounds of their political affiliation to
the governing party. In addition, schools need to make major steps towards
administrating their own finances, projects and human resources. While an
enthusiastic take on the western democratic model would fully advocate such

changes, a more sceptical take on the matter would point out that such
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decentralisation would allow far too great authority to individual schools and
boards. Chapman (2002), Carausan (2004) and Johnson (2007) seem to be in
agreement that the decentralisation of education in a country sill governed by

compromise may run the risk of merely changing the locus of corruption.

Another measure proposed under the umbrella of decentralisation is curricular
autonomy through which schools are free to establish priority areas in close
relation to student and parent perceived needs. Again, although generally this
is regarded as having great potential for the development of the individuality
of each school, it is, however, also seen as an extra burden, to some extent,
particularly in the context of the underpaid teachers who have become

increasingly reluctant to take on any extra work (OECD, 2000).

Furthermore, the introduction of the alternative textbooks has also divided
opinions. On one hand, teachers are becoming increasingly comfortable with
the idea of the multiple and fluctuating truths (Hargreaves, 1994) and,
therefore, the freedom of exploring alternative accounts. Moreover, they are
happy to encourage students to look critically at the different types of
textbooks thus initiating their students into challenging the authority of the
written word. Nonetheless, the same teachers criticise the superficiality and
lack of structure of many of the new textbooks, and raise questions as to any
vetted interests that the Ministry of Education may have towards certain

publishing houses in the process of textbook quality validation.

The above examples from the education sector reiterate a theme from the
previous section, namely the mixture of tradition and modernity (Andrei,
2006; Ulrich, 2008). Educators also assume ambivalent feelings towards
change: on the one hand, they can fully see the value of a democratic type of
education; however, they tend to still remain trapped in a safety net of
mundane teaching rites. Simply put, educators seem to be torn between
ideology (what they feel they should do and hold as healthy educational
practice), and practicalities (what they actually do under the pressures of

being financially solvable) (Veleanu, 2006).

Administrative reform of any education system however may not occur at the
same pace with shifts in mentalities about educational values. The
conceptualisation of quality learning dwells on a lingering rationalist bias

which still pervades many educational establishments and resides almost
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unchallenged in the mentality of the general public in pseudo post-modern
Romania (Ulrich, 2008). Hager (2005) unpicks a series of basic assumptions
underlying an influential and universal story about what constitutes good
learning. Some of these assumptions can also be detected in the Romanian
educational landscape and are entertained by a nostalgic view of quality
learning; a view which remains in awe of those universally established truths
and the unquestionable authority of the knowledge passed down by classic
scholars (McGrath, 1997). In addition to this, learning progression throughout
schooling vyears follows the Piagetian model of stages in cognitive

development quite religiously.

In Romanian terms, this kind of learning is often described as ‘invatare
temeinica’ which regards the storage of transmitted propositional information
into long term memory. According to this principle one desirable educational
outcome is to endow students with respectable general knowledge; in
Constantinescu’s words to turn students into ‘living libraries’ = ‘biblioteca vie’
(2012:1). Such perception of good learning, i.e. ‘the furnishing of minds with
true propositions’, is critiqued by Hager who notes that this conceptualisation
of learning rests on several related assumptions: learning is at its core an
essentially individual activity; learning by reasoning and an objective pursuit
of knowledge stands on higher ground by comparison to the more intuitive
forms of knowing; the best learning is verbally mediated and is represented
by knowledge that is written down or spoken; and, finally, learning centres on
the stable and enduring (Hager, 2005:649-650).

Most of the above assumptions spring from a narrow rationalism, grounded in
a bipolar ontology which sets up problematic dualisms that tend to favour for
example, the more rational forms of learning (e.g. logical deduction) with its
associated scientifically-based knowledge (e.g. physics laws) over the building
of interpersonal skills for instance (such as empathising), or to prioritise the
acquisition of theoretical abstracted concepts over learning as training (Hager,
2005). Such dichotomies still characterise schooling to a large extent in
Romania, with many class practitioners, seemingly unaware, operating more

at the rationalist end of the continuum.

Progressive educational thought needs to attempt to avoid one-sided
conceptualisations of learning and to remain reluctant to embrace exclusively
either one or the other of the extremes of such dichotomies. Therefore, whilst

these ubiquitous dichotomies still populate the current classroom practice and
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pedagogical guidelines increasing recognition is need for a more holistic
appreciation of the learning phenomenon. Even though not quite a general
trend yet, of late, some Romanian educators and philosophers seem to agree
that ‘quality assurance is one of the most important parts in restructuring the
national educational system’ (Bunda and Baciu, 2009: 71). This can be
achieved both by reconceptualising and re-contextualising learning in the
current socio-politic milieu. A transformed vision of education also needs to be
informed by other international educational models as well as by exploring the
changing national values and beliefs. In summary, a post-modern type of
educational reform should commit to developing curricula and practice models
that harmonise local and global elements (Walsh, et al., 2005; Djuvara, 2010;
Enache, 2011).

I.3.3 Trends in the study of EFL and History in Primary Education

This last part is aimed at narrowing down the educational debate of change to
aspects and facts regarding primary education, the teaching of History and

English as a Foreign Language, and CLIL initiatives.

In 2009, primary education is recorded with an enrolment rate of 97.6% and
a dropout rate of 1.4% (MECTS, 2010). It is compulsory and can be organized
in public and private schools. There has been an upwards trend in pre-school
enrolment from approximately 65% in 2000 to over 80 % in 2009 which is
only benefited primary school in terms of children’s school readiness (NIS,
2009; Mejer et al., 2011). In general, in the urban areas, a class comprises
on average 20 to 25 pupils and the pupil-teacher ratio is of 19 to 1 (MECTS,
2010).

Romania’s latest participations in the Progress in International Reading
Literacy Study (PIRLS) are recorded in 2001 and 2006. PIRLS is conducted in
by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement
(IEA) and aims to measure the performance levels of pupils in reading
comprehension in the fourth year of primary education, more precisely
students aged 9 or 10 (European Commission , 2009). The study undertaken
in Romania comprised over 4000 students from 150 schools nationally, and
showed the following levels of literacy. The average score established
internationally (OECD) is of 500 points. In 2001, Romanian pupils had an

overall national score of 512 points or 526 points if only the urban areas are
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considered. In 2006, Romanian pupils scored an overall of 489 points or 515

points if only urban areas are considered (MECTS, 2010).

A class works primarily with one teacher (invatator) throughout the four years
spent in elementary school. However, it has become increasingly popular for
foreign languages, religion and, in some cases, music and physical education
to be taught by other secondary level specialist teachers. The majority of the
primary education teachers (invatatori) are trained in pedagogical high school
(upper secondary education) which besides the general curriculum (followed
by all the other theoretical schools) has a strong component of pedagogy,
psychology and teaching methodology, with sustained teaching practicum.
Secondary school teachers (profesori) are trained in long-term higher
education, four to five years, depending on the subject they will teach
(MECTS, 2005). 98, 5% of the primary teachers have qualified teacher status
and a similarly high percentage is true of those secondary teachers who teach

the specialist subjects.

Due to some nationalist inclinations fuelled by vyears of communist
indoctrination, Romania has had some difficulty regarding the rewriting of the
history books, particularly in the early days of the transition. Ciobanu
explains that under the Soviet influence, history books ‘expressed a myth of
Romanian exceptionalism’ and presented history, especially to the young
ones, as ‘a series of successive glorious battles culminating in the victory of
the Communist party and Ceausescu’s leadership’ (2008: 59). At the
beginning of 1990s, when the first rewritten history books revealed open
criticism of national heroes, and a questioning of national identity, this was
taken as nearly an undermining of the very goal of education which, at the
time, people still believed to be the promotion of ‘patriotic loyalty’. It became
so controversial that one of the new textbooks had to be banned (ibidem).
However, further efforts to re-narrate Romanian history have not been
abandoned; one distinguished historian and philosopher who undertakes a

critical exploration of Romanian history is Neagu Djuvara.

At present, History is taught one lesson per week throughout the 4™ grade.
Although it is only Romanian History that is being taught to primary pupils,
the focus has moved away, to a large extent, from a purist and nationalistic
take on events. The current approved textbooks attempt to contextualise

Romania in the broader European historical landscape, and to encourage
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alternative interpretations of the events presented. Thus, the study of history
begins with an exploration of the notions of primary and secondary sources
and how these can be used to understand historical events. In addition, there
seems to be a strong emphasis on equipping students with a clear

understanding of chronology in order to be able to navigate the content.

It may be safe to argue, that the present textbooks have limited the amount
of information by comparison with the older textbooks, in order to make room
for activities conducive to building up subject-matter-specific-skills. Thus, the
introduction of skill-oriented activities resulted in a competition for space
between content and skills in these course books. The main criticism raised to
this refers to a de-contextualisation of certain historic events which would

need a greater amount of detail for a genuinely in-depth understanding.

Another observation that could be made regarding the teaching of history at
primary level is that this is limited to one linguistic medium of delivery, i.e.
Romanian. The teaching of any national history through the home language is
only natural; however, exploring historic events exclusively through one
language is not that easily defendable especially in an age when increasingly
history is regarded as an accumulation of alternative accounts. While I am not
suggesting that the native language should be abandoned in the teaching
Romanian history, I would argue that an inclusion of documents in different
languages would ensure direct access to a broader range of perspectives.
Moreover, in those areas where minority groups are well represented, national
history should be delivered both through Romanian and the minority
languages in order to enable nuanced and culturally accountable discussions

of the historic events which shaped our nation.

In spite of Romania’s long standing tradition of French before 1989, English
quickly has won ground as a first choice in studying a foreign language over
the transition years (Medgyes, 1997). This nearly spontaneous turn towards
the Anglo-American culture and civilisation is largely explained by the
international adoption of English as a lingua franca, but also by widespread
resentment harboured throughout years of obligatory Russian (Kozma,
1989/1990; Constantinescu, et al., 2002). There has been increasing local
interest in mastering the language that grants access to international
commerce and current technological developments; an interest which has

been readily and timely encouraged by EU policy. For example, from 1990 a
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governmental decree made the teaching of a foreign language mandatory
from the age of 8 in all Romanian state schools with a second foreign
language to be introduced at the age of 10, showing that foreign language
education held an important status. Then, the European Framework for Key
Competences for Lifelong Learning recommended communication in foreign
languages as one of the eight lifelong learning key-competences in an
integrated Europe. This directive reverberated into the national curriculum
and thus and in 2006, a new competence-based primary syllabus for English

was released.

While foregrounding linguistic and communicative competencies is an
improvement on the previous iteration of the syllabus (discrete-item
approach), it appears to me that the current syllabi could be improved by
introducing more cognitively stimulating content. At present, for instance, the
Y3 syllabus appears to be dominated by the universal EFL topics such as
Family, Weather, Animals and Leisure, which makes it safe to argue that
there is scope for more content-driven and thought-provoking topics. Another
noticeable weakness consists in the relatively vague indicators of expected
progress (e.g. the phrase ‘reluare si imbogatire’ which translates ‘revision
and extension’ is stipulated in most places in a very much lookalike Y4
syllabus). Another example of lack of specificity in the syllabi is reflected in
the vocabulary work section which seems to be resumed to recommending
150-200 vocabulary items for Y3 and 200-250 for Y4, respectively). Overall, it
is only fair to acknowledge that English is clearly given more prominence in
the national curriculum and more space in the students’ timetables. However,
in order for the English lesson to become quality classroom time, the syllabi
need to be developed further. The receptive and productive aural/oral and
written competencies stipulated here need to be contextualised in a more
meaningful content so that our students become driven by an urge to
communicate thoughts and ideas rather than by a pedagogic constraint to

rehearse communication.

Bucur and Popa (2013) note that although methodological guidelines and
details on the targeted competencies appear in the elective syllabi (Y1 and
Y2), they are inexplicably discontinued in the compulsory syllabi (Y3 and Y4).
Also based on interviews undertaken with stakeholders (students, parents and
teachers) they advise that consistency and clarity in the recommended
methodology across the four years of primary education is essential. In

addition, they point out that the teaching of English at primary level should
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not be restricted to specialist secondary teachers (holders of an academic
qualification); primary class teachers with a vocational qualification in English
should be encouraged to work with their students particularly on grounds of

their greater understanding of how learning works at this age.

The popularity of English is reflected in the large number of students who opt
for it as shown by the National Institute of Statistics. A growth of interest in
studying English can be easily noticed if one looks at the steady increase over
a decade as follows: 292.484 (1996-1997), 326.545 (1999-2000), 338.914
(2004-2005), 368.319 (2006-2007) (NIS, 2009). A brief look at choice across
available foreign languages in mainstream education for 2007-2008 for
instance, also reveals English as top choice in the study of modern languages

in primary education.

The TOTAL NUMBER OF STUDENTS involved in the survey
LANGUAGES 517,694 7,678
1%t Language 2" Language
English 353,121 2,987
French 150,486 3,630
German 125, 58 953
Spanish 951 -
Russian 355 32
Italian 223 94

Table 1: The distribution of the study of modern languages in primary education (NIS, 2009)

The enrolment rates in mainstream classes are not the only indicator of the
sustained interest for the study of English. The results from the ESOL
Cambridge examinations which many of the students in the urban area take
are also indicative of high levels of motivation and committed parental
support. For instance, for the December exam sessions in 2008 and 2009, the

ESOL Cambridge examinations results for young learners look as follows.

2008 Starters (A1) | 2009 Movers (A1)

PAPER NUMBER OF SHIELDS

I II ITI v Vv I II III v \Y

Reading & | 0.0% | 3.5% | 11.2% | 33.5% | 51.9 3.8 | 10.9 | 23.2 30.7 31.4
Writing

Listening 0.0% | 4.0% | 16.1% | 29.3% | 50.6 2.0 | 83 12.2 31.2 46.2

Speaking 0.0% | 0.5% | 4.2% 9.9% 85.4 0.0 | 1.2 4.5 12.7 81.6

Table 2: Grades Statistics for Young Learners Examinations - Movers and Starters (UCLES, 2011)
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Behind the high percentages under shields IV and V lie hours of usually after-
school preparation, and a significant level of financial and emotional family
support. To this, there can be added a few successful initiatives with
kindergarten students; more exactly, preparing children as young as 5 or 6
for Starters on grounds of their receptivity for foreign languages from a very
young age (Butnaru, 2009). Nonetheless, such initiatives remain of a more

exceptional nature for the Romanian context.

Mostly because of the appeal of tertiary education abroad, this interest in
English is maintained throughout secondary school and college. For example,
the ESOL Cambridge examinations grade statistics for 2010, in Romania,
reveal the following percentages in total pass (with grades A, B and C): First
Certificate English 79.6% (usually 13 to 15 year olds), Cambridge Advanced
English 75.5% (usually 16 to 18 year olds) and Cambridge Proficiency English
81.4% (usually 17 year olds and over)(UCLES, 2011).

The clear upsurge of interest in the study of English has impacted positively
on the number of European projects with a cross-curricular specific. One such
example is the growing number of Content and Language Integrated Learning
projects documented by the National Report on the Implementation of
Education and Training 2010. If, at secondary level, L2 mediated learning
(Geography, History, Literature and Human Rights through English) took off
at the beginning of the 1990s as the result of a top-down implementation of
European policy, somewhat by contrast, at primary level, there appears to be
a merger of top-down European policy and bottom-up local initiatives. Such
an integrated change model in which top down and bottom up would proceed
simultaneously can be favourable ground for CLIL as a developing learning

and teaching approach.

Xk k%

The Macrolevel section from this Introductory chapter has been aimed at
equipping the reader with a sufficiently comprehensive picture of the wider
context. This last sub-section, Trends in EFL with application to primary
education, has been aimed at reverting the reader’s attention from the larger
picture to a contextual layer directly relevant for the current study. More
immediate layers of context (educational setting, participants and learning
activity) are going to be introduced in the Context chapter (the meso- and

micro- levels).
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II: LITERATURE REVIEW

Such a holistic investigation of the CLIL learning phenomenon has pointed me
towards the need to explore complementary and even contradictory
theoretical concepts belonging to rival theories of learning, since settling for
just one theoretical approach, however established, has proved to be
insufficient. Therefore, my quest for theoretical support has taken me almost
equally onto two apparently opposed theoretical paths: the cognitive-

constructivist and the socio-cultural perspectives.

This chapter works towards an articulation of a socio-constructivist theoretical
framework which reflects largely an exploration of established theoretical

paradigms by networking a series of relevant theoretical constructs.

The first part of this chapter explores the broader picture of the internalist and
externalist accounts of learning with a particular interest in the literature
which debates the bridging of the two perspectives on learning. The second
part follows the notions of agency and apprenticeship as they are projected
through theoretical constructs such as zones of proximal development,
scaffolding, psychological tools, peer-assisted learning, and dialogic learning.
The third still considers learning as both a participatory and interpretive

learning endeavour but this time from a discourse perspective.

Whilst, as far as the study is concerned, the overall aim of this chapter is to
articulate a theoretical framework of adequate explanatory power, on a more
personal level, I am on a quest for a metaphor for learning. For this purpose,
I shall open this chapter with a Prologue in which I shall sketch a vision of
learning removed from a pure rationalist terrain. In the closing section of the
thesis (Epilogue), inspired by the CLIL approach pursued here and supported
by the findings of this investigation, a metaphorical conceptualisation of

learning as ‘understanding’ and ‘meaning making’ is contemplated.
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Prologue: Learning as contemplation and participation

This Prologue indicates a conceptualisation of learning from a moderate
relativist perspective, and an affiliation to a more inclusive understanding of learning

of this phenomenon.

Weaknesses in the narrow rationalist account of learning have encouraged
scholars to rise above the view of learning as solely an acquisition of true propositions
and consider other aspects of the human psyche that come into the equation of
learning. An early critique of views of learning grounded in narrow rationalism comes
from Dewey (1916/1966) who whilst accepting the importance of propositions, he
subsumes conceptual and propositional acquisition to a wider capacity, that of
Judgment which incorporates alongside cognitive factors, other factors such as ethical,
aesthetic, and motivational factors. Thus, learning changes from a pursuit of the
universal truth out there into the pursuit of one’s own understanding of the world

around, which paves the way towards a more relativist view of learning.

Other philosophers also propose accounts of learning that take it beyond the
learning of true propositions. Passmore (1980) explicates learning in terms of
capacities necessary for the learning action to occur, whereby the notion of capacities
extends well beyond the mental realm as they grow as a result of ‘experience,
imitation or deliberate teaching’ (1980:37). Thus, in this conceptualisation of learning
the passive contemplator often depicted in the rationalist accounts, becomes
purposefully and actively involved in furnishing their own mind. In addition, Swann
(2009) conceptualises learning as problem solving, a fairly open-ended process
characterised by critical and creative dimensions. Finally, Luntley (2005) proposes
learning as the acquisition of insight which is realised through the interplay between
the abstracted notions, i.e. theoretical background knowledge and a capacity to attend

to or to become one with the learning event as this progresses.

In keeping with Hager’s cautioning about accepting either the narrow realist or
the absolute relativist extremes (2005), this study draws on literature which
conceptualises learning as both reasoning (contemplation) and acting (interacting with
others, tasks and tools). More precisely, learning is about being acted on and acting
upon the world, about developing insight and growing not just intellectually but also as
a person. Both the more individual psychological factors and the social and cultural
context equally shape learning; which of these factors come more to the fore at any
one time depends on individual learning instances. Learning remains an ever complex
phenomenon and therefore, no form of learning is regarded as superior to others.
Finally, learning is, to some extent, about acquiring propositions and accepting the
values of one’s own community through some form of apprenticeship; nevertheless, it
is also about questioning the body of knowledge with which one is presented with a

view to searching one’s own identity, and its relation to what is being learnt.
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II.1 AN EXPLORATION OF THE UNDERPINNING THEORETICAL STRANDS

In this first part of the chapter, I shall look at how learning is explicated under
the socio-cultural and the cognitive-constructivist strands, the ontological and
epistemological assumptions underpinning these different views and the
possibility of bridging such diverging perspectives for a better understanding
of the learning phenomenon. The section ends with an advocacy for meaning

as the central unit of analysis in the understanding of human cognition.

I1.1.1 A brief overview of the cognitive-constructivist and the socio-

cultural theoretical perspectives

I shall open this sub-section with Bruner’s reflection on the intricate task of
creating an overall theory of learning which he feels would need to account for
both extremes: on one hand ‘why mental development is so steadfastly
invariant and resistant to inspired pedagogy’, and on the other hand ‘why
mental development sometimes leaps swiftly brilliantly opportunistically’
(1997:70). The two perspectives emerge from different world views; the
former reflects ‘the stoicism of principled pedagogical realism', whilst the
latter depicts ‘the pedagogical optimism of cultural revolutionaries’ (ibid). In
what follows, two equally potent theoretical perspectives are discussed in
detail with a view to corroborating some theoretical constructs from both

paradigms for a better understanding of the learning phenomenon.

I1.1.1.1 Learning explicated through internalist and externalist lenses

The early days of modern psychological research reveal psychology as a
discipline which has investigated the nature of human learning a great deal,
but which has offered more often competing, than complementary
explanations with regards to the human learning mechanisms and processes
(Hardy-Leahey and Jackson-Harris, 2001). Thus, the proposed learning
mechanisms that would cast light on the nature of learning tended to fall
under either upward reductionism which holds that all human mental
processes are derived from the environment, or downward reductionism which

posits that mental functions are innate (Valsiner and Van der Veer, 2000).
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In brief, behaviourists restore the role of the social environment in human
development with an understanding of it as a one way enacting upon the child
(Perret-Clermont et al., 2004); the nativists regard children as ‘fabricated out
of genetically predetermined maturation’(Karpov, 2005:5); the cognitive-
constructivists stoutly maintain the idea of internal genesis of thought and its
outwards expression (Anderson, 1993; Von Glasersfeld, 1995); the social-
constructivists propose learning as recurrent construction of own and others’
knowledges (Bauersfeld, 1988); and finally, the socio-cultural supporters
postulate that human consciousness arises as a result of social mediation and

use of cultural artefacts (Lantolf and Poehner, 2008).

There still seems to exist a certain degree of discontent at the comparative
lack of insightful explanation of human learning offered by existing theoretical
models and metaphors. For example, Clark (2005) insists that most of the
established paradigms (behaviourism, cognitivism, conceptual analysis,
constructivism, and socio-cultural theory) fail to offer a satisfactory
explanation or a comprehensive theory of learning, and that scholars should
seek support from the more current developments of connectionist cognitive
psychology, particularly from a strand coined as ‘neurophilosophy’. This is
founded on studies focusing on the brain-basis for learning and thus trusted
to have potential to generate a more viable alternative theory of learning
(Kelly, 2011a&b). Whilst it is true that there is still a great deal to uncover
about learning through the lenses of cutting edge disciplines, some of the
theoretical constructs proposed by the constructivist and the socio-cultural

perspectives can be powerful explanatory tools particularly if corroborated.

Thus, for now, I shall remain with the two influential metaphors as proposed
by Sfard: on the one hand there is the constructivist metaphor of learning as
‘acquisition’ and on the other hand the socio-cultural take on learning as
‘participation’ (1998).

Generally speaking, constructivism delineates learning as a qualitative
reorganisation of knowledge structures, i.e. it views learning as a process of
epistemic construction (Mascolo and Pollack, 1997). A well established brand
of constructivism, cognitive or radical constructivism (Von Glasersfeld, 1995)
also referred to as a psychological variant of constructivism is greatly
indebted to Piaget’s pioneering work (1955, 1970/1988). Radical
constructivism operates with an understanding of cognitive development as

being triggered by the child’s active involvement in the direct exploration of
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the environment, whereby the view of mind is that of an organised group of
logical operations which mediate between the individual and the world, with
the socio-environmental elements being there only to prompt rather than
impact on the child (Bruner, 1997). Action in a Piagetian acceptation is
instrumental activity that manipulates a pre-existing independent reality. It
follows then, that Knowledge of the world is not found but made through the
mediation of these mental operations. Mental growth is moving from simpler
to more complex systems of logical operations and it happens through

transformation and internalisation of individually driven action into thought.

Radical constructivism attends to the individual and the highly abstracted
operations of the mind in great detail; nonetheless, in doing so it presents
individuals as rather disconnected from the world around. Piaget firmly
believed that development comes from within the child as they construct
their own understanding of the world (Perret-Clermont et al., 2004). However
meritorious Piaget’'s work remains, intersubjectivity is left unexplained in the

radical constructivist account of cognitive development (Bruner, 1997).

By contrast with the cognitive-constructivist account which holds as central
highly abstracted mental operations as a mediators, the socio-cultural theory
attaches great importance to human or tool mediated activity, and also places
at the heart of intellectual growth and development the ability to employ
language in order to cognitively interact with others and make sense of our

own worlds.

Vygotsky proposes that human behaviour and mind should be analysed in
terms of ‘purposive and culturally meaningful actions rather than in terms of
adaptive biological reactions’ (Kozulin, 1998:13). The manipulation of tools
and the mediational interaction takes the child onto a learning space of,
theoretically, limitless developmental potential. In other words, through
mediational means (tools or the more knowledgeable others) children become
able to rise above their actual level of understanding and performance and
ascend to a level of potential development (Vygotsky, 1978). Thus, under
this framework the context where growth occurs is a social one, the tools
employed are historically and socially determined, the children come to
master these tools through an apprenticed action, and higher order thinking

shapes up as a result of the social influence.

In short, if mental processes are independently construed (as argued in

Piaget’s work), from a socio-cultural perspective, adults as representatives of
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the sociocultural environment, hand over the psychological tools they master
to children through mediation. This is where the internalist vs. externalist
tension appears to be at its highest. On the one hand, there is a view of the
child as a ‘lone scientist’ (Bruner, 1985:25) whose exploration of the world is
sustained by innate mental functions, whilst, on the other hand, children
interact with adults who exteriorise and model the psychological tools in order

for children to internalise and transform them.

This brief overview of the two perspectives emphasizes almost two different
world views. Given that one type of learning is fuelled from the inside (innate
curiosity and mental operations) and the other is supported from the outside
(apprenticeship guided by adult), searching for any common ground between
the two may seem futile. The following section however explores the
philosophical underpinning of these two paradigms and adheres to the
argument that whilst insisting to identify common ground between the two
can result in unnecessary oversimplification (Bruner, 1997:66), there can be

great benefit in noting their complementarities.

I1.1.1.2 Philosophical anchoring

Scholars of a more purist theoretical persuasion maintain that the
fundamentally different epistemological and ontological ground on which the
socio-cultural and the cognitive-constructivist approaches are founded allows
little scope for reconciliation between the two (Frawley, 1997; Packer and
Goicoechea, 2000). One major question is whether one should diligently
subscribe to one or another of these approaches on grounds of their
ontological and epistemological incompatibility, or whether following Van
Dijk’'s advocacy (2006a) one needs to explore the boundaries between
disciplines and paradigms where the real tensions arise, in order to see how

concepts from rival paradigms can be complemented.

The cognitive-constructivist theory of learning (mind located in the head) can
be traced back to philosophical influences from Kant and Descartes, whereas
the socio-cultural theory (mind located in the social interaction) is in part

influenced by Marxist ideas and, to some extent, predicated on Hegel’s work.

With intent to refute idealism and metaphysical speculation, Kant proposes
that the answers to the great philosophical questions can come from an

examination of our own mental faculties. Kant proposes that space, time,
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causality and object are not necessarily the features according to which the
universe is organised but categories innate to mind (a-priori) which we apply
to make sense of the world. This suggests the existence of a reality
(‘noumena’) independent of one’s mind and will, and a reality which one’s
mind filtrates (phenomena). It follows, then, that the physical objects belong
to reality and the mental ideas (representations) belong to each individual’s
own apprehension of reality. Kant insists that people can never apprehend the
world of the noumena because of the imitations of the human mind; an
individual will come to know reality only to the extent to which their own mind

makes sense of it.

The thesis that the mind actively shapes one’s perception of reality resonates
with the view of the constructivist proponents; a ‘romantic’ version of
constructivism (Von Glasersfeld, 1995) would encourage the pursuit of the
one given reality whereby individuals strive to arrive at a correct
representation. Further down the line a moderate constructivism advocates
the one reality but multiple representations of it (Pring, 2000), whereas at the
other end of the continuum there are scholars supporting the idea of multiple

realities.

In addition, particularly the radical constructivism, with Piaget as the major
proponent, seems to have embraced Kant's and Descartes’ dualist ontology
(the inside - the outside, the knower and the known, the individual - the
world). Furthermore, Piaget took from Kant the insight that the knower is
active, and a belief that the universal cognitive structures shape our

\

experience of reality. Piaget as Kant considered the human individual ‘a
cogito’ an epistemic being fundamentally unchanged by the construction of
knowledge as it is only the functions of the mind (as inner workings) which
act upon the environment in order to make sense of it with very little or even
no influence from the environment on the mental functions (Piaget,

1970/1988).

Turning one’s attention to the other scholarly camp, Hegel and Marx can be
identified as the philosophical initiators of the, now, popular socio-cultural
ideas advocated by Vygotsky and further developed by followers such as

Leontiev, Luria and Galperin (Frawley, 1997).

Hegel takes issue with the sharp duality between reason and sense, and
proposes a completion which requires an ontological theory of self-

transcendence and relation which goes beyond Kant's fundamental dualisms.
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He contemplates some of these dualisms, the infinity and the finite (freedom
and ‘ought’), the universal and the particular, and spirit and the nature, and
postulates that that they do not face one another as two independent
realities, but instead the former (in each case) is the self-transcending of the
latter, and this is how the absolute reality can be achieved. The overall
argument being that rather than erecting boundaries between the two, one

needs to look at their synthesis into a whole unit (Wallace, 2005).

This rejection of a dualist psychological representation of man, which
emanates from Vygotsky’'s work, can also be traced down to the Dutch
philosopher, Spinoza, who proposed that mind and body are one entity.
Thinking and physical activity are inherently part of each other and it is
precisely this symbiotic relation which creates the entirety of the human
being. Another Hegelian idea that seems to have inspired the Vygotskian
thought, is that experience is not entirely individual but mediated by our
historic, social aesthetic and religious heritage (Wallace, 2005). Following
from this, Vygotsky proposes that human consciousness comes from the unity
of biological brains, cultural artefacts and activity (Lantolf and Poehner,
2008). The aim is not the elucidation of this unity by breaking it into more
manageable component parts; rather, the intention behind socioculturally
informed investigations is a sustained attempt to understand the functional

harmony of the whole.

Marx’s dialectical materialism seems to largely pervade Vygotsky’s thinking
about the nature of human consciousness and its development (Lantolf and
Poehner, 2008), and even more so the Russian scholar’s notion of Zone of
Proximal Development (ZPD). One needs to consider this theoretical construct
against the background of the Soviet revolution. Bruner’'s comment ‘What
better instrument than ZPD for assuring the promise of almost limitless
growth?’ suggests socialist inflections in the ZPD construct (1997: 70). In the
same vein, Daniels (2006) notes Vygotsky’s liberationist version of the
Marxist philosophy, more precisely the social formation of the mind, i.e. the
power of the many to unlock each other’s potential and thus to revolutionise
the world. In Marx’s own words evolution is more than contemplation:
‘philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point,
however, is to change it’ (1972:145).
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I1.1.1.3 Bridging the two perspectives

I1.1.1.3.1 Ontological and epistemological complementarity

The philosophical anchoring of the cognitive-constructivist and socio-cultural
theories presented in the previous sub-section orients the discussion towards
a need for an analytic comparison between the ontological and the
epistemological assumptions underlying these schools of thought in order to

identify potential dimensions on which they can be corroborated.

Simply put, ontology, a branch of metaphysics, is the philosophical study of
existence or the provenance of reality. Perhaps, it might be useful to start the
ontological examination of the two schools of thought with a reminder that
answers need to be sought in the space where our own experience and reality
merge, i.e. in a ‘reality’ which is neither entirely given nor exclusively

humanly- fashioned.

Ontological accounts are left untold, to a great extent, in constructivist
proposals which tend to preoccupy themselves mostly with epistemic matters.
This can partly be due to the difficulty in which scholars are left by the more
widening Cartesian dualisms. Dewey remarks that the dualist ontology on
which the cognitive-constructivism rests poses problems for a coherent theory
of human knowledge learning and action. He goes on to note that ‘an
identification of the mind with the self’ (1916/1966:293), in other words
saying that mind as ‘cold’ cognition (DeCorte et al., 1996:491 cited in Cobb
and Bowers, 1999:5) is all there is to an individual, implies that the self is
independent of the outside world and thus self-sufficient. This creates an
abyss between the inquisitive mind and the world to the extent that there
arises a question of ‘how knowledge was possible at all [in the first place]
‘(Dewey, 1916/1966:293-297).

Much of the appeal of the sociocultural theory derives from the challenge it
poses to the dualist ontology. Scribner (1990/1997) notes three key elements
at the core of the sociocultural approach to human cognition: cognition is
culturally mediated by material and semantic artefacts, cognition is founded
on purposive activity, and cognition develops historically. She goes on to
emphasize that these key elements indicate clear intention to remove the
segregation between the individual and the world assumed under the

internalist paradigm. Cognition becomes a complex social phenomenon which
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is distributed and not divided amongst mind-body activity on one hand, and

culturally organised settings on the other hand (Lantolf and Poehner, 2008).

The ontological stance of socio-cultural theory transpires through proposals
such as: learning involves the construction of identities, and learning can be
regarded as historical production, transformation and change (Lave and
Wenger, 1991). Packer and Goicoechea (2000:231-234) aptly capture the

ontological themes underpinning the sociocultural perspective as follows.

> The human person is not just a natural entity but also a social and a
historical one whose information and transformation occurs in
conjunction with other members of a community;

> The relation between social context, people and objects is sustained in
practical activity; nevertheless, the person is formed not only in
practical activity but also through interpersonal relations as without
recognition there is no self and no self consciousness;

» The person engaged in relationships in the social context is
fundamentally split, i.e. the person needs to split in order to become a
social subject as there are costs to membership to a community - on
one hand there are the demands which the community imposes on the
individual and on the other hand the need to discover oneself; and,
finally

» The person strives to achieve identity in an effort to transcend this

split in order to harmonise all the facets that one’s identity may take.

To some extent reminiscent of Maslow’s (1968) classic hierarchy of needs,
these themes underpinning the socio-cultural ontology reveal a progression in
people’s social awareness of self and others from performing basic interactive
communication, to seeking social recognition and ultimately to striving for a

harmonious multifaceted identity.

Epistemology, a branch of philosophy, is concerned with the nature of
knowledge. Whilst ontology debates the nature of reality and the dimensions
of truth, the latter focuses on the emergence of knowledge. If trying to
establish what the truth is proves to be elusive, trying to establish what or

whose knowledge we should accept as valid is no less complex a debate.

As hinted above knowledge from the socio-cultural perspective is first social
and later individual (Lantolf and Poehner, 2008); it implies participating and

belonging. Knowledge will be always tied up with the context, i.e. is situated,
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and will represent the discourse and social practices of the community to
which the learners belong. By contrast, from the cognitive-constructivist
viewpoint knowledge shapes up at abstracted levels, through the individual’s
endeavours; it acts on the interpretive role of the learner, it is a personal

possession first, and only then, it may become shared (Mason, 2007).

Therefore, while looking at knowledge from a socio-cultural perspective
means to establish as a unit of analysis the situated collective activity
constructed by individuals, from a radical constructivist perspective, the unit
of analysis remains the individual’s mental operations which can generate
abstracted knowledge that is transferrable. Critical observations are
generated from both camps. Cognitive scientists (Anderson et al., 1996 cited
in Mason, 2007) point out that not all knowledge is tied to the situation in
which it has been learnt and that under certain conditions transfer of
knowledge can happen, that is to say abstract instruction can be powerful. On
the other hand, Wertsch (1990) maintains that conceptual change cannot be
explained only in terms of modifications to conceptual structures; rather, the
differences in contexts and discourse practices as well as the nature of the
participation in community practices will become the essence of any

conceptual change.

One aspect that becomes obvious is that the mental processes and schemata
of cognitive activity emphasized by radical constructivism are formed, if by
the action of the individual, in and through participation in specific social
processes. In other words, the very formation of an inner mental realm of
deliberation and cognition is a consequence of culturally and historically
situated practices. Therefore, one can safely argue that knowing is ‘grasping’
and ‘acquiring’ but also ‘a way of relating’ and ‘participating’ (Packer and
Goicoechea, 2000:234).

Epistemological alignment of the two paradigms has been discussed by
several commentators. The work of those advocating for a bridging between
the internalist and externalist paradigms stretches from suggestions of
implicit commonalities in the two paradigms to proposals of corroboration
based on complementarity. For instance, Frawley (1997) deems a unified
external-internal investigation as far more beneficial then research on either
side unaware of what the other perspective has to offer. In a similar vein,
Bernstein argues that there is 'no gain from remaining trapped in ‘the

Cartesian anxiety always on guard to defend computationalism against culture
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and vice-versa’ (1983:68). Another scholar who also worked at the border
between the inner idealised objective world and the world of subjectively lived
experiences is Wittgenstein whose earlier work ‘Tractacus’ has inspired much
of the modern internalist cognitive science whilst his later work ‘Philosophical

Investigations’ strikes a chord with the Vygotskian views.

On a less general note, Glassman argues that the Piagetian internalist account
of cognitive development and the Vygotskian one, although traditionally held
as opposite, are in actual fact ‘remarkably similar’ (1994/1999:282). The
arguments set forth are that Vygotsky implicitly admits that children construct
their cognition, although he does not elaborate on this notion sufficiently, and

that, similarly, Piaget admits the role of the social environment.

In agreement with Bruner (1997), Karpov (2006) notes that it is only on a
superficial level that one may contemplate ideas such as Piaget's
‘socioculturalism’ and Vygotsky’s ‘constructivism’. He argues that although
both paradigms operate with the notion of environment, they attach
significantly different roles to it, i.e. Piaget regards the social environment
just as a source of disequilibria whereas Vygotsky holds it as the very source

of cognitive growth.

Those proponents of a constructivi