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Abstract

	This paper is a hybrid. It describes both the evolution of a personal 'Living Educational Theory', (LET), and the specific, measurable and applicable findings of an Action Research project. The purpose of this approach is to demonstrate, (in particular to those who reject the usefulness of LET as producing no 'generalizable' findings), the crucial role of Living Theory in the generation of original, useful educational research. As evidence, I offer the results of an inquiry, initially into the causes of student alienation from formal, or academic English and then, into whether a process of immersion/acquisition could help to overcome that alienation. 
	The rationale I proposed was this. We first learn language by hearing it. Formal English, however, exists only in the written word so its speech patterns and conventions are unfamiliar to most English speakers. I reasoned that if students listened regularly to precisely formal English, converted by ‘audio books’ from written to spoken text, they could become familiar with those patterns. When the exposure occurred over a period of time, they should begin to associate meaning with sound. This should partly recreate the process by which we first acquire language as infants, not through formal instruction but through familiarity with sound until it is associated with meaning and, later, structure and mechanical form.  
	Thus, during the 'action' phase of the project, students were assigned to listen daily to approved, audio texts of formal English downloaded onto computers or MP3 players. Students then monitored and discussed changes, breakthroughs and responses over the semester. The research, (fall 2009 to spring 2011), has been carried out over four college semesters, with a core group of 160+ 'developmental', community college students between 18 and 55 years of age, most of whom were in their late twenties to early thirties. Some 64% completed and passed their courses; 40%+ successfully completed the full immersion/acquisition assignment detailed in this paper and 90%+ completed it in part. While there was clear evidence of benefit to all the completing students by the end of the semester, in the 40%, the standard of written and oral proficiency in formal English was remarkable. In brief, the outcome has been to produce an effortless, (or at least struggle free), and gentle 'mending' of the alienation from formal English by means of natural acquisition, in the manner of all authentic human learning. 
	This acceleration of fluency, competency and sophistication in language skill, and its potential importance for the success of many college students, is the subject of the action research portion of this paper. Crucially, however, it arose within and was informed by an internal inquiry, one that required the clarifying and repositioning of my own values and the collective values of an invisible institution we call 'higher' equation. It demanded the resolution of contradictions between those values, with all their inherent assumptions, and the establishing my own 'positionality'[footnoteRef:2] through such questions as: What do I believe about my students' potentials? Why do I believe this? Is there a difference between what I say I believe and what I really believe? Is there a difference between what I say I believe and what I actually do? What do my colleagues believe about our students' potentials? Why do they believe this? What is the institutional story about the causes of our students' academic difficulties? If this story were not true, how else would I explain the struggles of my students in the classroom? [2:  As Hartsock's argument about earning rather than claiming a standpoint suggests, positionality involves more than merely stating one's position ('writing as a white, middle class man' etc.). It requires us to examine how we are ourselves positioned in relation to various contexts of power and how such power can be channeled in politically progressive ways, (Johnson et al., 2004, p. 605).] 

	In the paradigm described by the Hans Christian Anderson fairy story, the Emperor's New Clothes, at the beginning of my inquiry, I was willing to set aside some of the assumptions underpinning the traditional teaching model; by the end of it, I would say, ‘The emperor is naked’. I say, in fact, that we have been teaching formal English in a manner that is self-evidently painful and self-defeating and, further, that there is a far better, more natural and successful way to do this. That I am able to do so is due to a Living Theory approach that allowed me to step out of a persistent, educational ‘agreement reality’ that still admires the cut of the old man's cloth. 
Introduction: Background and Project Development

	I work as an adjunct writing instructor in the Transitional Studies Department, (elsewhere it might be called the Developmental Studies Department), at Pellissippi State Community College in East Tennessee. This is a new department where leading edge strategies that emphasize student engagement and raise process above outcome are actively encouraged, piloted and adopted. (It fostered, for example, the inquiry that is the subject of this paper.) Our primary task is to help under-prepared students develop the required skills for first year college courses. However, we must do this, achieve what six years of high school has failed to achieve, within a single fifteen-week semester. The ‘fall-back position’, of having students repeat the same courses until mastery is achieved, is self-defeating. Each time a student fails to complete a pre-college course, he or she becomes significantly less likely to graduate college at all. (See below.)
[image: :::::persistence.tiff]
(Pellissippi State Community College, 2005 p.22, Table X111.2.12.)
	Of the 2,000 or so freshman entering Pellissippi each year, some 60%+ will begin their college careers in the TSD. This is consistent with the national average: 

...fewer than half of the students who enter college directly from high school complete even a minimally defined college preparatory program. Once in college, 53 percent of all students must take remedial courses. Those students requiring the most remedial work are the least likely to persist and graduate, (Tritelli, 2003).

	Rising student enrolment and increasing state demands for higher, faster performance outcomes on decreased budgets, demand that our department, like departments and community colleges across the nation, accomplish a Houdini-like maneuver – that of succeeding under seemingly impossible constraints. Therefore, any strategy that can assist in pulling off this maneuver cheaply, easily and without significant retraining or administrative reorganization, must be of real service to our colleges and our students. So, also, must be the grounds and the conditions out of which other such strategies can emerge from classrooms and colleges. Thus, this paper includes the context, my context, as well as the objective ‘facts’ about the process involved in my own redrafting of the narrative of developmental students.	 

Personal Context and the Generative Role of Living Theory

	Soon after I began teaching in 2009, I became keenly interested in discovering the root of my students’ generally unhappy dispositions towards formal English and their low self-expectations with regard to writing. (The scale of that unhappiness generally falls somewhere in the range between merely uneasy and outright antagonistic.) 
	I also suspected that, in general and to some degree, we might be teaching to a narrative - collection of stories about our students rather than actual students. In any institution, there is a danger of unconsciously adopting the prevailing narratives about others. We often call such a narrative a ‘profile’ and we can unconsciously perpetuate a ‘profile’ of the human beings we encounter simply because we do not question it. We do not question it because we ‘already know’ and we are liable to find evidence to reinforce that story. This means that we encounter our own stories and not real people, that we have predetermined expectations rather than being open to extraordinary potential. 
	I made an early decision that, rather than trying to change students’ negative attitudes, I would explore the history, (personal context), of their existing relationship with formal English and perhaps of their entire educational experience. This was an apparently slight distinction with profound consequences. The ‘remedying’ approach assumes a deficiency in the student – a ‘bad’ attitude, for example, that requires to be changed to a ‘good’ attitude. This is the conventional perception, the foundation of the ‘profile’ mythology. It is liable to be reinforced by the fact that, in rejecting the value of the subject, a student may appear to invalidate the professional identity of the educator. Thus the attitude of the student may be received as deeply personal. A student’s dislike of a subject may then be mirrored by the instructor either as dislike of that student or as the combative response instinctive to human beings who are challenged - the desire to prove the challenger wrong.
	I certainly felt those reactions towards students, both individually and collectively, but I had already made a choice that required me to step outside them. Specifically, by allowing for the possibility of a historical problem, a powerful formative experience for instance, I had already admitted that their dislike might not be ‘wrong’ at all, might be instead, a valid and appropriate response in the context of their own experience. I did so with the aim of creating a classroom environment that would be responsive to my students’ histories. With hindsight, this choice proved to be the sine qua non of the language immersion strategy I was to develop.

The Narrative, (Emergence of a Living Theory and Its Propositional Child
	In my first semester of college teaching, I found myself on an East Knoxville campus, facing a classroom of twenty-four disaffected, disengaged and, in some cases, actively hostile, young adults. Almost all of them came from ‘blue collar’ families. My own is professional and middle class. About one third were African American or mixed race. I am white and European. Most were the first members of their families ever to enter college. Most of mine has attended college or university. And the worlds my students trailed with them into the classroom were alien, painful and, occasionally, shocking. One student could not sleep at night because of the sounds of gunfire in her neighborhood. Even when it was quiet, she lay awake listening and afraid. Another, a joy to have in the class, was picked up by police and sent back to a prison he had sworn never to return to. His friends insisted he was innocent. One young mother came to class with bruises because her boyfriend regularly beat her as a way of dissuading her from attending college. (He disapproved of her ambition to obtain a degree.) Yet another became homeless at about the mid semester mark. For two weeks, she and her husband lived in their car. She still came to classes, although getting her assignments done proved rather trickier. 
	Standing at the front of that classroom, white, middle class, middle aged and, from my students point of view, profoundly out of touch with their reality, I could not have been much more alien if I had come from another planet. They knew it, I knew it... and they showed how they felt about it. Other instructors described the behaviors typical in these classrooms as childish, undisciplined, lazy and disengaged. I perceived them as hostile and often passive aggressive. Phone texting and messaging on social networks during class, shrugging or joking when asked a question, sauntering into class late with as much noise and aplomb as could be managed and similar behaviors were supposedly just part of ‘the profile’ for these students. I experienced them as a way of hitting back at something I represented, an authority deeply resented but with the power to alter the course of their lives for good or ill. They simply could not afford the luxury of displaying overt hostility, at least most of the time. 
	This was not just uncomfortable; it was overwhelming. At this point, whatever theories of language I had studied and absorbed, whatever social and personal values had fed into my understanding of and approach to my role as an educator, all of it – all of me - was being confronted by a sickening dissonance in my own classroom, the gap between the person and the educator I wished to be and wished to be perceived as, and the perception, the reflection in their eyes that my students were actually giving back to me. Whatever I felt, however, and in whatever way I might have wished to react, I had made a commitment and thus set myself on a predetermined course: I had committed myself to exploring and trying to understand the history and scope of their existing relationship with the language of written English, that is, with the context of their educational experiences.
	 I began by seeing, as far as I was able, how things might look from my students’ points of view. And what I saw was their decade-long, (or longer), struggles with an alien and supposedly ‘superior’ form of language to their own, natural idiolects. Notwithstanding the fact that many extant dialects are closer to older forms of the English language than our ideal of formal English, the dialects of the vast majority of English speakers are rejected, either by inference or overtly, as inferior forms of ‘proper’ English. Indeed, this has been the prevailing assumption of many, perhaps the majority of those of us who have mastered formal English - and the orthodoxy of far too many classrooms.
	I recognized this as I came to understand, and to feel in myself, my students’ hostility, as I understood the oppressive character of a compulsory education program that clearly implied, if it did not explicitly state, the inferiority of their own idiolects.Ten months later, I would hear Jack Whitehead speak at the Action Research Conference in San Diego in 2010; he gave a precise and appropriate definition of what these students had undergone. He called it, “educational colonization”, something that reinforces the superiority of a social elite and the inferiority of those who are to be ‘educated’. This is what I recognized but could not articulate, as I began to understand the truth in the way that my students saw me and what I represented. But before I learned to name it, I went to head to head with the form it had taken in my students’ previous ‘training’ in formal English. Three or four weeks after the start of the semester, I walked into my classroom and, in the broad Scots of my home, said something like,

	“Richt yuse tatty bogles, hawd yir wheesht, pin yer lugs back and gie’s yir foo, foo mind, attenshun. I’m no goany waste ma brathe, ye ken. This is whit yill hear whaur a cum frae... An er’s nuhin wrang wi it.” 

	The effect was instant and electric. I was able to explain that there is nothing wrong with the way we speak in our own communities, that in fact Scots is considered closer to the oldest form of English, Anglo Saxon, than modern English and that some of the ‘worst’ of Appalachian speech ‘errors’ are simply archaic forms of English. The English they were there to learn was simply a convention that would allow a Scot and a Tennesseean to understand one another. And that was when ‘the penny dropped’ – the ‘propositional’, objective penny. In that moment, I was living a truth that others had already articulated; formal English is a theoretical language through which the world may communicate. No one speaks it. 
	My students, most students, had been set upon the path of an impossible educational quest, that of learning a ‘better’ version of their own language. In fact, the conventions and forms, the cadences and musical arrangements proper to formal English and those proper to different dialects, are each distinct and living forms. Each expresses the speaker’s reality in a uniquely creative way and each requires particular pathways in the brain to allow what we call fluency. Any method of teaching which attempts to resolve one idiolect into another, must, therefore, be doomed to failure. Typically, however, we attempt exactly this, to ‘improve’ the idiolect of children into formal English. 
	The underpinning lie is that one language set is just a ‘better’ version of the other, and may be acquired by simply by ‘polishing’ the ‘inferior form’. (To continue the metaphor of the emperor and his clothes, we’ve been staring at this one for so long it is quite a shock to actually see it.) To really learn formal English (as I now believe all students need to learn it), it must be acquired as though it were a second and necessary, not a superior, language. Thus began the development of an extremely successful and ongoing ‘immersion’ strategy.
	Everything that I have since discovered, framed, articulated and reframed, followed from the convergence of choices, energies and dynamics in which occurred in that East Knoxville classroom. The insights and the processes that produced them now form part of my own living theory[footnoteRef:3] and underpin my educational practice. We can gain much by recognizing such living human processes for they are the elements that power real exploration and true discovery, however objectively we frame the propositions or observations that flow from them and however stringently we may, (as we should), test and scrutinize those propositions and observations. What follows here, the propositions, research data and the strategy, stands on this living foundation. [3:  I coined the term ‘living educational theories’ (Whitehead, 1985, 1989) to distinguish two different kinds of explanations. In the first kind, explanations of individual educational practices are ‘derived’ from the abstract conceptualisations of traditional, propositional theories of the disciplines of education. In the second kind, the explanations are produced by individual practitioner-researchers to explain their educational influences in learning in enquiries of the kind, ‘How do I improve what I am doing?’ (Whitehead, 2010, p. 4)
] 


The Context of the Student, Learning A Hostile Language

	Developmental students, almost universally, experience a profound ‘disconnect’ between the language in which they think and speak, their idiolect, and the language in which they are required to write, formal English. So severe is the ‘disconnect’ between the language patterns and rules by which they habitually communicate, and which naturally belong to them, and those of formal English, which belongs to ‘someone else’, that, typically, they feel no personal stake in learning it. Indeed for many, their disengagement is such that there is an actual aversion to it, so that the possibility of their ever becoming truly proficient in this alien and uncomfortable dialect is remote. 
	In fact, the formal English required for College writing, the ‘lingua franca’ of the academic and modern world, exists nowhere as a language in its own right. It is, quite simply, a convention, the agreed medium of communication by which peoples of the English speaking world may understand one another. Essentially, it is a second language for most of the English-speaking world - for this writer and for you, the reader. It is, indeed, a ‘dead’ language, just as spoken and written Latin was in the middle ages, existing in the ideal to which speakers and writers aspire: frequently visible in written form, rarely spoken and never occurring as a natural and original idiolect. 
	When taught, however, it is almost always presented normatively, that is, as the ‘proper’ version of all forms of the English language. In practice, this means that ‘formal’ English is presented as though it were the only acceptable version of every idiolect of the English-speaking world. The greater the divergence of any vernacular from the patterns and rules of the proper ‘norm’, the greater is the degree of the perceived ‘debasement’ of that vernacular. There is an obvious and very serious implication here; if my idiolect, my natural mode of self-expression is part of my identity, then to the extent that my speech patterns are unacceptable or inferior - so am I. And if the linguistic conventions of my own family and community, that help to bind me to them and reinforce my own identity, if these are ‘inferior’, then so is the world to which I belong. Students who have learned formal English from this standpoint, therefore, have undergone a kind of educational colonization. They have been confronted, from childhood, by a language they have rarely heard and whose patterns of syntax and grammar are alien and difficult to follow. 

Bowerman concludes that children work out the meaning system through active experience with language in social interactions... In other words, often repeated verbal formulae that adults and older children use in interactions with young children provide the "frames" these children use in these encounters and hence the means for discovering and constructing new meanings… Bowerman's 'frame" model suggests that imitation plays an important role by providing unanalyzed "amalgams" that constitute frames in which the young child can discover the semantic distinctions in his native tongue (Parker, 1985. p. 620).

	Worse yet, this is a language that, by virtue of its proposed ‘superiority’, testifies to their own linguistic and social ‘inferiority’. Such a context for our students’ experience, and for the personal meanings that must derive from such an experience, provides us with a straightforward and compelling rationale both for the self-doubt we see in so many developmental students of English and for their palpable dislike, even resentment, of formal English - the language of colonization. They themselves may be incapable of articulating the lie that has been presented as truth. It is simply part of the fabric of reality, ‘how it is’ in the world where we live. But it is little wonder that so few developmental students have any confidence in their abilities to develop reading and writing skills or any real interest in doing so. Nor is it surprising that at the outset of the semester, (and too often at the end also), so many can discover no motivating interest in the discipline of writing beyond ‘passing this course’ so as to go on to something else. 
	Generally, in the course of a fifteen-week semester, it is expected that a few students will experience a profound, positive shift in their relationship with writing. Of the remainder, however, those who pass despite continuing struggles with formal English, now face the academic obstacle course of the college degree where the medium of communication is that same language. Self evidently, a student’s relationship with the language of academia will play a significant role in the final success or failure of his or her personal ambitions. (Within college, this success or failure is often more impersonally defined as the ‘student retention rate’.) The battle to follow instructions and prompts, to participate in academic life in fact, will present a relentless source of stress. More than that, it will be isolating; for anyone who cannot learn the language of the country in which she resides, must remain always an outsider, a stranger in a strange land. Two consequences are inescapable. One is obvious: the kind of academic failure associated with a general lack of proficiency in universal English. The second will be more or less invisible. It is a ‘drop out’ rate reflective of prolonged struggle and prolonged failure to progress in any field of study where competency in universal English is essential. 
	Clearly, then, not only in developmental programs, but also in labs and classrooms across campuses, the impact of the aforementioned ‘disconnect’ is being felt, reflected both in student retention and success and ‘failure’ rates, and in the success of a college as a whole. If there is a simple mechanism for successfully repairing the ‘disconnect’ from formal English, it follows that this will have repercussions that reach far beyond our individual classrooms. 

Addressing the Disconnect.

Among the vast array of phenomena that one might loosely consider language- related, the biolinguistic approach focuses attention on a component of human biology that enters into the use and acquisition of language, however one interprets the term ‘‘language.’’ Call it the ‘‘faculty of language,’’ adapting a traditional term to a new usage. This component is more or less on a par with the systems of mammalian vision, insect navigation, and others.
...We can, in short, try to sharpen the question of what constitutes a principled explanation for properties of language, and turn to one of the most fundamental questions of the biology of language: to what extent does language approximate an optimal solution to conditions that it must satisfy to be usable at all, given extralinguistic structural architecture? These conditions take us back to the traditional characterization of language, since Aristotle at least, as a system that links sound and meaning. (Chomsky, 2005, p. 9)

	Our first language is acquired naturally, rather than consciously learned. Indeed, it appears that the language we speak is ‘hard-wired’ into our brains through a network of specific neural pathways that develop as we acquire it. These pathways are created through the association of sound with meaning. 

Each child has more than 50,000 nerve pathways that can carry sounds from the human voice from the ears to the brain. The brain encodes the words and actually rearranges its brain cells into connections or networks to produce language.... If a child hears little or no human sound, the brain waits in vain and eventually will "retire" these cells from this function and give these cells a different function. By age 10, if the child has not heard spoken works, the ability to learn spoken language is lost. 
	In the Indiana study, implants used in young deaf children to introduce human sound actually changed the brain structure so that these youth could begin constructing a vocabulary... A University of Chicago study showed that babies whose mothers talked to them more had a bigger vocabulary. By 24 months, the infants of less talkative moms knew 300 fewer words than babies whose mothers spoke to them frequently. Babies are "listeners" and spoken language reinforces brain connections, which encourage more language development, (Fleming, 2002).
The conventions governing speech are internalized, accessed through specific pathways in the brain, pathways created both by and for them. Modern language teaching programs often emulate the process of early language acquisition. Using repeated exposure to the sounds of a language and visual and experiential association of those sounds with meaning, they attempt to stimulate the requisite neural programming. This is known as language immersion and cannot be achieved by reading and writing alone. It is the process by which we think in the language we speak, using shades of meaning and grammatical and syntactic conventions naturally and unconsciously. In other words, through sound, our language becomes something we experience as part of ourselves. Our language pathways will, moreover, be specific to our national, communal and familial group, thus connecting us to our communities.

The way in which we understand "your own words" - as referring only to how you combine them, not what they are - shows that words are owned by a community rather than an individual. If a word isn’t known to everyone around you might as well not use it, because no one will know what you're talking about, (Pinker, 2007, p. 15). 

Our native language, then, is a living part of us and a language in which we can think must live in us before we can before we can speak it, either aloud or on the page, with a voice that is authentic – that is our own. 
	Since sound is the direct symbol of assigned meaning, written language is an indirect symbol of assigned meaning, the symbol of a symbol. When we read the indirect symbols (writing), we do not actually see meaning in these; instead, we translate the writing into the sounds it represents and our brains access the meanings of those sounds. 

The mental lexicon, the listener's mental representation of what words sound like and what they mean, stands at the heart of the spoken language comprehension process. The phonological properties of lexical items form the immediate target of the early stages of speech analysis...(Marslen-Wilson et al., 1994, p.3).

	If writing patterned the language we speak, therefore, there would be clear and direct connections between our own internalized language and the rules governing the symbols of those sounds, the ‘rules’ of writing. Thus it would be a straightforward task to understand the code for the symbols, i.e. to interpret and use the written form of language. Pause, falling intonation and breath, long pause, rising inflection, tone of authority – we don’t need to learn the use of commas, periods, paragraph indentation, question or exclamation marks in order to use these in daily conversation. Written English, however, does not pattern the English we speak every day.  Instead, it patterns formal English, an idiolect that is not spoken.  And how can someone learn rules, (mechanics), that tell a reader how a text would sound and what the sound means, without knowing how it ought to sound in the first place? 
	Because language is ‘hard wired’ to specific pathways in the brain, it seems obvious that any new and different kind of language, (a sub-set of a language such as a dialect or the sub-set we call formal English), will require new and different pathways from those created by our first language. We must, therefore, create ‘set specific’ pathways before we can use access it naturally. With these in place, we will be able to connect the rules of the symbols to the spoken conventions they refer to. 

‘Squaring the Circle’ – a ‘Brain Based’ Strategy.

	In fall of 2009, I asked my students to choose and listen to readings of classic English literature from a selection of free audio books. They were to listen for a period of 20 to 30 minutes daily to the English of Dickens, Austen, Swift, Twain or other classic authors whose modalities are formal, unfamiliar and difficult. As an aid to acquisition, they were asked to listen at bedtime, if possible, when most relaxed and receptive. This was not a hard and fast rule. For many, it was more convenient to listen while driving, walking or doing chores – anything repetitive, mechanical and boring and from which the audio book provided a kind of relief. 
	I wanted to measure the efficacy of this strategy from the outset and elected to do so by creating a series of assignments that would allow me to track any related improvements in the students writing. I set compulsory, directed and reflective oral and written discussions of the ‘audio book experience’ at four-week intervals to provide assessment of:
a. student perception of existing and changing relationship with the language;
b. fluency, confidence, voice and emerging ownership;
c. proficiency in mechanics.

	The results were so startling that I have made the exercise mandatory for all my classes. It has also been piloted by a number of other full and part time faculty within my department. 
Beginning
J, Jan 26, 2010: The "alchemist," by Paolo Coelho, is a story of a young shepard. The shepard is learning about the meaning of life. He does this through his experiences along the way. He dreams of having a beautiful women, of seeing the worlld, and of finding treasure. He meets exiciting people along the way. Those people send him in new directions throughout his quest. The shepard soon becomes wise to the ways of the world.
Middle
J, Mar 2, 2010: I do find the audio book popping up in my head, voices if you will. People I interact with on a daily basis, have a very slow way of speaking english. I hear them drag-out and miss-pronounce words. I can't give them too much grief, since I do the same thing. However, at times like these, I think of "The Alchemist." The English used in the audio book is very precise. The narrator does not use unneccessary dialog. The experience makes me want to use more precise dialog. I feel that if my words get anymore snappy, I will lose my job. I look forward to the next audio book; so that I can get this one out of my head. It will be quiet again! Ahhhh!
End
J, Apr 20, 2010: I find that lack of time and energy keep me from doing activities I really enjoy. Sitting down and reading a book of any substance is a time consuming process. Therefore, reading often gets put off. The audio book was nice because I did not have to stop what I was doing to enjoy it! I could still eat and drink while listening. I could still drive and listen to it. I could still work and listen to it. I hope you see a theme. Because of their versatility, audio books get an approval from me. Another great facet is the rewind option. If I lost track or trailed off for a moment, I could simply rewind the book and listen again. (Reproduced with permission)

	I have included this example because of the enjoyment it affords to this reader. The salient details of the progress ‘curve, however, tend to hold true for those students who undertake the assignment as prescribed, i.e. consistently and persistently. They develop levels of fluency, enjoyment, originality, ownership and confidence not normally associated with developmental students. 
	Observation informal follow up of students over two years, as well as informal evidence from colleagues, continues to point to a remarkable transformation in student efficacy. In an initial, comparison study of entry and exit writing samples from eighteen, year intake and ability-matched students, (nine of whom were ‘controls’ who did not complete the audio assignment), mechanical improvement tended to be slightly higher in the ‘immersion’ group. However the ‘listeners’ also showed a marked superiority in sophistication of ideas and language structure, engagement, ownership, risk taking and voice in general – all qualities illustrated by the above example.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  While the informal status of the research at this stage prevents publication of the samples studied, examples illustrating the degree and rapidity of language acquisition and the kinds of ‘non typical’ work produced by these ‘developmental’ writing students are included in the appendix.] 

	In 2010, I taught a class in which the great majority of students fulfilled the requirement of listening for twenty to thirty minutes daily. At around twelve weeks into the semester, these students suddenly began mastering punctuation, grammar, spelling and syntax. I was deeply perplexed until I realized that, as formal English became ‘embedded’, years of grade school 'drill and skill', (in rules that had previously borne no relation to their own internal language), had simply 'kicked in'. Or perhaps the ‘universal grammar’ function had begun to operate upon this now embedded language.

In cracking the code of language, the, children's minds must be constrained to pick out just the right kinds of generalizations from the speech around them. They can't get sidetracked by how sentence sound but must dig into the grammatical structure hidden in the words and their arrangement. It is this line of reasoning that led the linguist Noam Chomsky to propose that language acquisition in children is the key to understanding the nature of language, and that children must be equipped with an innate Universal Grammar: a set of plans for the grammatical machinery that powers all human languages, (Pinker, 2007 p. 30). 

	 In either case, it had become relevant to the students’ own linguistic thought processes. In other words, as they developed a reference base in the spoken language, the grammatical and syntactical rules they had memorized began to make sense. 
	As this took place, also, some of the ‘oppressed’ became ‘oppressors’. Their former hostility towards academic English underwent a volte face, to be replaced by intolerance towards... the local vernacular. Directed discussions as part of in-class and written dialogs, helped mitigate this ‘pendulum swing’ from supposed socio-linguistic inferior to supposed socio-linguistic superior and humor was and is an invaluable aid.
	Most compelling of all the evidence is the simple fact that each semester, and in just fifteen short weeks, a number of developmental students will become wonderful writers with voices and fluency clearly superior to the requirements of entry level, college English. 
	In summary, for students who are not disbarred by specific learning disabilities such as impaired hearing, we can provide an effective route to engagement with and mastery of universal English. And by treating language as the organic and dynamic process it is naturally, we can simultaneously assist and empower students in many important areas of learning. A strategy that internalizes and embeds the language creates a basis for language ownership. Ownership helps to repair the emotional ‘disconnect’ previously described. This, in turn opens the door for an instructor to help, inspire and motivate students to develop thinking as well as writing skills where, previously, no such incentive could have existed. Competency, fluency, confidence and enjoyment of assigned and classroom work, in general, are in their turn, all hugely impacted - and these are far more relevant to the long-term success of individual students than any test score. Someone who speaks the local language fluently, is able to feel himself or herself to be a part of, rather than apart from, the local community. Thus the acquisition of academic English enables a student to see, (and feel), himself or herself as being a full member of the college and the academic community. And such a sense of belonging is a key factor in transforming an environment from one that is perceived as hostile, to one that is experienced as affirming and welcoming. 
	Finally, the curriculum itself and the experience of both student and instructor are transformed by a student’s acquisition and then ‘ownership’ of universal English. For, once a student achieves a degree of ownership of a language that has hitherto characterized the alien, the oppressive or the hostile, once that language has begun to be the language of a second ‘home’, then the realm of inquiry and discourse moves from that of the difficulty of mechanics, to the enjoyable challenges of ideation, articulation, argument and expression. This is a qualitatively different, and more rewarding endeavor for all involved and one that speaks to the aims and ideals, as well as the needs, of authentic education.

Rewriting the Narrative of the Developmental Student

	I also suggest that this brain-based, natural strategy redraws the map of possibility for many students who have been regarded as deficient in linguistic and even intellectual ability. I have presented the work of these students to sharp intakes of breath, delighted laughter, shock and tears of joy from fellow educators as they saw explicit proof how much more capable and impressive are our students than the prevailing mythology, the ‘story’ about them would admit. And this points, I believe, to a truth long hidden in plain sight; the deficiency does not lie, and never has lain with our students; it lies with an educational approach which might have been designed to achieve the opposite of its actual purpose; that is, it could have been engineered to alienate most of our children from formal English. It has certainly succeeded in doing so for vast the majority of high school graduates and yet we keep doing the same thing, doing it more intensively, and expecting a better result. 
	It is almost incredible that we have not begun to consider brain based and natural learning paradigms in the design of all our educational programs; it is unconscionable that we continue to do what has failed most school children until now, when there are such powerful learning techniques already, naturally, designed into the human being. There are, two important – and related - reasons why we have not done so, why a strategy as obvious, as simple and as effective as natural language immersion, for example, is not standard practice for the teaching of formal English. 
	The first is that we have inherited an educational system whose original function has already defined its culture and its paradigms. Any engineer will tell us that if we wish to identify a manufactured object, we need only find its function. All the rest, form, dimension and design, will be explained thereby since form invariably follows from function. Our education system was not designed for the purposes that most of us wish it to fulfill today. It was not designed to produce brilliant, creative, or innovative, or critical thinkers, but thoroughly socialized workers:

Our schools are, in a sense, factories, in which the raw materials [children] are to be shaped and fashioned into products to meet the various demands of life. The specifications for manufacturing come from the demands of twentieth-century civilization, and it is the business of the school to build its pupils according to the specifications laid down. This demands good tools, specialized machinery, continuous measurement of production to see if it is according to specifications, the elimination of waste in manufacture, and a large variety in output, (Cubberley, 1916, p. 388).

	The design of public education, based upon a military ideal and a factory design, was focused upon product – and a standardized product at that - not process. All children were to learn the same things at the same age and demonstrate the same competencies. Since we have not yet begun to rethink the function of education in any meaningful way and since there cannot be a meaningful change in form and design without a prior shift in function, it is still doing what it always did. We are thus constrained to work within the paradigms and assumptions that underpinned the ‘factory’ model, including those that dictated the nature, purpose, teaching and modes of learning language. 
	Thus, despite the pioneering work that has been undertaken since the 1990’s, considerations about brain based learning, (that is of the connective processes that facilitate natural learning for the greatest benefit of the individual learner), remain outside the parameters of mainstream educational thinking:

	One of the only places operating largely as it did fifty years ago, would be the local school...Today as fifty years ago, any student from elementary school through college can complete this series of questions in exactly the same way without prompting:

Q; How do you study?
A. I read; I take notes; I make outlines, an I memorize
Q. Why do you do this?
A. For the test, (Nummela Caine & Caine, 1994, p.14)

	...Emerging trends in educational practice both acknowledge and work with the complexity that exists in the classroom. These are more process-oriented approaches to education, such as thematic teaching, whole language approaches to literacy and the integration of the curriculum. Yet we are not adequately benefiting from them because process can be neither easily understood nor measured with the rational/experimental research model. Hence a limited approach to research frustrates us in our search for ways to improve education, (p. 21).

	The second reason, I suggest, is a long-standing and extremely pervasive association between fluency in formal English and intelligence – or at least academic ability. The root of this misconception may be the apparently incontrovertible evidence that some children prove highly successful in developing fluency in written English at school whereas others seem destined to remain at a remedial level whatever steps are taken to bridge the gap. The flaw in the evidence, however, can be found in a set of assumptions: that the method of teaching Formal English is substantially effective in and of itself; that it must produce the same results in all children of equal intelligence; and that the variable in the equation is therefore the ability and potential of the individual child.  
	In fact, the success of the audio strategy described here suggests something quite different, something that common sense would also propose. Those students who are exposed to the sounds, conventions and patterns of Formal English on a regular basis within their home environments, (those, for example, whose parents read to them and encourage them to read, use formal English constructions in their own speech or associate with those who do), fare much better in the classroom than those who are not so exposed. They can meet the demands of the syllabus because they have a basis of reference for the language already. In other words, the true variable is not the ability of the individual student so much as ‘the luck of the draw’ when it comes to the key component of the learning process – authentic immersion. Pupils who must depend solely on classroom and teaching methods that ignore this, the real basis of linguistic development, will struggle. Sadly, our current approach mistakes the methods traditionally employed in the classroom for the primary learning experience available to students of formal English.  It is not. In fact, for those who do not experience the language outside the classroom, it is not even a secondary resource. It is an irrelevance.  
	In summary, the existing narrative about ‘remedial’ readers and writers, supported by the ‘evidence’ of the success of ‘more able’ students, has predisposed remedial education to address a deficiency in the skills of the student, perhaps even in the student himself. The narrative does not suggest a fundamental deficiency in the traditional methods of teaching or a deficiency in the luck of the particular student. It is for these reasons, I believe, that I am so often asked why, when the logic and the simple evidence of human development make the immersion strategy so obvious and simple, it has not been adopted before now... 
	We do not find what we do not seek.

Post Script: From the Subjective, the Objective.  

	When I began this inquiry in 2009, and until very recently, I had difficulty framing it within the context of subjective experience. I am the product of an educational system, much like the one that fashioned my students, in which objects and outcomes are all important. New to the practice of Action Research, I was still focused on the outcomes to be recorded or explained and despite intense efforts to internalize the rationale behind AR, I remained unable to see the central role of the process, the journey that generated those outcomes. I could not have articulated that position, any more than a fish can describe the water in which it swims, but I operated out of it, was constrained and directed by it, unawares. With exposure to Action Research, came recognition that the objectivist, academic standpoint, so long, so exclusively and so universally applied, has produced true absurdities. 
	One such absurdity still dominates much of academia; it is the assumption that true intellectual rigor, renders personal journeys and subjective insights irrelevant and inappropriate. Any ‘sound’ inquiry must be entirely independent of the ‘I’ of whoever is conducting it, a view that holds sway even in ‘soft’ sciences, such as the study of human relationships. We now know, of course that there is no such thing as ‘pure’ objectivism. The ideal, that still informs most of the world of academic research, is pure fiction - and an anachronistic fiction at that. Twentieth century science long ago placed the observer and the observed within a single, indivisible continuum. Twenty first century science continues to apply the stricture that observer and observed form a single continuum, in even the most rigorous and impersonal of the sciences. Thus the quest for pure objectivity belongs firmly in the nineteenth century. While it is increasingly challenged by the paradigms of, for example, Action Research and Living Educational Theory, modern academia in general, however, has yet to catch up with - to acknowledge let alone, encompass this revolutionary paradigm within its own methodology.

	In the 20th century, physics was forced into the position of re-evaluating the role of the observer, both in relativity and in quantum mechanics. In relativity, the absolutes of Newtonian physics were banished, and observations obtained by observers in different frames of reference became all that was available. These observations were linked through a system of coordinate transformations.
	In quantum mechanics, the observer and the system being observed became mysteriously linked so that the results of any observation seemed to be determined in part by actual choices made by the observer. This situation is represented by the wave function, a function in the complex domain that contains information about both the cosmos at large and the observer's apparent state of knowledge, (Kolecki, 2004).

	I became an opponent of the paradigm of academic objectivism in stages. Intellectually, I now view it as operating both from a false premise and with a degree of dishonesty. The false premise is that within any field of human inquiry, including the humanities, the social sciences and the arts, there exist ‘purely objective truths’ that can be usefully severed from the subjective humanity of their discoverers. The dishonesty arises, I believe, from an unconscious desire to protect that false premise from exposure as myth; it is visible in the verbal gymnastics, the contrivances, by which the impossibility of truly eliminating subjectivity is commonly disguised.

...We may infer that the confidence placed in physical theory owes much to its possessing the same kind of excellence from which pure geometry and pure mathematics in general derive their interest, and for the sake of which, they are cultivated.
	We cannot truly account for our acceptance of such theories without endorsing our acknowledgment of a beauty that exhilarates and a profundity that entrances us. Yet the prevailing conception of science, based on the disjunction of subjectivity and objectivity, seeks – and must seek at all costs – to eliminate from science such passionate, personal, human appraisals of theories, or at least to minimize their function to that of a negligible by-play...
	The term simplicity...is used for smuggling an essential quality into our appreciation of scientific theory, which a mistaken conception of objectivity forbids us openly to acknowledge...I shall call this practice a pseudo-substitution. It is used for playing down man’s real and indispensable intellectual powers for the sake of maintaining an, ‘objectivist’ framework which in fact cannot account for them, (Polanyi, 1974 p.15,16).

	Ethically, also, I oppose the cult of objectivity as inimical to authentic human learning and development and pernicious through its dehumanization of those engaged in any aspect of academic endeavor. That there can be any such a thing as an educational process in which human relationship is less than the ground and source of all learning is patently absurd. Yet we have crafted an educational edifice in which human relationship is considered a mere by-product of the process of transferring information from one supposedly independent and unrelated source, (teacher), to another, (student). Since this is precisely the reverse of the truth, we conduct our educational programs through a haze of cognitive dissonance – one in which the impact and interaction of personalities is discounted while the test scores that reflect those impacts and interactions are used to define the abilities – and futures – of generation after generation of students. This is dehumanizing and it is in this construct of what education is, and is for and how it ‘does it’ we see the fruit of what Polanyi describes as:

...the crippling mutilations which centuries of objectivist thought have imposed on the minds of men, (Polanyi, 1974, p. 381).

	Even after reaching this position, however, I was focused on propositional, measurable, knowledge. In other words, I could recognize and describe that which I could not break free of. Only after two years of reflection and inquiry, and after participating in three Action Research seminars did the metaphorical ‘light bulb’, finally, come on enabling me to recognize the objective propositions emerging from my work as the offspring of my love for, and connection to my students and of my own ‘tacit knowledge‘.

	...a vast reservoir of 	personal knowledge underlies our personal-social practices. We know more than we can say; our personal knowledge is unarticulatable because usually, we are not aware of it – we just know. ...Tacit knowledge is that vast fund of practical, local and traditional knowledge that is embodies in dispositions and forms of life and expressed in flair and intuition and or which our theoretical or articulated knowledge is only the visible tip (Gray 1993:70) On this view, knowledge is in the way we live our lives and is, essentially, embodied knowledge (McNiff, Whitehead, 2000 p. 41).

	What is clear to me is that the objective findings described in this paper are valid and important. It is necessary to explain the underlying mechanisms of a strategy that powerfully assists underprepared students to acquire and express themselves in formal English. But these do not explain themselves, their own genesis. In fact, these valid objects hang from the underlying structure of a much more fundamental framework. 

I am arguing that the propositional form is masking the living form and content of an educational theory which can generate valid descriptions and explanations for the educational development of individuals. This is not to deny the importance of propositional forms of understanding. I am arguing for a reconstruction of educational theory into a living form of question and answer which includes propositional contributions from the traditional disciplines of education, (Whitehead, Creating 2).
	
	Any discovery can occur only within a context that allows of its possibility in the first place; we do not find what we do not seek. (Thus Columbus, for example, who sought a passage to India, found what he expected and bequeathed the name ‘Indians’ to generations of the peoples of the Americas.) The assumptions we bring to our classrooms, the cultural or social narratives we unconsciously impose or reinforce, are the context that determines what we do and do not seek in and of our students. And it is these assumptions and narratives, not the educational theories we might espouse that ultimately define the limits of possibility. 
	This is true context. Without it, the cycles of distinction, articulation and reflection that fuel the continuous evolution of new discovery are stillborn. And any educational theory whose true context has been erased by academic objectivism, stands in danger of becoming a new kind of tyranny, a formula imposed on educators and students alike only to be succeeded by the next in a procession of fashionable ‘fixes’ whose failures and successes can neither instruct nor inform the future. 

Appendices

Appendix 1. Illustrations of Student Progression and ‘Voice’ Development.
(All student-writing samples are reproduced with Permission)

Thinking and Speaking the Language
		As the language becomes ‘embedded’, as students listen daily, they begin to think in formal English and then to speak it.  
FW Feb 1, 2010 (two weeks)
I have noticed that my brain is getting reprogrammed each night I listen to this book. When my wife and I went out to dinner this weekend, our waiter asked us if we would like some more rolls. My reply was “Indeed we would”. I have never spoken those words before in my life. 
Another effect of this, apparently, is to reverse their previous positions whereby formal English belongs to the ‘other’. About six weeks to eight weeks after the start of the assignment, now habitually thinking in a different ‘English’, they become aware, instead, of the dialects being spoken around them as ‘other’. 
SR, Audio Book 2 March 4, 2010 (six weeks)
I have always been somewhat perturbed by the slang and improper verbiage common to the south. Listening to the audio book, doing the grammar exercises, and just sitting in our writing class twice a week has made it much worse. I absolutely cringe when I hear a customer at work say something like, “My computer done quit turnin on last night, and I ain’t had it nearly a week!” I used to be able to just ignore it, blow it off, or not even realize it. It makes me judge people, which isn’t right, but I can’t help it! 
	It would be one thing if they were just uneducated, but a lot of them even have college degrees. It is a conscious choice for some people to speak improperly in order to fit in or sound “cool” I guess. It has helped me notice when I am speaking improperly as well. Every now and then, my surroundings rub off on me and I say something completely improper. I am able to catch this quicker and more often, which has helped me in my writing. Even though it has helped my writing skills, I would almost rather be ignorant to proper English because listening to people around east Tennessee makes me want to scream!

KG, Mar 3, 2010(six weeks)
My relationship with English has dramatically changed thanks to my audio book. Every time I hear someone speak the wheels in my brain start turning. I find myself not really concentrating on what their saying, but concentrating on how they are saying it. This really annoys me! Will I ever get back to the world where we all just babble back and forth with each other and I could care less how the words are pronounced? My English is not perfect by any means and it never bothered me until now. This class and the audio books have helped me with my writing skills tremendously. I carefully look over what I have written now for errors and I am always proofreading everyone else’s work.

SB October 19 2010 (six weeks)
After listening to my audio book I started noticing that I was using formal English when I would sing the words to a song on the radio. That was the first thing that I noticed, because normally I would never do such a thing. I would always use the same slang that the artist did. The second thing that I noticed was having the want to stop conversations to simply correct the improper use of a word. I never do stop a conversation for this reason, but I always have a strong urge to. 

SD Oct 25, 2010 (seven weeks)
Indeed my relationship with English has transformed for the better. It's scary actually to hear the calculations in my head. I'm always listening for commas, beginnings and endings. Lately it has been the tense phrases...It is very freighting to hear the ways other people are talking these days. The urge to correct them is eating me alive! 

JM - Apr 23, 2010 (thirteen weeks)
... I started listening to the audio book while I drove around, and I started listening to my friends when I would stop driving. That is when I realized I needed to start an English class for my friends or find new ones. I realized I was getting mad at them all of the time, because none of them could even speak one sentence without sounding retarded... Now I use proper English most of the time while speaking, or at least try to. I only talk like my friends when they can’t understand what I am saying, because the words are too big or there are complete sentences in my delivery.

JTF Dec 2, 2010 (fourteen weeks)
I find myself correcting people when they speak, but I try not to, so I don't come across like a...hole. Also I correct myself, when I hear the way I speak, it drives me crazy. 

Progressions
	
SD Sep 14, 2010 (one week) 
The title of the audio book a lot’m listening to is the Hobbit by J.R.R Tolkien. It’s the story about a hobbit who fines the ring of power. a lot chouse this book because it is very intresting to me and I like ythical creatures a lot. Pluse I hate reading, to me it’s just a big wast of time but when listening to a book I can be doing what ever I want so I like listening to books a lot more than reading them.

SD Nov 18, 2010  (eleven weeks – with erratic completion of assignment)
The book I’ve been listening to is the Lord of the Rings, the Return of the King and my favorite part was the fight between Frodo and golem, the description for that part was just amazing. I have enjoyed listening to the audio books; they have really helped me with my speech. At the same time the voice in my head will not stop, it’s always correcting the people around me, and I don’t want to correct them because I’m not about to hurt someone’s fillings that’s not me. I will most likely keep listening to audio books so I don’t lose touch with proper English, and plus I have to take English 1010 next semester

JP Feb 3rd 2010 (four weeks)
Cody was a passenger on his all terrain vehicle shouting orders telling Chachi “to pick up the pace.” They seemed to enjoy playing cat and mouse through the small creek beds that would splash like the sound of breaking glass when they romped through. Dallas looking back periodically and raising his arm to make sure they saw the biggest finger he had. Jimmy was feeling the pressure that Cody was putting on him and the sight that Dallas’ finger sticking its tongue at him. So Chachi turned his sweat logged baseball cap around and squeezed the thumb throttle as far as it would go. Cody was sat right behind him knowing that his persistence had worked and held on tighter to the luggage rack. 

JP April 12 2010 (twelve weeks) 
All I heard was last year’s winner say “The 2020 Civil Engineer Award goes to  Joe Pxxxx” It felt like a dream. All that hard work over the past ten years and I am being recognized by my colleagues for doing what I love. It often takes years for someone to be noticed in this profession and sometimes not ever. Sometimes, it’s not until you pass away until you’re recognized. It may not seem much to people with different interests to me, but I would be happy just knowing one of those structures has my name on it.

I was just explaining to my ten and twelve year old daughters that when I was in college I kept saying “One day I’m going to build something massive with my name all over it” and that is what helped push me to be where I am today. The applause of the crowd brings me back to the room and I nervously stand up, walk to the stage, up the steps and accept my award. 

M. C. Sep 7, 2010 Introduction (one week). 
Hello, my name is M… C….  I was born in Memphis Tn. where I lived till I was nine. After high school I joined the marines as a machine gunner.  Decided to move back to Tenn. after the military, that is when I met my wife of seven 7 years.  We have to cool little kids together...  I am enrolled in P. (College) because I was bored of doing plumbing plus my kids got tired of me tracking dirt through there school hallways when I would go to pick them up.  

M.C.  Nov 16, 2010 (twelve weeks)
I really enjoyed listening to my audio books.  I was not sure how this would actually help me in my speech, but now I have this little voice in my head saying, hey are you going to correct them or what.  When I first started, I would get frustrated because I could not pay attention to the tape and what activity I was doing at the same time, however that was not how this process was supposed to be done.  I decided to just put the headphones on and go; to my surprise it works.  There is something soothing about someone reading to you, maybe it stems from being read to as a child.  I am definitely going to keep on listening to my audiobooks, the reward is so high, and the effort is so low.  Now I can try to get my kids involved in not just reading books, but also listening to them.

M. C. Dec 2 (fourteen weeks)
Finished Portfolio: Last Mission (narrative paragraph.)
	The air was icy cold with a smell of snow to it.  After all of the open cockpit flights General Chennault had taken over the many years, the weather never really seemed to bother him anymore.  Guards stood at attention as General Chennault walked slowly up to the White House door.  Even as a hard nosed, battle tested pilot, he still had an unsettling feeling in the bottom of his stomach.  This is the first time he had ever been called upon by the president.  The guards led him to a small office that smelled of old cigarette smoke.  There sat the commander-in-chief, President Franklin D Roosevelt drinking a martini with a serious look on his face.  The President offered a chair for the general to sit in - but no martini.  Chennault sat in silence waiting for the president to speak.  President Roosevelt took a hit from his cigarette and a sip of his martini before beginning to talk.  “I assume you have no clue why you are here, do you general?”  “No Mr. President, I do not”.  “I want you to train men for my Special Air Unit”.  President Roosevelt started running down a list of all of his credentials and at that point, the general knew he was the right man for the job.

Appendix 2: Delivering the Assignment

Approach
	It is important to emphasize that the approach being taken is crucially different from that of a reading exercise, as neither comprehension nor critical evaluation is required. Rather, the critical faculty is to be suspended. Any ‘critical response’ component would change the exercise from one of passive absorption into one of active struggle to comprehend and keep up.  But the aim here is to avoid entirely the paradigm of the struggle - of the student versus the language. Instead students are to be asked to focus on the sounds of the language, to listen for inflection, tone and mood, to identify pauses indicating commas, periods and paragraph endings.
	Despite the fact that this assignment is a compulsory element of my course, a number of students will not complete it at all; others will listen for the duration of perhaps one book – a week or two at most. Still others will listen perhaps once or twice a week when they remember to do so. The true reason for this is that the English of classic literature, (the only certain source of ideal, ‘universal’ English), is heard even by a habitual reader in just the same way that, for instance, classical music is first heard by someone with an untrained ear. It is an unfamiliar and, in places, indecipherable language.  
	No one who listens to a narrative can help trying to interpret  meaning - or becoming frustrated when this proves difficult. Without reiteration that the purpose of the exercise is not comprehension and that natural comprehension will, in fact, follow from familiarity, many students will simply give up. Thus a sine qua non of the strategy is that the students have to understand what they're doing and why they are doing it, i.e. it is founded on a ‘metacognitive’ approach, reinforced by monitoring the changes they go through. 
	There are two further reasons for this: First, it has to be their own process - i.e. they have to want to do it - because this is something they must 'administer' themselves. The educator is not doing anything to them - which is what they expect of education. Secondly, for anyone who has been through the public school system, there is a huge psychological leap involved in working on something that does not produce an immediate, tangible benefit (a good grade, extra credit etc.). 
	A subsidiary benefit of the assignment, therefore, is that this unfolding, non-immediate, reward is reflective of an adult (andragogical[footnoteRef:5]) educational mode rather than the child-oriented (pedagogical) mode they are accustomed to. Watching themselves and the changes in their own relationship with formal/written English and recognizing that this will change all their written assignments, the way they think, speak and listen - is a very adult pleasure (delayed gratification). This is quite different from the paradigm of grade school: 'give the ‘right’ answer and get a good grade/gold star. And that, in and of itself, is a very good thing. [5:  Andragogy assumes that the point at which an individual achieves a self-concept of essential self-direction is the point at which he psychologically becomes adult. A very critical thing happens when this occurs: the individual develops a deep psychological need to be perceived by others as being self-directing. ...It is my own observation that those students who have entered a professional school or a job have made a big step toward seeing themselves as essentially self-directing. They have largely resolved their identity-formation issues; they are identified with an adult role. Any experience that they perceive as putting them in the position of being treated as children is bound to interface (sic) with their learning, (Knowles, 1978, p. 56).
] 


Alternative Outcomes and Benefits

	Just as this is not a reading exercise in the traditional sense, it is also important to understand that the desired outcomes, the focus and the 'value added' benefits of the strategy are unlike those assigned to traditional learning activities. 

Desired outcome 1:
An embedding at the level of the neural pathways, of the forms, patterns, syntax and cued meanings of Formal English and a consequent 'ownership' by the student of FE as a natural language of thought.
How and this stands apart from the traditional approach:
	It is important to allow this to take place naturally, without interventions of the 'skill and drill' type that characterize much of conventional English teaching. The dynamic process that is set in motion is one of natural learning, not of being taught. In such a context, the dissection of grammar and syntax and even the requirements of 'literary criticism' as modes of teaching are inappropriate. And until the language has become natural to the student, they can be compared to an attempt to teach flight by dissecting the corpse of a bird.

 Desired outcome 2:
A repositioning of the student's relationship with Formal English such that FE is no longer 'other' and alien through a healing of the wounds that have inflicted and then reinforced that hostile relationship.
How this stands apart from the traditional approach:
	At the outset, the students we are concerned with have relationships with formal English ranging from hostility to disengagement. These cannot be altered by anything that is merely a differently packaged version of their previous wrestling matches. (This applies even if the repackaging does offer a tempting inducement by catering to a different learning style.) The 'old' paradigm demanded that the student remember and be able to answer questions (with specific, predetermined answers), on a text he neither chose nor cared about. Enjoyment in place of the former struggle is just as essential to a new relationship as ‘embedding’ is to ownership. However, it is always a struggle to convince students that the assignment is an exercise in simply listening for its own sake, letting the language create its own pathways until they can begin to own it and enjoy it. We cannot succeed at creating enjoyment while at the same time saying, ‘This is a reading exercise; you do have to struggle with comprehension; there will be detailed questions’. Some of the strongest, reasons for a student’s dislike of the subject would be reinforced. Thus, exploiting the audio-text exercise as an exercise in reading comprehension would destroy its value.  
	My own classes begin the assignment as more resistant than not.  This is partly because the language is still foreign. But there is more in play than this. I am required to explain repeatedly that this is not about reading, understanding or even enjoying the text, though I do hope they enjoy it. No matter what I tell them, however, they expect to have to do what they did in high school, retain content, comprehend content and be able to answer questions. It would be true to say that they cannot imagine a different type of learning, or a different focus for an assignment. Thus they cannot 'hear' my explanation of the assignment. (One student for instance, listened to the same book three times to get the full literary and vocabulary comprehension value, before I found out and stopped her.) 
	It is only after a few weeks, when it has become clear that there really are no 'book reports' to write, no comprehension or vocabulary tests and no passages to memorize, that students begin to relax and complete the assignment as it is intended, with the attitude one might have towards reading through a magazine while waiting to do something else. At this point they generally begin to enjoy it and at this point also, the language itself begins to break through the barriers of dislike and resistance.
	Thus it is key to the success of the strategy that the old associations between reading and academic performance are eliminated. And it is of the utmost importance that there is no greater demand placed on the students than that they listen for a period of 20 - 30 minutes daily, while engaged in some other, mechanical process or while going to sleep, and that they engage in a few written reflections and oral discussions. 

Focus:
a) The replacement of a historical, and experience-based association of language arts with colonization and disempowerment by a powerful sense of personal ownership; 
b) Through that sense of ownership, the repositioning of language arts general and formal English in particular, from its perceived place as the province of an 'elite', to one that affirms the student's equality in the community of thinkers and intellectual explorers.
How this stands apart from the traditional approach:
	Encouraging students to observe and discuss their own 'acquisition' process at each stage and to assign their own values to the experience and their own learning outcomes, is important. It provides an opposing, potentially healing, experience in place of a long history of performance goals and outcomes that accorded with alien, external values but which discounted the subjective values of the students. Further, the fact that students choose their own texts from a very large and varied list, and change them at will if they do not like them, helps to create a sense of ownership, and self determination quite unlike the ‘compulsory texts’ of high school curricula. 

Some 'Value Added' Benefits:
1. The replacement of an unconscious narrative about all learning, (assumed by educators and students alike), that it must be defined by struggle and endurance, with an experience of learning that is entirely natural, almost effortless, intrinsically pleasurable and even joyful;
2. Participation in a metacognitive, adult learner based process through observing, discussing and assigning their own values to both process and outcome that will assist in the growth of self-awareness and self-reliance as learners;
3. Direct experience of learning as process and of an outcome that is progressive and not immediately or directly related to scores and grades. This helps to replace the ‘learned helplessness’ of the child-based model employed in high schools, with an adult-appropriate, learner-centered model;
4. Exposure to some of the great classics of English thought and literature uncontaminated by the requirement to memorize or to learn predigested opinions and criticisms, or by the demands for predetermined responses, which rob such 'first encounters' of their simple pleasure.
 
In summary:
The central, overriding desired outcome, focus and 'value added' benefit is, and must remain, an effortless, (or at least struggle-less) and gentle 'mending' of the disconnect with FE by means of natural and personal acquisition, in the manner of all authentic human learning.
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