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Abstract 

This thesis is my attempt to condua an ESL research study using an alternative to the 

expenmental methods traditionally followed in second language research. 1 begin with an 

explication of the notion of mind and language on which these expenmental methods rest and 

then outline an alternative view of mind and language referred to as rdnriotial. Drawing on 

two central concepts, rmbociird actior~ (Varela, Thompson & Rosch, 1996, p. 172) and 

percep~ical ami littgziistic reciprucify (Abram, 1 996, p. 90). 1 then articulate an alternative 

guiding metaphor for research in ESL. 1 term this metaphor coernerge~~ce. The fundamental 

premise of co-emergetm is t hat the research participants, the researcher and the research 

activity are simultaneously CO-emerging in an ever-unfolding pre-swt. 

C'wmergeme becomes a guide for attuning myself, as the researcher, to the yre.seIlf 

of the research experience. My consideration of language in the research becomes a focus 

on its non-representational dimension in an absolute presem. at its instant of utterance. 1 

contrast this dimension of language with the notion of language as a system of arbitrary, 

symbûlic representations facilitating information transfer Ultimately, my concern wit h 

language in its present, non-representational aspect infoms my attempts to understand the 

research experience. 

The research experience itself regards a study conducted around an ESL (English as 

a Second Language) conversation exercise involving community colleg EAP (English for 

Academic Purposes) and TESL (Teachers of English as a Second Language) students. 

Ostensibly, 1 set out to capture the participants' experience of the conversation exercise by 
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miniminng my role in our discussions. However, rather than feeling at ease with the liberty 

to discuss the videotaped conversation as they see fit, the participants become uneasy and 

confused by my not taking a more active role in the discussions. Their anxiety raises 

important questions about a researcher's 'understanding' of research participants. 

In the spirit of a reiuhmi orientation to the research, my rnethodology evolves in 

response to the participants' thoughts and feelings as well as my own. As such. the study 

moves from a focus on ESL to a reflection on methodology to a tracing and documentation 

of a relational understanding of language in the research. In addition to documenting this 

movement, 1 also provide exploratory attempts at rendering an audiotaped discussion with 

one of rny research participants. 1 tem these renderings rrarrnîe~i tra,rscripfiott and 

trm~~pu~~itiurr. The key challenge that these exploratory attempts address is how to relay the 

sense of a present when it is no longer in a present. The latter of theçe rendering, 

trutrsposiiim, goes so far as CO consciously blur the words, thoughts, feelings and imagination 

of a research participant and me. as the researcher, in a conscious attempt to sesture toward 

the cwrnergettce of research participant, researcher and research activity . In t his sense, bot h 

relational renderings are replies to the perceived inadequacy of verbah  transcripts. 

My elaboration of a relufimai notion of mind and language. my experience of an 

evolving co-emrrgem research methodology. and my exploratory attempts to render 

aud iot aped discussion t hrough ~iarrnte J îrnttscription and ~ra~tspositiorr lead to a set of 

suggestions for an articulation of a participatory methodology for research. 
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"Language is an infinite digital system, hence tailor-made for computational 

approaches." Chomsky, 1997, p. 1 7. 

"Leamers' likelihood of processing specifc input for purposes of leming is enhanced 

because their output has focussed their attention on the need to do so." 

Swain, 1993, p. 169. 

"An important and pervasive shifi is beginning to take place in cognitive science under 

the very influence of its own research. . . . it reflects the necessity of understanding 

cognitive systems not on the basis of their input and output relationships but by their 

operariotd closzire. A system that has operational closure is one in which the results 

of its processes are those processes themselves. . . . The key point is that such systems 

do not operate by representation. Instead of represoltit~g an independent world, they 

ettact a world as a domain of distinctions that is inseparable from the structure 

embodied by the cognitive system." Varela et al., 1996, pp. 139- 140. 

"It may be bat, then, to leave language undefined, and to thus acknowledge its open- 

endedness, its mysteriousness. Nevertheless, by paying attention to this mystery we 

may develop a conscious familiarity with it, a sense ofits texture, its habits, its sources 

of sustenance." Abram, 1996, p. 73. 



PART ONE 

Introduction 

The research dimension of this thesis regards an ESL (Englis h as a Second Language) 

conversation exercise involving community college E AP (English for Academic Purposes) and 

TESL (Teachers of English as a Second Language) students. The EAP program is a pre- 

college preparation program for students planning to ap ply to community college certificat e 

or diploma programs, and the TESL program leads to certification as a Teacher of English 

as a Second or Foreign Language. From the outset, 1 knew that 1 wanted to engage an 

alternative approach to research, that is. alternative to traditional, experimental research 

methodologies. In wantinç to be guided by an alternative research methodology, however, 

1 was first obliged to elaborate the conceptuai basis for traditional approaches and then 

outline the alternative conceptuaiization which idomis the consideration of this study in ESL. 

A cornmon focus in ESL studies is on methods for effective language instruction and 

acquisition. Effec~ive is typically defined as the most successful means by which to transmit 

the linguistic and social knowledge required to function efFectively in a society where English 

is the dominant language. In establishing such methods, the studies ofien concem t hemselves 

with variables that are seen to affect the Iearning of English. The variables, which are 

grouped into categories which include the cognitive, affective and socio-cultural, are 

characterized as in some way advancing or hindering the movement toward an optimal level 

of proficiency in the second language learner. This approach to language instruction is rooted 

in assumptions about the practical benefits for instructing and acquiring language. In ESL 
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circles it is not uncommon to hear the case being made for English language skills as the 

means by which students can gain access to and participate successfùlly in the wider English 

speaking society. This claim is contestable on its own grounds' but is cited here as an 

example of a comrnon justification for approaches to language instruction which adhere to 

practical results. In this regard, it is not surpnsing that the field of ESL has intimate 

connections to an experimental methodology geared toward isoiating language leamer 

variables and then measuring the presumed connection between specific variables and changes 

in language leamer behaviour. These observations and conclusions give rise t O pedagogical 

and cumcular recomrnendat ions. 

However, there has recently been a shifi within ESL to a wider set of cultural and 

socio-political concems. For instance, Corson (1 997) has reevaluated the philosophical 

underpinnings of applied linguistics, and Pennycook ( 1995) has assessed the ideological 

presuppositions of teaching ESL. Additionally. even a cursory look at the contents of second 

language joumals in 1996 and 1997' reveals some attention to issues of culture, class, gender, 

identity, power and authorship. This significant development is introducing a reflective 

dimension to the field. In directing its attention back upon itself. ESL is being pushed into 

a wider epistemological context. As such, the field's once common recourse to expenmental 

rnethods has been challenged. My thesis takes up this transition by engaging a methodology 

which moves beyond experimental methods and seeks to understand the research conducted 

around an ESL conversation exercise as an experience simultaneously shaped by the research 

participants, the researcher and the research activity itself. 
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The conceptuai topography for my study can be mapped out in relation to the model 

of mind3 informing experimental approaches in ESL, approaches which were once 

predominant and whose influence lingers on. In the context of ESL, a m& of mitd  would 

more comrnonly be understood and expressed as a mode/ of the cognitive processes i~wolved 

in Imgrage /ear~zitrg. The crucial point, however, is that by beginning a discussion of ESL 

with the latter definition, one is implicitly conceding a particular model of mind and 

precluding a wider metn-discirssio~~ of various conceptuaiizat ions of cognition which give rise 

to their own definitions of mind. The first task, then, is to provide a background for and 

elaboration of a particular model of mind, the model which informs experimental approaches 

in ESL. 

1 will preface my discussion of modeis by responding to a conceptual distinction made 

by Harré and Gillett : 

The essential ambiguity of models of cognition leaves open the question of whether 

these models are abstraa representations of structures and processes in the brain and 

newous system [what we cannot see] or whether they are rnetaphorical presentations 

of the 'grammatical' (that is, discursively grounded) structure and relationships of 

intended, goal-directed, and nom-constrained human action [what we can see]. 

Sometimes a model may allow both interpretations. (1994, p. 52) 

1 was initially inclined to view the model of mind informing experimental approaches in ESL 

as fitting the former definition, that is, a model as a picture of wha~ we camot see. My 

reasoning was this: the mode1 informing experimental approaches provides an analogical 
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picture of what is supposedly happening in the brain. In other words, the presumed 

connection between specific variables and changes in language leamer behaviour is the 

"visible" analogue to the "invisible" processing taking place in a brain. However, &rther 

reflection has demonstrated that the opposite is equally plausible, that is. the presumed 

comection between specific variables and changes in language leamer behaviour may also be 

a metaphoncal account of what ive car? see. In this scenario, the presumed connection 

between specific variables and changes in language leamer behaviour is a slory of the 

acquisition of a second language. 

Perhaps it is the case that models of mind allow for both interpretations. that is, as 

descriptions of what we cannot see and explanations of what we can see, not simply 

sornetitnes, but potentially always. In either case, this esse»tial arnbigiip attests to the 

complexity of models of mind. 

Mind, Experience and the Cartesian View of Being 

In the Bichmzry of philosophy, Angeles defines rnird as "consciousness" or 

"awareness" (1 98 1, p. 172). He also explains that it can denote "the adaptive responses of 

an organism to its environment in the struggles for survival" (Angeles, 1 98 1, p. 1 72). Thus 

defined, mird refers to that which is experienced, either mentally, in the form of 

corzsciorrsrtess or awareriess, or physically, in the form of adaptive rciporzses to an 

environmerit. This distinction between the mental and p hysical aspects of experience reflects 

the Cartesian distinction between res cogitum and res exlema. the thinking being and the 
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materiai being.' The distinction is a theme which resurfaces across Descartes' work. In the 

Discorrrse or? the method, Descartes writes: 

1 saw that while 1 could pretend that 1 had no body and that there was no world and 

no place for me to be in, 1 could not for al1 that pretend that 1 did not exist . . . From 

this 1 knew 1 was a substance whose whole essence or nature is only to think, and 

which does not require any place, or depend on any material thing, in order to exist. 

Accordingly this '1' - that is, the sou1 by which 1 am what 1 am - is entirely distinct 

from the body, and indeed is easier to know than the body, and would not fail to be 

whatever it is, even if the body did not exist. (quoted in Cottingham, 1996, >w<) 

The separation of a thinking '1' resulted in what Abram calls "a thorough dichotomy between 

mechanical, unthinking matter (including al1 minerais, plants, and animals, as well as the 

human body) and pure, thinking mind (the exclusive province of humans and God) (1996, p. 

48). Divorced frorn its ecology, the primacy of a thinking '1' is reiterated and defended in 

Meditatior a on first philosophy : 

Thus, sirnply by knowing that 1 exist and seeing at the same time that absolutely 

nothing else belongs to my nature or essence except that 1 am a thinking thing, 1 can 

infer correctly that my essence consists solely in the fact that I am a thinking thing. 

It is true that 1 may have (or, to anticipate, that 1 certainly have) a body that is very 

closely joined to me. But nevertheless, on the one hand 1 have a clear and distinct idea 

of myself, in so far as I am sirnply a thinking, non-extended thing; and on the other 

hand 1 have a distinct idea of a body, in so far as this is simply an extended, non- 
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thinking thing. And accordingly, it is certain that I am really distinct fiom my body, 

and cm exist without it. (quoted in Cottingham, 1996, p. 54) 

This view allows for a definition of being wherein subject and object are detached: a 

cognizing agent is separate corn that which is cognized. As we have seen, a further 

consequence of this view is that the cognizing agent's own physical body, which is seen to 

house the cognizing faculty, itself becomes an object. This theory of mind, referred to as 

mindhody dualism or, with regard to Descartes' philosophy, soulhody duaii~m,~ allows for 

an understanding of experience premised on a separation of thinking being From matenal 

being. In other words, as 1 look out the window, my experience of seeing the budding trees 

can be understood as a case of my intemal senses, thinking being, perceiving the extemal 

trees, material being. 1 am here, and they are there. This is a simple but clear case of how 

one's view of being shades one's understanding of experience. 

A Functional Mode1 of Mind 

When the nature of being is shaped by a distinction between our thinking selves and 

that which we think about, it becomes possible to characterize mind as an inner faculty whose 

primary function is to represent the extemal world. These characterizations are called 

representative theories. in a general sense, representative theones propose a correspondence 

between aspects ofthe extemai world and our efforts to make those aspects comprehensible. 

For example, in a representative theory of meaning, particular objects in the extemal 

environment correspond to particular words as symbolic representations. Similady, in a 
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representative theory of perception, objects in the extemal world correspond to mental 

representations of those objects. In proposing this correspondence between an inner faculty 

and extemal world, representative theories define mind by its capacity to Function 

representationally . 

However, in distinguishing between a weak and strong sense of representation, Varela 

et al. point out that representation does not have to entaii a representative theory of mind. 

In this regard, a weak sense of representation is 

. . . purely semantic: It refers to anything that can be interpreted as being about 

something. This is the sense ofrepresentation as constmal, since nothing is about 

something else without conamhg it as being some way. A map, for example, is about 

some geographical area; it represents certain features of the terrain and so construes 

that terrain as being a certain way. Similady, words on a page represent sentences in 

a language, which may in turn represent or be about still other things. (1996, p. 134) 

In contrast, a strong sense of representation is extended "to construct a full-fledged theory 

of how perception, language, or cognition in general must work" (Varela et al., 1 996, p. 1 3 5). 

They elaborate this stronger sense of representation by outlining its "quite heavy ontological 

and epistemological commitments" (1 996, p. 13 5): 

We assume that the world is pregiven, that its features can be specified prior to any 

cognitive activity. Then to explain the relation between this cognitive activity and a 

pregiven world, we hypothesize the existence of mental representations inside the 

cognitive system. (1 996, p. 13 5) 
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The theory of cognition outlined as strotlg rrpreset~tdio~~aksm defines mind b y its capacity 

to function representationally. In the field of cognitive science, this theory is expressed as 

fraic~iut~uiism. In its earliest form, functionalism proposed that human cognition was similar 

to the workings of a digital computer. Johnson expands this point: 

This meant that humans' sensations and actions had to be--respectiveIy--data input 

to, and computational output from, such a computer. Furthermore . . . inner mental 

states were identical with abstractly specified and relationally defined computational 

states of a machine table--or, in other words, the list of software instructions that 

causally controlled the computer's operations. ( 1997, p. 8) 

In computational fashion, then, the activity of mind is seen as a process whereby aspects of 

the exterior, pre-existing material world are perceived and then assigned a symbolic 

representation, we could call this the input stage; the symbolic representations are then 

manipulated by mental hardware, we could call this the processing stage; and then translated 

into a result in the form of physical or mental action, we could cd1 this the output stage. 

The impact of this model of mind has been significant. Since this present study 

concerns itself with issues connected to ESL, what is of particular relevance here is its 

expression in attitudes toward language. However, it would be premature to discuss a model 

of language without first elaborating the model of mind which underpins the model of 

language. What foiiows, then, is an elaboration of what, for the purposes of this paper, I will 

cal1 the finctiot~al model of mind. 

A functional model of mind can be defined by at least three central beliefs. 
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a. The human rnind is distinct fiom its environment. 

b. The human mind is a processor of data and communication is a transfer of 

information. 

c. The operation of a human mind can be assessed for relative success in completing 

pre-designated tasks. 

The Human Mind is Distinct fiom Its Environment 

The implications of proposing that the human mind is distinct corn its environment 

can be considered in both a conceptual and physical sense. Conceptually, it is possible, within 

a fùnctional mode1 of mind, to delimit the boundary where cognition, understood as input, 

processing and output, begins and ends. In this sense, human cognition is dependent on its 

surroundings to the extent that those surroundings are a source of stimuli. This point can be 

usefully elaborated in reference to rnit~d~bodyphysicu/isrn, the theory that mental events or 

processes, which might include anger or happiness and processes such as confusion or 

learning, are identical to brain events or processes, this would refer to neurophysiological 

activity or any other empirically demonstrable event or process. At one extreme in this 

position, one finds the idea of narrow physicufisrn wherein mind is equated with brain. 

Bechtel points to this idea in making reference to 

. . . a tendency to think of cognitive activities as activities occumng exclusively within 

the mindhrain [whereby] the rnindlbrain rnight receive information from outside itself 

(stimuli) and generate outputs into the extemal world (behaviorsj, but cognitive 
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activity consists in processing information wit hin the system itself' ( 1 997, p. 1 87). 

Bechtel moves away 6om this end of the physicalist continuum by espousing a position closer 

to wide physicaiism where the mind is at least partiaily defined by its connection to its 

environment. Working within a connectionist f r ame~ork ,~  Bechtel suggests that cognition 

is "not due to developments exclusively within the rnindhrain, but to developments in the 

interaction of the mind/brain and the environment" ( 1  997, p. 206). According to Bechtel, 

part of this interaction with the environment may be in the form of a cognitive system 

interacting with extemal syrnbols. For instance, problem solving, which is done exclusively 

within the brain in a computational account of mind, may also be accomplished in the 

physical, extemal world. As an exarnple, Bechtel gives the case of a simple arithmetic 

problern. Confionted with the task of multiplying two three-digit numbers, 

We begin by writing them in canonical form [with one the-digit number directly over 

the other] . . . Writing the problem in this way permits us to decompose it into several 

simple cornponent tasks, each of which can be solved mentally by applying procedural 

knowledge of how to multiply two one-digit numbers. This does not require intemal 

computation; rather, through schooling we have simply learned the procedures. As 

soon as we recognize one of the simple problerns, the answer cornes to rnind. . . . The 

point 1 want to emphasize is that a problem that would be quite difficult if extemal 

symbols were not available is rendered much simpler with these symbols. (Bechtel, 

1997, pp. 197) 

Bechtel's position makes allowance for the connection between organism and environment 
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in that perceivable, tangible symbols in the extemal world are seen to assist the process of 

cognition. In this sense, cognition becomes context dependent. 

Crucially, however, the distinction between the human mind, the cognizing faculty, 

and the environrnent remains fûndamentally unaltered Eom its form in a computational model. 

While the cognizing faculty may be working with symbols in the environment extemal to the 

brain and recognizi~tg rather than representing some of them in its attempts to solve 

problems, the cogninng faculty itself remains separate frorn its milieu, its environment. The 

conceptual distinction between thinking being and material being stays intact. 

Physically. this distinction is expressed in the belief that a border exists between a 

human rnind, a cognizing faculty. also sometirnes referred to as a seif, and its surroundings. 

These surroundings include the environrnent on both sides of one's skin. In other words, 

within a functional model of mind, cognizing agents are doubly removed from their 

environments, once from their very own bodies and once from the world of earth and sky. 

This is in keeping with a model which takes the digital cornputer as its guiding metaphor. A 

computer's hardware, its physical manifestation, what it needs to cany out syrnbolic 

processing, is distinguishable Rom both aspects of its environment. In the first instance, the 

hardware is separate from its software, the particular program it is running and the 

information entered into it. Secondly, it is discomected, apart from its power source, frorn 

the roorn where 1 sit at my desk. 

The analogy between a computer's relation to its environment and the human mind 

to its surroundings is a seductive one: it seems to fit so well and, at first glance, does so 
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unproblematically. However, as a reiteration of the separation between thinking being and 

material being, it casts cognition in a particular and not inconsequential light. 

i) When the cognizing faculty is held to be separable from its own physical body, 

cognition assumes a pronounced mealai character. This is to Say that the possibility for 

physical and emotional knowledge is overlooked. 

ii) When the cognizing faculty is held to be separable korn its ecology, cognition 

becomes hypolhetical, wdrved This is to Say that by conceiving of cognition in isolation 

from the air we breathe or the water we dnnk or the sun we absorb or the feelings we 

expenence is to conceive of cognition in a literally ir~~~zat~~ruI way in that cognition is cut off 

fiom nature and Our expenence as beings in nature. Cognition then occupies a location that 

is nowhere. 

The Human Mind is a Processor of Data and Communication is a Transfer of Information 

In keeping with the cornputer metaphor, a functionai mode1 of mind characterizes 

cognition and the purpose of cognition in a particular way. Cognition is seen as a process of 

manipulating representations o f  the extemal environment with a view to solving problems, 

problems of the sort that range from the task of going into the kitchen to get a cup of coffee 

to the task of writing an MEd thesis. To facilitate this problem solving, information is 

collected as input and the product of mental activity is implemented as output. Allocating and 

reallocating information in this way is then taken to be communication. Understanding 

communication in this way is not without epistemological consequence. 
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When cognition is seen as the collection, processing and application of information 

to solve problems, knowledge takes on a functionai demeanour and, as a consequence, 

knowing becomes an empirical matter. That which cannot be interpreted with recourse to 

observable facts or identifiable bits of information necessary for problem solving cannot be 

considered a part of knowing. For instance, when an a priori concept such as itttuitiort is 

considered, it is a valid fonn of knowing only when it can be explained in relation to its part 

in problem solving. For his part, Bechtel makes intuition an acceptable form of knowing by 

conceptualizing it in this way: 

Intuition is not intended to constitute a mysterious ability, but rather the ability to 

recognize directly that a particu1a.r situation is comparable to one experienced 

previously, and to use the solution to the previous situation as a template for the 

solution to this problem. (1997, p. 199) 

As such, knowing becomes stnnçently, narrowly defined. For exarnple, in restricting my use 

of the tem rbtowkdge to that which can be associated with empincally observable fragments 

of information usetùl for problem solving, I am rendered silent in my wish to explain that the 

reason 1 went to the kitchen for a cup of coffee as opposed to cup oftea was because 1 like 

coffee better than tea, it gives me more pieasire than tea. I am rendered unable to think 

about preferences as a way of knowing udess 1 cm, for instance, explain my preference for 

coffee as a result of my body's physiologicai reaction to it or as a result of my life history 

(which is potentially documentable) which has evolved an affinity for coffee. On its own, my 

imrnediately experienced preference for coffee becomes an inadmissible forrn of knowing. 
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In short, a t'unctional mode1 of mind places strict conditions on what is admissible as 

knowledge. Knowledge must be empirically identifiable information which serves a 

demonstrable function in human activity, activity which has problem solving as its goal. 

The O~eration of a Hurnan Mind Can Be Assessed for Relative Success in Completinri Pre- 

gesimated Tasks 

As a conçequence of cognition being conceiveci of as problem solving, the completion 

of tasks is seen to be an arbiter of successful cognitive performance. M i l e  so obvious as to 

seem almost a given, it is worthwhile pointing out that this is premised on the assumption that 

human cognition can be assessed. Successfùl performance, whether it be rny successful 

retrieval of a cup of coffee from the kitchen or the timely completion of my thesis, is taken 

as the measure by which cognition is evaluated. Once again, this orientation to cognition is 

not without implication. In measuring cognition against a scale of relative success, at least 

two things happen: i) cognition is extemalized, it kcomes something other than an aspect of 

ourselves in that it is dissociated from Our lived expenence and consequently ii) normative 

judgements can be made about cognitive activity . 

In the first case, the extemalization of cognition is of considerable importance since 

it sets the concephial orientation for discussions of cognition. For instance, when my efforts 

to retrieve a cup of coffee ffom the kitchen are intempted by a stumble which results in spilt 

coffee, a broken cup and perhaps some physical injury, my inclination will be to distance 

myself conceptually fiom the incident so as to explain its cause. 1 rnay dismiss the mishap as 
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a momentary laps of concentration or a fdure of mental and physical coordination, or I may 

have cause to suspect something more serious, a migraine headache or worse yet, a 

neurophysiological disorder. As a further option, I may entertain both explanations. The 

point, however, is that by working within a framework which has already implicitly conceded 

the possibility of extemalizing cognition, in this case my very own cognitive processes, 1 am 

able to place cognition at a distance7 and speculate as to the causes of my cognitive processes. 

When a causal account finally succeeds in explaining the incident, it is cornmonly grasped as 

an zrmiers~atlding of the incident. In a subsequent section devoted to a relarior~al mode1 of 

mind, we will revisit this spilling of the coffee and consider an alternate rnethod for coming 

to understand the incident. 

The second consequence of rneasuring cognition against a scale of relative success is 

that normative judgements can be made about inferred cognitive activity. This is perhaps 

most obvious when we assess the actions of others. For instance, had I watched a Fnend 

stumble as she retumed from the kitchen with a cup of coffee, 1 would be in a position to note 

not simply that spilling was not a desired result, but 1 would also be able to make judgements 

as to the relative shortcomings of the cognitive processes responsible for the result. Again, 

these judgements would have to be made against some predesignated standard of sufficient 

performance, othewise they would be meaningless as normative assessrnents. I might 

conjecture that she was suffering liom a physical disability (a lack of sufficient ability) or was 

somewhat uncoordinated (a lack of sufficient coordination) or, if I chose to be kind, might 

attribute the stumble to an unfortunate and atypical loss of balance (a lack of sufficient 
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Under the most usual circumstances, it is reasonable to assume that neither I nor my 

ûiend wish to stumble, spill the coffe and sustain physical injury. However, how we choose 

to understand that event is skewed within a cornputer model of cognition. In the first 

instance, the event is objectified and thus made amenable to interpretation. In the second 

instance, the event is assessable for its relative distance fiom a predesignated standard of 

successfûl performance. 

A Functional Mode1 of Lanmizgg 

Having outlined the characteristics of a fünctional rnodel of mind, we turn now to 

discuss its expression in attitudes toward language. It should be stressed at the outset that 

in using the termfirrictioiml to describe a certain model of language, 1 am definingfir~~ctiottd 

in the narrow sense of itformatioti tratisfr. Admittedly, this is a selective interpretation of 

ficlctiorl in language since language accomplishes much more t han information transfer. For 

instance, in addition to facilitating information transfer, language also serves essential 

functions on the personal, interpersonal and collective levels. Personally, it plays a crucial 

role as a point of identification between the individual and the group; interpersonally, it 

enables and supports relationships between members of a group; and collectively, it is 

arguably the single most important adhesive for any group identified as a collective. In 

restricting frrtictioriaI to indicate infoonatioti trmsfr, 1 am focusing on the function of 

language most amenable to isolation, observation, hypothesis formation and testing. In other 
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words, information trmzsfer is the linguistic funaion that lends itself particularly well to 

experimental approaches. As such, language as irifomatior~ trarisfer serves as a useful point 

of departure as 1 work toward an alternative to expenmentd approaches in ESL. 

Nonetheless, I move fiom this point of departure in recognition of its particular focus on one 

fi~rzctiotzal aspect of language and of the many other functions served by language. 

L a n w e  as a Digital Svstem 

A clear articulation of the connection between a fùnctional mode1 of mind and the 

study of language as information transfer is provided by Chomsky when he writes: 

Language is an infinite digital system, hence tailor-made for computational 

approaches. In the language case, a particular state of the language faculty can be 

taken to be a computational systern of rules and representations that generates a 

certain class of structured expressions, each with the properties of sound and meaning 

specified by the language in question. (1 997, p. 1 7) 

He continues by assessing the impact that the transition from behaviourism to cognitivism has 

had on linguistics: 

Behavior and its products, such as a corpus of utterances, are no longer the objects 

of inquiry, but are just data, of interest insofar as they provide evidence for what really 

concems us, the i ~ e r  mechanisrns of mind and the ways they fonn and manipulate 

representations, and use them in executing actions and interpreting experience. (1997, 

P. 17) 
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Chomslq's account of language is computational and reflects the three defining attributes of 

a computational mode1 of cognition. If we consider them individually, we can see that this 

is the case. 

a. The human mind is distinct fiom its environment. 

P resumabl y, the ;mer mechanisms of mind are forming and manipkatilig represr,,itafiotzs 

of something, something which exists in an outer world. 

b. The human mind is a processor of data and communication is a transfer of 

information. 

In computational fashion, the mind forms am'matiiptilates represmtat~ons with a view to 

execut;tig actions and interprethg expwieme. Communication, in this sense constmed as 

fonni~g represetztatiots (input); mmiiptifati~ig represmfatiom (processing); and ititerpretiig 

exprrietice and exemtijig nctiota (output), is based on representations containing 

decipherable information. 

c. The operation of a human mind can be assessed for relative success in completing 

pre-designated tasks. 

Since the imrr rnechatiisms of mind are goal oriented, that is, since they are geared toward 

execirririg acfiotls and irzferpreting experience, they can conceivably execute actions to a 

lesser or greater degree of effectiveness and interpret experiences to a lesser or greater degree 

of accuracy. 

When language is conceived of as the manipulation of discrete units of data, it makes 
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seemingly unproblematic sense to assign the human cognitive faculty the role of manipulator 

and to see language as a source of discrete units arnenable to manipulation. One can then 

treat aspects of the cognitive faculty and bits of linguistic data as variables in the process of 

manipulation. The output of this process, linguistic behaviour, is then taken as the audible, 

visible manifestation of the interaction of variables. In this forrn. language lends itself to 

isolation, observation, hypothesis formation and testing. This controlled procedure is 

commonly referred to as an experirnenfal methodology. 

An Alternative Conceptualization of Being, Experience and Language 

Having elaborated a functional mode1 of mind and its impact on a particular view of 

language, the task now tums to exploring an alternative conceptualization. At the outset, I 

suggested that one's view of being shades one's understanding of experience. The Cartesian 

distinction between thinking and material being, the cognizing agent and that which is 

cognized, was just such a view of being. I further suggested that it was this view of being 

which enabled representation, a computational mode1 of mind and its attendant means of 

comlng to understand experience, language being one aspect of that experience. In a sirnilar 

way, I will now outline an alternative view of being which gives rise to its own method of 

coming to understand experience and which, for the purposes of this paper, will offer an 

alternative orientation to conceptualizations of language and their application in ESL. 

At its most basic level, an alternative view of being needs to address the Cartesian 

distinction between res cogifam and res extensa, the thinking being and the matenal being. 
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Why is this so necessary? It is necessary because the assumed distance between our agency 

as cognitive beings-our position as perceivers of objects and speakers of languages, and our 

materiai bodies--the objects they perceive and the languages they utter, has a direct impact 

on how we live Our relationship to that which surrounds us. It sets the parameters for how 

we believe we are in the world. 

In sketching an alternative view of being which addresses this concem and points to 

an alternative mode1 of mlnd and language, 1 will build on two ideas: the concept of embdied 

action (Varela, Thompson & Rosch, 1996, p. 172) and the notion of perceptt<a/ a t~d  

li~iguisfic reciprociiy (Abram, 1996, p. 90). 

A Relational Model of Mina 

In laying the groundwork for a recharacterization of the gulf between imer mind and 

outer world, Varela et al. outline two positions which seem to exhaust the choices available 

within the Cartesian distinction. They refer to these as the chickeri atzd eggpositiom: 

Chicken positim: The world out there has pregiven properties. These exist pnor to 

the image that is cast on the cognitive system, whose task is to recover them 

appropriately (whether through syrnbols or subsymbolic states).' 

Notice how very reasonable this position sounds and how difficult it is to 

imagine that things could be otherwise. We tend to think that the only alternative is 

the egg position: 

Eggposition: The cognitive system projects its own world, and the apparent reality 
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of this world is merely a reflection of internai laws of the system. (1 996, p. 172) 

This description is helpfùl because it relays a sense of the autonomy allotted to each pole in 

the distinction and highlights the apparent irreconcilability of these descriptions of cognition. 

It is at this point, then, that Varela et al.3 discussion breaks significant new ground: 

Our discussion of color suggests a middle way between these two chicken and egg 

extremes. We have seen that colon are not 'out there' independent of our perceptual 

and cognitive capacities. We have also seen that colors are not 'in here' independent 

of our surrounding biological and cultural world. Contrary to the objectivist view, 

color categories are experiential; contrary to the subjectivist view, color categones 

belong to Our shared biologicai and cultural world. Thus color as a study case enables 

us to appreciate the obvious point that chicken and egg, world and perceiver, specifi 

each other. 

It is precisely this emphasis on mutual specification that enables us to negotiate 

a middle path between the Scylla of cognition as the recovery of a pregiven outer 

world (realism) and the Charybdis of cognition as the projection of a pregiven inner 

world (idealism). These two extrernes both take representation as t heir central notion: 

in the first case representation is used to recover what is outer; in the second case it 

is used to project what is inner. Our intention is to bypass entirely this logical 

geography of inner versus outer by studying cognition not as recovery or projection 

but as embodied action. (1 996, p. 172) 

This position maps out an alternative view by challenging the presumed distance between 
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thinking being and material being. As a consequence, it also contests representation as a 

means of coming to understand experience. In place of either extreme in the Cartesian 

distinction, embodied action is proposed as a view of being : 

By using the term embodied we mean to highlight two points: first, that cognition 

depends upon the kinds of experience that come fiom having a body with various 

sensonmotor capacities, and second, that these individual sensonmotor capacities are 

themselves embedded in a more encompassing biological, psychological. and cultural 

context. By using the term acti017 we mean to emphasize once again that sensory and 

motor processes, perception and action, are fundamentally inseparable in lived 

cognition. (Varela et al., 1 996, pp. 1 72- 1 73) 

The concept of embodied action provides the means for understanding that thinking being and 

material being may never have been separate in the first place. In fact, embodied action 

proposes that neurophysiological capacities and the wider natural and social environment 

cannot be separated in that they mtrrzcal& spcrfy each other. For the purposes of this paper, 

1 will use the terni CO-emergeg to capture this sense of mutual specification. 

Co-emergr,rce suggests a radically different means for coming to understand 

expenence than those two options made available within a Cartesian framework. In corning 

to understand experience, 1 am cornpelleci to let go of old habits of thinking and recognize the 

CO-emergence of what, within a Cartesian framework, would be seen as the impact of "outer 

world" on "inner me" and, conversely, the impact of "inner me" on "outer world." Having 

said this, 1 am not suggesting embodied action be construed as a patchwork of realist and 
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idealist proclivities. It is, rather, a real alternative in that it pushes an understanding of 

expenence away from either extreme or, for that matter, an oscillation of extremes. In other 

words, in understanding experience, I am pushed into a position where I am already 

conceding the irnpossibility or, perhaps more to the point, undesirability of irnagining a world 

which exias pnor to my experience of it or, at the other extreme, an autonomous self which 

can be conceived of without regard to its corporeal and ecological manifestation. 

This middle position is informed by "the Buddhist method of examining experience 

called rnb~dfrrhess meditatiod' (Varela et al., 1996, p. 2 1). The practice is of relevance to 

a discussion of Cartesian mindhody dualism since it addresses the very motivation for 

drawing a distinction between subject and object. It brings to awareness the drive that acts 

to separate thinking being from material being. 

Varela et ai. explain that the purpose of miridlfrtb~ess awnrrr~ess practice is "to become 

mindfùl, to experience what one's mind is doing as it does it [emphasis added], to be present 

with one's mind" (1996, p. 23). In a passage which discusses the experience of the practice 

for individual practitioners, they write: 

Meditators discover that mind and body are not coordinated. The body is sitting, but 

the mind is seized constantly by thoughts, feelings, inner conversations, daydreams, 

fantasies, sleepiness, opinions, theories, judgements about thoughts and feelings, 

judgements about judgements--a never-ending torrent of disconnected mental events 

that the meditators do not even realize are occumng except at those brief instants 

when they remember what they are doing. (1996, p. 25) 



25 

As they point out. this observation of the human condition brings to light the difficulty in 

being cornpletely prese,>r with one's being. Ultimately, the difficulty is attributed to a 

continual grasping for a k e d  ground. Included here would be the habituai tendency to look 

for a solid foundation on the inside in the form of an ego-self or on the outside in the form of 

a pregiven world (1996, p. 143). In this regard, "by progressively leaming to let go of these 

tendencies to grasp, one can begin to appreciate that al1 phenomena are free of any absolute 

ground and that such 'groundlessness' (sunyata) is the very fabric of dependent coorigination" 

(Varela et al., 1996, p. 144). 

Implicit in this 'groundlessness' is the notion of cdeperldrnt arising, the idea that a 

subject, its object and the relation between them cannot exist independently of each other 

(Varela et al., 1996, p. 22 1): 

How can we talk about the seer of a sight who is not seeing its sight? Conversely how 

can we speak of a sight that is not being seen by its seer? Nor does it make any sense 

to say that there is an independently existing seeing going on somewhere without any 

seer and without any sight being seen. (Varela et al., 1 996, p. 222) 

This is where the insight gained from mindfulness/awareness practice facilitates a more 

meaningful understanding of the Cartesian distinction. The two poles of the distinction, the 

mental and the material, reveal themselves as potential foundations, the former as a stable, 

identifiable imer selfand the latter as an already existing, independent outer world. They are 

opposite extremes of the sarne position, and rnindfulness/awareness practice makes it possible 

to see them as instances of grasping. 
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Embodied action, then, is a position that treads a middle space. tnfomed by the 

tradition of mindfulness meditation, it recognizes the habituai tendency to grasp at imagined 

foundations, both Uuier and outer, and uses this knowledge to gain insight into the Cartesian 

distinction between thinking being and material being. 

Where the Cartesian distinction gave rise to representation as an explanation for the 

process of cognition. a process characterized by the separation between an independent 

knower and the object of cognition, embodied action rejects representation in such an 

account. In an understanding within which thinking being and material being mutually speciQ 

each other, it is nonsensical to propose that an autonomous cognitive faculty is receiving and 

processing idonnation from an independent and already existing extemal environment. In 

this altemative portrait of cognition, the input-output formula, recognizable in early 

computationalism, is conceptually inadequate for explaining cognition. If not representation, 

then what? As a response, Varela et al. suggest that cognitive systems, human cognition 

being one such system, need to be understood 

. . . not on the basis of their input and output relationships but by their operaliortal 

clomre. A system that has operational closure is one in which the results of its 

processes are those processes themselves. The notion of operational closure is thus 

a way of specifjmg classes of processes that. in their very operation, turn back upon 

themselves to form autonomous networks. . . . Instead of representit~g an independent 

world, they etlacf a world as a domain of distinctions that is inseparable from the 

structure embodied by the cognitive system. (1 996, pp. 139- 140) 
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Thus. the cognitive act, understood as enaction (Varela et al.. 1996. p. 173). is based on a 

reciprocal relationship between a simultaneousl y emerging system, cognition, and its milieu, 

a world. Since the former is inconceivable independently of the latter, and vice versa. it 

would be misleading to characterize their relationship as interaction since interaction suggests 

two distinct parties to the process. What is needed here is a term that acknowledges the 

necessity of distinguishing between a system and its world for the purposes of explanation, 

and yet accepts the indivisible. reciprocal comection between them. For these purposes, 1 

am using the tenn ccwmergwce. Cognition, then, is the CO-emergence of thinking being and 

material being. 

Co-emergence is the vantage point from which we can articulate the defining 

attributes of an alternative model of mind. In reflecting its basis in CO-emergençe and 

reciprocity, 1 will refer to this as a refafiotd model of mind. In response to the three defining 

attributes of a functional model of mind (provided in italics), a relational mode1 of mind can 

be outlined in this way. 

a. ( Thr hiunair mi& is dislï~lcr from ils etwirorimetit.) 

The human mind CO-emerges with its ecology. 

b. (me hrrrnatr mbd is a processor of datu and commimicutior~ is a ~rarlsfr of 

infomatio~~.) 

The process of CO-emergence is a simultaneous coming into being of organism and 

ecology which enables Ianguage. 

c. (The operation of a humarz mznd c m  be assessed for reeltive srrccess in complefirzg 



predesigrmted tasks.) 

An organism's CO-emergence with its ecology can be expressed. 

The Human Mind Co-emerges with Its Ecology 

What, then, does it mean to Say that the human mind CO-emerges with its ecology? 

Conceptually, this implies that the human cognitive faculty is inconceivable in isolation fiom 

its ecology. It is one with its ecology. On this point, however, it could readily be shown that 

the human cognitive faculty is, in fact, commonly understood as distinct fiom its material 

surroundings. Whïle this observation may be true, it is of interest here insofar as it illustrates 

how one's understanding of experience betrays a particular view of being. If I conceive of 

my experience of thinking or having anger or feeling happiness as conceptually distinguishable 

from my body and my wider ecology, 1 betray a view of being wherein rny cognitive aspect 

is distinct From my rnaterial aspect. Conversely, in coming to understand experience as 

something which is generated by cognitive activity unimaginable in isolation fiom its ecology, 

1 hold a view of being where cognition CO-ernerges with its ecology. This latter view of being 

is a radical departure from the autonomous cognitive faculty commonly and unwittingly 

imagined by many of us living in modem societies.1° It is a position whose implications are 

far-reaching. However, in the interests of circumscnbing our discussion so that it is 

irnrnediately relevant to linguistic matters, I will follow one line of implication as it makes its 

way toward language. '' 
In moving beyond mindhody physicalism, a relational mode1 of mind rejects the 
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equation that mind equals brain and that, for instance, happiness or anger are the same as 

particular neurophysiological states or processes. Moreover, a relational model of mind 

moves beyond Bechtel' s ( 1 997) suggestion that some cognitive activities occur outside the 

Drain. As was pointed out. Bechtel's wide physicuIism does not challenge the primary 

distinction of thinking being fiom material being but rather rebalances the relative weight 

accorded to, on the one hand, the traditionally inner domain of cognition and, on the other, 

the outer environment. In this sense, Bechtel' s suggestion that certain aspects of our outer 

environment are recognired rat her t han reprrse,tted (recall the anthmetic problem and Our 

ability to simply recopize the solutions to multiplying two one-digit numbers) is an 

exteriorking of cognition, but one is still left with the sense of an inner processor responsible 

for the recognition of the solution. 

In venturing beyond this position, where does a relational model of mind move to? 

What lies beyond representation and recognition? As I have been reminding the reader--and 

myself, representation, and now also recognition, take the mindhody, innedouter distinction 

as a starting point for discussions of cognition. If this starting point is replaced in favour of 

one where the interiodexterior distinction is allowed to dissolve, representation and 

recognition become incomprehensible as models of cognition. In this redefined terrain, a 

concept such as emctiori (Varela et al., 1996, p. 140) gains comprehensibility. Cognition can 

then be understood as  the "mutual specification" (Varela et al., 1996, p. 172) of what, within 

a Cartesian frameworlq is seen as that which we experience individually on the itiside and that 

which we share collectively on the outside. 
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How, then, does this affect our understanding of language? If language is to be 

undemood as something other than the recovery or projection of syrnbolic representations, 

interpreted either as stable signs or ever-differing referents of meaning or even, as Bechtel 

(1997) suggests in the case of arithmetic language, a collection of learned indicators of 

objects in the extemal world which we simply recogrrize, how else can we imagine language? 

Language c m  be seen as an ontologidy signifiant act distinguishable fiom its more 

common episternological interpretation as a system of representations facilitating information 

transfer. It  can be viewed as the CO-emergence of a speaker, a spoken to and an act of 

speaking. This is language as it emerges in thepresetzf. This dimension of language does not 

concern the linguistic meaning generated by semantic or syntactic constructions. It concerns 

itself with language at a pre-conceptual level, language before it has made its full impact as 

a transfer of linguistic meaning. In using the term pre-co~eptrral, I am pointing to a 

qualitative difference in states of being which occur before and afier thought. If states of 

being are imagined as a spectrum, the pre-conceptual state is the wavelength closer to CO- 

emergence while the conceptual state is on the wavelength of representation where language 

is information transfer. 

The pre-conceptual dimension of language is amenable t O the mirrdfrrb?ess. maretress 

practice outlined by Varela et al. Since the practice allows one "to experience what one's 

mind is doing as it does it" (Varela et al., 1996, p. 23), it brings to awareness the pre- 

conceptual dimension of lived experience, experience as it is unfolding. Language as CO- 

emergence in thepresetzt is one aspect of that pre-conceptual experience and while language 
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is what concems us most directly here, it should be stressed that rnit~dfiii~~ess~aware~less 

practice is attentiveness to a wider ecology of which language is only a part. Essentially. 

mitidiIr~ess~~(~~aret~ess practice is attentiveness to everything t hat cornes into being at any 

given moment. 

My focus on the pre-conceptual, rnindful dimension of language is not meant to deny 

the function of language as a facilitator of information transfer. Language as a system of 

representations through which the negotiation o f p m  usage is made possible is, of course, 

a useful and important picture of language. It is not a picture compatible with Ianguage as 

emcfiotl, language as CO-emergence in the preseut, but it does have its own area of 

comprehensibility and utility. For instance, language as representation is the basis. albeit an 

unstable one, for the negotiation of rneaning based on p s t  usage. Analyses of this 

negotiation bring to light the shifting forces at play on language and, conversely, how 

language use shapes those forces. This type of analysis enables ideological, historical and 

psychological critiques of language. 

Significantly, even when looked at as a system of representations, language does not 

have to entai1 a representative theory of cognition. This is made possible through Varela et 

aL's previously cited notion of weak representatiori wherein representation denotes "anything 

that can be interpreted as being about something" (1996, p. 134). In this sense, my use of the 

word free can be broadly constmed, in English, as being associated with a certain type of 

organism whose qualities are constmed in a s i i a r  way by speakers of English. As such, use 

of the term tree may be understood as a negotiation of rneaning for the purposes of drawing 
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attention to the same organism, the tree. However, this does not entail a cornmitment to a 

theory of cognition or language as representation, what Varela et al. refer to as a "stronger 

sense of representation" ( 1996, p. 13 5). 

We are now in a position to focus on language as a meaningful act at the moment of 

manifestation, thepresent, without denying language as a system of representations based on 

parr usage. Having differentiated between these two dimensions of language, and established 

that it is the former with which we are specifically concemed, we are positioned to move 

toward a relational mode1 of language. As was mentioned, however, the preserif dimension 

of language requires a concomitant method of understanding. Unlike an explanation of 

negotiated meaning based on a consideration o f p m  usage, awareness of language in the 

presmr requires attentiveness to language as it occurs. This attentiveness is possible t hrough 

miridjirbiess awamress practice (Varela et al., 1996, p. 23) and constitutes an alertness to 

language, spoken or heard," at the instant of utterance. 

In a subsequent section, we will retum to the significance of language in thepreswt 

and, in reference to Abram's ( 1996) work, suggest that language is not only an integral aspect 

of one's CO-emergence with an ecology, it is the very bringing into being of that ecology. 

Before moving any further, however, we need to touch ground, appropriately. and 

envision what impact a relational model of mind might have on our everyday physical state 

of affairs. What does it mean, in a physical sense, to Say that the human mind CO-emerges 

with its ecology? In response, a relational model of mind would presuppose that it is 

inappropriate to understand cognition by positing a physical border between the brain and its 
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ecology, both bodily and in a wider sense. In a relational mode1 of mind. the cognizing agent 

is removed neither from herlJ own body nor from the world of earth and sky. She simply ir 

in the world as an inseparable aspect of that world. When the physical body and the wider 

ecology are held to give rise to cognition, cognition assumes physical and emofivr 

characteristics in addition to its traditionally mental traits. K.~owiizg becomes as much a 

physical and ernotional experience as a mental one.'" A clear consequence of the validation 

of physical and emotive knowledge is that the comection that a physical body has to its 

ecology and the emotions it experiences do not have to be mediated metztally to become 

legitimate foms of knowing. 

Additionally. when cognition is held to be inseparable fiom its ecology, cognition 

becomes actual, l i v d  This is to say that a relational model of mind acknowledges our acftînl 

position as organisms in a wider ecology and the quality of our lived experience. To conceive 

of cognition as a process inseparable from the air we breathe or the water we dnnk or the sun 

we absorb or the ernotions we experience is to conceive of cognition in a literally ~zntz~rul way 

in that cognition becomes a dimension of the natural world. Rather than existing in a bounded 

inner space, or in a transaction between what is seen as inner mental space and external 

physical object, cognition becornes located in the everyday world in which we live. 

The Process of Co-emereence Is a Simultaneous Coming Into Being of Organism and 

In a relational model of mind, cognition is seen as a process of CO-emergence of 
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organism, in this case human, and an ecology. The CO-emergence is not mentally driven and 

goal directeci. Rather than a process of co!lecting information from the extemal environment 

with a view to solving problems, cognition is now a process whose coming into being is 

contingent on previous patterns of CO-emergence of organism and ecology, what Varela et 

al. refer to as a "hiaory of structural coupling" ( 1996, p. 200). In refemng to a cornitg itito 

beilig, however, my intention is not to suggest that organism and ecology somehow conspire 

to bring their relationship into being. The comirig itito beir~g of a particular relationship of 

organism and ecology is the very co~ect ion  that constitutes the relationship. This radical 

simultaneity of cognition and connection seems to be implicit in the notion of erincfio~i 

(Varela et al., 1996, p. 173). 

When cognition is seen as a process of CO-emergence of organism and ecology. 

knowing becomes more than an empiricai matter. Since cognition is a relationship wherein 

organism and ecology simultaneously speciQ each other and therefore arise together, the 

nature of the relationship becomes paramount. In this regard. my awareness of the 

connections between me and the trees outside my window is more than a rnatter of 

recognizing my concretely observable relationship to the trees as a matter of representation, 

whether that representation be the measurable ten metres in distance they are from my 

window or the quantity of light they prevent from entering rny room or even the gases they 

emit which make their way into my lungs. In a relational mode1 of mind, knowing is more 

than knowledge about how the trees influence the environment we cohabit: knowing is 

awareness of the relationship which is my CO-emergence with the trees. Knowing thus 
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becornes a conduct guide, an ongoing awareness of the presetit. In this way, knowing is 

expanded to enfold past information relevant to an crganism's interaction with its 

environment at~d mindfùlness of the present nature of the relationship into each other. 

Language is enabled by the co-emergence of organism and ecology. This is to Say that 

language is made possible by co-emergence, but it is not a necessary expression of co- 

emergence. In other words, when a moment comes into being as part of an ever-unfolding 

preseitt, it may be in silence or in utterance. When the moment comes into being in utterance, 

language is happening. At the moment of co-emergence, however, a familiar utterance cm 

occupy a place which is, paradoxically, both pre-conceptual and representational. For 

instance, when a moment comes into being with my uttering the familiar word dog, it is both 

a pre-conceptual production of sound and the use of a particular sound used to refer to a 

particular organism in one of my linguistic groups. This will explain how an act of new 

meaning, emergent meaning, can, at the same time, be the negotiation of a similar constmal 

for words based on previous negotiative acts. An utterance accomplishes these dual roles by 

ranging itself across the spectmm I made reference to earlier, that is, it traverses the pre- 

conceptual and conceptual parts of the spectmm. When an utterance co-emerges with a 

moment, it is pre-conceptual and, one might Say, wu& representational. It then continues 

its trajectory through t h e  and deeper into thought, which is to Say deeper into a stro~ig sense 

of representation. However, unlike this aspect of language derived from past usage, the 

emergent dimension of language is always in the present, never a repetition of what has gone 

before. 



An Organism's Co-eme-nce with Its Ecology Can Be Expressed 

Within a relational model of mind, cognition is not a matter of problem solving nor 

is the completion of pre-designated tasks an arbiter of cognitive performance. Simply put, 

there is neither the need nor the desire to assess cognition. As such. accounts of cognitive 

episodes, understood as episodes in the CO-emergence of organism and ecology, are 

descriptive and expressive rather than evaluative. To once again retum to an earlier example, 

my retrieval of a cup of coffee from the kitchen or the timely completion of rny thesis are 

episodes in the ongoing CO-emergence of me and that which surrounds and sustains me. The 

unfolding of this CO-emergence will clearly be influenced by past patterns of cc-emergence, 

but the present will also contain its own emergent meaning and significance as an act of 

creating . 

When my retrieval of a cup of coffee Rom the kitchen is intempted by some 

misfortune, a shimble or a spill, my inclination will not be to look for invisible, inferred causes 

such as a lapse of mental concentration or a neurophysiological maifunction. In resisting the 

urge to measure cognition against a scale of relative success and to locate supposedly i r~wr 

causes for my less than successhl oiifer behaviour, 1 resist the urge both to objectify 

cognition and, as a consequence, to make normative judgements about cognition. Al1 this is 

not to deny the necessity for or validity of causal explanations, the sort of explanations I 

discussed within a hnctional rnodel of mind, but to explore altemate means for coming to 

understand the incident. Ln a relational model, an understanding of this past cognitive event, 

again understood as an episode of cu-emergence between organism and ecology, is generated 
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by the initial assumption that 1 am one with my actions and the world in which these actions 

take place. If 1 am inclined to look for explanations as to why 1 now sit at my desk without 

a cup of coffee, the explanation needs to think about the events Ieading up to this point not 

as the fàilure of my cognitive and physical capacities to successfùlly negotiate an outer world 

of cups, chairs and desks, but rather as a state of affairs affected by previous interactions 

between me and my world. 

When cognition is not measured, making normative judgements becornes an 

inappropriate method for understanding cognition, my own and that of others. The critical 

point here is that normative judgements are premised on a view of cognition where organism 

and ecology are separate. If this separation is dropped, so too are normative assessments of 

cognition and, more fùndamentally, facile distinctions between self and other. 1 will revisit 

the issue of self and other in Part Three of this paper when 1 consider the audiotaped 

recordings from my study. 

To continue our revisiting of a previous example, had 1 watched a fnend stumble on 

her retum from the kitchen, 1 might be in a position to infer that spilling was not the desired 

result of her interactions with her environment, but I would resist the temptation to attribute 

this outcome to the relative shortcomings of buter cognitive processes. 1 would not be 

inclined to measure the outcome against some predesignated standard of sufficient 

performance. Rather than pointing to her lack of ability or coordination or balance, I rnight 

Mew the incident as part of her being in the world at that particular instant. This would not 

preclude an understanding of this instant as contingent on her previous interactions with her 
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environment nor would it disable her efforts to avoid more spilling in the future. 

Within a relational model of mind, how we corne to understand cognitive activity is 

better expressed as a matter of how we understand our ongoing CO-emergence with an 

ecology. In contrast to a functional model of mind, a relational mode1 of mind looks not to 

objectifid cognition but rather to CO-emergence with an ecology. Rather than assessing this 

CO-emergence for its relative distance fkorn a predesignated standard of successful cognitive 

performance, the CO-emergence is taken as an episode in the ongoing creation of a world 

through the relationship of organism and ecology . 

A Relational Mode1 of Lm- 

Before tuming our attention to expand the possibilities for thinking about language 

&ordeci within a relational model of mind, 1 will provide a sense of that to which a relational 

model of language is reacting, narnely, the view of language as a system of information 

transfer. Specifically, 1 will consider language as information transfer in the context of ESL. 

ESL and an Exoerimental Methodololr)! 

Much of the traditional thinking in ESL instruction and acquisition is expressed 

through an expenmental research methodology. Within this approach, typically, vanous 

components of language, the language leamer and the language leaming process are isolated, 

observeci and then assessed for their potential correlation to the functional task of facilitating 

the exchange of information between language users. In this examination, language, the 
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ianguage learner and the language leaming process are necessarily objectified. That is, in the 

rnovement fiom the language learning experience of a particular learner in a particular place 

to objective data, the experience is abstracted in a specific direction. 

Representat ive of a tradition in second language acquisition which isolat es variables 

hypothesized to affect the learning of a second language, Gardner and Maclntyre ( 1992, 

1993) have elaborated Gardner's (1985) socio-educational model of second language 

acquisition by providing a description of "how various characteristics of individuals influence 

second language learning" ( 1992, p. 2 1 1). The model is presented as one into which 

cognitive, affective and cultural variables can be incorporated. 

The cognitive variables are arranged into three classes: language aptitude, intelligence 

and language leaming strategies. Ail three classes are considered for their potential to 

"correlate significantly with indices of second language achievernent" (Gardner & MacIntyre, 

1992, p. 2 19). Gardner and Maclntyre ( 1993) arrange affective variables into two 

classifications: language attitudes and rnotivat ion, and language anxiety and sel f-confidence. 

These variables are also examined for their potential to influence an individual in a language 

leaming setting. 

Odord and Anderson ( 1  995) provide an account of learning style variables correlated 

to specific cultural groups. They construct a taxonomy of crosscultural leaming styles in an 

effort to better understand second langage leamers and to "help students recognize the 

power of understanding their language learning styles for making leaming quicker, easier and 

more effective" (Oxford & Anderson, 1995, p. 2 10). In other words, they set t hemselves the 
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task of isolating cultural learning style variables with a view to improving the language 

teaching-leaming process. In stressing the particular significance of culture in the language 

leaming process, they point out that "activities and cultural influences cannot be separated 

from what is leamed" (Oxford & Anderson, 1995, p. 202). 

This approach to ESL research is based on the isolation of variables and rests on a 

fiinctional model of mind. Within this framework, a non-native speaker's less than proficient 

use of standard English is identified with recourse to isolated variables in the language 

learning process and then remedied through ESL instruction. This characterization of a 

second language encounter tends to overlook the experience of studying in a non-native 

language and when it does, it does so for the express purpose of identiMng correlations 

between individual particularities and successfùl language acquisition. 

A relational model of language proposes an alternative to the view of language I have 

just described. In outlining this altemative, 1 will consider language first in a general sense 

and then in the area of ESL. With respect to the former, I will draw on Abram's idea of 

perceptzral a d  litzgtrisiic reciprocity (1996, p. 90) and with respect to ESL, I will assess 

what implications this thinking might have for research in the field. 

Lanmaee and Perception 

In a previous section, I had pictured language as moving beyond representation and 

recognition toward a place where language plays an active role in emergent meaning making 

in thepresent. In the following section, I want to fùnher this conceptualization by focusing 
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on language as part of the co-emergence of organism and ecology. This co-emergence is 

addresseci in Abram's (1 9%) consideration of language as an aspect of the wider ecology and, 

as the very erractmettf of a wodd, echoes Varela et al.'s approach which speaks of "a history 

of structural coupling lhar brirags forlh a world [italics mine]" (1996, p. 206). 

Abram's (1 996) perspective is in the tradition of an embodied philosophy of language, 

a tradition perhaps most infiuentially represented by Merleau-Ponty. Within this view, 

language is seen as a lived experience, in an emotive, bodily, and wider ecological sense. On 

this point, Abram interprets Merleau-Ponty:" 

Communicative meaning is first incarnate in the gestures by which the body 

spontaneously expresses feelings and responds to changes in its affective environment. 

The gesture is spontaneous and irnmediate. It is not an arbitrary sign that we mentally 

attach to a particular emotion or feeling; rather, the gesture is that feeling ofdelight 

or of anguish in its tangible, visible aspect. (1996, p. 74) 

The challenge to the arbitrary nature of the sign is a challenge to the idea of language as a 

system of syrnbolic representations. It also implies a challenge to the post-modem 

deconstructionist critique of Western rationality, which also sees meaning in language as an 

arbitrary process infonned by power relations, and thus as a system of representations, 

however much these representations need to be deconstmcted. On this point, Abram writes: 

While these theorists aim to effect a deconstruction of ail philosophical foundations, 

Merleau-Ponty's work suggests that, undemeath al1 those admittedly shaky 

foundations, there remains the actual ground that we stand on, the earthly ground of 
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rock and soi1 that we share with the other animals and the plants. . . . Unlike al1 the 

human-rnade foundations we construct upon its surface, the silent and stony ground 

itself c m  never be gasped in a purely human act of comprehension. For it has, fkom 

the start, been constituted (or "constructed) by many organic entities besides 

ourselves. ( 1996, p. 28 1 ) 

Abram's critique of models of language which are exclusively representational, and this 

includes deconstructionist models, is echoed in Varela et al.'s (1996) critique of 

representationalisrn as a mode1 of cognition. Interestingly, Varela et al. also respond to a 

challenge to Western rationality, in this case Putnam's critique of objectivisrn wherein he 

argues that "we cannot understand meaning if we suppose language refers to mind- 

independent objects" (in Varela et al., 1996, p. 233). Varela et al. take this one step further 

by pointing out that "despite this thorough critique of objectivisrn, the argument is never 

tumed the other way round. Mind-independent objects are challenged, but object- 

independent minds never are" ( 1 996, p. 233). 

In the first instance, then, mirid-itideperdettt objects, wherein meaning, as Mark 

Johnson explains in reference to Anglo-American analytic philosophy, is " a fixed relation 

between words and the world (in Varela et al., 1996, p. 149), are challenged by Putnam's 

critique of objectivism and by deconstnictionist thinkers such as Derrida who would also 

contest recours to afixed re[ation betweett worh mid the world. what Barbara Johnson calls 

"an objective frame of reference" (1 98 1, p. 225). In the second instance, however, object- 

irtdeprndent mhds, disembodied rninds for whom language is sole& an arbitrary, "mental" 
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phenornenon, remain unaddressed in, for exarnple, deconstnictionist thought. It is lefi to an 

embodied tradition, represented by Merleau-Ponty and taken up in the area of linguistics by 

Abram (1996). to reconnect language to the emotions, the body, and the earth.I6 

Abram works toward this end by taking the notion of commr~tiicative meariing asfirst 

iticarmtr tri gesrccres as a starting point for his discussion. Here he is refemng to oral 

communication, what he also calls "active, living speech ( 1996, p. 74). He then undertakes 

to explain the metamorphosis that language experienced in moving from its oral beginnings 

through successive stages of representation in script, fiom the physical to the abstract. In 

specifiing this move into the written fom, he claims that the source of manual depictions, 

what we would also cal1 script, is in "the earthly terrain in which we find ourselves . . . 

[which] is shot through with suggestive scrawls and traces" ( 1 996, p. 95).  In the early stages 

of the evolution of written language, then, written images in the form of characters as 

pictograms or ideograms still comected the reader back to the surrounding environment. As 

Abram expresses it, "the setisible pheriomeno~i ard its spoke~i riame were. Ni a sense. still 

p t i c i p i t  with orle ai~othw-the name a sort of emanation of the sensible entity" (1996, p. 

100). With the development of the Hebrew aleph-beth, however, a wedge was dnven 

between the written character and the surrounding earth. The wntten character then referred 

only to a sound made by the human mouth. Abram explains that "a direct associatiori is 

established betweeri the picturiai sign anci the vocal gestwe. for the first time completely 

bypassing the thirig pic?ured' ( 1996, pp. 100- 10 1 ). This process of linguistic abstraction 

reaches a threshold, argues Abram, with the transmission and transformation of the Hebrew 
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aleph-brth into the Greek alphabet. He describes the transition and its significance: 

While the Semitic names had older, nongramrnatological meanings for those who 

spoke a Semitic tongue, the Greek versions of those names had no 

nongrarnrnatological meaning whatsoever for the Greeks. That is, while the Semitic 

name for the letter was also the name of the sensorial entity comrnonly imaged by or 

associated with the letter. the Greek name had no sensorial reference at all. (1996, p. 

102) 

The referent had become a solely human one: 

Each letter was now associated purely with a gesture or sound of the human mouth. 

Such images could no longer fùnction as windows opening on to a more-than-human 

field of powers, but solely as mirrors reflecting the human form back upon itself The 

senses that engaged or participated with this new writing found themselves locked 

within a discourse that had become exclusively human. ( 1996. p. 138) 

The fact that language had become exclirsively hrrmati, visibly separated fiom the world of 

earth and sky, is of particular importance for Abram in light of his discussion of perception. 

Drawing on the work of Merleau-Ponty once again, Abram proposes that perception is 

"inherently participatory . . . perception always involves, at its most intimate level, the 

expenence of an active interplay, or coupling, between the perceiving body and that which 

it perceives" (1996, p. 56). Pursuing this train of thought, Abram suggests that our separate 

senses operate in a "synaesthetic way. . . . modalities [which] necessarily intercommunicate 

and overlap" (1996, pp. 6061). He then proposes that this inclination of the human senses 
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to synaesthetically couple in the event of perception was reoriented with written language: 

The participatory proclivity of the senses was simply transferred from the depths of 

the surroundiig We-world to the visible letters of the alphabet. Only by concentrating 

the synaesthetic rnagic of the senses upon the written letters could these letters begin 

to come dive and to speak. . . . our senses are now coupled, synaesthetically, to these 

printed shapes as profoundly as they were once wedded to cedar trees, ravens, and 

the moon. ( 1  996, p. 138) 

A consequence of this redirection of the senses is what Abram describes as "the profoundly 

detached view of 'nature' that was to prevail in the modem period" ( 1 996, p. 1 38). Abram's 

response to this separation of language from nature is an uncompromising, persistent 

emphasis on the physical, bodily, gestural, emotive and ecological aspects of language. In the 

preceding passage, for instance, he regards written letters not as abstract representations 

pointing to a sound, object or concept, but as physicd scratches, indentations or marks. In 

this way, he is able to talk about language as a fom of perception which shares the reciprocal 

quality of perception vis à vis its ecology. In fact, he suggests that "perception, this ongoing 

reciprocity, is the very soi1 and support of that more conscious exchange we cal1 language" 

(1996, p. 74). Reading script, then, is seen as an act of perception in the physical world. 

However, the bodily, physical basis of language has, for the most part, l7 been silenced 

by a view of language as a system of abstract representations. Abram's reading of language 

as representation gives a clear outline of the position against which he is reacting: 

The more prevalent view of language, at least since the scientific revolution, and still 
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assumed in some manner by most linguists today, considers any language to be a set 

of arbitrary but conventionally agreed upon words, or 'signs.' linked by a purely 

formal system of syntactic and grammatical niles. Language, in this view, is rather 

like a code; it is a way of represe,itri,ig actual things and events in the perceived world, 

but it has no internal, nonarbitrary connections to that world, and hence is readily 

separable from it. ( 1996, p. 77) 

This view reiterates the Cartesian separation of thinking and material being ami the post- 

modern deconstmctionist emphasis on the exclusively arbitrary quality of language as a 

human phenomenon. Once again, language, as a c h ,  partakes of the disembodied quality 

of thinking being while the perceived world, as an entity separable from and represent ed, even 

if only problematically, by language, assumes the qualities of an extemal, independently 

existing matenal being. 

Where, then, does al1 this lave us with respect to language? It seems that we are lefi 

with two perspectives on language, one based in abstract representation and the other in the 

p hy sical world. Abram refers to t hese two attitudes respectively as "the denotative, 

conventional dimension of language" (1996, p. 79). what 1 have previously referred to as 

lmgnage ar commot~ comtrriaf bused on paîr lri~gwistic aclivity, and "the sensorial dimension 

of direct, affective meaning" (1996, p. 79), what 1 have previously referred to as latlgrtage 

as a creating act set in the present. For his part, Abram assigns primacy to the sensorial 

dimension and maintains that the abstract dimension could not have been nor can it be 

possible without it. In this sense, Abram's position is tmly heretical. Not only does he 
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provide an alternative basis for thinking about language, but he suggests that :bis physical 

alternative underlies and makes possible the abstract, more cornmonplace understanding of 

language. 

Abram's (1 996) view of perception and language can be seen as an act of embodying 

perception and language in the ecology which surrounds them. It can be seen as an effort to 

explain how language, which is commonly understood as a system of disembodied signs, can 

be viewed as a dimension of Our ecological lives, a dimension which has been distorted 

through its severing from the physical earth in which it has its origins. In this view, 

perception is compiefed in the physicai world, in the CO-emergence of organism and ecology. 

As an aspect of perception, language too once completed itself in the physical world. though 

the comection between language and nature has since been clouded by successive stages of 

written language. The result of this masking of the connection between language and nature 

has been the predominance, ofien exclusive, of a view of language as a system of 

disembodied, abstract representations, or, more recently, as a system of power relations. 

Abram's notion of reciprucip extracts language from representation, from a dualistic 

framework of inner mind and outer world and into a transfonned space, the space of CO- 

emergence. He does this by suggesting that language, like perception, begins and ends in the 

actually existing world. This is wholly intelligible within Abram's view that perception and 

language are not the self-contained activities of organisms but rather the very relationship 

between organisrn and ecology. Drawing once again on Merleau-Ponty, Abram writes: 

Perception . . . is precisely this reciprocity, the ongoing interchange between my body 
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and the entities that surround it. It is a sort of silent conversation that 1 carry on with 

things, a continuous dialogue that unfolds far below my verbal awareness--and oflen, 

even, i~ldepe~idief of my verbal awareness, as when my hand readily navigates the 

space between these scnbed pages and the coffee cup across the table without my 

having to think about it. (1996, pp. 52-53) 

Abram's reference to coffee is an auspicious one in that it prompts a revisiting of my spilling 

of coffee in previous examples. In those examples. 1 had suggested that these mishaps. both 

mine and those of my fiend, were to be understood, within a relational mode1 of mind, as part 

of being in the world at those particular instants, as episodes in our ongoing CO-emergence 

with an ecology. Abram's reference to a siletif. cotrtirzirorrs dialogne with ~hitigs is an 

opportunity to expand this understanding. 

The confiriuocis Jiaiogzre to which he refers is sirnilar to the state of being I had 

proposed for understanding the p r e s e ~  dimension of ianguage. In that instance, I was 

drawing on rn~rzd~rhess~ awaremss practice wherein the purpose is "to become rnindful, to 

experience what one's mind is doing as it does it, to be present with one's mind" (Varela et 

al., 1996, p. 23). Similarly, my understanding of a spilling episode can be seen as a mindful 

witnessing, an attentiveness to the episode as it happens, an awareness which is part of that 

silen~, co~~timiocis dialope with things. M y  understanding of the episode is attentiveness 

without thought. It is a pre-cunceptual, non-evaluative, mindfùl awareness. In simple terrns. 

it is a prolongation of the state which lies between the instant of spilling and a reaction such 

as, "Oh, I'm such an idiot for spilling the coffee." 
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Abram's ( 1 996) dialope with things, expressed also as perceptud ami l iqpidic 

reczprocity, is crucial to a relational mode1 of language in that it provides the impetus for 

language to be viewed not merely as a system of disembodied signs which represent objects 

in the material world-this would make p e r f i  sense in a computational account of language, 

but rather as an aspect of our CO-emergence-as total beings, with Our ecology. It prwides 

the conceptuai space for language to be completed in thepresetlt by seeing it as inseparable 

from our ongoing CO-emergence with the world. Language thus achieves significance not 

only by making meaning through representations of the world or by deconstmcting those very 

representations, but rather by its constituent role in the very creation of a world. As was 

mentioned earlier, however, this creation, this ever-unfolding presetlt, may be in silence or in 

utterance. In making reference to Abram's ( 1996) work, 1 am discussing the latter aspect of 

co-emergence, that is, CO-emergence in utterance. Notwithstanding the distinction between 

silence and utterance, an understanding of CO-emergence in either its silent or uttered aspects 

requires attentiveness to it as it unfolds, as it huppem. It requires mindful awareness. 

When language is thought about as embodied. as being pan of the physical ecology 

and Our CO-emergence with it, it becomes an act of meaning making in the world. It retains 

its ability for cornmon constnial, but the vocaliang of a word or sound or, for that matter, the 

movement in a facial or manual gesture, becomes a creating act in that it literally spraks a 

world." When 1 utter the word tree, it has a potentially common construal for people who 

speak English, but it is also the very bringing into being of the tree at that moment of 

awareness since it defines part of my CO-emergence with the tree. Here once again we see 
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how language can self-organize past construal, past common histones of interacting with the 

world, into CO-emergence in the present. More specifically, it is CO-emergence situated 

between a silent but both absorbing and extending state of attentiveness and a representational 

interpretation of language. In other words, at the instant of my unering tree, I have broken 

the silence using my past linguistic knowledge, but 1 have not yet cast off attentiveness to the 

utterance in the present and moved into the conceptual, categorical realm. The utterance tree 

is still a present vocalization unfoiding from the past, but still in the moment. This is the 

dimension of language with which a relational mode1 concems itself. It is a dimension of 

language constituted not by its linguistic meaning per se. but by its simple utterance which is 

nothing less than the CO-emergence of a speaker, a spoken to and an act of speakinç. Ail this 

is to acknowledge the aiivetress, the britigirig itz~o beitzg quality of language not in its more 

cornmon epistemological sense, that sense usuaily associated with representation and 

information transfer, but in a basic ontological sense, as a pre-conceptual state of being which 

is meaningful by virtue of its coming into being. 

Thus far 1 have explained that language can exist simultaneously as non- 

representational and representational, as both an aspect of CO-emergence in the present and 

as a system of referents for negotiating meaning based on past usage. For instance, when 1 

utter the word tree, the utterance is both a pre-conceptual production of sound that CO- 

emerges with a world and a drawing of attention to something. In drawing attention to 

somethit~g, however, it is clear that 1 am addressing a particular organism with leaves standing 

outside my window and not the funy black creature with four legs and a tail climbing up the 
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side of it. In this regard, 1 must acknowledge language as representation in the midst of 

language as non-representation. In other words, 1 begin to use language as representation in 

a conscious way. 1 draw on past linguistic knowledge. as in my use of the word me,  but 1 

am also attentive to its non-representational dimension as a gestural and emotive production 

of sound. 

n ie  simultaneity or overlap of representation and non-representation does not seem 

to be the case for ali utterances. Had 1 uttered maple trre or Dozgiasfir, there would be less 

likelihood of overlap between the utterance as pre-conceptual sound and the utterance as 

referent for a particular organism. This seems to be related to the lengt h of time required to 

articulate the sound. It appears that the longer the duration of the utterance, the more time 

there is for the instant of CO-emergence to fade and full referential, conceptual, categorical 

meaning to be estzblished. For example, dunng the time required to utter the monosyllabic 

tree. the utterance accrues ody a very weak element of representation, just enough 

representation to allow me to draw attention to the tree and not to the black squirrel. 

However, with the polysyllabic mpie  tree or Douglas fir, the time lapse between the 

beginning and end of the utterance is greater. This allows the utterance to fade as an instant 

of' sound and to gain representational import. The fact that I would be unlikely to address 

these organisms by their more polysyllabic species specific narnes suggests that addressing 

sornething or someone is not a primarily representational or conceptual act, but rather an 

instantaneously somatic or gestural one. 
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Fr m n 2 

This section is a bridge between my discussion of a relational model of language, and 

the relational model of mind which underlies it, and the consideration of a research 

expenence. As was mentioned at the outset, this research was conducted around an ESL 

conversation exercise involving community college EAP and TESL students. The data 

consist of two prirnary sources: videotapes of weekly conversations between EAP and TESL 

students and subsequent audiotaped discussions of the videotapes between myself, as the 

researcher, and each of the research participants. A detailed description of the research 

design and its implementation will be given in Part Two of this paper. 

My research framework takes its cue from a de-emphasis on representational models 

of language and, conversely, a pronounced emphasis on the preseni dimension of language 

as an aspect of the CO-ernergm~ coming into being of research participants, researcher and 

research activity. As a first step in defining a relational approach to the study, 1 will give a 

brief account of rny initial efforts to locate an existing research methodology which might 

have provided an alternative to experimental methods. In this regard, I will explain how the 

two methods 1 considered at the time of conceptualizing the study fell short of the attitude 

1 was moving toward, an attitude which had not yet been articulated but would eventually 

surface as a rela~iorlal model of mind and language. 

The introspective method, 

My intention in the research had been to get as close as I could to the participants' 
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experience of the  conversation^.!^ In the research proposal for this study, f wrote: 

1 wiil look at the second language experience as being the first person experience of 

sentient and sensorial beings in a given place in time. Toward that end, my research 

methodology will move as close as it cm to presenting the first person lived 

expenence of my research participants as they take part in these conversation 

activities. 

This intention suggested a particular rnethodology. It pointed me in the direction of the 

participants' experience of language and the language leaming process as it ririfolJrd. as i f  

was experiericrd. 1 quaiified the suggestion in this way: 

While it would be untenable to suggest that 1. as the researcher. will not in some way 

mediate this experience. my methodological choices will consciousiy seek to highlight 

the expenence of the participants in their participation in this ESL activity. 

At the time. 1 looked for an existing research methodology which might have informed and 

expanded my plan to solicitfirs~persot~ accounts of the conversation activity. In this regard. 

1 initially considered the method referred to as iritrospecfiw (Figrch and Kasper, 1987). It 

seemed to provide an alternative to experimental methods in second language research but, 

as 1 soon discovered, it also served as an extension to those very same methods for the 

reasons set out as follows. 

Færch and Kasper explain that introspective methods "use as data, informants' own 

statements about the ways they organize and process information" (1 987. p. 9). Grotjahn 

refers to these methods as including "self-report, self-observation, and self-revealment" ( 1987, 
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p. 55). Cohen sees them as including "leamers' reports of their own intuitions and insights" 

(1987, p. 82) which include "insights about good and bad communicative strategies in the 

classroom [which] can be gained from ernpirical observation coupled with verification by the 

students themselves" (Cohen & Aphek, 198 1, p. 22 1). Faxch and Kasper propose that 

introspective methods be used "as an alternative or supplement to inferring their [second 

language learners] thoughts fiom behavioural events" (1 987, p. 9). They also point out that 

"what makes it possible today to use introspective reports as rigorously as the so-called 

objective methods . . . is that the validity of the elicited statements can be assessed in terms 

of explicit models of information processing" (Færch & Kasper, 1987, p. 10). 

Introspective methods seemed initially of interest to my study insofar as they solicit 

the impressions and recollections of the research participants themselves. However. two clear 

cautions need to be made. Firstly, as a reaction to the shortcomings of behaviounst 

approaches wherein "reconstructing unobservable phenornena fiom performance data will 

always entail situations where the ambiguity between product and process cannot be solved" 

(Færch & Kasper, 1987, p. 9). introspection thus construed commits itself to a central tenet 

of functionalism, namely that mental states equal computational states." 1 treat this wanly 

for two reasons. In the first instance, I do not believe that mental states equal computational 

states. Putnarn, for instance, points out that there is no good reason for supposing that mental 

states are identicai or even analogid to computational states (1 997). In the second instance, 

a computer model of rnind, afirnctiood model of rnind, gives rise to thefi~ttctzottaf approach 

to language from which 1 am working consciously away. 
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At this point, the question may be raised as to whether I see any place for a fùnctional 

model of mind or language. In reply, 1 should first point out that thinking about cognition and 

language in functional terms is to characterize thought and communication as task driven acts 

of problem solving. Without a doubt, this view of cognition and language facilitates countless 

aspects of our lives. For instance, with respect to cognition, a functional understanding of 

the "cognitive task of finding a cure for a debilitating disease or landing a probe on Mars is 

not oniy usefid but absolutely necessary. It allows for a breakdown of the task, an orderly 

application of relevant technology, ongoing assessment of the process, and an ultimate 

solution to the problem. 

Similady, when language is viewed as problem solving, tasks such as translating texts 

or achieving academic cornpetence in a foreign language are made possible. The emphasis 

in this view of language is on efficiency of linguistic ski11 and accuracy of linguistic product. 

(1 know that most of the students in my college ESL classes would readily agree with this 

description of language.) A functional model of mind and language has its place. It is most 

usehl and appropriate in those situations where thinking about cognition or language as goal 

onented, as moving toward an imagined solution, expedites the completion of everyday tasks. 

However, exclusive recourse to a functional model of mind or language can be 

distorting. For instance, in understanding my comection to my parents or, with regard to the 

matter closest at hand, my research participants, a fùnctional understanding of cognition 

precludes an understanding of relationships as CO-emergence, as a mtrtzcal specrfication of a 

world. This is to say that as problem solving, a fundional model cannot account for cognition 
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as bare being, as an ontologïcally irreducible connection between beings. Since it is premised 

on problern solving, a functional mode1 will set out to find a solution, even if the situation is 

not a problem in need of a solution. It will break down what it sees as a problem solving task 

and surmise causal relationships presumed to be at play. This is appropriate enough for 

finding medical cures and putting data gathering instruments on other planets, but awkwardly 

out of place for thinking about why 1 should get rny parents an anniversary gifi or why, as a 

researcher, I should be listening carefully, even empathetically, to what my research 

participants are telling me. (This assumes that 1 am not interested in deceiving, for my own 

purposes, either my parents or research participants. ) 

Language, too, is vulnerable to a misapplication of functional characterizations. For 

instance, would it make any sense to understand a mediaeval monastic chant in functional 

terms, with ftrrctiotiul understood specifically as itiformutiot~ tramfer, as a case of the 

chanter's linguistic output making its way as syrnbolic representation into God's ear as 

linguistic input? To be sure, one could argue that the chant is in fact a sort of problem solving 

in that it allows the chanter to enter a focussed or trame-like state. However, this would be 

"problem solving" of a far more cornplex nature than the sort implied in more common 

functional views of language-included here would be those mentioned above, namely, text 

translation or academic cornpetence. 

As a non-representational use of language, a chant is closer to silent awareness than 

it is to information transfer. A chant is an itivocalion, an act of supplication which at the 

same time cails into being a world. How would we understand a chant within a 
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representational notion of language? How could we explain a chant in the conte- of 

information transfer? The incongruity between the non-representational use of language, as 

in a chant, and language as a system of abstract representations geared to information 

transfer, would reduce such an explmation to absurdity." 

Another related concem with introspective methods as advocated by Cohen (1987), 

Cohen & Aphek (198 1), Fmch & Kasper (1987) and Grotjahn (1987) is that they are seen 

to be complemented by approaches which isolate for linguistic variables and test for 

correlations between these variables and linguistic behaviour. In ot her words, the qualitative 

data gathered fiom introspective research participant reports is seen to be equally amenable 

to qualitative analysis, what Grotjahn refers to as the "exploratory-interpretative" ( 1987, p. 

59) paradigm, as it is to quantitative analysis, what he calls the "analytical-nomologica1" 

(1987, p. 59) paradigrn. In the latter case, qualitative data is subjected to quantitative 

analysis. Introspective methods are not, as 1 had first imagined, synonymous with descriptive 

studies which do not set out to test predictive hypotheses. This marks a significant point of 

divergence from a relational model of language which favours just this emphasis on 

description and the absence of hypot hesis testing . 

The naturalistic method. 

In continuing my search for an existing methodology which might have guided my 

research h e w o r k ,  1 tumed to yet another set of research methods which appeared to offer 

an alternative to an experimental methodology. The method 1 considered is referred to as 
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With the caution that the term natz~ralisric may refer to numerous approaches, 

including "the postpositivistic, ethnographie, phenomenological, subjective, case study, 

qualitative, hermeneutic, humanistic" (Lincoln and Giiba, 1985, p. 7). the general pnnciples 

of a naturalistic approach are outlined in this way. 

1. Realities are multiple, constructed, and holistic. 

2. Knower and known are interactive, inseparable. 

3. Only time- and context-bound working hypotheses are possible. 

4. Al1 entities are in a state of mutual simultaneous shaping, so that it is impossible to 

distinguish causes From effects. 

5. Inquiry is value bound. (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 37) 

These pnnciples do move beyond the experimental approach commonly used in ESL studies. 

However, they also differ significantly from a relational approach. What i propose to do here 

is to interpret each of these naturalistic principles with a view to demonstrating how they 

wouid be found lacking in a relational consideration of language. 

1 . Realities are mrilliple, cominrcted, utrd holistic. 

As we have seen, language is an ever-unfolding CO-emergence of speaker, spoken to 

and act of speaking. The very possibility for language lies in the CO-emergence of speaker and 

ecology, an ecology which can also include other speakers. When a naturalistic approach 

characterizes reality plurally, however, being assumes a personal, individualized, solipsistic 

demeanour. Mile in no way intending to diminish the value and complexity of individual 



59 

perspectives and the voices that those perspectives give rise to, a relatioiial approach does 

take issue with the autonomous self implicit in a naturalistic approach, an autonomous self 

which seems to constitute one of many mtrltiple reulities which, presumably. it has 

c o ~ ~ s ~ r c t r d  through some form of "mental" act. 

Where a naturalistic approach proposes rnrrltipfe and coistrirc~ed realities, a relational 

model sees ojze rrraliry. albeit infinitely cornplex, of which Ianguage is an rtnergent aspect. 

2. Ktzower and hiowi~ are in~=active, it~seprable. 

A relational approach to language would concur with a naturalistic approach to the 

extent that knower and known are biseparable. However, in characterizing the relationship 

of biower and bzow11 as iizferczctive, a naturalistic approach concedes the existence of two 

distinct entities as a starting point. The process that a naturalistic approach refers to as 

itttrracfiotz is seen as co-rmergetice in a relational model of language. In a relational mode1 

of language, the speaker, the spoken to and the speaking are unthinkable apan fiom one other 

in that they CO-emerge out of a pre-linguistic state of awareness or attentiveness in which they 

are not distinct from each other. A naturalistic approach does not address the pre-linguistic, 

silent state of awareness where knower, known and act of knowing, corresponding to 

speaker, spoken and act of speaking, have not yet been abstracted into being. To retum to 

an earlier example, a naturalistic approach does not address the pre-linguistic state where 1 

and tree have not yet been distinguished from each other through the utterance tree. 

3. Otzly tinte- mid cotitext-bormd workmg hypotheses are possible. 

A relational modei of language rejects any hypothesis, workhig or othenvise, as a 
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means for coming to understand language as a presenf act, an act sirnultaneous with being. 

Hypotheses are appropriate in fiinctional models of language, where the concem is to achieve 

solutions to the problems posed by the task of information transfer. In contrast, relational 

accounts of language are stones of the CO-emerge~zce of speaker, spoken to and act of 

speaking. However, since these stones are talking about language at a pre-conceptual level, 

at the point where language is abstracting itself from silent awareness but before the point 

where it has accrued 'linguistic meaning,' they cannot capture language through detailed 

descriptions of particular linguistic encounters nor through verbatim transcnpts of audiotaped 

recordings of the encounters. These stories cm only point to the instant of abstraction. the 

instant where speaker, spoken to and act of speaking become distinguishable, and in so doing 

demonstrate their own inability to fully capture the instant. 

4. Ail entities are in a sfare of mutcral sim~cltatzeocis shapitzg, so hat it is impossible lo 

disliypish cai~ses from e f jec~~ .  

A relational approach to language would agree that distingicishùzg causes from effects 

is not possible. However, unlike a naturalistic approach, a relational approach to language 

would dismiss any concem with causes or effects outright. In a relational approach to 

language, causes and effects are a non-issue. The means by which a relational approach to 

language cornes to understand the mirtrial specification of speaker, spoken to and speaking 

is found in the concept of coirnergetzce 

5. Inquiry is value b m ~ d  

A naturalistic approach acknowledges that any methodology will reflect the 



61 

ontological, epistemological and ideological presuppositions of particular researchers. A 

relational approach to language also sees research frameworks, whether they be experimental, 

naturalistic or, for that matter, relational, as vahe bozind. However, a relational approach to 

language does not hold that researchers are so valrre bozrnd as to be unable to attune 

themselves to how they experience CO-emerge~ice with an ecology, to how they experience 

living. In other words, a relational approach to language asks researchers to extend their 

bounded selves to understand that presenf, shared dimension of language which is awareness 

of the CO-emergence of research participants, researcher and research activity. Once again, 

the mindfhess awareness practice to which Varela et al. (1996, p. 23) refer makes this 

awareness of CO-emergence possible. It does so by allowing practitioners, in this case 

researchers, to attune themselves to the research experience as it happens and, in interpreting 

data from past research, as it happened. Al1 this is impossible when particular researchers 

attach such weight to their valw bo~rnded~ess as to deny their inseparable connection to their 

research participants and their constituent role in the research activity. 
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Situating the Study 

I d l  now describe the personal and academic context for the ESL study I carried out 

earlier this year. The study, which received only general attention in Part One, is now at the 

center of our discussion. 

A Personal Foregound 

The research site for this study was a conversation exercise held between ESL 

students and student teachers as part of their instructional program which took place in the 

spring semester of 1997 at the community college where 1 once taught. The ESL students 

are enrolled in an EAP (English for Academic Purposes) program, a pre-college preparation 

program for students planning to apply to community coilege certificate or diploma prograrns, 

and the student teachers are enrolled in a TESL (Teachers of English as a Second Language) 

program which leads to certification as a Teacher of English as a Second or Foreign 

Language. This weekly activity was an important research site for me for two reasons. As 

a meeting point for EAP students and students in the teacher training program, it spanned a 

number of the positions 1 had once occupied, as a student in the teacher training program and 

later as an EAP instructor. Additionally, participating in the study allowed me to revisit the 

presence I had sensed with students in my classes, a presence that 1 had felt inhibited to hlly 

explore and understand for fear of its incompatibility with the cornpietion of a syllabus. This 

was regrettable since the simple act of shanng a classroom was a manifestation of that 
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presence without which a syllabus would have been inconceivable. This experience motivated 

the research for this paper. It also gave rise to the exploration on my part of a relational 

mode1 of mind and language, and now informs the writing of the study. 

Presence 

This seemingiy mysterious preseuce to which 1 am refening is the very reality of the 

moment we are ir>, the very pre-conceptual and pre-linguistic dimension of being which is the 

ecology out of which ail that we think or articulate anses. 1 had sensed this dimension in my 

contact with students and it had tempered my relations with them. It was at once an acute 

attentiveness to the doing of cornmonplace activities, in my classroom this meant the 

instruction of ESL, and a knowing that these activities were part of an immense shared being 

of which the students and 1 were part. Its impact had been to tie me to the present, to the 

ordinary, while at the same time attuning me to the depths of that very present. I do not 

know whether my students sensed a shared present in this way, but 1 do know that I was able 

to develop meaningfid and trusting relationships with many of them. 1 like to think that my 

awareness of that larger dimension of being made me more humble, more receptive, a better 

listener and a more cornrnitted instmctor. 

It is difficult, if not impossible, to capture a sense of what shared presence actually 

meant in a classroom, but perhaps I can point to it. Presence seemed most pronounced in 

silence, the type of silence one finds between a question and an answer or among students 

working quietly on individual assignments in class. These silences were infused with a 
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deafening sense of larger being. As 1 would make my way around the class to provide 

assistance to students working on assignments, a student would occasionally look up for no 

apparent reason other than to acknowledge my presence. With nothing that needed to be 

said, we would catch each other's glance and exchange a smile or even a stare. 1 consider 

such moments to have been among the most signifiant in my teaching experience for reasons 

that i am hard pressed to explain. 1 c m  say that the silent connection engendered in a shared 

glance, especidy with those students whose proficiency in English was least developed, was 

powerfùl. It was as if we were cheating language, sharing a present in spite of the supposed 

bamer of less than optimal information transfer. The silent connection to which 1 am 

refemng seems similar to the silent knowing that Heshusius describes wherein "the essence 

and starting point of the act of coming to know is not a subjectivity that one can explicitly 

account for, but is of a direct participatory nature one cannot account foi' (1994, p. 17). 

An awareness of presence, as attunement to the present, is commonly overlooked in 

discussions of pedagogy. If it is acknowledged at d, it is done so indirectly. The meaningfùl 

rapport it fosters between instructor and students is typically taken to be the result of 

personality or technique. This is understandable since it would be out of the ordinary to 

portray a way of being as an aid to pedagogy. 1 would have found it extremely difficult to 

even broach the subject with a program chair or department head, preferring to charactenze 

issues of pedagogy in the terms more commonly used and accepted, terms such as 

motivational technique or classroom management. A shared awareness of presence was my 

best kept pedagogical secret, though 1 believe it was not such a secret to my students without 
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1 visited a former colleague's EAP class afler having been away fiom a community 

college classroom for almost two years. It was reassuring to realize that an awareness of 

presence in a classroom had not deserted me. On leaving the class, 1 had been prompted to 

write: 

It seems to me that grarnmar and vocabulary lessons are quite beside the point [in 

ternis of the shared presence of the students], the point being that these students are 

siniply and completely present in that space at that moment. They are part of a 

process of interaction with everything and everyone in that classroom and that 

particular instant. 

This was not to deny the tùnctionai importance of grammar or vocabulary lessons but to draw 

attention to the stratum of being underlying them. 

Abram, too, alludes to preser~ce in his conti»rirozirs dialogire with thirigs ( 1 996, p. 5 2) 

and perceptziraf arzd ii~griristic reciprocify ( 1996, p. 90). Both notions point to the pre- 

conceptual, pre-linguistic relationship of CO-emergence, expressed as diaiogzire or reciprociîy, 

that we share with an ecology, an ecology which includes the cup of coffee 1 reach out to on 

the table, the people 1 pass on the street, the bird singing outside my window or the brilliantly 

hued sunset. This dimension ofbeing subsumes the thoughts we experience and the language 

we take part in and is brought to awareness through silent attention, through the 

m~ndfi~frress~~mareness practice to which Varela et al. ( 199 1, p. 23) refer. 



66 

Relative Positions fiorn Silence to Re~resentation 

A recognition ofprrserzce is crucial to my stuûy in ESL since the study concems itself 

with the pre-conceptual, non-representationai, relational aspect of language. This is the 

aspect of language that cannot be explained with recourse to information transfer based on 

pst usage, but rather through attentiveness to it as it unfolds, as ir happerrs. This aspect of 

language plays a constituent role in the creation of a world through its CO-emergence with that 

world. 

The non-representational aspect of language is closer to silent awareness and funher 

fiom representation. It may be helpful here to describe these relative tenns, close and fùrther, 

by elaborating the spectrum of thought and language 1 introduced earlier. At one end of the 

spectrum is the pre-conceptual, pre-linguistic dimension of being where one sirnply ;.Y. 

unreflectively but attentively. This is what 1 have been calling CO-t.mergerzcr. As one moves 

tom this point on the spectrum, one initiates a process of abstraction. In other words. one 

begins to draw away from the unreflective but attentive dimension of being in an effort to 

understand or describe it. The movement away from CO-emergence gives rise to a reflective 

mvaretiess of CO-emergence. Again, this is not the initial CO-emergence itself. but the 

awareness of CO-emergence. This is an important distinction in that within the CO-emergence 

itself, the process of abstraction has not yet begun. 

On this end of the spectrum, we find language in its non-representational aspect. This 

is language as a gestural, physical, emotive phenornenon in the lived, actual, somatic, 

ecological world. Here language is not primarily a system of information transfer but an act 
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of uttering, of bringing into being. Examples of language in this aspect would include the 

monastic chant to which 1 made reference earlier and my addressing a particular organism as 

m e .  While the chant and my addressing the tree do use words which can have a similar 

construal within a particular linguistic group, their primary use is not to manipulate symbolic 

representations, but rather to invoke, to cal1 into being. This use of language is closely 

connected to the body in that the visceral sensation engenders the spiritual experience. The 

repetition of specific words as sounds of a particular pitch and resonance induce particular 

States of being." 

Moving fùnher fiom this end of the spectnim, we find language in its representational 

aspect. This is language as fùnction. The focus here is on language as a system of arbitrary 

representations corresponding, even ifproblematically, to objects in the world. Significantly, 

although the focus of language shifis from non-representational to representational, language 

is never fùlly removed from the actual, lived world. Even as a system of disembodied 

representations, it is still clearly based on the physical production of audible sounds or 

discernable scrawls. A recognition of the physical, non-representational aspect of language 

in the midst of language a a system of abstract representations is a cot~sciozis use of language 

as representation: 1 may use language to transfer information, but I am also aware that my 

utterances and silences are themselves bringing a world into being, CO-emerging with a world 

that would have been othenvise had they not been lived. 

A conscious use of language as a system of abstract representations is distinguishable 

from a more extreme point on the representational end of the continuum. At this end of the 
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spectmm we find an Z ~ ~ ~ O ~ ~ S C ~ M I S ,  hbih~al, mmwrne use of language as representation. Here 

language is conceived of in exclusively representationd terms, as nothing more nor less than 

a system of symbolic representations that fùnction to get us through Our everyday activities 

or to organize Our thoughts and feelings. In this instance, the language user or, in my case, 

the researcher of language as well, fails to recognize that language cm be seen from at least 

two radically different perspectives. One of these perspectives offers language as information 

transfer based on past usage while the other presents language as an act simultaneous with 

the emergence of a world. An exclusive focus on the former is a failure to acknowledge the 

other end of the spectrum. the end closer to language as a Iived act. a creating act, an act 

nearer to silence. 

A Paradox 

In revisitingpresem through my study in ESL, I am choosing to focus on the non- 

representational, relational aspect of language. In so doing, however, 1 am faced with a 

potentially paralysing challenge: How do 1 capture the pre-conceptual, pre-linguistic quality 

of the linguistic data recorded in my study? 1s it not a paradox to represent through language 

the non-representational aspect of language? This challenge retums me full circle to a 

question I had pondered before beginning this study: How can 1 lalk about language in a sense 

that approximates the CO-emergence of language in the present? It rnay be that as 1 have 

narrowly defined the challenge, to talk about language in the sense of the CO-emergence of 

language in the present, I am in fact destined to failure. Nonetheless, the paradox may 
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provide insight into a practice for understanding the non-representational, emergent aspect 

of language in the present. 

1 am remindeci of a tale 1 once came across in a collection of koam, Buddhist taies of 

apparent contradiction meant to point to a form of understanding beyond the tale itself. In 

this tale, one person stands with his finger pointing to the moon and asks the other, 'What do 

you s e ? '  The other replies, '1 see you pointing at the moon.' I find this anecdote analogous 

to the position I find myself in with respect to interpreting the linguistic data fiom my study. 

In interpreting the participants' taped reflections, 1 see myself as pointing to the moon, to 

particular sections of taped conversations with a view to describing their significance as 

creating acts, as aspects of CO-emergence with the world which, at the moment of articulation, 

was the i n t e ~ e w  setting we shared. In inviting the reader to enter my discussion, I am 

asking, 'Can you see the emergent quality of this articulation at the moment that it was lived? 

Have 1 been able to make you aware of its constituent role in the very creation of a world at 

the moment of utterance?' The reader is understandably justified in replying, 'How on earth 

cm I be aware of the presettcr of those utterances when I was not there? 1 can see nothing 

but you pointing to those moments.' This, 1 beiieve, is an inescapable condition with which 

a description of the non-representationai, relational aspect of linguistic data must contend. 

It can never be where it was not, and in describing where it was not, it will necessarily be 

abstracting fiorn the focus of description. However, such a description car> lend a sense of 

the experience for someone who was there. That someone is me, the researcher. Whi!e 1 

cannot /ive the CO-emergence which was the research setting, 1 can re-/ive it in the form of 
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narrative. 1 can tell a story of the research expenence based on the recorded discussion 

between me, as the researcher, and individual research participants. Of course, al1 this will 

be done in full recognition of a paradox: 1 am discussing the preserlt aspect of linguistic data 

recorded in the past, tafkrtig about the CO-emergence of language in the present, pointing, 

through narration, to what it is 1 cannot talk about without further abstracting from it. 

A Pre-em~tive Ex~lanation: Accountabilitv 

A senous though not incurable concem needs to be addressed: is it unethical to 

suggest that the aim of this project is to highlight the perspective of the research participants 

through a perspective on the data which is not theirs? 1s not this perspective, fiom which a 

selection and synthesis of the data take place, only rny view, the view of the researcher? 

Moreover, would 1 not be disingenuous in presenting the recorded thoughts of my research 

participants in a particular fashion that deviates from the representational meaning of their 

words on the audiotape and then pointing to them as the intimate thoughts and feelings of 

the research participants? 1s this not a clear case of my autonomous, privileged perspective 

making unauthorized pronouncements on behalf of the perspectives of others? 

It is at this point that a relational mode1 of mind proves essential. It does so by 

allowing a researcher's interpretation of the data to be seen as something other than a retreat 

into the subjectivism of a researcher's privileged perspective on the research project. This 

slide into solipsism is avoided by placing perception into a middle space, a space where 

perception is a mutual, simultaneous specification of inner observer on outer world and outer 
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world on inner observer. Since dohg the research is the context through which a perspective 

on the research becomes possible, it makes no sense to imagine the self-sufficient, 

independent existence of a subject, the researcher; or its object. the research participants; or 

the relation between them, the research experience (Varela et al., 199 1, p. 22 1). The focus 

here is not on the perspective of the researcher per se, but rather on a perspective which CO- 

emerges with research participants and researcher in the research. In t his way, it need not be 

irresponsible to highlight the experience of the research participants through what a functional 

model of mind would see as a particular vantage point on the interaction, but which a 

relational mode1 of mind would understand as the description of a CO-emergent perspective. 

It needs to be stressed that the researcher accrues heightened et hical responsibilities 

as a writer assurning a "first person singular but plural perspective." fnterestingly, these 

responsibilities are as much to oneself as they are to other parties to the CO-emergence. The 

writer's perspective is, d e r  d l ,  the coming into being of a mzrfcrally specrjki view. Wnting 

fiom this position demands nothing less than a decenteting of the writer's sense of self This 

is to say that the writer mua  allow hersefor himself to imagine experiencing another person's 

perspective. This can be a transformative practice, and it is one which a researcher and 

writer's use of a "first person singular but plural" perspective necessitates. 

A Pedaeomcal Background 

In this section, I will describe the conversation exercise fiom which I drew the 

research participants for my study. This general description will describe who took part in 
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the exercise, where it took place, and what its goals were. 1 will then recount my efforts to 

solicit participants for my study. 

The Conversation Exercise 

The EAP and TESL students taking part in this conversation exercise attend a 

southem Ontario community college of applied arts and technology. The college has a 

reputation as a technicai training institution. The student body is ethnically and linguisticaily 

diverse and consists of individuals fiom varying educational backgrounds. These 

backgrounds include students who have corne to the college fiom Ontario high schools and 

visa students who have completed secondary school in other countries. Each of these 

backgrounds is represented in the EAP group while the TESL candidates tend to be Canadian 

educated native speakers of English with undergraduate degrees. 

The conversation exercise was organized in response to EAP students wanting more 

practice with English conversational skills. In meeting this request, it also engaged the 

student teachers in one-to-one relationships with ESL students. Approximately fifiy EAP and 

TESL students took part in this exercise. While the conversations were held outside of 

scheduled class time, they remained a required part of their respective programs. The 

conversations were scheduled for one hour and were guided over the semester by a list of 

suggested topics which had been compiled by the instructors with advice fiom the EAP 

students. 



Solicitine Participants for My Study 

The EAP and TESL conversation group partners met for the first time at a session 

organized by the instructors in February of 1997. The instmctors, former colleagues with 

whom 1 had discussed my ideas about conducting research around the conversation activity, 

invited me to address the session. 1 did so and afler describing my background and my 

comection to the college, 1 explained that 1 was interested in conducting research around the 

activity. The research would form part of an MEd thesis. 1 presented the research as my 

attempt to better understand the conversation exercise and in so doing deepen my 

understanding of the relationship between ESL students and teachers. This would, it was 

hoped, allow me to cany out meaningfil research in the field of ESL and also make me a 

better ESL instructor. 1 concluded by making a request for volunteers and asked those who 

were interested to let their instructors know so that 1 could then contact them. 

M e r  two weeks had passed, 1 spoke to the instructors and asked if any volunteers had 

corne forward. They explained that some interest had been show as there had been questions 

raised about my research project. At this point, 1 thought it might be necessary to make 

another appearance as 1 felt some of the students might have forgotten about my call for 

volunteers, needed a reminder, or needed more information. This was to be expected, of 

course, since both groups of students were busy with their own prograrns and lives. Rather 

than addressing the EAP midents, who were scattered over t hree or four classes at any given 

time, a TESL instructor suggested that 1 address the TESL class, provide a more detailed 

explmation of t he research and then make another call for volunteers. It would then be the 
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responsibility of these TESL volunteers to approach their EAP partners and relay the 

explanation I had given them and ask ifthey were interested. Once their instructor explained 

that this would be an oppominity for them to reflect on and discuss their own practice, eight 

TESL students volunteered. 

At the time, 1 was also aware that asking TESL students to solicit their EAP partners 

as volunteers might be seen as a little unfair to the EAP students since 1 would be drawing on 

the trust so far established in these EAWTESL sets of partners, who 1 will refer to as the 

EAP TELL grozrps. to facilitate my own research ends. However, my feeling was that the 

EAP students would feel more cornfortable being introduced to the research by the TESL 

partners they already knew. My reflections at the time give a sense of my efforts to think 

through the issue. These thoughts are drawn from a tape recorded diary 1 kept over the 

course of the study. I will refer to this as rny aildio diary: 

The TESL students are going to have to do a little bit of selling on this research . . . 

inevitably, any researcher has to sel1 the research. 1 don? think there's any way to get 

around this . . . and I'm sure there are al1 sorts of problems that could be raised with 

regard to the rights of participants and the nature of the research and who's 

benefitting From al1 this. But, ultimately, 1 think they can be answered. 

I reminded the TESL volunteers that 1 expected them to expiain the project as clearly as they 

could to their EAP partners and that, ultimately, the wishes of their EAP partners to 

participate or not to participate were to be completely respected. 

As it tumed out, five of the eight TESL volunteers had been able to secure approval 
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from their EAP partners for participation in the research. Three of the groups consisted of 

one EAP and one TESL student while two of the groups had two EAP students paired with 

one TESL student. In d l ,  twelve participants took part in the study. 

The Research Focus as Process 

"Half a writer's work, though, is the discovery of his [siç] subject" (Naipaul, 1996, 

p. 303). Naipaul's thought is a fitting preamble to a discussion of my research focus in that 

the focus was not a fixed starting point fiom which 1 progressed through the rest of the 

project. Rather, the research focus was an evolving, shifting perspective extended over the 

course of the project. Varying research foci offered themselves as tentative resting places 

dong the way, signposts situated well within the doing of the project itself In this sense, the 

research was guided by pre-data collection conversations with EAP and TESL students, 

ongoing conversations with colleagues, consultations with my supervisory cornmittee, and my 

own changing perspective as the project unfolded. 

An Eight Month Evolvine of Conce~t and Conduct 

Perhaps the clearest way to explain the research process is to provide an account of 

my experience of the research from January to August, 1997. These months cover the entire 

range of the research study, f?om my preliminary moves to begin the project in eanest to the 

first draft of a write-up. 

What follows, then, is f h t  a sumary of the guiding questions 1 (John 1 ) asked myself 
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tiom the beginnuig of the study and the explorative, tenrative responses with which 1 (John2) 

replied. I will then provide a description for each month of the movement of the research 

focus which occurred on two corresponding levels: one being on a conceptual level tracing 

the movement of my methodological disposition to the research, and the other being on a 

logistical levei tracking the conduct of the research itself In addition to providinç a picture 

of my experience of the research project both conceptually and Iogistically, it will 

demonstrate how the two levels were reacting to each other, how my conceptual evolution 

was infoming the conduct of the research and how that very conduct was impacting my 

conceptual orientation. 

A Summap of Guidine Ouestions 

John 1 .  How can 1 move toward a rneaningful, empathetic understanding of the relationship 

between ESL students and instructors? 

John2 Conduct a research study involving ESL students and instructors. 

John 1. What kind of research should 1 be conducting? 

John2. You have some choices. If you decide to follow the more conventional approach in 

ESL studies, you wiii undertake an experimental study. However, choosing this route 

will already begin to define what you mean by tmders~a~~di,rg. In this context, 

rrttders~andi~g will assume the quality of a solution to the problem of language 

instruction. In so doing, you will also begin to define language itself as primarily 

representational, as a system directed primarily to information transfer. 
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John 1 . What if 1 feel that this is not really getting at what 1 mean by w~derstmxiitg? 

John2. In that case, you will have to find an alternative research approach and if you c m o t  

find one, you will have to create one. Mer all, if you have a sense of this 

rrrtclerstnrldirg then you are the one who is best positioned to determine whether you 

have a research strategy which captures it. 

John 1 .  Where do 1 start? 

John2. Lf you are going to explore an alternative research approach. you need to explain why 

John 1 

t his is necessary. Why are experimental approaches inappropriate to what you want 

to gesture toward? A thorough answer needs to address some very basic distinctions 

on which experimental approaches rest. In other words, the place to begin is not with 

language, but with the study of cognition. You need to make your way through the 

view of cognition which underlies the view of language which in tum underlies the 

approach to the research. You can then elaborate your alternative method for 

research in ESL by taking that same joumey through cognition and language and, 

ultimately, to a research method which resonates with that rn~ders~amii~ig you sense. 

What happens if 1 carry out the research before I have had the chance to complete this 

process? What do 1 do if the research is being carried out while I am doing al1 this 

thinking and, as a consequence, the way I'm conducting the research is fluctuating 

with where 1 happen to be at that moment in my thinking on cognition, language and 

research approaches? 

John2 This is a natural state of flairs. Concept and conduct will always push and pull at 
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each other. Account for this overlapping process of concept and conduct as clearly 

as you can, pointing out the dynamic between them at cntical points in your study. 

John 1. When 1 reach the point at which I have completed al1 this preliminary work, how do 

I "face the data?" Am 1 to pretend that 1 have arrived conceptuaily complete, ready 

to interpret audiotaped recordings of the study with an alternative approach to the 

researc h? 

lohn2. You have at least two choices. In the first case, you can view the data interpretation 

as a continuation of the process of the research. both conceptually and logistically. 

In this case, you will be taking tentative steps through the data and at the same time 

be looking at those steps, paying close attention to the way you are approaching the 

data in light of a relationai mode1 of mind. language and its attendant research 

approach. 

Your second option is to acknowledge that the CO-emergent dimension of the 

data existed at the moment of articulation, but that it is now beyond direct experience. 

In this instance, your interpretation of the recorded discussions would be the 

intimation of a present now in the past, a pointing to that which can never be ltved 

again. Faced with this situation, you would then have recourse to forms of narrative 

as a means of re-livttzg the data. 

John1 . Cm 1 do this while still holding on to laquage as the focus of the study? 

John2. Yes, but you wili have to deal with language as a phenornenon very difEerent fiom the 

one it would have been had you taken the experîmental route. You will have to 
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consider language in rnuch the same way that one deals with perception in a 

phenomenological approach, that is, as completing itself in that which is perceived or. 

in the case of language, that which is spoken or listened to. 

What follows now is a month by month description of the research study which will 

take the reader through my movement fiom a dissatisfaction with expenmental approaches 

in ESL to the attraction of a phenomenological approach which emphasizes the lived 

experience of the research participants. It wil1 then trace the shift in 

participants' Mews on my approach encouraged me to reflect on my 

concludes with a brief account of my efforts to render a relational 

experience. 

my methodology as the 

role as "researcher." It 

account of the research 

On a conceptual level, 1 spent the first month of 1997 articulating my dissatisfaction 

with the characterization of second language instruction served by experimental approaches 

to research in ESL. 1 wrote about this in various drafts of rny research proposa1 and reflected 

on it in my audio diary. For instance, in my final research proposa1 1 wrote: 

Experimental approaches to research in ESL do not address the lived experience of 

studying in a non-native language and overlook students as focal points of interaction 

with their environment. 

1 expanded on this unease in my audio d i q :  
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When language looks at itself, it becomes something else because it is forced to 

abstract fiom itself It is forced to step back, and when it steps back it becomes 

something different . A research setting for language, experimental or ot henvise, is 

jus such a place where language looks at itseK As a consequence, linguistic research 

can only abstract h m  language, can only talk about the CO-emergence of language 

in the present. This distinction does not seem to be made explicitly in linguistic 

research. 

1 was also hstrated by a limitation in traditional approaches to linguistic research: Silence 

has no extra-linguistic significance. It is, in and of itself. meaningless. At the time, 1 

pondered: 

As a researcher, 1 would be in a really difficult situation if the research participant did 

not want to Say anything or did not feel like saying anything and yet, within that 

silence, something important was going on. Well, its actuaüy my problem because I'm 

looking for data and "data," in an academic research study. necessitates words. If a 

study were not so preoccupied with coiiecting data, perhaps it could appreciate those 

silences a little more? 

Th~s discontent with the preoccupations of experimental approaches to ESL is further evident 

in the sort of questions 1 wos interested in. My audio diary contains these early versions of 

a research question: 

How does the fact that students, teachers and researcher are in an ESL context affect 

what they expect of one another-and how they see one another? What changes, if 
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anything, when people are interacting in a context which has been specifically 

designated 'ESL'? 

0 Of what aspects of English are the ESL and TESL students taking part in this 

conversation exercise most conscious? Does their focus shift when the context of use 

varies ernotionally, acadernically or socio-economically? 

What implications do varying and potentially conflicting perspectives on language 

have for relations between human beings in an 'ESL' setting? Can language act as a 

barrier between people in an 'ESL' setting relationally as well as functionally? 

This desire to conduct a research study in ESL in an other than traditional way encouraged 

me to look for alternative research methodologies. In this regard, 1 considered the possibility 

of drawing on itztrospective and mtmzfistzc methods; however, for the reasons outlined in 

a previous section, I found them lacking. 

On the level of the research itself, it was in January that 1 became acquainted with the 

proposed conversation exercise and made inquiries into the feasibility of conducting research 

around it. 

February: Phen~rnenolo~gy and Friends 

In February, my approach to the research was influenced by course work and reading 

in phenomenology. Though stili relatively new to the field of phenomenology, 1 was attracted 

to the possibility of using a phenomenological approach as a guide to my study in ESL. 1 was 

especially attracted to the possibility of looking at language as the conscious experience of 
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my research participants, and not the product of inferred mental processes. 

On the logistical Ievel, 1 continued my periodic visits to the college with a view to 

keeping in touch with fiends and former colleagues who were organizing the conversation 

exercise. I listened to their plans, made suggestions and attempted to explain the intent of my 

research project. This last task was especidy difficult since I had not yet settled on a definite 

approach to the study. The only point on which 1 was certain was that 1 did not want to 

conduct a traditional study in ESL, one that isolates variables presumed to affect linguistic 

behaviour. This difficulty was compounded by the fact that the former colleagues with whom 

1 was working were most fàmiliar with just this traditional approach to ESL research. At the 

tirne, 1 had made this written reflection: 

Of the two colleagues with whom 1 discussed my proposal, 1 found one more difficult 

to deal with. She was cornfortable enough with my planned involvement in the 

conversation exercise, but seemed rather dissatisfied with my lack of a concrete focus 

for the project. By contrast, the other colleague, who is also in the process of 

completing an MEd program, was sympathetic to the difficulty of engaging in research 

which did not yet have a specific, demonstrable focus. 

D u ~ g  these visits, 1 also met with students taking part in the conversation exercise. 

1 wanted to be seen to be involved with the conversation exercise from the outset. 1 did not 

want to seem a stranger when 1 did finally rnake a cal1 for volunteers for my study. 

Additionally, 1 wanted to share my thoughts and plans for the study with some of the potential 

research participants. Again, this proved especiaily difficult since the students seemed most 
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familiar with the testing procedures associated with experimental approaches to ESL research, 

and 1 was only just beginning to define an alternative. For instance, in responding to queries 

from TESL students regarding the research project, 1 was confionted with the question, "Do 

you have a hypothesis?" 1 found the question particularly challenging in that it involved not 

only the substantive issue of whar 1 was planning to study, but aiso how 1 was planning to do 

it. My initial inclination was to say, '1 can't teli you what I'm going to be studying specifically 

because that would make no sense in light of how 1 plan to carry out the study.' I did not 

actually share this with them, but 1 did Say that 1 was consciously working against having a 

hypothesis. 1 wanted my study to be primarily descriptive and to allow for a meaninçful 

understanding of the conversation activity and, perhaps, a re-understanding of the relationship 

between ESL students and instmctors as it CO-ernerges in the present. Toward that end, I 

planned to make thrir experience of the conversations the focus of the study. The research, 

1 reiterated, was not evaluative. 

In the end, 1 found the opportunity to discuss the research wit h potential participants 

helpfùl in that it pushed me to be conceptuaily clearer about the research. 1 also recognized 

that the assistance of former colleagues was invaluable. At the time, 1 noted: 

Maria is really being so helpful, and so is Lynn. 1 do not think this [the research 

study] would have worked without them, but then again, how else does one conduct 

research within an institution? You have to have an 'in.' Someone has to let you into 

the place and once you are in there you have to have support, otherwise how does the 

research get carried out? 



March: Lived Ex~enence and Elaboratine the Methodolw 

In March, 1 translated my consideration of a phenomenological approach into a 

workable rnethodology for the shidy. 1 settled on a general guide to the data collection: make 

deliberate efforts to solicit the first person lived experience of this conversation exercise from 

the point of view of the research participants. This would be my effort to listen to their 

conscious experience of language. 

Toward this end, 1 made plans to use a two stage approach to the data collection. 1 

would first videotape the weekly conversations of EAWTESL groups who had volunteered 

for the study and then audiotape a discussion of the videotape with each of the research 

participants individually. As 1 explained to the research participants in a pre-data collection 

conversation, the video was not, strictly speaking, the focus of the research. The focus of the 

research was their perspective on that videotaped conversation. The video was intended as 

a memory prompt for what had transpired in their group conversations. 

The data collection took place between March 30 and April23. 

April: Met hodolo 

1 videotaped five one hour conversations with each of the five EAP/TESL groups over 

a one week period. 1 met with each of the groups several days before taping to review the 

research project and their involvement in it. I explained that the videotaped conversation was 

meant to assist the ensuing audiotaped discussion of the original group conversation. The 

actual videotaping of the conversations was conducted in one of three private screening 
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roorns made available to me by the coilege. They were quiet and cornfort able. In fact, several 

of the participants mentioned that they felt more at ease in these rooms than the usually noisy 

cafeterias and coffee shops where they normally met. With respect to the presence of a 

camera and the knowledge that they were being taped, most, if not ail. of the participants said 

that they did not feel particularly anxious at the presence of the camera. Some mentioned that 

they had foïgotten about the camera d e r  ten or fifieen minutes. My part in t hese videotaping 

sessions was minimized. M e r  conducting a pilot videotaping session with colleagues several 

weeks before my taping at the college, it had become clear that if 1 sat in on the 

conversations, 1 would have to define a role for myself. If 1 could not do that, there was no 

reason for me to be there. In fact, rny presence might have becorne an added source of 

anxiety for the participants. AI1 this considered, 1 decided to set up the equipment, let the 

participants know 1 would be back in an hour, and leave." They seemed comfortable with 

this. 

In retrospect, it is worth noting that my presence at those videotaping sessions would 

have changed the experience for both the research participants and me. It would. afler all, 

have been a different present that would have corne into being. Inevitably, my presence at the 

videotaping sessions would also have changed the experience of the subsequent audiotaped 

discussions. 

Discussion of the videotaped conversations took place From one to three weeks afler 

their taping. Rather than previewing the videotapes, as 1 had onginally intended, my initial 

screening of them wai with individual participants.L5 This change in plan was in response to 
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the suggestion that 1 would be more receptive to the participants' perspective on the 

videotaped conversations if 1 had not had the opportunity to view and then reflect on those 

conversations. I prefaced each of my discussions with the individual participants with 

remarks conceming my altered approach to the audiotaped discussion of the video. Taking 

one of the discussions as an exarnple, I began this way: 

John: 

Sean: 

John: 

1 don't know if you remember, but onginally I was going to look at the video, make 

some notes, and then as we were watching it I was going to ask you some questions 

or for points of clarification et cetera. 1 changed my mind (both laugh). I've seen the 

video once because 1 looked at it with Magda. 

Yah, 1 know 

Okay, so that's the only time I've seen it. The reason 1 didn't want to look at it is 

because-well, you know what it's like when you see something and wait for a week, 

you aiready begin to develop your own ideas about it. 1 wanted to get your ideas on 

it. Not my ideas on it, right? So 1 stayed away fiorn the video. 1 want to view it with 

you because what I'm after here is your experïence of this conversation. 

At each of the sessions, the audiotaping began before the videotape playback. Dunng 

this interval, I invited the participant to comment on anything related to the particular 

conversation we were going to be viewing, the conversation activity in general, or the 

research of which they were a part. Then, in preparation for viewing, I explained to the 

participant that 1 wanted them to talk about their experience of the original conversation or 

their experience as they viewed the video. For example, the exchange 1 made reference to 



above continued: 

John: So what do 1 want you to talk about? 1 want you to talk about any thoughts or 

feelings that you have to the conversation or the video. Anyihing that you think is 

important, that you want to tdk about, is what 1 want to hear. 

Sean: So. you don? ask anything to me? 

John: It's up to you. Whatever you want to talk about--1'm looking for your perspective 

on this conversation. 

Sean: Yah. 

John: So, if 1 tell you, 'Sean, 1 want you to look for this and 1 want you to look for this.' 

that's my perspective. 1 don? want that. 1 want your perspective. I may ask 

questions if I'm not clear about what you're saying or if 1 want you to talk a little 

more about something, but 1 want you to have control of the conversation. 

1 then demonstrated the operation of the pause function and gave the participant the remote 

control, explaining that they were at complete liberty to pause the tape at any time and 

comment on any aspect of the conversation. 1 also encouraged the participant to talk over 

the videotape even at those points where they were not inclined to pause it. As was the case 

in the discussion 1 quoted above, I explained that my contributions to the discussion would 

be of the sort which ask for clarification of particular points or which inquire further into 

thoughts and feelings connected to particular instants in the conversation. 

The protocol for these discussions was meant both to address the power imbalance 

which invariably exists in favour of the researcher and to enable a relaxed and conversational 
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discussion. In addition, it was a conscious effort to let the participant take the Iead in the 

discussion. Since the discussion of the videotape was an effort to get the participant's 

perspective on the conversation, any point that the participant discussed was considered 

relevant to the research focus, that is, their expenence of the original videotaped 

conversation. At this point, the objection may be raised that this is merely the participant's 

after the fact reflection on that experience. This is uncontestable, and it is one of the 

parameters of this study. In other words, the study necessarily concems itself with distance, 

both the distance between the time of the videotaping sessions and the audiotaped discussions 

and the distance that separates me, as the researcher, fiom the videotaping sessions at which 

1 was not present. In light of these restrictions, it seems that the participant's reflections on 

the videotaped conversations is as close as 1 will get to their lived experience. 

By the completion of rny individual discussion with the fourth research participant, 

however, it becarne evident that the participants were being taken by surprise by the fact that 

my instructions were so open-ended. It seems that my lack of expectations was difficult for 

them to understand. I recognized that this was making their task somewhat more difficult, 

but 1 was reluctant to influence the direction of the conversation by suggesting a focus at the 

outset of the discussion. As a compromise, I decided to keep my instructions open-ended at 

the beginning of the conversation and to ask the participants for their reactions to these 

instructions at the very end of the conversation. ui this way, 1 thought 1 could prevent rnyself 

from unduly influencing the direction of the conversations and at the sarne time gain some 

sense of the impact of this strategy on the participants. As it tumed out, these discussions on 
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my methodology played an important rote in my movement toward relational thinking. The 

discussions pulled me into the research and, as a consequence, both sensitized me to the 

potential unease my methodology rnight be causing the participants and encouraged me to let 

the methodology evolve in response to what the participants were saying. It is worth 

transcribing the most relevant segments of these discussions with each of my five final 

research participants. 1 have edited the transcripts with a view to highlighting those parts of 

the discussion most pertinent to my approach to the audiotaped discussions and also to make 

them more readable. Beginning with Magda, they appear in the order in which they took 

place. 

Mgghâ 

Magda: You know, you said to me at the beginning, 'say something wherever you want to 

say anything.' 1 didn't really know what you mean, what you expect from me. If you 

said 'say something about participation,' then I would have a point of view. you 

know? 

John: 1 know what you're saying. 

Magda: So maybe next time you should tell people in a general way what you really expect. 

John: So you think 1 should be telling them content or form or sornething. 

Magda: Something like that, so they have the point to hook up to. you know? Because 

actually I didn't know if--because always if I'rn doing something, I'rn thinking that 

I'rn doing it wrong you know? And even if 1 talk about this, I thought maybe it's 
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not what you expect from me, you know? So maybe you c m  give some clear . . . 

(inaudible) 

John: So 1 should be clearer about my expectations. 

Magda: Yah, but not clear like you give them exact questions. Because then people could 

be, 1 don? know, maybe 1 don't have the ideas but . . . 

John: But some kind o f .  . . 

Magda: Some kind of, yah, you know. 

John: Do you think, for example, if I had asked you, 'Okay, Magda, 1 want you to pay 

special attention to the way you answer questions or respond to comments,' it would 

have been easier for you? 

Magda: Yah. It could be easier. 

John: But having said that, it would have shaped your discussion of this. If 1 had said that, 

your discussion of this would have been different than what it just was? 

Magda: Yah. And actuaily maybe you are also looking for some, how to Say, because if you 

give people questions, they are not creative. 

John: That's what I'm afiaid of 

Magda: That's why I'rn saying just give, like a general, just like one point so they can take, 

so they can look at that point. 1 mean, not reaily just that one question, but in general 

they have the main idea. 

John: Give me an example. 

Magda: Like you said to me, 'ask me some questions or whatever you want to Say about the 



9 1 

video' and the first thing, like 1 said, it was my acting, my reactions, how 1 look or 

how 1 react. So actually you don't care about this. You want some answer about 

the dialogue and participation. 

John: 1 could have said that, but 1 wouldn't be telling you the truth because I'rn interested 

in that, but I'rn also interested in your perceptions of younelf 

Magda: Yah, but &er, when we finished, I'm thinking like I'rn not helping you, that I'm not 

giving you what you want, what you expect fiom me, you know? 

John: You s e ,  that's where it gets really difficult because I'rn forcing myself not to have 

expectations. 1 don't know if that's possible. You know what 1 rnean? 1 know t his 

is unusual research and it's becorning increasingly difficult. But 1 want to resist the 

temptation to tell people, 'just sort of keep in this area, or keep in that area.' 

Because if they keep in this area, they might not talk about this, and this might be 

interesting too. 

Magda: That's what I'rn talking about. You don? want to just, you know, close like in the 

one circle. 

John: Exactly. 

Magda: Like you said, maybe if 1 were talking about this subject, in this subject cornes 

something else what you would like it about. So it could be helpfu1. 

John: So generally you think 1 should be giving some very general directions. 

Magda: Very very general. 

John: Very general. 
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Magda: You know, like, just, just (laughs) five per cent. 

John: Okay. I like that. About five per cent direction. 1 gave you about one per cent 

direction. (Magda laughs) 

Magda: Yah, I didn't really know what you wanted me to Say. 

Ali: 

John: 

Ali: 

John: 

Ali: 

John: 

Ali : 

John: 

Aii. 

According to the discussion, I missed some points or I . . . ? 

Well, that's just the point. I could have told you, for example, 'Ali, 1 want you to 

taik about your pronunciation, or 1 want you to think about whether you were able 

to say what you wanted to Say, or 1 want you to think about Lianna's voice,' right? 

I would have directed your conversation from the beginning. 

Yah. 

But 1 don't want to do that. 1 want you to react, right? 

(laughs) 

It's difficult, but I'm trying not to influence what you're thinking . . . Were you 

confused about what you were supposed to do today? This moming when 1 gave 

you your instmctions, 1 said, 'pause it where you want to, taik about whatever you 

want to.' How did you feel about that? 1s that okay? 

Yah, 1 think ifs okay because since you are, since 1 am the one who is reacting, you 

know . . . (inaudibie) . . . it's much better if 1 control . . . (inaudible) . . . a liale 

cornfortable. 

Okay. So having control of when to stop and start gave you some cornfort. 
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Ali: Yah, yah, yah. 

John: So I'm asking everyone afler the conversation, 'Do you think it was a good idea?' 

Ali: Yah, I think it was a good idea. And because you are the one who is in the 

discussion and maybe you don? see ail places. you don't find weakness, but . . . 

(inaudible) 

John: When you Say 'weakness' you mean? 

Ali: 1 mean, in your point, in my point of view, I mean. 

John: You mean, if 1 understand you correctly, you're listening to yourself on the video and 

there's something you want to clarify and that gives you a chance to stop it and 

clariQ. 

Ali: Yah, it gives you a chance. 

L iann~  

John: As a final point, 1 jus  wanted to ask you about the instructions that 1 gave you at the 

beginning of this session? 

Lianna: Yes. 

John: If I've discovered anything, it 's simply this. that the participants expect me to have 

expectations and I 'm son of trying to work consciously away from having 

expectations. 

And 1 h d  that some ofthe people find that a little bit difficult to deal with. I'm just 

cunous. how did you feel approaching this video, the fact that 1 told you to simply 

discuss what was of relevance to you and pause it whenever you like? 
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Lianna: See, 1 understand the perspective that you're coming fiom especially when you look 

at experiential and also in terms of methodologically. 1 can appreciate what you're 

doing. So, it's not such an issue for me. 

John: Okay. 

Lianna: Though I would still love to know what's going on in your head, you know? I'm sure 

even though you don? have expectations, you still have some hypothesis? 

John: Well, 1 wouldn't cal1 them hypotheses. 

Lianna: Or some, like, yah. 

John: Well, at some point I'm going to have to tell a story about this research. And your 

absolutely right, at least half of this story is going to be about methodology. 1 come 

in here very naively asking a very simple question, 'What's the lived expenence of 

these students in these exercises?' How do 1 find out? Well, ask them. Well, they 

can't remember. WelI, show the video and then ask them. 

Lianna: Y&. 

John: Well, it would be nice if life were that simple, but it's not. It's becoming increasingly 

more complex. It's raising questions about perspective, it's raising questions about 

expectations, the participants' and my own. So, I'm certainly going to have to factor 

that whole thing into my methodology. 1 think there are certainly things that are 

coming out that are really, really interesting and 1 think what 's coming out is cenain1 y 

the fact that when 1 ask people for their perspective on the [videotaped] 

conversation, as many participants as there are, rhat's how many perspectives there 

are. It sounds obvious, but it's still revealing. Some people choose to focus on 
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pedagogical issues, some people choose to focus on postural issues, gestures, that 

son of thing. It seems that everyone has a particular focus and that focus is being 

informed by their motivation and their expectations of themselves and of the 

[EAP/TESL] program. 

Lianna: Have you ever asked that question? What was your expectation of this speaking 

tutorial? 

John: What I've been doing is going through this debriefing session with everyone afier 

we've looked at the video . . . If 1 had asked you to talk about, for example, body 

language in this conversation, your conversation would have been completely 

different . 

Lianna: Yah, 1 know. 

John: Sol I'm consciously trying to stay away frorn that. It's like 'say as Iittle as you can. ' 

Lianna: Yah, that7s good actually. It's good. 1 like that because it limits a person's 

imagination. Or it limits it in the sense of you're not sure where it goes, what 

direction. If you gave some leads, then you would focus on that. 

John: 1 think it would be a trade off. If I gave people a lead, as one participant said. "not 

a lot, just five per cent," I think 1 would get more, but at the expense of knowing that 

1 ' ve already shaped the discussion before it ' s begun. 

Lianna: Have you found any patterns between the tutors versus the students? 

John: Generally, the perspective of the tutors is at least partially informed by the fact that 

they're tutors. They tend to look at the pedagogical issues involved, which is 

obvious enough, but it's still really interesthg because it's complicating my simplistic 
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notion of perspective. 

Lima: Well, 1 think that's aiso infiuenced by the fact that this is not just a voluntary exercise 

in that there is marks involved and so you consciously make an effort to have some 

pedagogical aspects to it. And the students also have expectations because their 

teachers want them to give a write-up. So, it's not totally a conversational without 

a stake in it. 

Sean. 

John: Were those instructions confûsing to you? 

Sean: Yes, a little. 

John: What would have been more helpful to you? 

Sean: When you say that 1 have to Say something, why I was thinking that . . . (inaudible) 

John: For example, would it have been easier for you if I had said, 'Okay, Sean, 1 want you 

to focus on your pronunciation,' for example, or 'Sean, I want you to focus on how 

many tums you take as compared to Magda.' Would that have made it easier for 

you? 

Sem: Yah. 

John: If I did give you more explicit instructions, you would probably find it easier to talk 

about one particular thing. However, I'm very cautious because if I suggest 

something to you, you wouldn't have talked about what is was you talked about here 

I want the participants to be able to talk easily about the conversation, but 1 don? 

want to give them a direction. 
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Sean: 

John: 

Sean: 

John: 

Sean: 

John: 
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But 1 didn't exactly know what you want me to do, which answer do you want From 

me. 

Okay. You didn't know what my expectations were. 

(1 aughs) 

1s that true? 

1 know nght now. 

You know now. Okay. 

My answers is helpfui to you? [in the context of the audiotaped discussion of the 

video] 

Absolutely. You s e ,  but that's just the point. 1 didn't have any expectations of you. 

1 wanted you to talk about what was important to you. 1 think you expected me to 

expect something of you. 

Yah. 

David. 

John: When 1 asked you to take the lead in the conversation and discuss whatever it is you 

wanted, thoughts or feelings, et cetera, how did those instructions corne across to 

you? This is the question I'm posing to al1 the participants affer we've gone through 

the discussion. Were they confusing, were they helpful, did they get in the way? 

David: No. 

John: Okay. It wasn't a particular problem for you? 

David: No. You tell me what you want, 1 try to give it to you. That's it. (laughs) 
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John: Okay. 1 sensed some tension with some of the participants. I think they expected 

me to have expectations of them and what I'rn trying to do is not have expectations. 

It's their perspective, your perspective, that I'rn after. And I think if 1 were to give 

you directives at the beginning of the conversation, 1 would be imposing my agenda. 

David: Yah, kind of. you know. And while watching the film [videotaped conversation], if 

JO hn: 

David : 

John: 

David : 

John: 

David: 

you were to tell me specifically what you wanted then I'd probably have to make a 

mental note of each Little thing and then go back to that, while this way is a lot easier 

because 1 can talk over what's going on. 1 can stop. It's better. 

So would you agree that you would have talked about other things if 1 had given you 

more explicit directions? 

Depending on what your directions were. 

Okay, because I'm trying to be very, very carefùl about not leading the 

conversations, not asking leading questions. It's actually becoming a major concem 

in the research. 

1 think maybe a lot of it rnight have to do that some people might unconsciously feel, 

not really threatened, but, 1 don't know, on the spot or something, right? And 1 

don't. This is your research and I'rn totally fine with it. Anyway, what are you going 

to do with this information? What could you do with it that could be potentially 

harmfùl? Not really anything. 

Well, I'rn glad you feel that way. 

Yah, 1 don? feel threatened in any way or insecure. If you're going to ask me to 

have a conversation with them about a particular topic, like, for example, sex, then 
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I'd be concemed because then it would be Iike 1 have to watch what 1 want to say 

because maybe he's going to think something, you k n ~ w ? ' ~  

The "Researcher" 

These discussions took place between the ninth and twenty-first of Apd. This is 

worth noting since the movernent through these five conversations also traced my increasing 

sense of unease at my method for soliciting first person recollections from the participants. 

Near the middle of April, I felt compelled to take a more active role but was held back for 

fear of introducing my slant on what was supposed to be their experience of the 

conversations. My audio diary attests to this struggle: 

There's a r d  tension here between my wish not to direct the conversations and their 

expectations of expectations on my part. I guess it gets down to this: Giving the 

participants wme direction may prompt more discussion, but I think it will probably 

prompt more discussion of a ceriain sort, on a particular topic. Do I want to achieve 

that at the expense of setting an agenda for the discussions before the participants 

have begun? My temptation at the moment is to resist that felt need to define, even 

in a general way, my expectations for the discussion of the videotapes. 

In retrospect, this was a pivotal moment in that the conduct of the research on the logistical 

ievel was prodding the methodological orientation to the research on the conceptual level. 

It was also a crucial point in the study7s evolution fiom an intended focus on ESL to 

methodology to a tracing and documentation of a relational understanding of language. 

While I did not alter the method for soliciting first person accounts in an obvious 
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way, I did begin to place greater emphasis on the post-discussion conversations about their 

reactions to my research method. By asking the participants to comment on the research 

process, I was invitmg them to do the research with me. I was expressing a felt need to share 

the experience of the research with the participants, an expenence which included 

methodological choices and the reasons for those choices, as well as the emotional experience 

ofthe research. In short, 1 wanted to redress the seclusion I had felt as "the researcher." My 

feelings were pulling me away From the position of self-isolated researcher docurnenting 

isolated first person participant perspectives and toward the reaiization that a CO-perspective, 

a perspective arising fi-om Our shared viewing of the videotaped conversations, was far more 

livable and meaningful. 

Initiaily, I thought I would be best able to listen to the participants if I stepped back 

from the discussions so as not to influence their first person perspectives. However, the 

opposite turned out to be the case: It was impossible for me to listen to those voices without 

being closer to the participants, without wanting to be more involved in the discussion 

sessions. As a researcher, I could not brackpt myself out of the research. This sentiment was 

captured in my audio diary: "How long can I keep myself absent fiom this conversation 

exercise, fiom this research? 1 think that's the question that's haunting me this aftemoon." 

My methodological decision to remain a passive observer who was, nonetheless, 

listening with a purpose, prevented me fiom fully listening to the participants. In this sense. 

passive cannot mean inactive since listening b activity and engagement. This point is 

consonant with the ei>activist daim that "perception consists in perceptually guided action" 

(Varela et al., 1996, p. 173). Similarly, in the case of listening, it could be said that 'listening 
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consists in listening guided action,' listening which selects and reaches out to what it listens 

to. As such 1 was selecting and reaching out to what I wanted to listen to for the purposes 

of the research, even if those purposes were not specifically defined. The type of listening 1 

was doing was preventing me 6om canying out the son of listening that Heshusius describes 

as "listening without a specific purpose, that is, listening withoirt wantit~g a~ythbigfrom it 

. . . [which], paradoxically, opens up fùller access to the totality of the other" ( 1995, p. 12 1 ). 

My initial withholding of self from other, the research participants, was an act of control by 

the self as researcher as, conversely, my move away from isolation and toward collaboration 

was a lessening of control by the self as researcher. The movement 1 am describing in my 

relation to the participants and to the research can also be seen as the movement from a 

passive but controlling Listening toward "a very active, vigilant, absorbing passivity, which is 

not related to being in charge of one's subjectivity: Rather, it involves letting go of the idea 

of being-separate-and-in-charge altoget her" (Heshusius, 1 994, p. 1 8). 

Moving toward collaboration and trust made me less anxious about the 

unpredictability which is at the core of this kind of study, a study where the research 

participants, the researcher and the unfolding research experience are cor~tirnrorrsly ord 

mutirally reshcipitg the study. The following excerpt from my audio diary records an 

important reflection on my experience and recognition of this reshapitg It came at the end 

of a particularly disappointing week in which a number of participants had failed to meet me 

for their scheduled audiotaped discussions. As a consequence, 1 had begun to doubt their 

interest in the project and had questioned the worth of the study itself 

At this point 1 can get hstrated with the process and bemoan the fact that things are 
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jua not working out the way 1 want them to or 1 can look at the situation differently, 

and this dif5erent way of looking at the situation is one wherein 1 place rnyself in the 

middle of the research, not on the outskirts-managing it . In t his altemate scenario, 

the fnistration with the way the research unfolds, which is not according to my plan, 

rs the research i t d f  and 1 am part of that. 1 am part of that tumult. 1 am not outside 

o f  it. The fnistration no longer sits there simply as a comment on the progress or 

lack of progress in the research. It becomes the research itself. I should be able to 

look at that and leam fiom that. 

This episode altered my view of the research study and my connection to it. 1 saw, quite 

suddenly and unexpectedly, that it had been a mistake to imagine myself apart from the 

research in that I had always been the research itself In retrospect, 1 understand that at a 

very basic level 1 recognized that as the researcher, I was being shaped by the research 

participants and research activity at least as much as 1 had thought 1 would be shaping them. 

At the time, the experiences of the research at logistical, conceptual and emotional 

levels was moving me toward relational thinking. It was moving me toward a place where, 

as Harré and Gillen explain, "it no longer makes sense to talk of observers and subjects at all. 

There are ody coparticipants in the project of making sense of the world and our experience 

of it7' (1  994, p. 2 1). This stmggle with the identity of "researcher" raises fundamental 

questions about the notion of perspective. If, as a researcher, 1 cannot move closer to 

understanding the first person perspective of individual research participants by isolating them 

fiom the influence of my thoughts and questions, what, then, does it mean to understand a 

participant's first person perspective? Is al1 this to suggest that an understanding of first 
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person perspectives is an implicitly plural act?" Even further, could it be that a first person 

perspective is itself implicitly plural, completing itself in that which is both perceived and, in 

tum, influences the perception?" 1 will retum to this issue in a following section as it will be 

central to the interpretation of the data. 

Mav. June and July: Reflectine and Writing 

On April 23, 1 conducted my last audiotaped discussion of the videotaped 

conversations and put the data aside. 1 then tumed my attention to defining a conceptual 

orientation for interpreting the data. That conceptual effort took place over the months of 

May, June and July and its product is the explication of a relational mode1 of mind and 

language found in Part One. As is evident in the elaboration of relational thinking in Part 

One, my understanding of a first person perspective was transformed by the research 

experience. It was taken up, pluralised and enfolded into the notion of a CO-emergent 

perspective, an int imate union of research participants, researc her and research activity . 

Aueust : A Relational Understanding of the Research 

It is now August as 1 venture a relational understanding of the data. As will be clear 

by now, this endeavour benefits fiom hindsight, fiorn the retrospective knowledge of an eight 

month interplay of concept and conduct. This interplay was also the movement toward 

relational thinking. However, since 1 had not yet articulated a relational approach when 1 

started the research, my account of the research must acknowledge that the study was not the 
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collection and interpretation of data from a pre-formed point of view, but a process which 

brought me and the research into a relational approach. A relational approach to the research 

did not come into being until 1 had progressed through the conceptual work of the study as 

elaborated in Part One of this paper. As a consequence. the data is both a record of actual 

discussions held between myself. as the researcher, and the research participants, and an 

evolving disposition to the research. 

The Selection of Participants for More Detailed Consideration 

As was mentioned, five EAPlTESL groups consisting of a total of twelve participants 

took part in the study. My interactions with each of these groups was instructive and an 

important pan of the total research experience. However, a detailed analysis of my 

interactions with each of the twelve participants will not take place for the reasons outlined 

below. While 1 will draw on observations and reflections fiom my interaction with al1 the 

research participants, I will focus on two of the five groups for a more detailed consideration 

of the research findings. 

What follows is an explanation of why I chose these two particular research groups 

for more detailed consideration and, conversely, why 1 did not choose the remaining three 

groups. For clarity, 1 will refer to the groups as 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5, with 1 and 2 being the 

groups I chose. 

Group 1 consisted of three members, Magda, Sean and David. Their videotaped 

conversation was the longest among the groups, lasting approximately 75 minutes, and was 
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a dynamic mix of persondities, topics and moods. The participants were keen on their 

contributions to the conversation and this enthusiasm made itself felt in the subsequent 

audiotaped discussions of the video. Their perceptions of themselves, t heir partners and me, 

as the researcher, were complex and thought provoking. Of additional importance were the 

insightful comments offered by members of this group when, at the end of Our discussion of 

the video, 1 invited them to voice their thoughts on the open-ended instructions 1 had given 

them at the beginning of our session. 1 have provided segments of these conversations on my 

methodology in a previous section. 

Group 2 included Ali and Lianna. This pair were very different fkom each other in 

a number of important respects, foremost of which were their attitudes toward the topic for 

discussion that week which focussed on "The family and the role of women in society." 

These differences made for an intense discussion and exchange of views. Once again, this 

enthusiasm was carried over into Our audiotaped discussion of the video. A number of other 

factors made this group of particular interest to the study. Lianna, for instance, has herself 

conducted research in the social sciences and was able to provide critical yet empathetic 

feedback for my conduct of the research project. Further, while she was nothing less than 

passionate about expressing her views in the conversation with her EAP partner, she also felt 

that, as the TESL student, she was pedagogically responsible for making the exercise a 

linguistically positive experience for her partner. For his part, Ali welcomed the oppomtnity 

to discuss this conversation with me. It was his chance both to further elaborate the opinions 

he had been trying to express in his conversation with Lianna and to talk about the linguistic 
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challenges facing him in that conver~ation.'~ As with group 1, 1 have provided segments of 

our conversations on my methodology in a previous section. 

The videotaped conversations of groups 3.4  and 5 were no less interesting than the 

previous two, and my audiotaped discussions of those conversations no less substantial. Each 

of the participants responded to my open-ended invitation to comment on the videos with 

thoughtful, perceptive and informative reflections. My reasons for not choosing these three 

groups for more detailed consideration were primariiy technical or logistical. Group 3, 

consisting of Hae-Young and Tracy, were not chosen for the simple reason that their 

videotaped conversation had no sound. As the first of my videotaped sessions, t had set up 

the microphone incorrectly and was left with a video with no sound. Our discussion of the 

video was hindered by this obvious shortcoming. Group 4, consisting of Charan, Omar and 

Nadia, was not chosen for two reasons. Charan, a sofi-spoken woman who was recovenng 

from a sore throat, is barely audible on the audiotape and Omar, who was also comrnitted to 

taking part in the research, could only spare 15 minutes from a hectic schedule which included 

school, part-time work, and full-time father of two children who had doctor's appointments 

on the day of our discussion. Finally, group 5, consisting of Cynthia and Kathy, was also 

exciuded fiom more detailed consideration because the EAP student's contributions on the 

audiotape are barely audible." 



PART THREE 

Efforts at Relationaf Renderings of an Audiotaped Discussion with Magda 

The audiotaped discussion 1 am considering here was heid between Magda, one of 

the five final research participants, and me, the researcher. As was mentioned earlier, this 

discussion took the videotaped conversation of Magda's EAP/TESL group as a point of 

departure. 1 had two main reasons for choosing Magda fiom among the five final research 

participants. In the first case, 1 wanted the participant taking part in the audiotaped discussion 

on which 1 foclised to be an ESL student. My concern was to provide a balance or at least 

a counterpart to my own use of English as a native speaker. Secondly, of the three final ESL 

participants. Magda's proficiency and competency in English were strongest and, as a 

consequence, the discussion 1 had with her was the most complex and involved of the final 

three ESL students. This complexity and level of involvement became especially important 

for the direction that the study took, that is, From an intended focus on ESL to methodology 

to a tracing and documentation of the changes 1 needed to make to remain faithful to a 

relational understanding of language. Lf the project had remained exclusively wit hin the realm 

of ESL, my cnteria for choosing a final participant for the last part of the paper would have 

been different . 

My attempts at relational renderings of this audiotaped discussion are accounts of an 

episode in an ever-unfolding preseni, a presetlt which, for my purposes, concems the CO- 

ernergetm of a research participant, Magda, a research study in ESL, and a researcher, me. 

They are accounts of the relational dimension of an audiotaped discussion, the pre-conceptual 
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and pre-linguistic (in the sense of pre-representational) dimension of a discussion as it 

unfolded, at that point in the past when it was still in a present. The account is a re-fivirzg of 

apresrnt which, at the time of writing, is in the past. Simply put, the account uses audiotaped 

data which can only point back to its instant of utterance. 

1 will now provide two attempts at a relational rendering of a segment of the 

transcript ofthe audiotaped discussion held between Magda and me. 1 would like to remind 

the reader that 1 have not been able to locate any publication in the literature that does what 

1 am attempting to do here. Therefore, 1 am proceeding directly from my theoretical 

understanding and expenence as outlined in this study. 1 hope the reader will read these 

attempts for what they are: my best effort, at this point, to describe the unfolding of a present 

in its silences and utterances. 

The first attempt 1 will refer to as narra~ed trarzscripz and the second as 

irut~spositioi~. 1 will discuss these approaches below. However, before explaining how these 

approaches differ, 1 want to explain a way in which they are importantly similar: their use of 

a narrator who is neither the entity who took part in the audiotaped discussion nor the entity 

providing a representational account of it. 

The Narrator 

Since both approaches are attempts to render a w-emergent present. a present which 

came into being through research participant, researcher and research activity in unison, the 

amunt  is narrateci from a "first person singular but plural perspective." As tried to explain 
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in a previous section where 1 caiied the researcher to accountability for writing the perspective 

of others, a "first penon singular but plural perspective" is the coming into being of a 

mutually specified, CO-emergent view. 

Thus, while it is clear that 1, as the researcher and writer, am penning this account, 

the L'first person singular but plural perspective" is rneant to emphasize not "the researcher's*' 

perspective in any sense of a neutral or objective perspective. but rather a perspective which 

CO-emerged, which was mutually specified by Magda and me in the research in a particular 

present. As 1 also mentioned earlier, a "first person singular but plural perspective" does not 

refer to rnzcftiple reahties as understood in a naturalistic approach A "first person singular 

but plural perspective" is not prernised on the notion of isolated selves as individuals who 

construct various and individual realities, but rather moves away fiom perception as the act 

of detached selves and toward a view of perception as inherently panicipatoqr. 

As a further attempt to explain my assumption of a "first person singular but plural 

perspective," I will speciQ. for the purposes of this description, that very same researcher, 

myself, in greater detail by distinguishing between my experience of at least three senses of 

self As will become apparent, these three researcher selves are manifest in varying roles 1, 

as the researcher, played at different points in the research: 

The Being Self 

In the first instance, when 1 look back to the experience of the audiotaped discussion 

as it took place, 1 find the self who was part of that CO-emergent discussion as it happented. 
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This is the self who was attentive to the unfolding present, both its silent and spoken 

moments, and expenenced the pre-conceptual and pre-linguistic (in the sense of pre- 

representational) dimension of the discussion as it happened. To be as explicit as I can, I am 

referrîng here to the self who is attuned to the silent end of the spectrum of thought and 

language 1 had elaborated in a previous ~ection.~' At this end of the spectrum, the being self 

is one with an unfolding present, it is undifferentiated from silence or pre-representational 

utterance. 

The ResearchedThinker Self 

Now, at the moment of writing, however, the present of the audiotaped discussion 

is long passeci and so too is the selfattuned to the CO-emergence of the discussion. I am now 

the second self, the researchedthinker who is constrained to talkit~g about the CO-emergence 

of language in the present of the audiotaped discussion The researcherkhinker attempts to 

describe the experience of self in CO-emergence with the research participants in the research 

activity. In offering a description of the audiotaped discussion, the second self describes the 

experience of the first self From a distance. However, in order to provide a sense of the CO- 

emergence in the audiotaped discussion, the constrained self as researcherlthinker must re- 

create itself in a marner that imaginatively yet authentically renders a sense of the CO- 

emergence of Magda and the researcher in the present of the audiotaped discussion. I have 

caIled that recreated self the narrator. 



The Narrator Self 

This is my third self As the researcher/thinker7s creation, this third self is necessary 

since the researcherlthinker cannot assume a "first person singular but plural perspective." 

This is the case because thinking about the research is very different from brirzg in the 

research, as different as fûlly representational language is from silent awareness. As the self 

that thinks about the research experience, the researc herlthinker concedes its distance from 

that research. In contrast, the narrator, as the third self. is at liberty to embody a "first person 

singular but plural perspective" since a narrator crosses boundaries of time, place and identity 

that a temporally, spatially and episternologically constrained researcherlthinker cannot. The 

narrator's revisiting of the resûarch expenence relays a sense of the experience of the first selE 

the being self, that expenenced the audiotaped discussion as it took place. 

Interestingly, while 1 do not remember expenencing three distinct selves at various 

points in the research (as the research unfolded; as 1 deliberated on what was transpiring in 

the research; and as 1 tried to retell the story of the research), in retrospect I realize that very 

different selves were being manifest in those three situations: a being self. a 

researchinghhinking self. and a narrating self. This realization seems to echo Varela et al.'s 

point that "when we subject this continuity [stream of experience] to analysis, we seem able 

to find only discontinuous moments of feeling, perception, motivation, and awareness" (1 996, 

p. 72). In reflecting on "three" selves, 1 too am gesiuring to the absence of a distinct, stable 

self and acknowledging a markedly different fiuid self 

It should be pointed out that as one of these various selves, the narrator is not 
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omniscient. The narrator is still "me," and 1 am not pretending to know what Magda knew 

or to imply that Magda would have offered these sarne renderings Nonet heless. the narrator 

is more than and different from the being me and the autonomous. researching and thinking 

me. It is the relational me, the self which is aware that the audiotaped discussion is pointing 

to something beyond itself. that is, to a present which CO-emerged in what is a past at the time 

of writing. While it is clear that the researchedthinker and narrator are the same biological 

person, it should also be clear that they are in difTerent epistemological and ontological 

contexts at the time they so engage themselves. This difference also explains the tension 

experienced when, in my attempts to embody the narrator of a CO-emergent perspective, 1 am 

grounded by the body recognized by the research participants as that of the 

researcherlthinker. 

As 1 explained in a previous section, highlighting the perspective of the research 

participants through a perspective on the researc h experience which is not, strict ly speaking, 

"theirs," rnight be seen within a finctional mode1 of mind, which is predicated on a 

representational notion of truth derived from the seltïother separation, as an abuse of the 

researcher's privileged perspective. However, by allowing a researcher's experience of the 

research to be seen as something other than a retreat into solipsisrn, the notion of CO- 

emergence places perspective into what Varela et al. cal1 a middle space, a space where the 

muhial, simultaneous specification and emergence of "innef' observer wit h "outer" world and 

"outer" world with "inner" observer occurs. This is the space, 1 believe, of the narrator 

assuming a "first person singular but plural perspective." It is a space of radical empathy, a 



113 

transfomative practice where researcherhhinker extends herself or himself in an effon to 

connect to the attentive self who experienced the research as it happened in the CO-emergence 

of research participant, researcher and research activity. In fact, one rnight even go fùrther 

by suggesting that a "first person singular but plural perspective" requires nothing less than 

a merging of identities, a dissolving of the barrier between imagined autonomous subjects to 

the research. This would be the recognition that the research participants and researcher were 

not autonomous subjects in the first place. 

The namator's account of this segment of audiotaped discussion between Magda and 

me is not a perfect rendering of the discussion as it happened, nor is it meant to be. 1 am 

working without a guide for this relational rendering of audiotaped research interviews. My 

t wo ap proac hes, ttarrafed tramcr~pfion and trmsposi~ion, are on1 y two possibili ties out of 

a potentially infinite number of possibilities. The question this raises, however, is an open and 

exciting one: what other options are there for rendering a present as it CO-emerged in the past, 

ap proaches which tread a middle ground between non-representat ion and representation? 

The two approaches 1 am using here are attempts to honour that middle ground. In so doing, 

however, they tread a paradox by creating a retrospective picture of a present moment in the 

past, speaking plurally with a voice which is, within the more cornmonly accepted fùnctional 

mode1 of mind and language, my very own. These two approaches are my best attempts to 

date at absorbing the discussions relationaily. 

At this point, 1 should reiterate that my consideration of this audiotaped discussion 

is simply my atternpt to give a rendering of language corn a perspective which is neither 
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exclusively first nor third person. It is a consideration of the relational aspect of language in 

my research study. However, this is not to Say that a more strictly functional interpretation 

of this audiotaped discussion would serve no usehl purpose. Quite the contrary: this 

discussion would lend itself to other and diverse research purposes, including analyses of 

gender, race or. for that matter, power relations between researchers and research 

participants. 

Narrated Transcript 

For the purposes of this study, then, the tiarrafed tmiscript is an account of a 

segment of the audiotaped discussion between Magda and my first self, the being self. It was 

put together in three stages. The first stage was the verbath transcribing, by the 

researchedthinker self, of a segment of the discussion. In the second stage, the 

researcher/thinker self listened once again to the audiotape and, by attending closeiy to its 

recollection of unspoken thoughts and feelings that had been c o ~ e c t e d  to the words uttered 

and heard by the being self at the time of the discussion, transformed itself into the second 

self, the narrator. The narrator added these thoughts to the v e r b a h  transcript where the 

being selfwas speaking. The final stage involved a further re-listening of the discussion, this 

time with a view to focussing on Magda's words. As the researcherhhinker did so, it payed 

special attention to Magda's voicr, its intonation, volume and silences. Transforming itself 

once again into the narrator through the act of imagining what she was feeling, but did not 

give voice to as the discussion unfoldedo the narrator then layered the verbn~im transcript 
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where Magda is speaking with these imaginings as it had done for the thoughts and feelings 

of the being self It should be stressed that the work of the narrator is not intended as a post 

facto editorializing or fictiondizing of the verbatim transcript. It is, rather, an acute 

attentiveness to the audiotaped recording that attempts to relay a sense of what happened at 

the moment of CO-emergence. 

The verbath transcript, the work of the researcherlthinker, is provided in regular 

script while the researcherlthinker'~ recollections of the unspoken thoughts of the being self 

and those imagined thoughts of Magda's are in italics, as the work of the narrator. 

The rzarratedtrmzscript, then, is my first attempt to render a sense of the discussion 

as it unfoldeci, as it CO-emerged in the context of research participant, researcher and research 

activity. As a transcript that makes some effort to acknowledge what is ineMtably lost or, at 

best, only partially captureci in an audiotaped recording. it is the narrator's first attempt to talk 

about language in a sense that approximates the CO-emergence of language in the past. As 

a further attempt to render a sense of language at its moment of utterance, those silences 

which were ten seconds or longer in duration have been indicated. 

What follows is one possible exploration of language as the conscious experience of 

CO-emergence. To remind the reader of its context, the discussion took place as the research 

participant, Magda, an ESL community college student. and the researcher, me, viewed a 

videotaped recording of Magda's EAPRESL group conversation which had taken place one 

week earlier. Magda and 1 talked in a quiet and cornfortable screening roorn in the 

community college where Magda is a student and 1 was once an instmctor. 
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The Narrated Discussion 

John: 1 'Il just ask you very generally, is there anything you want to Say now about the 

[videotaped] conversation, thoughts or feelings, anything like that before we start 

it [the tape recorder]? 

Okay ? I thirik so. I bet yozr feel amiotrs. 

Magda: No . . . (inaudible) 

John: You just want to start it. 

No problrm. 

Magda: Yah. 

What cozrld he wmil me to say? Do I look amiozrs? 

John: Okay. So, what we're going to do is I'm going to start it and then you can hold this 

[the remote control]. If you want to stop the video and talk about something, just 

push the pause button, this one here. 

Magda: Pause button, that pause button. 

I io~dt.rs~atid. Keepit~g brisy will keep me from feelirig amioris. 

John: And then pause again to get it started again. 

Sie, you dm 't have to fiel aruious. 

Magda: Okay. 

Yes, I 'm begiming to fiel Im anwious. 

John: If you want to taik about something but you don? want to pause it, that's okay too, 

just taik right over the tape. Okay, so, let's see if the volume is there. There, it's al1 



yours. 

i hope this pets her a2 ease. 1s she al euse? Am I at ease ? 

You know, originally 1 wanted this [the audiotape] to be able to pick up that [the 

sound fiom the videotape] as well, but I don't think it's going to work. 

I how this ts trntiecessary, btrt it makes co~zversa~iorz. Mqbr it will make her feel 

like I 'm letfitg her in to lhe research- 

Magda: Yah. 

Of coicrse. I cati mak  co~zversut ion Zoo. 

John: It's just not clear enough and this microphone is too srnall, 1 think. 

Magda: (laughs slightly) 

John: 

Magda 

John: 

Wm that sccpposed to br fiitit'y? Are yoir rryitig tu be cot~versatiotial? I hope rhis 

discrcssioti doesn 't corflrssr me. 

But then again, the important part is what we Say now, right? This [the videotape] 

is just supposed to help us remember. (laughs) 

I thillyozi thiidi I might be nying to be fcnty? l ' I I  la@ to cot,firm rhat sicspiciorl. 

Are yotc srnilitzg? Is rnrrhodology nrpposed IO be frrii~y? I dori 'r feel so sure I 

shoicld br joki~~g ahu t  rny own me~hod. I am serious abozcl this, reafly! 

Was rhai sccpposed to bc frinny? I 'l! have ro wait a ~ ~ d  see. 

When did 1 leave [refemng to  the video]? Okay, 1 was out of the room there. 

I may h m  lefi the videotapbtg session. but I really did know what I was doitig. 

Evetythirig is trnder cotztrol. reafIjt I have no reasoti to worry, do I? 



f 20 seconds o f  silence) 

mis siltiice is rnakitig me zrnea.y Where 's the data? 

1 'm just curious, is this usual, d o  three of you show up for the conversations? 

Magda: Yah. 

Of cowse. 

John: S o  this was sort of a normal conversation? 

Magda: Yah, yah. 

John: 

Magda 

John: 

Magda: 

John: 

Of co~me, of cozrrse. 

Do you think the video [camera] made you nervous? Were you- 

&t risitg iritoi~~~tion iii my voice is reui fy ati invitatioti to say somethirig. Did yori 

ger h r : ?  

N o ,  I'm usually a nervous person. 

Does that htlp yori ~~derstatid? 

(laughs) You're usually nervous? 

Whar are yoic qirig? Am I ruiderstaildiiig y011 here ? I dm1 't hiow whe ther to feel 

swprised or cotrfr/sed? 

Yah. 

Why do ymi surriid su s~~rprised? Did I say something wrot~g? This is erioiigh to 

make me feei wreasy. 

So the video- 

I wailt to ciarifi this for both of us. Otherwise. I woddn 't have spokeii so sooii. 



Magda: 1 mean at the begiming, 1 have in mind that there's some camera. 

Uriderstatid? I hope yoir do. Dort 't make me feel irricomfortinble. 

John: Right. 

Biir ifyorî want to take the initiative tu ciarify if ,  yorr 'Il fiid me very 

accommodating. 

Magda: But then in some moments I completely forgot. 

Does thar c lar~h it? Ifyorr rrnderstard I'il fer/ berter. 

John: Okay, okay. 

Y m  see how receptive I am to yozrr explatiatio~~? 

I Jori 't thi~ik yotr rnearit ihat to be fioirly. 

(22 seconds o f  silence} 

C'mi I eaw us oirt of this silerice? I duri 't wurit to intsrrirpt, brrt I fer1 compelled to. 

II woirid be so mtrch easier rf I birw yoir better. Perhaps a cotivrrsafiorial 

approach will be Iess emotio~raiiy it~trzrsive. Is a rrsrarchrr nllowed io bs 

coriversat IO rlal? 

What was your topic, divorce? 

Magda: Yah. [almost absentmindedly] 

John: Okay. 

Feelfree to cor1tirnre. Plme. Shorrld l expect yoic to pay attetitiori to me? Shoiild 

I expect tofeei iefr out? 

Magda: 1 mean not really divorce, that divorce is harmfùl for kids, for children. 



I don 't feel like wyhg anymore righl now. 

( 17 seconds of silence) 

John: Weli, whut do I say itow? Let me see if I car> make thb thitrg a /Me more 

conversatiorral. 

What's your partner's [Sem] name? 

Am I amoyitg her ? 

(Magda struggies to pronounce her partner's name. John helps. They succeed.) 

&re. wasrl 't that saiisfy~g? We worked orr somethirig togethet- and mccer Jed 

Isdt ihai satisfyrg? Everr if it is. I dou't waiit my mo~ives to br tuo obvioris, 

ihotigh. 

Okay. I get her mixed up with another girl. 

Magda: Yorr mirs1 be htrrested irr this. ['II say some more about it. It serms to prit iis boih 

ai ense. 

And actually she was absent on the date [of the divorce discussion]. so actually she 

didn't have any questions about it [at the videotaped conversation] because she didn't 

know what was going on in class. 

Lei S gel iht1g.s straight. I was there and you were,>% I drav ceriairi& m d  some 

safety, from thal. 

John: Okay, so this was a debate that you had in class about divorce that you're talking 

about now. 

Clarfuitg for the cnidiotape, clarrfing forrnyself: Weil done. I ahvays feel better 
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wherz I 'm doing somethirtg. Wouldyoir like to say atythitrg more to clarrfy thut? 

Magda: And it was my topic. 

How is that? Does it corttribute to olrr ernotiortal diterrte? 

John: Okay. 

I 'rn rtot go irg to say anythirrg. I thittk I Le chartered erto~gh. I dotr 't wutrt her to 

thhtk this is jrrst chatter. How do ymr feel about chatter? How do you feel about 

my wtease with chatterittg abozrt divorce? 

(28 seconds of  silence) 

(Magda laughs and then John laughs) 

But vyorr laigh, su will I. 

Magda: You know sometimes 1 feel like I'm interrupting someone's conversation or when 

John: 

someone's t al king. 

Jwt to let yuu rbtowl that I htow what I do. It makes me irricomfortabble fo thirrk I 'm 

Yrternrptitg, but it 5- e~peciafly d~flc~dt whert I rra fly ivatlt to make a poitrt bu f rnay 

ttof recoptize art appropriate opyort~crrity irr Ettgfish. 

Mrnhmm. 

This seems emotiottafiy important IO yorr. I wudd feel the same w q  i f 1  Mare irt 

yozrr position. I 'm listenittg very careficliy. 

Magda: Sometimes 1 intempt. 1 started to  talk in the middle of someone's conversation. 

I don 't realiy meatz to irrtempt. Thinking about it makes me feel irtzeay, like I 'm 

doing somethirtg wrong. 



JO hn: Don 't be so hurd on yoiirse& 

But you didn't intempt there. 

Yori shotildr z 't acnrse yoiirself of irzterrziplitlg. 

I didn't see what . . . (inaudible) 

Magda: 1 mean, I was trying, like Say something. T m  here,' you know? 

Can yorr ide~itrfy with that ? Do yorr ir~zderstami how I feel? 

JO hn: Yes, and l admire t h  stretgth of presetrce. but I dot1 Y wmit tu make if loo seriorrs 

mi issue. Thai might make ris. or maybe jirst me, rrrrcomfortiable. 

(laughs) Were you trying to attract attention, or-? 

[Magda seems somewhat confusedl 

thi~lk 1 said somethtig yov Jidz 'f rrriderst~~rid Do I explaitir> or k t  it go? 

Magda: What does he meati? 

Yah--something like that 1 think. 

i don 't like rlot irrldersîaniding in E~iglish. 

JO hn : Yozr di& 't trtidersktnld me. I don 't thirzk kt 's worth prrrsrrkng. 

I f  wr wait hg enoiigh, the discornfort of rniscommrinicnrt~oi gels nbsorbrd in 

sile,lce. We 'll feel better in a few secondr. 

{27 seconds of  silence) 

Magda: Shozrld I be saying something abolit myself in the video? I thirik that's what he 

wunts, isn 't it? 

1 didn't know I'm so serious. (both laugh) 
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I dori? mitid sharitig that with y o t ~  rilis feels okay. I 'il even say more. 

1 mean people always ask me if I srnile sometimes, why 1 am so serious, especially 

in the workplace. Actually, 1 never had the chance to see my expression before [in 

a video]. 

This is ail @te nrw to me. C m  yotr empathize with that? 

John: Yes. I thirik I trrzderstaiidym better. 1 cati ialairgh easier. 

(laughs) Did you feel serious at the time? 

Magda: No! 

Of cozrrse riot! 7hat 's what I 'm tryitig to sqy ! 

John: Okay, but you think you look serious now (laughingly refemng to the video). 

This is cotzwr.sa~ioriai eriotrgh to Iatrgh, fike lusitg mesrif in the disctrssiori. 

Magda: Yah, yah. But people are right, because 1 have the same face like my mother. She 

was always serious and looked Iike she's always upset. 

John: Yes. 

No lat@itig abotrt her mother. I dot1 't ktiow her. 

Magda: The same expression on rny face. 

Do yotr trriders~atid now? W ~ u t  1 iouk like ami how I feel car? br very d~ffermt? 

John: Okay. 

I trtiderstami. 

( 4  1 seconds of silence) 

Yow grotrp s [videotapedl conversatiotz seerns pretty iritetise. Short id I be 
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watchirig rhis? Of course. I *m the researcher! Biit I wasri 't t h m  ard I'm 

riot part of yoirr group. I feel fike an outsider, aji iittmder. D m  I eriter yoirr 

conversatiur~? I press di this is about taking chames. Weil. I *il tuke n chance 

or] David 's [Magda 's TESL partnerl irnpassiurred coritributioris. 

Oh goodness, David looks more serious than you do. 

Was thaf iiiapproprtate ? 

(both laugh) 

Magda: Yah, I know. 

John: I *m giadyozi didh 't t h k  so. Taking charices is ris@. 

Magda: I duri't thitfk I want tu pmue  that exactly. I *m /lot mre how I fer1 about 

cor@ir~g tu yorr about my grorrp parttier. It 's risky. 

( 10 seconds of silence) 

Let me thittk about this. 

David told me that Sean, she said once to him that he's talking too much. 

John: Mmhmm. 

PIeme cotitintre. I qpreciate yorcr wiliittgrtess to talk aborri this. Do yutr tnist me? 

Magda: But actuaily she always asks questions and he's trying to explain it to her. 

John: Okay. 

I 'II take yoiir wordfor it. I trust yoir. 

Magda: And then when he gets into it, you know, he cannot stop. (both laugh) 

Yorr rrnderstami? Thar 's how things happer? rny group. I really can 't say tao 



mzrch more. ?t 's sort of cotrfidentid, yorr brow? 

John: Yah. He's very emotional when he speaks. 

Yrs. I rrtrdersm~d We zrtderstand each other. Utzderstarzding doesn 't ahtays mea11 

havirrg to say everything. 

Magda: Yah, yah. 

B i t e  îme. I 'm gladyorr see thut. It mnkes me feel easirr. 

JO hn: Good We ic~rderstatzd each other, righr ? 

{ 5 1 seconds of silence) 

Now thnr rve trnders~arui ench other, these silerices seern so rnrrch less ter~sr. 11 '.Y like 

we feel somethitrg Br cornmon, a s i h t  rapport. 

However, I will take zrp opportrmities to ger yoii tdkitrg. i 'm the resenrcher, right? 

There, Sean is asking questions. 

Jt~sr Iike yorr said. Do yorr feel vittdicated? 

Magda: Yah. 

John: Which encourage David to- 

Will you firrish that for me? 

Magda: -keep talking. (both laugh) 

Yotr see what ? mrutr? 

Because for Sean there is a lot of new things she never met in her life because she 

was going to girls' school or something like that- 

John: Okay, but- 



Magda: I 'm goirzg to fit~ish. 

-in her country. This is, here at College is the first time when she studied 

with the boys. 

John: Okay, okay. 

See, I'm a goad listerler, btit just n liitle to eager to talk sometimes. I *m tzot swe 

why. Mgvbe it 's becairse I feel compelled tu be the "researcher. " 

Magda: So, if she has always . . . (inaudible). 

John: So this is a new experience for her. 

See, I do rrtzderstatzd atid I do watit yorr to take the Iead itz the discwsioi~. I 'm a 

guod "researcher. " right ? 

Magda: Yah. 

fxactiy. 

John: Okay. 

It S afwuys easier to be s i h i  with someotle you ferlyori ktmw. 

(23 seconds of silence) 

Seml is actiia(ly qiite a g d  commritiicator [in the videol. I dot] 't thit~k she 's said 

this mrrch siwe the video begatz. I bel yuti 'II say some ihitzg aborrt that. 

Magda: Seuti is tnlkitig, but he wants me IO tuik aboitt rnyseiJ ri&? I cati do thnr. 

(laughs) You see, if you compare Sean and me. 

John: Mmhmm. 

I 'm listetzitlg. 
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Magda: You know she is just relaxed, you know, sitting, and I cannot sit without any 

movement, you know? 

I a s m e  that 3 the kitrd of observation yoir expect. 

JO hn: Yozc lairgh I lmgh. Ir 's okay. 

Without rnoving, okay. (laughs) But at the time you felt relaxed? 

Cfarify fhat for me. TuIk some more. 

Magda: Yah, it's not because of the camera. I'm always like this. I'm always doing 

something with my nails, or with my legs, or something. 

JO hn : Be ~acrfrrl. 1 do irrlderstmiJ. bzrt I feei awkward respondiiig IO how y021 fee i aboret 

yoirr apparattce or yoirr body. I probably shozridtl't be, brrr I am. How is it thaf 

yorr cion ' r  feel tu~cornfor~nble? Are yole beitrg s p m  J the hbilities of my mule 

setrs~bilities? 

(laughs slightly) 

The discorn fort ofrniscommuniratio,t is absorbed itr siitmx. 

( 2 5  seconds o f  silence) 

I catr feel cornpelleci to say sotnethitg agail]. 

So in these types of conversations, you feel generally quite cornfortable? 

Why did I Say [hot? Am I grasping? Perhaps the rniscomrnwricafior~ didn 't get 

absorbed 

Magda: Yah. 



Why did yori as& thut? I in tmt sire I always follow ym. 

John: At ease? 

Magda: Is that whai  yocr wan! to krcuw ? Do yozc warit an exp/an~tior~? 

Maybe because it's two of us [with the TESL student]. I mean, two students. 

John: Mmhmrn. 

Szire. I 'rn listmir~g. 

Magda: Because if it's one on one [with the TESL student] 1 think ifs  a little bit more. not 

confusing but, because if I don? know something, I'm thinking that maybe Sean will 

Say something, you know? 

John: Okay, okay. 

Srrrr. No problem. 

Magda: It's more relaxed when 1 know that it's someone else. 

There. 1s thal il? 

John: Okay. So, if it were one on one, you and the TESL student, you and David. you 

think it would be more difficult for you? 

I zitzderstood yoz~ 1 asked atz rcndersramiabk qtiestio~~. Urrderstatrdittg. Good 

Magda: Y&. Because 1 think me and Sean are the ody ones [EAP students] where there are 

two people [ E N  students] at the meetings [EAPRESL group conversation 

sessions]. 

This is what interests yori. ri&? 

John: Umm. 



Yow observatiori isti 't quite right. but I dori 't want to be ZOO b l ~ i m  

Magda: 1 mean the other groups have just one [EAP student]. 

Jzist to jitiish my point. 

John: No, I think some have two. 

I 've cornmitid myself to this poiilt. I have tu jkish. I hope yozi dm 't frel 

ihreaterted 

Magda: Yah? 

I Jid,i 't hiow that, but I mz i d e  il coriversc~tio~~al&. I 'rn o h .  

John: Yah, 1 have one other group that's taking part in this study that has two people [EAP 

students]. 

S b  iriside itfonnation abolit the resemch. We 're practic*aIiy doir~g this resrnrch 

together, righi? 

1 think onginally it was supposed to be one on one. 

Magda: One on one. 

Right. 

John: But they didn't have enough TESL students. 

There, we 've dom it. 

Magda: Oh. 

I p r s s  we have. We disagreed and were able to resolve il. n a t  's gud.  1s ihis 

srrpposed to change orir relatioriship? ['II  think about it as I watch the video, bzit 

yair ' I I  ne ver know t h .  



f48 seconds o f  silence) 

I SM feef like the '"researched. " I gzress il 's time for me to say somethirzg aborrt 

myselfagairr How aboirt whar happerts to me il2 Diglish? 

(laughs at herself in the video) Sometimes I'm stuck in one moment. 

JO hn: La~ignage d~flcziliy. Is this a serious topic? How shocrfd I react ? 

Mmhmm. 

Magda: And just like 1 cannot find a word to say something. 

Doesn 't that sozmd sort of hirnorrroirs? 

JO hn: She doesrt 't warit this to be too serious. 

(laughs) And yet you keep going. 

Magda: I'm sorry. 

Whcrt ? 

John: And yet you keep going. 

Ïnat 's mpposed to be a cornpIirneirt. 

Magda: Whal does he meair? 

Yah. 

John: I don't thhk yoir irr~derstood me. How did the commrrriica~ion break  do^, 

ar jywcry? 

I thirik it rn ighr be awkward to pzrrme this. 

( 1 0 seconds of  silence 1 

Magda: See like me and David is talking and Sean, she is just listening. 



Jmt like I was t e h g  y014 earlier. 

John: Usually, does she do most of the listening? 

Was thar a relevant qziestion? I dot1 't wani yotr to thittk I 'm >loi followitg yozrr trahi 

of thozrghl. 

Magda: Yah. 

John: 

Magda 

John: 

Of course. 

That k irnpressive [refewing to the video /. Yoorr 're tnkiiig the initiative to britzg Seuti 

[Magda 's EA P parttier/ itlto the cotrverswrtiot~. 

{ 15 seconds of silence) 

You asked her a question. Why did you ask her the question? 

As a former instrrrcior. I 'm usking yorr for yom p e g o g c a l  virw. I respect yow 

opiriiot2. 

(laughs) Because I want to her to say something. 

Coirldtz 't yozr tell why? Whal are yozr gettitig ut? 

Okay, okay. So you're trying to bnng her into the conversation. 

Sure, I zrrlderstard. 

Magda: Yah, because 1 know she needs more practice with conversation than I did. She has 

more vocabulary, but she's not using it. 

She shozild me it, righi? And by the wny. rf yozr feel we cati disczrss poittts of 

peciagogy as eqzials, we shmdd be able ta watch the video III  silence. Yeti dori 't h m  

to lead the disnrssiotl with questions. 



(70 seconds of silence) 

JO hn: That 'sfirze with me. I carz jonrs or2 the video. 

Sean is z~~irig some of thal vocabrrlary right rzow. ActtruOj a pretty good 

coriversatiorr itwoivi~~g ail hree of yozr wag& Sean, David/. 

I Sn okqy watchitg lhis [videoj iri silerlce rzow. We 're eqzrals. Mzch ber ter. Good 

Magda: Dot? 't mistitzderstar~d whnt I'rn sayirg irz the video. 

It maybe looks like 1 want to be so smart, you know, (laughs) but 1 don't really want 

to be. (both laugh) I know everything (self-mockingly). 

It 3 rzot the way it look I dorl 't wutzt yoti ro rhink I 'm urroga11t. 

John: But did you feel that way when yoli were saying it? 

Jirsr to trrzderstmd yoir compleîeî'y. 

Magda: No! 

Of course r~ot! 

John: (laughs) 

Lazcghing withot~t thirrkirzg. This is comfortabir. 

It just looks that way now. 

Magda: 1 know. Yah, it is my feeling about it. 

I 'rn glad yozî citiderstarzd We have rmthir~g ro fear from siletces rzow. 

(4 1 seconds of silence) 

I 'II Iet you zrrzderstand some more. 

1 think 1 was saying something in the classroom at the break and there are some 
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Korean people who just came to Canada. I'm here eight years, so even if the teacher 

asks something- 

Job :  Mrnhrnm. 

Sure. Z zmdersrund Don 't stmggle. No problem. 

Magda: -and 1 know the answer, so they go like 'Wow,' you know? 

Do y m  roidersfar~d? 

John: They're surpnsed that you know the answer. 

I rrrldersfand. 

Magda: They're so surprised because, maybe not so surprised but their expression, 1 mean, 

their talk, they are so surprised like they never heard about something before, and 

because you know something, you want to, you know, show them that you really 

know somet hing. 

This is sort of cotfide~ttiai. 

John: Yes. 

I cati hrar a pirr~ch hie corning. 

Magda: And the tme is you don? really know everything. (both laugh) 

See? 

(Total time: 16:27) 

Transposition 

As was the case with the rlcarafed tramcripl, trtmsposition, as I introduce it with this 



134 

thesis, is not simply a record of the fùnctional transfer of information between Magda and my 

first self, the being self, but primarily a pointing to the present in which Our discussion took 

place, a gesturïng toward the co-emergence of research participant, researcher and research 

activity. 

The segment of audiotaped discussion being considered here is the same one used 

in the previous section. However, in this second attempt at rendering the co-emergence of 

the discussion as it took place, the narrator uses the rzarrated trur1scripl rather than the 

verbatirn transcript as a starting point. As the tenn trunspositiorz suggests, aspects of the 

uarrated trarzscript are being lif'ted and moved fiom their original position. These aspects 

include words and phrases fiom the verbatim transcript, some of the researcherhhinker's 

recollections of the being self s unspoken thoughts and feelings as the discussion unfolded, 

and some of what the narrator imagined Magda was thinking and feeling, but did not give 

voice to, as the discussion unfolded. 

The si gni ficant di fference between the tlnrr~ted transcript and the trarrsposrtiorr is 

that the trmspositior~ does trot make a distinction between what was actually spoken and 

what was thought, felt or imagined. This blumng of word, thought, feeling and imagination 

is a conscious attempt to gesture toward the co-emergence of research participant, researcher 

and research activity. In this sense, it is not apost facto editonalizing of the co-emergence 

of a moment in the past, but rather an attempt to capture an echo of the totality of the 

discussion in its incipient, co-emergent state. This segment of the narrated trarzscript, taken 

as a unity, is being transposed, blurred and refracted in an attempt to recreate the flavour of 
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a whole moment, a cornplex, unbroken, unintemipted episode of CO-emergent reality in the 

past . 

Trat~sposition, as 1 am using it, is enabled by a relational model of mind and 

language. Taking the CO-emergence of a speaker, a spoken to and an act of speaking as a 

guide for gesturing toward the coming into being of moments in the past, it weakens the 

conceptuai autonomy of particular words, thoughts, feelings or identities. In so doing, it 

points to the pre-conceptual ui ty  of speaker, spoken to and act of speaking. In a paradoxical 

way, trmupositim clarifies through obtùscation. That is, trcnr<ipositiorl clarifies through what, 

fiom a representational model of language, would appear as obfuscation, in that it renders the 

present of the audiotaped discussion, which is in the past at the time of writing, by 

rctiJrMerentiatitig and cornpressing the verbntim transcript. Wit hin a representational model 

of language, this would obfuscate the 'truth,' but within a relational model of language, it 

gestures toward the whûleness of t he moment. 

B y  md%fereritiatirig. 1 am refemng to the blumng of word, thought, feeling and 

imagination 1 had outlined earlier, and by compressittg 1 am refemng to the fact that the 

tratqwsition is shorter and denser than the otigind verbolirn transcript. But why, one might 

ask, should tra,isposition move in such a way? Why muddy the still waters of a verbafim 

transcript in an effort to render it relationdly? The reason is t his: Tra,isposif~o~~ is more than 

a verbatirn description of the co-emergence of a moment in the past for there cm be no such 

thing. Rather, trrntrpositiot~ is a gesturing toward the wholeness of a moment in the past and, 

as such, it is a characterization of itself This is to Say that transposition recognizes that it is 
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a transformation of that present, that episode of CO-emergence that is now in the past. 

As a final suggestion to the reader, the tra~ispositiori cornes closer to echoing the 

present it is trying to recreate when it is read aloud. Reading the trmspositiori aloud 

accentuates the verbal, physical and affective aspects of t he original discussion and minimizes 

the functional aspect of the mediating activity, reading, as the deciphering of symbolic 

representations. 

As was rnentioned in the case of the mrrated transcript, transposing the audiotaped 

discussion is done in recognition of the fact that for other, equally useful considerations of the 

audiotaped discussion, for exarnple, analyses of linguistic strategies, gender, race or power 

relations, the distinctions that trmwposiiio~t blurs would have to be restored. In other words, 

for these other purposes it would be essential to know who said what and who was 

responsible for thinking what with respect to whom. 

The Transposed Discussion 

John: Very generally, anything you want to say, think or feel? 

Magda: What do you want me to say? What do you want me to feel? 

John: Talk about something, just push the button and talk about something. Talk nght 

over the tape. 1 hope this puts you at ease. How do you feel about this? Hmmm. 

1 guess 1 want this and I want that, but I don't think it's going to work. 1 know 

this is unnecessary. 

Magda: Of course. It's just not clear enough. Are you trying to be conversational? Are 



you trying to put me at ease? 

John: Well, the important part is what y m  Say, right? Are you smiling? Is this supposed 

to be funny? I am serious about the research. 

Magda: 1'11 have to wait and see. I'm not sure whal to think or feel at the moment. 

John: Don7t wony. Everything7s under control, really. We're fine. Where's the data? 

Magda: Of course, of course, of course. 1 know what to feel now. 

John: Were you nervous? Say something. Did you get that? 

Magda: No. 17m usually a nervous person. Why do you sound so surprised? 

John: 1 just wanted to clariQ this for both of us. Otherwise, 1 wouldn't have spoken so 

soon. 

Magda: 1 completely forgot and I don't feel threatened. Does that clariQ it? 

John: I don? think you meant that to be funny. Can 1 ask what your topic was and 

what your partner's [Sean] name is? 1s this annoying? 

Magda: Not really. Divorce is harmful for kids and Sean. You must be interested in this. 

John: Yah, but 1 don't want my motives to be too obviously emotional. 

Magda: That's okay. Actually she was absent on the date of the divorce discussion and 

actually she didn't have any questions about it because she didn't know what was 

going on in class. Let's get things straight! 1 was there and you weren't. How is 

t hat? 

John: Well done. Would you like to Say anything more. I'm not going to Say anything. 

(Magda laughs and then John laughs) 
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Magda: You know, sometimes 1 feel like I'm intempting just to let you know that I 

know. 1 don't really mean to intempt. It makes me uncomfortable. 

John: Don't be so hard on yourself. You didn't intempt. 

Magda: 1 was just trying to Say something. Can you identiw with that? 

John: Yes. 1 admire your strength of presence. Were you trying to attract attention or 

maybe just make us uncomfortable? 

Magda: What do you mean by something like that? 1 don't think it's worth pursuing. 

Should 1 be saying something about myself in the video instead? 1 don? mind 

sharing that with you. Why 1 am so serious? This is al1 quite new to me. Empathize 

with me. 

John: 1 think I undentand you better. 

Magda: People are right, 1 have the same face like my mother. The same expression on 

my face. Do you understand now? 

John: 1 understand. At lest 1 think 1 understand. By the way, your group's conversation 

seems pretty intense. Should I be watching this? I wasn't there and I'm not part of 

your group. I feel like an outsider. Was that inappropriate? 

Magda: Let me think about this. She said once that he's talking too much but actually she 

always asks questions and he's trying to explain it to her and then when he gets 

into it he cannot stop. 

John: I'll take your word for it. We understand each other. We trust each other. 

Now these silences seem so much l e s  tense. Will you finish that for me? 



Magda: Keep talking. (both laugh) You see what 1 mean? 

For Sean, there is a lot of new things she never met in her life because she was 

going to girls' school or something like that- 

John: But- 

Magda: I'm going to finish. -in her country. This is the first tirne. 

John: Okay. 1 a m  a good Mener, but just a little too eager to talk sometimes. I'm the 

"researcher. " 

Magda: You are, I guess. 

John: Sean is actually quite a good communicator. 1 bet you have something to Say 

about that. 

Magda: You see, if you compare Sean and me, she is just relaxed and I'm always doing 

something with my nails, or with my legs, or something, and ifs  not because of 

the carnera. Do you understand this time? 

John: Yes, but 1 feel awkward talking about it. (laughs slightly) But 1 do still feel 

compelled to Say something. Do you feel generally quite cornfortable? 

Magda: Why did you ask that? 1s that what you want to know? Maybe because it's two 

of us, two students, because if it's one on one, 1 think it's a little bit more 

conhising because if I don? know something, I'm thinking that maybe you will 

Say something, you know? It's more relaxed when 1 know that it's someone else. 

John: So, if it were one on one, you think it would be more difficult for you? 

Magda: Yah. Because 1 think we are the ody ones where there are two people. 
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John: No, that's not quite right. Some other groups taking part in this study have two 

people. I'm not being biunt and we're practically doing this research together. 

Magda: One on one. 

John: There, we've done it. 

Magda: Oh. 1 guess we have, and I guess it's time for me to Say sornething about myself 

again. How about what happens to me when I cannot find a word to Say something. 

John: Language difficulty. Hmmm, is this a senous topic? 

Magda: Weil, it 's sort of humourous, isn't it? 

JO hn : What? 

Magda: I'm somy? 

John: 1s that supposed to be a compliment? 

Magda: What do you mean? 

John: 1 don't think we understood each other. Let's just stop here and move on. 

Magda: Fine. See like me and David is talking and Sean, she is just listening. 

John: Usua!ly, does she do most of the iistening? 

Magda: Of course. 

John: Pedagogically, you asked her a question. Why did you ask her the question? 

Magda: Because I want to her to Say something because I know she needs more practice 

with conversation because she has more vocabulary that she's not using. Couldn't 

you tell why 1 asked her the question? 

John: Okay, okay. Sure, I understand. I'm okay watching this video now. Much 
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better. Good. Actually a pretty good conversation involving al1 three of you 

[Magda, Sean, David]. 

Magda: Don't misunderstand what I'm saying in the video. It maybe looks like 1 want to 

be so srnart, but 1 don7t really want to be. I know everything (self-mockingly). 

I fs  not the way it looks. I'm not arrogant. 

John: But did you feel that way when you were saying it? 

Magda: No. of course not! 

John: (laughs) L~ughing without thinking. This is cornfortable. 

Magda: 1 know. It is my feeling about it too. I'm glad you understand. 1'11 let you 

understand some more. I'm here eight years, so even if the teacher asks something, 

1 know the answer. Some classrnates who just came to Canada are surprised that 1 

know the answer and so they go like 'wow,' you know?. 

John: Sure. I understand. Don7t struggle. No problem. 

Magda: They7re so surpnsed with their expression, their talk, like they never heard about 

something before. and because you know something, you want to show them that 

you really know something. But, confidentially- 

John: 1 can hear a punch line coming. 

Magda: -the true is you don? really know everything. 

(both laugh) 

"{Total time)" 
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Summary and Afterthoughts 

My intent in the study that served as the starting point for this thesis was to consider 

an ESL conversation exercise fiom the perspective of its participants. My discussions with 

each of the research participants was an effort to appreciate their view on the conversation 

exercise. In this regard, 1 made a conscious attempt to minimize my role in the research by 

leaving the discussions open-ended and inviting the research participants to comment on any 

aspect of their EAPITESL group conversation they found relevant or meaningful. 1 wanted 

to avoid influencing their reflections on the exercise and believed that 1 could capture their 

perspective by simply giMng them voice and then documenting that voice. However, it soon 

became clear that they could only fully engage the discussions if 1 too were Fully engaged. 

In making myself absent, and in the videotaping sessions this meant literally hot  in physical 

attendance,' 1 was less than fûllypresent to our relationship and, as a consequence, many of 

the participants were not entirely at ease in discussing their EAP/TESL group conversation. 

This development was the catalyst for my recognition that attempts to 'understand' 

a research participant's perspective require more than passive observation on the part of the 

researcher, even if that observation is attentive and sympathetic listening. In my study, 

'understanding' involved the recognition that the belief that a researcher can 'understand' a 

research participant had to be revisited. It was at this pivotal point in the research that the 

direction of the study shified fiom a focus on ESL to a contemplation on methodology. I 

want to reflect further on this 'pivotal point' by responding to a question put to me by my 

thesis supervisor: "What allowed you to be affected by the research participants' unease and 



to then do something about it?" 

My lack of a clear focus, de6ned expectations or a guiding research question as 1 

began the çtudy was significant in responding to this question. In not pre-forming a specific 

direction for the study, I was predisposed to being attuned to my relationship with the 

participants, to making the quality of our relationship central to the research. This made the 

study difficult to justify as 'research.' but did leave me receptive to the presence I could 

potentially share with each of the research participants. This attunement and receptivity 

allowed me to be affected by the research participants' unease and to then do something 

about it. 

Of course, not having a specifically defined research focus begs the further question 

of why 1 did not have a specifically defined research focus. My response to this question 

retums to the motivation for rny study, that is, recollections of my relationship with students 

when 1 was an instmctor at the college. As 1 recounted earlier, 1 considered the most 

signifiant aspect of my experience with students to have been Our shared prrsrme in the very 

reality of each moment. This motivation replaced the need for a research focus and explains 

why 1 did not have such a focus. 

Nonetheless, while 1 was aware of the importance of the relationship to my students 

and, 1 now h o p 4  to my research participants, on aniving at the threshold of the 'research,' 

1 felt compelled to methodologize the study which, in my case, meant an attempt to minimize 

my role in the research. This move was a withdrawal frompresence. 1 was, unwittingly, 

being lead by a metaphor of research as a series of steps, from ignorance to control to 
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knowledge, and in so doing detracting from a focus on presetm and, perhaps, a move to a 

new metaphor. When I did realize that my methodologizing the research was misguided, that 

the participants wanted me to assume a fuller, active role in the research, it was as if 1 were 

retuming to something farniliar. In retrospea, I can Say that 1 was returning to the dimension 

I valued most highiy in my experience with students, that is, our shared preseme in the very 

reality of each moment. Methodologizing the research jarred the authenticity of that 

presence . 

Notwithstanding my own compulsion to methodologize the study, it should also be 

pointed out that the demand to methodologize research is overwhelming. One could argue, 

in fact, that 'research' is implicitly construed as the creation of a distance between researcher 

and researched, what 1 am refemng to as 'methodologizing. ' This may be part of the legacy 

of an empirically driven experimental research tradition. In either case, my experience of this 

research study has shown me that my phenornenologically informed attempts to secure the 

research participants' first person, subjective, lived experience were equally susceptible to 

methodologizing and the 'step-by-step' metaphor of research as 'inquiry.' 

Curiously, it is here at the end of a year-long process of researching and writing that 

1 have corne to see that 1 was not motivated to 'inquire' into anything. My motivation was 

to experience a shared presentce with these research participants as I had with my students. 

An approach that took its bearing fiom phenomenology, that is, the first person, subjective, 

lived experience of the research participants, seemed closest to a methodology that would 

bridge the distance between researcher and researched, what Berman describes as "the 
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methodological principle of psychic distance" (1989, p. 273). In other words, I took the 

decisions that 1 thought would allow me to 'understand' the research participants, but forced 

myself to overlook rny own participation in this 'understanding' as well as the participants' 

need for my fuller involvement in the research. In the study itself, I responded to this 

shortcornhg by shifling emphasis on  to what the research participants were telling me about 

their experience of my methodology. In this way, 1 was asking for their 'understanding' of 

my attempts to 'understand' them. 

My concem with the research rnethodology was intertwined with my conceptual 

eForis at explicating a relatiotd notion of mind and language. This alternative model of 

mind and language was developed fiom two ideas: the concept of embodied actim (Varela, 

Thompson & Rosch, 1996, p. 172) and the notion ofprrceptzial a tdl i t~pisl ic  rrcipruci& 

(Abram, 1996, p. 90). 

In the first instance, the concept of embodiedactior~ provides an alternative to 'input- 

output' formulations of cognition. By suggesting a rniddie ground between objectivism and 

subjectivisrn, embodied action makes the point that object and subject, world and perceiver, 

speci@ each ot her. In so doing, em bodied action offers a way out of representatioil, since 

representation is the guiding concept for objectivism, as the recovery of a pre-existing 'outer 

world,' and for subjectivism, as the projection of a pregiven 'imer world.' Embodied action, 

then, proposes an understanding within which thinking being and material being mutually 

speci@ each other. For the purposes of my discussion, 1 termed the simultaneous coming into 

being of thinking and material being co-emergence in the present. I then extended the idea 
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of a CO-emergence of organism and ecology to language by looking to the notion of 

percep~zraf c d  fit~guistic reciprocity (Abram, 1 996, p. 90). 

Abram considers language to be fundarnentally similar ro perception, and, as such, 

to begin and end in the actually existing world. In contrast to exclusively representational 

models of language, Abram highlights the gestural and somatic aspect of language. His 

notion of reciprociy extracts language from representation, from a dualistic fhnework of 

inner mind and outer world and into a transformed space of co-emergerice. Following this 

thinking, then, my research framework evolved as a de-emphasis on representational models 

of language and, conversely, a pronounced emphasis on the presetzt dimension of language 

as an aspect of the CO-emergetlt coming into being of research participants, researcher and 

research activity . 

However, a focus on thepresir,~~ dimension of cognition or, as specifically concems 

my work in ESL, language, provides its own seeming limitation. For instance, in bringing this 

focus to bear on my study, 1 was faced with the task of rr-presetizitig the presrBt of 

audiotaped discussions whose moment of utterance was in the past. 1 was confronted with 

the challenge of reprtset~~it~g the titlrepreseriiabie. M y  relational renderings of an audiotaped 

discussion with Magda were tentative attempts at responding to the challenge. They were, 

in a sense, working paradoxes since they ventured to render a CO-emergent present in what 

was a past at the time of writing. 

Thepresetlt to which t~arruted trmscrzptlioit and zrarispositiot~ gestures concems a 

coming into being of research participant, researcher and research activity. As such, both 
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renderings are given from a "fint person singular but plural perspective" which, while clearly 

authored by me, intirnates toward a rnutually specified, co-emergent view premised not on the 

notion of isolateci or fixed selves, but on a view of rnind as inherently participatory. Narrated 

trmtrcriptio,~? and fruttsposiliori are my first attempts to respond to the question, 'What is a 

research participant's perspective and how does a researcher corne to understand it?' My 

exploratory responses are not providing definitive answers, but they are revisiting the question 

by asking, 'Mat  b a perspective in research involving research participants and a researcher, 

and how is it to be understood and expressed?' 

This new question is suggestive for a participatory methodology attuned to the 

relatedness of research participants and researcher. 1 can think of at least three dimensions 

for researc h: 

1. Research studies need to be conceptualized, conducted and appreciated fiom a point 

that is, paradoxically, singular yet plural. This plurality acknowledges the CO-emergence of 

research participants and researcher in the research. in so doing, it closes the gap between 

research participants and researcher and precludes control of the research by any one party 

to the research. This type of research would be facilitated by longer relationships of greater 

trust between fewer research participants and the researcher. (By 'fewer,' I am thinking 

specifically of my study which began with twelve research participants, but eventually 

focussed on only one.) 

2. Research questions or guiding foci need to be secondary to the quality of the 

relationship between research participants and researcher. In this way, the research is 



centrally concerned with a mutually beneficial relationship between them. 

3. The guiding metaphor for research methodology in the social sciences, which would 

include educational research and any other research involving research participants, as 'step- 

by-step inquiry' needs to be replaced, perhaps by a metaphor such as the CU-rmergwce of 

research participants. researcher and research activity. Having said this, 1 should add that 

research in the social sciences would benefit fiom a review of ary  guiding metaphor, be it 

representation or cMmerget>ce. since this would provide insight into the metap hors to which 

metaphors such as representation and CU-emergerm are linked. For instance. a review of 

representation would lead to a consideration of the metaphor of 'the individual' while a 

review of co-ernergetse would lead to a consideration of the metaphor of 'relationaiity.' In 

addition to awakening a more conscious use of research methodologies. such a review would 

rnake visible the complex relationship between these two distinct yet intertwined orientations 

to research, that is, one based on the notion of autonomous entities to the research and the 

other resting on the connection between them. 

It is the latter of these onentations that 1 have striven to articulate in this thesis. 1 

have done so in an effort to draw attention to its advantages as a metaphor for research and 

to appreciate more fully its potential value to my own future research. Conceptually, CU- 

emergeme provides a more complete bringing together of aspects of the research experience. 

As a metaphor for research in the social sciences, it also encourages me to pursue radically 

collabo rat ive researc h, the sort of research which presupposes the mutual and continuous 

specification of research participants, researcher and research activity. 
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As a final reflecticn on my move to adopting CO-emergence as a conceptual 

metaphor, it seems that 1 was encouraged to move to CO-emergence as a consequence of 

attempting to capture a present. in the past at the time that 1 reflected on it, in writing. This 

is to Say that the process of crafiing written rendenngs. namely riarruted trmiscriptiori and 

trarzsposiiiorz, drew rny attention both to their own exploratory nature. their own 

incompleteness as renderings of a past, and the totality, the complex wholeness of that 

moment they were attempting to describe in writing. My less than complete renderings of the 

present of the discussion with Magda pointed beyond themselves, to something that 1 am 

calling CO-emerprrce. 

In taking these implications and this research experience to heart. 1 can see that a 

participatory methodology implies that my future research with ESL students must be o 

research relntior~sh~p whose pnmary concern is attentiveness to the relationship and how it 

is shaping d l  the parties to the research. For example, perhaps the first issue this future 

research needs to address is my relationship with Magda as rendered in the riarroied 

frar~~cripiiorz and trutr.~positiori. Do these relational renderings bnng Magda and me closer 

to 'a first person singular but plural perspective?' How does this affect our research 

relationship? Can we imagine this relationship as CU-emergerrce? Working through these 

matters would enable a study guided by a participatory 'methodology' attuned to the 

conscious experience of CO-emergence in its concept and conduct. 



Appendix 

N O R M E D  CONSENT FORM 

@This research is being conducted by John Ippolito who is a graduate student in Education 

at York University. The data fiom this research will form pan of a Master of Education 

thesis. The thesis is an attempt to better understand ESL (English as a Second Language) 

conversation activities through discussions between EAP (English for Academic Purposes) 

students, TESL (Teachers of English as a Second Language) candidates and the researcher. 

.Data collection will involve videotaping a one hour EAPITESL conversation; audio taping 

and transcribing a discussion of the videotape held between individual research participants 

and the researcher, inviting fùnher written reflections fi-om the research participants; and the 

researcher's ovm written observations. The videotapes, audiotapes, research participants' 

written contributions and researcher's observations will remain completely 

confidential. All participants will be given pseudonyms. In addition, the videotapes 

and audiotapes will be erased and written reflections destroyed or returned to the 

participants once the research is completed. 

*The participants are being invited to take part in this project after having been given a 

description of the project by one of their instructors and the researcher. Participation in this 

project is voluntary and the participant may discontinue participation in the project at any 

time. The participant may contact the York University Graduate Programme in Education 

at (41 6) 736-5002 for questions about the field work and about the rights of participants. 

m I  am fùlly aware of the nature and extent of my participation in t his project as stated above 
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and the possible risks from it. I hereby agree to participate in this project. I acknowledge 

that I have received a copy of this consent statement. 

Signature of Participant Printed Name of Participant 

Signature of Researcher Date 
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Footnotes 

1. Collins cites a number of criticisms of the purported link between proficiency in a 

standard language and social mobility. Among them are the existence of discriminatory job 

ceilings and the primary significance of class background in determining adult social position 

(1 99 1, p. 235). (see also footnote on p. 249) 

2. Included in this infomal survey are Applied Lin-S. The Canadian Modem 

mage Review, Lm-we  Leaming L a n u e  Teaching, The Modem L a n ~ ~ e  Jou - mal, 

TESL Canada Journal, and TESOL Ouarterly. 

3. 1 am using the terms mitd and cognitiotz synonymously to refer to the ever-shifiing 

focal position we occupy within the set of relations called rxistrrzce. Seen in this way, mind 

is a process. Thus, 1 am not suggesting an essentialist notion of mind in a material sense, nor 

in an imrnaterid sense. That is, 1 do not hold that m i d i s  constituted by an underlying forrn 

or idea. 

4. Admittedly, 1 have selected only two of Angeles' ( 198 1, p. 172) eight detinitions of 

mitid; however, the distinction between the mental and physical aspects of mirrd represented 

by those two definitions is not violated by any of his remaining definitions of mitid 

5. Angeles defines Descartes' souVbody dualism in this way: 

Descartes held that the human being is a union of two separable and distinct substances: 

body and soul. The body is part of the physical universe and mechanical in operation. . . . 

The sou1 is connected to al1 parts of the body, but it performs most of its tùnctions at the 

pineal gland in the brain. By acting upon the pineal gland, the sou1 produces such mental 
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events as thinking, perceiving, willing, emoting, sensing" (198 1, p. 66). 

6. In contrast to a view of "the cognitive system as prirnady an inference system: an 

inference is the generation of a new representation fiom those previously contemplated." 

Bechtel describes a connectionist network as "a mode1 of a dynamical system in which 

physical cornponents are conceived to be cauçally interacting with each other" ( 1 997, p. 193). 

7. Placing cognition at a distance begs the rather obvious but no less troubling question, 

What, rxnct!~. am I placing copitioti ut a disfame frorn? 

8. SymhoIs would be the unit of meaning in a cognitivist or more traditionally 

computational, that is, hnctional model, whereas global .s~~bsyrnho/k statrs are the preferred 

unit of meaning in connectionist models. 

9. The tems CU-mergr and CO-rmrrgerice were suggested to me by my thesis 

supervisor. M e r  assunng her that 1 could not locate either term in the literature 1 have 

thus far consulted, she agreed that 1 should use them to connote Varela et al.'s notion of 

"mutual specification'' ( 1 996, p. 1 72). If either CU-ernrrge or CO-ernergetice appears in a 

source 1 have not cited, the responsibility for this oversight is entirely mine. 

10. In contrast, Abram (1996) points to a oneness of cognition and ecology in his 

discussion of indigenous ways of being wherein language, as an aspect of cognition. is 

inseparable fiom the physical, geographical location for language, an ecology. On this point 

he explains: 

One of the strong claims of this book is that the synaesthetic association of visible 

topology with auditory recall-the intertwining of earthly place with linguistic memory 
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-4s common to almost al1 indigenous, oral cultures. It is, we may suspect, a 

spontaneous propensity of the human organism--one that is radically transformed, yet 

not eradicated, by alphabetic writing. ( 1996. p. 1 76) 

1 1.  Having justified my abbreviation of the discussion in this way, I should, in a11 honesty, 

also point out that 1 am just beginning to corne to ternis with the range of implications of 

proposing that cognition and ecology are inseparable. 

12. While the discussion here is primarily concemed with oral language, I am also 

reminded of Ji11 Bell's experience as a native English speaker being introduced to Chinese 

characters and the emphasis her tutor had placed on "total concentration and . . . suitable 

working conditions" ( 1997, p. 138). The concern here also seems to be very much with the 

manifestation of language in the presenr. in this case not as an utterance but as an act of 

drawing. 

13. The feminine pronoun is used here to draw attention to the "non-rnasculinity" of 

proposing a oneness of cognizing agent and ecology. 1 am thinking here specifically of 

Bordo's (1986) discussion of the "masculinization of thought" (Stem as quoted in Bordo, 

1986, p. 44 1 )  in Descartes' Meditatioiis. 

14. For a discussion of the absence of the human body in Western thought see Berman 

(1989); for the place of emotion in episternology see Jaggar (1989); and for the place of 

somatic and emotive knowing in educational and social research see Heshusius ( 1996a, 

1996b, 1994) and Heshusius and Ballard (1996). 

15. Abram is drawing here specifically on Merleau-Ponty's Phei~omenoiogy of perceptim. 
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16. The move to reconnect language to the physical is also taken up in the tradition of 

Cognitive semaritics in, for instance. Johnson (1 987), Lakoff ( 1987, 1988) and Lakoff and 

Johnson ( 1  980). However, the po-ition assumed by Cognitive sematitics difFers from both 

the disembodied deconstructionist response to mird-ir~depetiù"~ objects and Abram's 

embodied reply. In the first case, where (bpiilive semaritics argues against mitid- 

i~~depetiderit objrcts, what Lakoff calls "mind-free reality" ( 1  988, p. 150). by looking to the 

bodily bais of meaning, to "innate sensory-motor mechanisms [which] provide a structuring 

of expenence" (Lakof, 1988, p. 150). the deconstructionist response to mitid-brdrprtziie~rl 

objects is to embrace the other extrerne, that is. to see language as an exclusively mitid- 

depet~derit, arbitrary system of meaniiiç. 

In the second case, the emphasis in Cogiitive sernnr~tics differs from Abram's sense 

of embodirnent in that Abram finds language primanly in the body of nature, the ecology of 

which the human body is only one dimension. 

1 7. In the rninority, it seems, are thinkers such as Merleau-Ponty whom Abram refers to 

as "the heir of a long-standing, if somewhat heretical lineage" of an embodied philosophy of 

language. Within this tradition, Abram includes Giambattista Vico, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 

and Johann Gottfried Herder (1996, p. 76). 

To this list 1 would add Gregory Bateson. It is worth quoting a passage from Strps 

io an rcolo,gy of mirid to get a sense of Bateson's part in this h e r q .  Bateson is in 

conversation with his young daughter: 

F: Anyhow, it is al1 nonsense. 1 mean, the notion that language is made of words is al1 
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nonsense--and when I said that gestures could not be translated into 'mere words,' 

I was talking nonsense. because there is no such thing as ' rnere words. ' And al1 the 

syntax and grarnmar and al1 that stuff is nonsense. It's al1 based on the idea that 

'mere' words exist--and there are none. 

But, Daddy . . . 

I tell you-we have to aart ail over again fi-om the beginning and assume that language 

is first and forernost a systern of gestures. Animals after al1 have or@p gestures and 

tones of voice-and words were invented later. Much later. And after that they 

invented school-masters. 

Daddy? 

Yes. 

Would it be a good thing if people gave up words and went back to only using 

gestures? 

H m .  1 don? know. Of course we would not be able to have any conversations like 

this. We could oniy bark, or mew, and wave our arms about, and laugh and gmnt and 

weep. But it rnight be fun--it would rnake life a sort of ballet--with dancers making 

their own music. (1 974, p. 13) 

In this regard, it would make no sense at al1 to suggest that a language leamer's 

~peakij~g of a world in a grammar ermr is any less meaningfùl or creating than the sprakijig 

of a world in correct iisuge. 

19. In response to my drawn out attempts to explain this to one of the research 
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participants, she offered this succinct paraphrase, "so you want to know what it 3 like to be 

in these conversations?" I was elated, "Yes, that's it exactly!" 

20. This is an effort to provide more rigorous explanations for the wiohsenabk behuvioiv 

which behaviourism was only able to infer. 

2 1. 1 am reminded of Lakoff s suggestion that "our ideas about how human minds should 

be employed depend on our ideas of what a human mind is" (1987, xvi). It appears that the 

converse is equally true, that is, our ideas of what a human mind is depend on our ideas about 

how human minds should be employed. In this sense. the solving of problems is most 

appropriately lefi to mind as problem solver. 

21. 1 can think of two further examples of this use of language which are culturally 

diverse yet similar in that their repetition of rnonosyllabic utterances of a particular pitch 

and resonance induce panicular states of being. The first example is that of the mantras of 

Hindu and Buddhist spiritual practice and the second, drawn from my own cultural 

experience, is the lamentation refrains of older Sicilian women at funerals. 1n both cases. 

ianguage induces states of being altered from those typically associated with rational 

beings engaged in linguistic transfers of information. 

23. 1 tind it ironic that even though language as representation would be impossible 

without silences, the meaning contained in those silences cannot be captured 

representationally. This was one of the limitations of a representational or hnctional view 

of language which encouraged me to look for an alternative view that might acknowledge 

the silences of language. 
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24. Informed consent forms were reviewed and completed before the taping began. The 

form is provided in the Appendix. 

25. For members of the same group, I would have already viewed the videotape with 

one rnember of the group before viewing it with the remaining members. So, strictly 

speaking, I was contradicting myself when informing the research participants that 1 had 

not viewed the video, but that 1 had viewed it with one or more of their EAPfïESL group 

partners. This outcome was a shortcorning in the research design since my methodology 

did not allow me to deliver what I was promising. 

26. I find it interesting that David and Ali, the participants who were most explicit 

about trot feeling anxious or confbsed, were males. If the present research had been a 

study of gender, the audiotaped conversations would have revealed some clear patterns in 

the responses of female and male participants in this particular research setting. 

37. On first consideration, this reference to the plrrrnl may appear similar to the plrird 

found in a naturalistic rnethod's notion of multiple rrafities. They are. in fact, antithetical. 

In the naturalistic scheme, rnctltiple rralities, as plural, reinforce the status of insular selves 

in the form of a nurnber of individuals who are presumably cotrstrucfit~g various and 

individual realities. By contrast, the idea of plurality I am considering here moves in the 

opposite direction. By pluralizing the first person perspective of an individual, 1 am 

moving away from perception as the act of detached selves and toward a view of perception 

as inherently participatory . 

28. This conclusion 1 am drawing for myself is informed by the field of phenomenology, 
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which characterizes the experience of perspective as being completed in that which is 

perceived. In explaining the early work of Edmund Husserl, the initiator of phenomenology, 

Ihde writes: 

In traditional philosophies, a distinction is usually made between object and the 

subject that knows the object. Husserl transformed this distinction into a correlation 

of what is experienced with its mode of being experienced. He termed the correlation 

itself irife~rfioriniify. He held that such a correlation was, in fact, invariant to 

experience and that this correlation could be thought of as directed. A11 experience 

is experience of . This is to Say, al1 experiencing implies something that is 

experienced. . . . eiwy rxperirmitig has ils rrferrrce or direclioti tuwnids wlhaf is 

eixyerierrced. ami, cotirrariiy, every rxperierrct.dpheriome11ori refers ro or refr'ects a 

mode of rxperieiicitg to which ir ispreserrt. This is the intentional or correlation 

apriori of experience taken phenomenologically. ( 1986, pp. 42-43 ) 

The point 1 am making is that both the participants' and my own first person perspectives 

were being completed in each other, their perspective in me and my perspective in them. This 

being the case, their expenence of perspective was an experience of, among other things, me, 

while my experience of perspective was an experience of, arnong other things, them. This is 

what 1 rnean by suggesting that a first person perspective is implicitly plural. 

29. 1 was especially pleased to have been able to reciprocate Ali's participation in my 

study by taking pan in an i n t e ~ e w  exercise he was conducting for one of his own classes. 

In the very room where we had conducteci Our discussion of his videotaped conversation, Ali, 
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with tape recorder in hand, inteMewed me. 

30. Pan of this dificulty with the quality of our audiotaped discussions was caused by 

my effort to capture the sound from the video ont0 the audio recording. This was done so 

that 1 could note which point in the videotaped conversations participants were referring 

to in the audiotaped discussions. However, what this did was to make the more sofi- 

spoken contributions to the audiotaped discussion barely audible. 

3 1 .  As the reader rnay recall, 1 made reference to two points on the silent end of the 

spectmm. The end point is the pre-conceptual dimension of beinç where one simply i s  as 

an unreflective aspect of co-emergetm. and the second point is milnretir.s.s of CO-emergence. 

an abstraction From unreflectiveness which may occur in silence or utterance. 
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