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INTRODUCTION

eaching English for the Social Seiences’ and Commerce in Sr: Lanka
in claases conducted at institutions of tertiary education and in pre-experience
or in-servicelcourses for newly recruited -or employed adult officers leads to
some of the following problems: Firstly, the register of language used in
the Social - Sciences - and .. Commerce,.. even , within . one subject . area,
generally selects a more diversified combination of linguistic features
than the registers of Law, Science or Technology White (1975), speaks of
a “constellation of features” characteri 1smg TEOISTRIS S el i 0 e It was obvious
that what made one register distinctive in comparison with fanother was a
unique ‘constellation of features rather than any single characteristic”.” How-
ever, it is' not ‘possible to define the “unique constellation of featurés”
characterising (say) the registér of Sociology, beceuse far- fmore than in
Mathematics (say), the language shifts from one combination of features to
another, and draws-on a.much wider total range of features. - In range;except
at the most obvious level of lexis, the set of features that needs to bei taught,
approaches the range attempted in “General English” courses. Thus, the
economy achieved by the “English for Spemﬁc Purposes” (ESP)—-orlented
courses usual for tertiary institutions and in-service courses in not p0331ble
for courses for the Social Sciences. ;

Sccondly, the average social scientist has a largely mothex tongue
educational background even at tertiary level. Unlike his counterpart from
Faculties ‘of Law, Sciénce, Agriculture, Architecture, Engineering, ‘Dental
Science, Veterinary Sciénce etc. the social scientist has generally followed
all university lectures and tutorials in his mother tongue, and perhaps, not
even used English for much reference reading. ““In Arts Faculties,......the.
target requirement since ‘the inception of English Language Teaching (ELT)
programmes in universities has been stated as the'ability to'read and under-
stand reference texts. But the cufrent situation "after 26 years of such
programmes is that subject lecturers have largely obviated this need by preparing
detailed lectures in which the required reference is included.”?

1. White (1975), quoted in Robinson (1980) p. 18.
2. Fernando (1986)




Consequently, the social scientist has had virtually no need, and certainly
little opportunity for the use of English outside an English classroom. “As 2
result, when he comes in, after recruitment to a post, for pre-experience or
in-service training in English, there is a yawing gap between his beginning
and target competence in English.

BEGINNING COMPETENCE

‘The average undergraduate in Sri Lanka enters university with between
7 to 9 years of English learning in schools behind him. School English
programmes are (@) General English courses (b) geared to achieving that
amount of target competence as is possible to achieve after the specified period
of teaching in the given teaching context. Thus the level of knowledge .aspired
to and gained is relatively low. In addition, what is learnt is taken in under
relaxed conditions, within. a congenial home-village or home-town environ-
ment. For the majority of rural school-children, English is a Foreign
Language, unseen and unheard outside the classroom, which does mot occur
in any.of the main Domains of language use of Family, Friendship, Education,
Employment or Public Life?. It is therefore totally divorced from real
life, invested with a fairy-tale quality.

The average Social Science and Commerce undergraduate therefore,
comes in. with low competence in English, little: exposure to it outside an
English classroom, and regarding it as something outside the range of real-
life activity. In the university, he does not as suggested above feel an urgent
need for English. Again, he can function in the domains of Family, Friend-
ship, Education, Employment and Public life more or less without English.
In the domains of Education and Public Life, English does raise its head from
time to time, and when it does, unlike in the school eavironment where English
belonged to the realm of fairy tale, it has now an ugly head. It is now taught
in a non-home-town environment, and the ultimate target competence is far
higher than can usually be achieved within the 3 or 4 year university course.

TARGET COMPETENCE

What is the ultimate target competence for students of Social Science
and Commerce ? “The real needs of the Arts student surface after graduation,
when he obtains employment suitable to his qualifications. Such employ-
ment calls for persons capable of reading academic and technical writing in
English, writing reports of a similar nature, attending meetings, seminars
and conferences conducted in. the English medium, listening intelligently and
making relevant contributions............ the target communicative competence

3, “Domain of language use” is deﬁned in Fishman (1971). The main domains of Family,
: Friendship, Education, Employment and Public Life are also discussed there.

4. 1In 1985, only 409; of Arts entrants to the University of Colombo came from the urban
districts of Colombo, Gampaha and Kalutara, in contrast to 85% of Science entrants.
1t is mainly Arts students therefore who have learnt English in schools under the condi-
tions described here,
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is the ability to be an efficient administrator in Sri Lanka. Efficient adminis-
trators must switch smoothly from the mother tongue to. English in an
environment where many reading, writing, listening and speaking tasks are
carried out in English, and in which the ability to be at ease in English is still
a symbol of status, power, intelligence and breadth of vision.””> As pointed
out in Fernando (1986), Science and Technology students have as target
competence the ability to start following lectures in the English medium.
They generally proceed a great deal further than this initial target point, but
this further journey is buttressed throught by the constant use of English
in the domains of Education (university lectures), Employment (piactical
activities) and ‘even Friendship (in the university).

The Arts student however aims at a “high level of target competence
which he will not start using for some years, may be not even then’® in an
environment devoid of opportunity for practice of skills outside English
classrooms. The status of English for him is therefore ambiguous. Is it a
Foreign Language or Second Language? It is still divorced from real life,
but now no longer within his range. The attitude to learning English too is
ambiguous. Is it relaxed or urgent?

By the time students of Social Science and Commerce gain adequate
employment (and not all do), English is very much a part of the domains of
Employment and Public Life,. It is required for many reading, writing,
listening and speaking tasks. It is specially connected with the = idea’ of
promotion, career development and study abroad, symbols of power and
prestige. English is now a Second Language. 1t is closely connected to the
prestigious, formal, outer domains of language use. It is very much a part
of real life, and the learning context is urgent and threatening rather than
relaxed ‘and fairy tale. For the student of Social Science and Commerce
therefore ‘English- changes roles confusingly, sometimes ambiguously (see
Table 1). In the final stage, the student of Social Science and Commerce
must jump with inadequate earlier preparation and support, the yawning gap
between his beginning and target competence.

BRIDGING THE GAP

Many English classes are conducted for this category of persons at
tertiary institutions and as pre-experience and in-service courses. The objective
of this paper is to suggest a way in which lesson material for such classes can
be constructed in order to bridge this gap. In Fernando (1986), I suggest
that ““A possible solution lies in using teaching materials within the range of
the learner rather than designed to induce target competence:; and THEN
expanding very slowly at the Learner’s pace to material at the target level;
presenting this in non-intimidating chunks and building up a familiarity that
will make the gigantic target tasks at least approachable, if never fully possible’”

5. Fernando (1986) TIETTI T
6. ibid.
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TECHNICAL READING IN ENGLISH FOR THE SOCIAL SCIENCES
AND COMMERCE

Demanding, high-level technical reading. is part of the gigantic target
tasks. - How does one apply the principles outlined above to teaching technical
reading in English for the Social Scienccs and Commerce? How does one
present target-level material in non-intimidating chunks?

AUTHENTIC DATA FOR READING MATERIAL
Robinson (1980) in her discussion of English for Specific Purposes (ESP),

discusses the use of “‘authentic data” in ESP lesson materials. ““............ to
present a student on a language course with a sample of the language use
he is expected to cope with at the end of his course, and to expect him .to
grapple with it (as seems to be advocated by many proponents of the use of
authentic materials) is to misuse authenticity. If the student cannot fully
understand the language he is exposed to, if ‘communication fails because of
the student’s imperfect knowledge of the language, then, according to
Widdowson, the language in question is not authentic at all.

Widdowson thus advocates the construction by materials writers of
reading texts which are within the competence of the students concerned......
but the problem  still remains of how to bridge the gap between such con-
structed texts- even if graded in terms of difficulty-and the frequently untypical
idiosyncratic texts of the real world. = Jumping in at the deep end is not the
answer, but neither is the wearing of water wings forever.”’

In the sample lesson material discussed below, a simplified version of
authentic data was used as rcading material, but it was kept at a level not
much lower than the original. Rather than letting the student grapple with
this, lessons preceding the reading built up gradually the ability tocope with
the material. Lessons following the reading exercised this ability further,
in order to bridge the final gap.

A SAMPLE OF RELEVANT READING MATERIAL

The sample of lesson material T discuss below was written for an English
Language Text for Cadets in the Sri Lanka Administrative Service (SLAS)
who were following English classes in a course conducted for them by the
Sri Lanka Institute of Development Administration (SLIDA).8 The material
was written by Clara Amerasinghe, Nalini Mahesan, Kantha Jayasooriya
and myself, all of the Department of English, University of Colombo.?

7. Widdowson (1976), quoted in Robinson (1980), pp. 36-7.

8. My acknowledgements are due to SLIDA for the funding of this proiect, and their
kind permission to discuss project material in this paper.

9. Amerasinghe, Mahesan, Jayasooriya and Fernando (1986).
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The geoup for whom the materials were written were recruits to the SLAS
through the Open Competitive or Limited Competitive Examinations. They
were following a one-year Induction Training Programme leading to the
award of the “Certificate in Public Administration” by SLIDA. Their course
included components in Management and Organisation, Research ~and
Planning Techniques, Economic and Social Policy, District Level Training
and Development Administration,. Much of the authentic data studied in
preparing lesson material was therefore drawn from the area of Public
Management and Administration, and several reading passages have: been
prepared by adapting, simplifying and synthesising readings from. the text
Public Management edited by Neil Fernando, a publication of SLIDA.19.

THE PRESENTATION OF A PASSAGE FOR TECHNICAL
READING IN ENGLISH :

In Amerasinghe et al.  (1986) Book 1 Lesson 1 “People”, a simplified
version of an authentic text from Public Management, which students are
required to read for their subject studies, is presented for reading.l!  However
this task, which in itsclf is a simplified one, is broken down into further chunks
(hopefully non-intimidating) both before and after the reading lesson. In
these “chunks”, the required language activity is not always reading, but
a variety of activities involving the skills of listening, speaking and writing
as well.  Thus familiarity with the technical vocabulary of the reading assign-
ment and the concepts it involves is built up in a variety of skill areas.

The theme of the reading passage, “A Good Manager”, is first introduced
through a Listening Comprehension lesson. This consists of two dialogues
recorded on cassette and accompanied by exercises for listening comprehen-
ston?. Both dialogues deal with people rather than concepts, two colleagues
who discuss their common boss and their duties in office. - The dialogues
do not discuss the concept of “a good ‘manager”. But they provide two
concrete examples of managers and their relationships with their subordinates.
Inaddition. the language used is conversational. The structures and vocabulary
arc relatively simple and non-technical, not of very much- higher level than
what students have encountered in General English courses at school.

Two points are achieved. Students begin to think about managu -
subordinate relationships in simple Engllsh and at an individualised level.
They get listening comprehensmn practice in the type of conversation they
may very well hear in their ultimate exposure to English.

10. Neil Fernando (1980).

H. Appendix A gives the adatsation presented in the lesson material.
Appendix B gives the first 2 paragraphs of the authentic data for comparison.

12. Appendix C gives the text of the first of the recorded dialogues used f01 th1s lesson,
and the exercises that accompany it.
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In the next lesson, technical vocabulary connected with the theme 'as’
well as other sophisticated vocabulary to'be encountered in the reading passa ge
is ‘built up 13°°A third lesson"is' devoted to communicative activities and’
pairwork." This gives students opportunities for language use with ‘peers.
One of the exercises in this lesson continues with the theme introduced earlier,
and catches up technical vocabulary introduced in’the vocabulary -lesson,
e.g. “needs, physiological, security, social, ego, self-actualisation™; introduces
two' further terms “lesser needs” and “higher nceds™; ‘and puts these to use
in pairwork. 147 1. RS iTd a9se

‘Subject-mattér is thus presented in manageable ¢hunks! ' The student
does not encounter too many new technical terms or concepts together.
A second device used is 1nd1v1duahsmg or giving concreteness to' abstract
prmcxples and academic concepts.  Generalisations, abstract principles and’
academic concepts are first presented through indiVvidualised examples, as
in the Dialogues for listéning comprehension. These provide a framework

t “chunk” on which to build up further (“chunks” of) abstract academic
kﬂnowledge The third device employed is the use of repetition or re~cyclmg
of material. The terms introduced in the vocabulary lesson are re—cyoled
in the palrwork with opportunity for furthur plactlcfﬂ application of the’
terms. This device is used to deyelop familiarity with' the theme. “

The repetition however does not involve working through a tedious series,
of set exercise, types, but is diversified over several skill areas and types of
communicative activities. This hopefully prevents the familiarity aimed at
from breeding the proverbial contempt, since one problem with subject-
oricnted language courses is the fact that they could become tedious and
burdensome. ,*“......... ,...studunts are bored by dcalmg with what they know
already 715 *“This is one of the standard features of ESP courses: they are
so deadly serious, so earnestly work-oriented - so. dull.”1 “Davis (1977)
urges us not to forget gencral ‘ldnguag»-lmrmng vitality’ gmned from such
things as extra-curricular activitics. O*Neill (1977) also urges us to remember
the element of fun.................. 27

It is only in the fourth lesson that the simplified reading passage A Good,
Manager’ is presented.’® In this passage abstract concepts are very evident
e.g. “In a manager’s interaction with his subordinates, he needs to b aware

13. Appendix D gives the text of the vocabulary lesson.

14. Appendix E gives the text of the exercises for pairwork.

15. Robinson (1980), p. 26. SR L e
16. Crafts (1976), quoted in Robmson (1980), p.: 27 3¢
17. Robinson (}980), p 27. 5

18. See Appendix: Al {
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of the latter’s needs”, ““A manager must try to motivate his subordinates
by satisfying their most important need”’. But by now students are familiar
with some of the new technical terms, and concepts. The characters of the
dialogues in the listening comprehension lesson turn up in the two-illustrative
examples, and their familiarity reduces the ‘“‘unseenness’ of the technical
passage. Thus, the student is more ready at this point to face technical
reading in his subject area. The structures and vocabulary in the passage
reveal the gap between beginning and target competence, but this gap has
been bridged to some measure by the preceding breaking down, repetition
and re-cycling of material. Words like “interaction, interpersonal relation-
ship” and complex sentences like “We remember a significant incident where
a certain manager assigned new tasks to two of his subordinates, Piyasena
and Palitha’ are now easier to approach because the student has already
met Piyasena, Palitha, their ‘“‘new tasks” and “‘a certain manager” in simpler
clothes; and “‘interaction’ and ‘relationship” have been discussed in relation
to better known items like ‘relate’ and ‘‘action”.

Complex structures and harder technical terms are given further exercise
in the lesson after the reading passage.'® The next lesson re-cycles all the
knowledge gained up to now with an “element of fun” in a group activity.2
It is only at this stage that students move on to the final actmty, a lesson
comprising questions in reading comprehension.2!

CONCLUSION

Thus, teachmg technical readlng in English for the Social Sciences and
Commerce in classes conducted at tertiary institutions and in pre-experience
or in-service courses in Sri Lanka presents several problems. One way of
handling these problems may be to begin within the initial competence of
students and build up non-intimidating “chunks” in several skill areas, which
link up into something approaching target competence. The sample of lesson
material discussed here illustrates how this might be done.

19. Appendix F gives the text of these practice exercises.
20. Appendix G gives the instructions to the teacher for this group activity.
21. Appendix H gives the text of the questions for reading comprehension.
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TABLE ' I

The Role of English for Students of Social Science and Commerce

IN. SCHOOL
Function of English - Fomgn Language
Domains of Use None
Learnihg Environment 1. Home-town or Home-village

2. Relaxed,
3. Within range
4. Fairy-tale

IN' UNIVERSITY

' ‘Function of English Foreign Language/Second Language (sntua-
' tion not clear)

- Domains 6f Use " Education (ma1gmally, situation - not clear)
-ho i Public life (marginally; suuatmn not clear)

:L.earning Environment 1. - Outside H'omé-to‘wn usually  city

2. Relaxed/Urgent (situation not clear)
3. Outside range ‘ :
4

Unreal

IN EMPLOYMENT

Function of English Second Language
Domains of Use Education, Employment, Public Life
(especially higher levels of these)

Learning Environment 1. Outside Home-town, usually city
2. Urgent

3. Outside range

4

Real
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