A sociocultural focused analysis of the potential to assess metacognitive functioning of students of a Non English Speaking Background. 
Fred Wright. 

Exposure to a second culture has become a staple of modern times” (Tadmor & Tetlock, 2006).

Tadmor and Tetlock (2006) express a fundamental element of modern times and the globalization of the world economies, travel and education. The cultural background of Australia’s population has become a symbol of the potential for travel across the physical borders of countries. In a recent article Khawaja, Gomez and Turner (2009) report that in Australia there are over two hundred different languages spoken, though English is the dominant language. However, while these figures might represent those of communities of immigrants, there is also a growing number of students who travel from their homeland to study at a variety of educational institutions across this country. 

The number of international students coming into the country to study has made education a sizeable contributor to the general Australian economy. Despite the economic contribution made by international students to the economy, there has been little research into the factors that contribute to how culturally different individuals adapt, or fail to adapt, to education in Australia. Two points are important in this context; firstly, as more students enter educational institutions in Australia, and as many come from a Non -English Speaking Background (NESB), it is likely that we will find there are some who are not coping with the education system. The question is then how do we determine if the difficulty is due to language/cultural issues, or if a learning difficulty is present. The second issue is noted by Poplin and Phillips (1993) when they comment on the
“unsophisticated nature of current assessment devices and processes for second language learners must make us particularly wary of depending on formal psychological evaluation” (p. 246).
 Adaptation to cultural differences is likely to be made up of a complex mix of the distance between the home culture and the new culture an individual experiences (Tadmor & Tetlock, 2006); individual differences in personality, intellect, and cognitive processing (Hornik & Tupchiy, 2006); and differences in how one came to be exposed to a different culture including, age, gender and status such as slave, free settler, or refugee (Clark & Flores, 2007). Clearly the complexity and variety of differences in reasons for exposure to different cultures does not make it easy to research the acculturation process.  
Poplin and Phillips (1993) have suggested that the evidence shows that it takes between four and seven years to acquire proficiency in a second language. It is assumed that these figures are based on learning a second language in ways which focuses on the development of grammar and formal language skills.  Lane (2007) has noted that current practice in second culture teaching relies on rote learning and provides little deeper learning (p.1). Deeper learning could involve metacognitive instruction similar to the Peace Corps four stage model;
1) Unconscious incompetence: minimal awareness of cultural differences
2) Conscious incompetence: basic realization of cultural differences, minimal understanding of reasons 
3) Conscious competence: increased understanding of difference: deliberate behavioural adjustment
4) Unconscious competence: culturally appropriate behaviour automatic.

 (Lane, 2007)

Essentially each of these levels involves an increased degree in capacity to use abstract cultural information. The capacity to use abstract cultural information at a metacognitive unconscious, or automatic level, is not considered an essential part of language training programs for students prior to moving into mainstream education (Thorne, 2005). The Peace Corp four levels of learning are similar to Blank’s four levels of language interpretation which will be examined later. 

Metacognitive development according to some writers (Bratten, 1991; Martinez, 2006; Wertsch 2008) develops as the result of interaction between a child and a more competent other and is eventually internalised. In this socio-cultural perspective of metacognitive development, cultural tools, such as inner speech are suggested to be internalised as a metacognitive process. According to Thorne (2005) research into second language learning has focused on individual cognitive development, but a sociocultural approach provides an opportunity to combine social context with individual potential. Grant, Wong and Osterling (2006) also suggest that second language development needs to move beyond “current cognitive to sociocultural models” (p 600). Bakhtin dialogic examination of language interaction is argued by them to extend current cognitive models of research into second language learning. Haywood (2005) writes, “It is not necessarily the answers to children’s questions that are to be found in their culture; rather, it is the conceptual models that can help them to reach the answers” (p. 274). Culture does not rigidly provide answers to problems, but combined with individual differences, plays a role in the capacity of the educational immigrant to adapt to changing cultural educational circumstances. 

Clark and Flores (2007) uses the term “cultural apprentices” to describe the transaction taking place in adapting to new cultural experiences. Tadmor and Tetlock (2006) suggest that there is a “surprising paucity of research on the effects that such cross – cultural experiences have on individual’s skills, capabilities, and cultural inclinations” (p. 174). How changes might occur in under- graduate students, what variables might be significant in individual differences and cultural experience, have not been investigated in Australian tertiary education institutions.
Metacognition and research cross culturally 
Bell (2007) investigated the experience of postgraduate students of NESB at an Australian university. Particular emphasis was placed on the metacognitive text decoding in a new educational setting and what experiences were different from what the students expected. The study was based on a longitudinal ethnographic model with six Indian and Bangladeshi students who were all involved in post-graduate studies, but from different disciplines. 
The findings from the study suggest that it took these students time to adapt to a new learning environment. Bell (2007) writes “ In conclusion, through the use of theories of metacognition and framing, some insights into the awareness of language use in academic and general text were produced. The participants made significant use of intratextual framing and, at the same time, drew on their personal knowledge and experiences where in-text features were not sufficient to aid their understanding.” (p. 97). Given that Bell has identified difficulties of post- graduate students’ capacity to adjust to changes in their learning environment, the potential of under-graduate students of NESB to adjust to new culturally different learning environments is possibly an area in need of further study.

Guss and Wiley’s (2007) suggest that cultural differences in metacognitive processing has not been extensively researched. The results of their study found differences in the problem solving strategies used in three cultures. They looked at differences in the use of metacognitive problem solving strategies in Brazilian, Indian and the United States participants. The findings of the study suggest differences in metacognitive strategies between the cultures. By example, critical thinking was rated as more important by United States participants than by Indian or Brazilian participants (p. 20). The results of Guss and Wiley’s study suggest cultural differences in valued metacognitive processing strategies across cultures. These results would suggest that while critical thinking might be an important part of metacognitive processing in English speaking cultures, this might not be the same in other cultures. 

Stage 1 (Experiment one)
In the first stage of the study we examined the affect state of participants, their individualist or collectivist perception of their cultural background and what preferred strategies they had for solving classroom problems. This preliminary report provides information on participant’s perceived individualist or collectivist perceptions.

Individualist cultures are considered to be exemplified by the United States and collectivist cultures are considered to be those such as Japan, Korea and China. We have adapted Hornik and Tupchiy’s (2006) semi- structured interviews into a questionnaire about perceived individualism or collectivism. This device has broken collectivism and individualism into dimensions, where horizontal and vertical individualists are considered to focus on an autonomous self-concept (Cukur, Guzman, & Carlo, 2004). Vertical individualist accept inequality as a law of nature, believe in competition, and see themselves as having to be best, while horizontal individualist emphasis equality and doing their own thing (Hornik & Tupchiy. 2006). Horizontal collectivists and vertical collectivists emphasis group as important, however horizontal collectivists place emphasis on equality and they can function separately from the group. Vertical collectivist accept inequality and are group dependant (Cukur,Guzman,& Carlo, 2004).

Method

Participants.

Participants were taken from Certificate Level 4 English classes and international students enrolled in Diploma courses. The English grammar of participants was high enough to complete all questionnaires given out. Eighty-one participants were recruited with a mean age for males of 27.6 years and females a mean age of 28.5, the majority of participants were of South Asian background or Southeast Asian background. 

Participants in the project were drawn from Certificate Level 4 English and Diploma classes run at two TAFE Colleges in metropolitan Melbourne. Classes were addressed explaining what the project was about, following the talk teacher were asked to leave envelopes with the three questionnaires inside on the teacher’s desk. Anyone wishing to participate in the study was then able to pick up the package and complete the questionnaires. A self addressed and stamped envelope contained in the package allowed the completed questionnaires to be forwarded on to the researcher. 
Measures

Questionnaire one: The Metacognitive Questionnaire – Thirty (MCQ-30) is a thirty item version of the Wells and Cartwright-Hatton Metacognitive Questionnaire. Factor Analysis suggests five factors are present: cognitive confidence, positive beliefs about worry, cognitive self-consciousness, negative beliefs about uncontrollability and thoughts and danger, and beliefs about needs to control thoughts. Permission was given by Dr Wells to use the device.

Questionnaire two: The Preferred Learning Style Questionnaire (PLSQ)- A ten item modified version of the thirty-two item semi-structured interview used by Hornik and Tupchiy (2006) was used. The device measures the potential for Collectivist – horizontal or vertical and Individualist – horizontal or vertical.

Questionnaire three: Is a modified version of the Guss and Wiley measure of metacognition (2007). (Permission was given by the British Psychological Society).

Results and discussion

A factor analysis was done on the PLSQ with four factors found contributing to the variance; 

1) Group and sharing orientation with the group as the identity, 2) Individual orientation, but prefer to work alone, 3) Group orientation, but achievement focused; and 4) Individualistic orientation and competitive.focus. However, only 52% of the variance is explained by the combined factors. Cukar, Guzman and Carlo (2004) found collectivism to be more stable construct than individualism. Our findings do suggest that amongst the population researched the issues are more complex, perhaps this is due to exposure to a different cultural.  

Li, Zhang, Bhat and Yum (2006) have found that Chinese culture is becoming more individualistic. The results of the current study suggest that participants are collectivist and are represented by both horizontal and vertical collectivist cultural sense. However, there is also identified a level of individualist preference at both the vertical and horizontal level. This data could be interpreted as fits with the findings of Li, Zhang, Bhat and Yum (2006) about changing cultural perceptions in collectivist societies. It might also be interpreted as providing greater insight into cultural differences through the use of a more complex model than just collectivist or individualist. Further examination of the data will provide insight into whether differences in preferred ways of thinking through learning problems are associated with cultural perceptions.

Stage two
Further comments on language abstraction and metacognition.
Blank and Franklin (1980) has noted that learning disabled children have difficulty with developing an understanding of “why” questions, these type of questions sit at the highest level of Blank’s  hierarchy of language abstraction. That is to say, the potential for a learning disabled person to respond to questions that become more abstract becomes less likely. The kind of language difficulties that have been confronted by learning disabled young people has been noted by Boucher (1984) in the early nineteen eighties. He has suggested that pragmatic language development in learning disabled boys was impeded above what might be expected by their same aged peers. Boucher found that learning disabled boys used less complex language than their non learning disabled peers. Semrud-Clikeman (2005) has also suggested that where language difficulties are present at the expressive and receptive language levels reading difficulties are frequently present. 
Barrera (2006) has produced one of the few studies into differences between Secondary School level second language learners, and Secondary School second language learners who have learning difficulties. Using a Curriculum Based Dynamic Assessment approach he found that when compared with those who were language learners, those with learning difficulties, “significant differences were apparent when measuring the total number of words, key words, letters and sentences written between the two groups” (p. 152). He concludes that the learning disabled language learner group differed from the language learning group in their capacity to attain sufficient vocabulary. These results are some what consistent with findings from studies of mono-language speakers who have learning difficulties (Semmid-Clikeman, 2005). 
Further to the above stated findings Pena (Moore-Brown, Huerta, Uranga-Hernandez & Pena, 2006) has found that using narrative story development with children of NESB in a dynamic assessment arrangement can assist in determining differences between language problems and language learning. The discussion provides evidence that is consistent with Blank’s opening comments on those with learning difficulties having difficulty with abstracting language. Kaczmarek (1999) found that narrative capacity was linked to potential to be able to respond in a more sophisticated abstract manner to stories. Kaczmarek has suggested that the capacity to respond to abstract information involves a “high level of linguistic and cognitive functions.. (and).. The prevalence of simple structures has proved to be a mark of difficulty in language processing” (p. 7). The evidence, as it exists, suggests that differences between language learners and language learners who have learning difficulties might be identified at the level of potential capacity to use abstract cognitive processes to respond to language abstraction. 
A sociocultural view of inner speech development – monocultural and bicultural

Luria contributed to the understanding of inner speech in several ways, but his examination of the neurophysiological basis of inner speech was a major contribution (Guerrero, 2005 p. 39). Luria saw inner speech activity as having three functions, to which he devoted considerable research. These three functions were speech activity as a means of communication, a tool of intellectual function, and as a method of regulating behaviour (p. 39).  Social communication was for Luria made up of expressive and receptive speech, with each of the mechanisms mediated by inner speech. In Figure .1. Guerrero has provided a representation of Luria’s idea of expressive speech development.
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Luria’s expressive language model (Guerrero, 2005, p. 39).

Motive is needed for something to be said, at which stage a semantic graph or non sequential utterance plan is developing, inner speech takes the sense of the utterance and makes a predicative structure of the thought and finally expanded thought is produced according to the grammar principals of a given language (Guerrero, 2005). The process is reversed at the receptive level. Inner speech functions at the planning, regulative and analytic levels, as was the case when the process externally functioned via adult mediation. In most respects the development of inner speech is for Luria similar to that of Vygotsky (p. 40.). Luria also found that the neurological centre of inner speech was in the frontal lobes, specifically the left hemisphere (Guerrero, 2005).

Leontiev (Guerrero, 2005) offers a further account of the development of inner speech and the process of externalising speech. What is interesting about Leontiev’s account of speech development and inner speech at the mono-linguistic level is that he had also developed an account of inner speech in learners of a second language. Figure 2 shows Leontiev’s description of the mono –language externalisation process.
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 Leontiev expressive language model-monolinguals (Guerrero, 2005, p. 61)

As can be seen from the diagram Leontiev has structured his approach to the externalisation of language differently from that of Luria. A significant difference lies in the breaking up of the process into a programming and then a post programming phases (Guerrero, 2005). 

As the development of second language (expressive language) takes place Leonteiv suggests the process involves the first language mediating the second language development. Inner speech acts as the mediator, as it does in the model developed for mono-language speakers (Guerrero, 2005). In the early stage of new language learning there are two different stages of the post-programming. These two new parts incorporate the application of the first language in the translation of the second language which is then implemented at the motor level and is transformed to external speech (see Figure 3).
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Leontiev’s expressive language model –bilingual (Guerrero 2005, p. 61). 

In this model inner speech takes on characteristic of both the first language and the second language, but is also a mediation process at the conceptual level of processing. 
From this discussion there are two important elements about inner speech, the first is that inner speech is a “convergence of thought and speech developed at the intra-psychological level’ (Guerrero, 2005); and two, though remaining independent inner speech develops as a psychological tool.  

Assessing dialogical potential
Blank and Frankin (1980) have noted that; “there is considerable evidence that there can be varying degrees of space-time distance between the perception (or experience) and verbal symbolization that the child applies to the perception (or experience). .. Luria and Yudovich use the phrase “reorganization of perception” to capture the relationship that exists when language begins to determine perception. They stress the idea that once past its initial phase, the acquisition of language ultimately leads the human being to “rise above direct visual perception to analysis of its data .. so enabling him to organise his behaviour, not according to visually perceived situations, but according to a deeper ‘categorization’ reflection of the world” (Blank & Franklin, 1980, p. 132). 
Blank and Franklin (1980) are referring to a process that is similar to the development of inner speech and the regulative potential of inner speech.  She explicitly states that she is interested in the examination of languages conceptual complexity.

Blank (Blank & Franklin, 1980) developed a method to assess the language development of young children and this approach could be applied to examining the conceptual leaps in language development that second language learners might go through. It may also be a very useful approach to determining differences between language learning and learning difficulties in second language learners. Blank’s approach offers a means by which to analyse the development of linguistic structures above those defined by psycholinguists such as Chomsky. This approach also extends the work of Luria into receptive and expressive language and inner speech process.

Blank and Franklin (1980) looks at the way in which language has various levels of cognitive complexity, working from concrete representations of the world around the individual to what they noted as the development of a “hierarchy of abstraction”(p.129), where the human mind processes information that is more and more abstract. This work fits well within the frame work of a sociocultural approach to the examination of language development in second language learners.

There are four levels of language abstraction proposed by Blank and Franklin (1980), these levels take on greater levels of abstract complexity as potential to interpret abstract language is developed. These four levels are, “ 1) matching experience, 11) selective analysis of experience, 111) reordering experience, 1V) reasoning about experience.” (Blank & Franklin, 1980, p. 130).  The complexity of these levels is couched within the context of dialogue experiences. Bakhtin, argues (Robor, 2005) dialogue requires both the speaker and listener to be transmitting and interpreting on an almost ongoing basis, “appropriateness in communication can be judged by the degree to which a speaker’s language meshes with the language of a partner” (Robor, 2005, p.137). The interpretation relies on speaker and interpreter understanding the conceptual complexity of the social interaction. 

Blank and Franklin (1980) looked at how questions were asked between mother and child at different age levels in English speaking situations and found that there are two types of questions, they are named as obliges and comments. She states, “ The rules for the coding of dialogue allows one to capture important characteristics of verbal interchange. For example, in hierarchical relationships (e.g teacher – pupil) it is common for the dominant person to control the dialogue by asking questions and issuing commands (ie by using obliges). The subordinate person does not have these privileges, but rather is expected to respond to the imposed task. …By contrast in a less power –dominated interchange (eg conversation between peers), both participants have the ‘right’ to use freely both obliges and comments” (p. 139). A comment is defined as an utterance which does not require a clear need for response, while in an English speaking exchange an oblige does. 

Blank and Franklin (1980) have reported that in the study of child – mother interaction young children (ie from 1 to 2 years) respond more readily to obliges. Thus, it is likely that mothers begin to rely upon this form of initiation to draw their young child into dialogue. It was found mothers continued this reliance even when their children are capable of responding to comments and, in fact, “find that form easier to respond to” (p. 146). Blank and Franklin suggest that as a child develops they begin to understand that a comment might require a reply, even though this is not explicitly stated, with an oblige (p. 145). 

The utterances that are made by a speaker are coded by Blank and Franklin (1980) according to the level of complexity of them. When an utterance matches direct experience of identified objects, sounds, or touch, this is defined as a level1 utterance. The utterance is based on direct experience of the world around the speaker and limits the level of response by the listener. At the second level selective analysis of experience is made, simple analysis of direct experience are connected in relation to possession, attributes, location, function of objects, and integration of object action and event. Level three embraces the capacity to be able to reorder experience at the metalinguistic level, defining objects or events by exclusion, defining similarities, and describing social conventions. At the final fourth level the person is able to reason about experience, formulating solutions to problems, justifying decisions, identifying causes of events explaining construction of objects and drawing inferences from observations (p. 135) .
The examination of dialogical process is important as it provides a basis from which to examine what could be defined as the externalisation of inner speech. Blank and White (1999) write, “Vygotsky not only integrates intellectual functioning and the social environment, but also sets the frame for defining the social parameters that foster intellectual development” (p.332) in the zone of proximal development. By applying comments and obliges to the investigation of individual language development and using Blank’s hierarchy of language abstraction, second language learners level of potential language abstraction can be investigated. The capacity to interpret abstraction relies on the individual being able to apply inner speech to make connections with the speakers meaning. Inner speech and its externalisation provide potential insight into the levels of cognitive abstraction made by an individual. 

A case study.

Poplin and Phillips (1993) have suggested two levels of language knowledge, they point out that interpersonal communication skills differ from those required for cognitive/academic language proficiency. The levels they discuss is similar to the sociocultural description of differences in cognitive processing that are culturally influenced by psychological tools, such as language (Wertsch, 2008). The type of second language tuition given to international students before they enter into mainstream studies focus on potential to work with formal language skills, little metacognitive, inner speech language development takes place in this process (Lane, 2007). Students are likely to be left in a situation in which they are not readily able to transfer knowledge of how to work out what they need to do in order to complete a classroom task.

As a student counsellor in the tertiary sector I have had meetings with many international students, in recent times I met with two students of southern Asian background. They had come to discuss 
the actual course they were doing as they were confused not only by the course work requirements, but also by what the actual course was about. 
I was not sure at what level the potential for confusion was to be found with the two students I was interviewing. We spent time looking at the tasks they were asked to do for assessment purposes, this provided a base from which to direct questions and allowed me the opportunity to determine the level at which we were communicating. By focusing on the intermediate level of questions we were aligning the conversation with what Blank and White (1999) have defined as the area which “we know relatively little about” (p. 338), but which builds the potential for students to predict or postulate. 
The questions asked focused on how the students attributed connections between topics covered and questions they were required to respond to. The students were able to define the way connections were made between objects, but had difficulty with discussing how objects might be defined by their exclusion. So the students could not reach level three as described earlier in their attempts to process what was required from them to successfully complete the task requirements. They were in the course as they were able to function at the technical level of language, but were thinking through how to solve a given problem using methods they were familiar with. They were not readily able to transfer prior knowledge to the tasks they were asked to complete in a different educational system.
They had chosen to do a course in welfare studies, but they were not only unfamiliar with the type of work requirements they were asked to meet, but also the cultural differences in the idea of the course was evident in the discussion we had. They were confused with the way in which they were asked to do assessment tasks. In their home country they were used to studying for examinations and the course they were doing required assessment through them completing essays and class presentations. It was not just an issue of language, it was an issue of thinking about how to think to respond to a classroom task. 

These two students were not unable to function at a tertiary education level, they found themselves caught between their cultural experience prior knowledge and attempting to transfer that prior knowledge to an Australian education setting. Essentially they were not able to successfully transfer educational knowledge to this new setting. The inner speech used by them was based on culturally different approaches to problem solving. Not better or worse, but different from what was required in the educational setting of their home country.

This case suggests that the inner speech as a construct associated with language development has not received the attention it might have needed in Western English language courses (Guerrero, 2005). That is, these students had passed the required level of English language proficiency to enter the course they were enrolled in. However, while they had acquired formal language skills they were still struggling with the potential to be able to abstract that language as a cognitive process. They’re not in a position to apply strategic thinking when applying thinking about thinking strategies.

Of course the assessment of learning difficulties within a population whose first language is not English adds another level of complexity. This case study shows how two students who could otherwise cope with a tertiary level education program were stuck because of differences in the cultural of the educational settings. 

Conclusion 

The internationalisation of education has provided some countries, such as Australia, with an important source of revenue. However, further work is needed about educating those international students to achieve the best possible outcomes in culturally different education settings. Inner speech is linked to individual thinking and the cultural influences on that thinking, tapping such a psychological tool could open up training that would be significant to learners.

Further, Blank and Franklin (1980) work provides a grounded resource from which assess potential learning or language difficulties. The work could potentially provide a means of making meaningful cross-cultural assessments of people of NESB. Our current research is focused on such work and given some of the evidence that has been reviewed may add further to our knowledge of how to determine cultural from learning problems in second language speakers. 

(Special thanks to Assoc Prof R. Callingham)
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