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Abstract 

This study is concerned with factors outside the four walls of English as a 

Foreign Language (EFL) classroom and their effect on the learnability of 

English language. The study looks into the social, political and economic 

background of the learners and obtains the relevant data via a questionnaire. 

The scores on the questionnaire are then ascertained through correlation with 

the score on a written comprehension test in English. The main purpose is to find 

out whether or not the dominant discourses (social background of the learners) 

have any effect(s) on the English language learnability of the learners. The 

results demonstrated that there hardly exists any significant effect of the social 

background of the learners. These results also show that the theory of 

reproduction does not hold true in the area under study (Pakistan). The test 

scores are further analyzed for any differences in the scores on the test in English 

social class-wise. There are no marked differences between the upper, middle 

and lower classes. In the second step of this study, an audio recording was done 

of an English language classroom dynamics. The findings from the transcription 

once again show that the ‗English only‘ policy of reproduction is not followed by 

the teacher in his/her classroom. The observations and transcription reveal that 

the students get hold of the ‗agency‘ through a policy of resistance (not 

responding in English (L2) to teacher‘s queries). The results are encouraging, 

i.e., there is no top-down monolithic implementation of any abstract method(s) in 

the classroom; rather there is an element of resistance and co-construction on 

the part of learners making the classroom dynamics discursive and rich.  

Keywords:  Dominant Discourses, Monolithic Implementation, Learnability, 

Discursive Dynamics 

Introduction  

This study is an attempt to explore the veracity of ‗Reproduction theory‘ (Bourdieu, 

1977) and the resistance theory (Canagarajah, 1999) in an EFL milieu. The main focus of 

this study is to find out whether the outside Class-room milieu affects the EFL learners in 
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a deterministic way i.e. the learners are engineered by the society selectively into the 

dominant discourses. In addition to that the second part of this research includes 

exploration of the passive/active role of learners in EFL class-room. 

The study consists of two components i.e. a quantitative component for finding the effect 

of socio-political and economic milieu on EFL learning (Schofield & Mamuna, 2003; 

Chiu & Khui, 2005). The second component i.e. the qualitative component consists of 

ethnographic analysis of class-room dynamics. The objective is to find out from 

transcriptions of EFL class-room whether or not there is any contribution from the 

learners while learning English (Canagarajah, 1999). By doing so the study challenges 

the stereo-typical views of ―top down‖ approach in the local EFL class-room. The 

findings of the second component are extremely encouraging and are in line with the 

findings not only of the pervious such studies (Canagarajah, 1999) but also in line with 

the results of the first component of this study. This is also important from a larger 

perspective. EFL class-room is not a restricted field which can be straight jacketed into 

few center theories. Rather this study fits into the more recent and latest ―discursive 

approach‖ to EFL class-room (Morgan, 1997). 

It is from these new perspectives that the study becomes worth-attempting. There is also 

a paradigmatic shift in applied linguistics. Research in EFL is no more the monopoly of 

the ―western academia‖; it has developed a healthy and discursive local base in the 

Developing World now-a-days. 

Scope of the Study 

The level of the participants was graduate (final grade). Their ages ranged from 18-20 

years. Although the sample taken was from just one district i.e. district Peshawar but 

those students represented the whole Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP).The reason for this 

being the admission policy where in admission to this college was given to all students on 

open merit from KPK. Their exposure to English, Urdu and Pashto varied with English 

and Urdu as the media of instructions whereas Pashto is mostly their mother tongue (L1). 

Statement of the Problem 

The effect of socio-political and economic milieu on EFL class-room is an important 

factor. Being an EFL Lecturer my interest in the area was aroused by coming across the 

contrasting findings on this topic. Secondly the study was taken as a scholar of MS 

applied Linguistics. Particularly in the Pakistani context one such singular study has been 

undertaken by Schofield and Mamuna (2003). Since their study was done in Lahore I 

wanted to check whether this is also true for Peshawar which is a comparatively smaller 

metropolitan city. Besides at the college level such studies in the area concerned are very 

rare. As a teacher teaching English for the last ten years it has never palpably occurred to 

me that learners from higher social pedestal carry the day so far EFL learning is 

concerned. One such study of ‗study habits‘ and their effect on English was done by 
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Bano (2005). The results favoured the private sector schools compared to the 

Government run public sector schools. The results of the above two studies were enticing 

and full of curiosity. It meant that in the Pakistani context we were doing disfavor to the 

deprived classes twice. First on the social level and secondly at the institutional level 

when they were enrolled in the schools/college (Bourdieu, 1977). 

Research Questions 

The present study explores the following three research questions. 

1. Whether or not the social, political and economic background of English (L2) 

learners has any impact upon their learnability. 

2. Can we keep the society at bay from the learner while he/she is in the class-

room? 

3. Whether or not the class-room and its dynamics are a replica of the society at 

large. 

Hypotheses 

For our first research question it was expected based on the previous studies (Schofield & 

Mamuna 2003; Khan & Bano 2005) that there will be a strong correlation between 

exposure to the dominant discourses and English (L2) learnability. For our second 

research question it was expected that social class-wise there will be greater awareness 

among the upper and middle classes followed by the lower class (Canagarajah, 1999). 

For our third research question it was again expected that the teacher would be selective 

in adopting the English only policy and ignore the other two local languages i.e. Urdu / 

Pashto (L1). 

Significance of the Study 

This study is significant from the point of view of results that have been obtained. The 

study has yielded some empirical evidence as to how and under what conditions the 

social background and locale of the participants can make a difference to foreign 

language learning. 

It will also contribute to the fact that the knowledge of the socio-cultural aspect of 

language shall not be taken for granted equally for all EFL class-room learners, and care 

shall be taken to explain in detail the intricate cultural concepts in a multi-lingual class-

room and their cultural relativism. 

For Bourdieu (1977) any interaction is like a class-struggle. When two persons converse, 

it reflects their social status and the struggle that they put in wrenching implicitly from 

each other as much profit (power) as possible. Talking of language in economic terms he 

says that, those who recognize and realize the favored patterns of language are rewarded 

by society as such. Thus according to Bourdieu (1977) people try to be selective and 
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aspire through the formal (e.g. educational) and informal institutions of the society to get 

hold of the dominant, ―Discourses‖ styles and accents. But like other differences these 

socially (here I mean dominant linguistic resources because he is not talking exclusively 

of language) ‗favored patterns‘ are not accessible to everyone equally. Depending on the 

social status of the interlocutors there are two possibilities. One is the acceptance of the 

dominant discourses (usually the upper/favored class), and secondly it may assume the 

shape of resistance (in the case of disfavored class). On the whole those who are in a 

favored position in relation to these discourses usually get the most profit from these 

discourses (‗symbolic forces‘). Thus through language and other symbolic discourses the 

essential disparity is perpetuated. Bourdieu (1977) has used a very famous term for such 

structural contexts which have become fixed and fossilized in the very psyche and 

structures of societies and institutions. The best example that he gives is that of ‗Teacher-

Pupil‘ relationship in the educational settings. This he terms as teacher-pupil ‗Habitus‘. 

Reproduction & IRF (Initiation—Response—Feedback) Pattern 

A related phenomena is the IRE (Initiation—Response—Evaluation) pattern (Sinclair & 

Coulthard, 1975). It has a sort of constricting effect on the dynamics of the class-room, 

restricting creativity and disagreement on the part of the pupils. Habitus also produces an 

authoritative (Imperialistic) structure within class-room, with teacher as a source of all 

knowledge and authority. Above all this authoritative, exalted teacher status is based 

upon the positivist and Universalist concept of knowledge, manipulated in the class-room 

milieu, which is against the grain of critical language awareness. It is also artificial and 

has the potential for carrying hidden agenda on the part of the imperialists/neo-

imperialists. But the story does not end here. The IRE pattern has created many problems 

in Second Language Learnability in the schools. One study (Phillipson, 1972) shows how 

the students silence and non-participation (a cultural trait) created the impression of being 

weak, and negatively affected their success (Rajend et al., 2000). Another such study, 

made social-class wise by Heath (1983) shows how the middle-class white students had 

felt no difficulty (dissonance) with the teaching style at school for it had similarity with 

their home (study) culture. On the other hand with a working class white and working 

class blacks there was a dissonance between the IRE pattern and the home environment. 

From a post-structuralists perspective it also shows how the outside class-room context 

can have a positive or negative effect on learnability and creativity. Here it is also worth 

mentioning that the teacher has also been following the old ―magisterial style‖ oblivious 

to the fact of the different backgrounds of the class-room participants; thus inadvertently 

favoring the already dominant social class. It is here that the role of critical language 

awareness is brought to the fore (Rajend et al., 2000). One such study which has shown 

the effect of institutions on learnability is that it is not the students‘ background which is 

at fault rather it is the institutional structure which supports the socially advantaged and 

discriminates against the disadvantaged (Trudgill, 1978). 
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―Schools are sites of ‗Social re-production, i.e. they serve to consolidate class 

and gender differences and constrain opportunities available to students in later 

life‖ 

Local Research Perspectives on the Reproduction Theory 

The effect of socio-economic status and exposure to the dominant discourses has also 

been researched by Schofield and Mamuna (2003). Their research findings are somewhat 

contrary to Ellis (1994) who believes that the socio-economic and dominant discourses 

are somewhat constant variables and not having any direct impact on the immediate 

context of class-room (Wen & Johnson, 1997). Actual parental speaking and teaching of 

L2 at home and its effect has also been proved in L2 learning (Heath, 1983). Due to the 

stratified society as well as the stratified educational systems the findings clearly show 

how the upper class is favored by not only the socio-economic milieu but also within the 

different educational system the length of exposure to the dominant discourse can have 

strong differential effect on the different classes. The research goes to the extent of 

terming within the same country two different milieus as EFL (English as a foreign 

language) and ESL (English as a second language). For the lower class within their social 

and educational setup it is an EFL environment whereas for the upper class due the 

availability of resources and greater exposure to the dominant discourses it is an ESL 

milieu (Schofield & Mamuna, 2003). Although the research in question is dominantly a 

deterministic and reproductive, in the implications there is also a hint of resistance and 

reconstruction (Canagarajah, 1999). Through implementation of uniform educational 

policy, particularly, with reference to the introduction of compulsory English subject 

from the very outset in the Urdu medium schools the different effects on learnability of 

L2 may be rectified for the lower class learners. What is valuable in the findings of this 

research is the empowerment of the lower class learners through changes in their habitus 

(Bourdieu, 1977), through mutual co-operation of parents and teachers. The question of 

dominant discourses is not just limited to English language learning. Even from a general 

educational perspective on global level (Chiu & Khoo, 2005) this concept of habitus 

(Bourdieu, 1977), has been vindicated as of great import. Similar studies (Khan & Bano 

2005) concerning habitus show the dominance of private sector schools over the public 

sector schools in Pakistani context. In their research they have clearly shown how due to 

family status, check, better administrative staff, teaching staff and greater monitoring the 

private sector schools‘ students performed better on ‗Study Habits‘, ‗Study Attitudes & 

Study Orientation‘ test than the public sector school learners of the same level. 

It is also pertinent to mention recent research (Yaqoob & Zubair, 2008) on the 

manipulation of text books for ideological and state purposes. The researchers have 

deconstructed using Fairclough‘s (1989) analytical frame work of how the ‗English 9‘ 

and ‗English 10‘ lessons are skillfully exploited. Using the strategies of ‗inclusion‘, 

‗exclusion‘, ‗appropriation‘ and ‗intertextuality‘, the authors implicitly put a state view 

on the apparently religious themes. If on the one hand religious discourses are 

appropriated for nationalistic and internal cohesion, on the other, they are also used as a 
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foreign policy tool. Thus the written text is engrafted here with social, religious, political 

and local meanings, simultaneously. 

Methodology 

The present study consists of both the quantitative and qualitative approaches. The reason 

for applying both the approaches to the problem in question is that both the traditions are 

present in the previous researches. Secondly it has also been recommended that 

quantitative data must be verified by a qualitative component (Vandergrift, 2005). For the 

quantitative data the main instrument used was a questionnaire and for the qualitative 

data a hand-set audio-tape recorder was used. For the quantitative data analysis the 

statistical package for social sciences (version 15) was applied. For the qualitative data, a 

recording of classroom dynamics (35 minutes‘ duration) was done. 

Population 

The population consisted of participants who came from almost all parts of KPK, 

Pakistan. The level of students was graduate final year. This was done deliberately 

keeping in view the nature of this study. Since I wanted to assess the complex social, 

political and economic background of the learners therefore it was necessary that the 

participants are able to respond properly to such complex questions. 

Sample 

150 Pakistani students participated in the present study. However the workable data 

which was included in the present study consisted of 108 participants only. The 

participants were dominantly Pashto speakers. Due to their educational background they 

had also a fair knowledge of Urdu Language (being taught as a compulsory subject 

throughout their schooling up to inter level) as well. Their ages ranged 18-22. The data 

was collected from only one college i.e. Government College Peshawar. But the sample 

consisted of participants who came from different parts of KPK, Pakistan.  

Instruments for Quantifying the Variables 

English Comprehension Test (Class Test) 

For the English Learnability i.e. dependent variable (D) a comprehension paragraph was 

designed following a previous study (Schofield & Mamuna, 2003). The test was checked 

manually (Khan & Bano, 2005) and the resultant scores were categorized into three 

groups i.e. 0-4, 5-9, and 10 and above with the maximum total as 15. This was done to 

assess social class-wise any correlation between marks obtained on the comprehension 

test and the social class of the participants. 
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Socio-Political and Economic Variables (Discourses) 

The above three variables were measured using/adapting a 5 point multiple choice 

inventory. The choice of Likert rating scale was again based upon the previous studies 

(Schofield & Mamuna, 2003). Each one of the three independent variables (ID) was 

checked with six items each on the questionnaire. The first six items on the questionnaire 

assessed the social opportunities/exposure (V1) of the participants, followed by political 

(V2) and economic (V3) variables respectively. 

Data Analysis 

The social, political and economic background of the learners was assessed through a 

questionnaire. It was followed by a written comprehension test in English. The test scores 

on the comprehension test were correlated with scores on the questionnaire. 

Finally, an audio-recording of thirty five minutes‘ duration was done during the class-

room which was transcribed and analyzed. 

Results, Correlations 

On entering the data into the SPSS the following results were obtained. The following 

tables show the relationship between discourses and the English comprehension class 

test. 

A visual examination of the Table 1 showed that the significance level for all the three 

independent (ID) variables was very weak and against the expected results. All the three 

variables (ID) i.e. V1, V2 and V3 related very weak with the class test in English. 

Table 1   Correlations between social discourses and English learnability (N=108). 
  V1 V2 V3 Class. Test 

V1  1.00       

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.00    

V2  0.203 1.00   

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.036    

V3  0.449 0.196 1.00  

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.00 0.042   

Class. Test  0.131 0.119 0.107 1.00 

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.178 0.219 0.269   

This was also confirmed by looking at the mean differences for the three ID variables 

respectively. The means clearly showed that the middle class scored higher i.e. only on 

V1 compared to the other two classes. Looking again at table 2 we also saw that when we 

bring down the P-value significant level to 0.10 then the total difference between the 

social classes on the total of the questionnaire discourses is also significant i.e. P-value 
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=0.67<0.10. Thus at the level of discourses and social status there were differences 

particularly at the social discourses level. 

Table 2    Social Class and Learnability: Test Group Cross-tabulation 
Social Class Count & 

% within social class 

Test Group Total 

0 to 4 5 to 9 10 and above 0 to 4 

L 
Count 18 25 3 46 

% within Social Class 39.1% 54.3% 6.5% 100.0% 

M 
Count 13 28 4 45 

% within Social Class 28.9% 62.2% 8.9% 100.0% 

U 
Count 5 10 2 17 

% within Social Class 29.4% 58.8% 11.8% 100.0% 

Total 
Count 36 63 9 108 

% within Social Class 33.3% 58.3% 8.3% 100.0% 

For the correlation between the class test and social class chi-square test was applied on 

the data. While doing this both the test marks and the social class were divided into three 

categories which are given in Table 2. Here again no particular differences were found 

between the test scores of the three social classes and which is again contrary to what was 

expected. 

Table 3   Chi-Square Tests 

 Value Df Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 1.490(a) 4 .828 

Likelihood Ratio 1.468 4 .832 

N of Valid Cases 108   

Table 3 provides values of Chi-Square value = 1.490, df = 4 and p 0.828; >0.05 proved 

that the results are insignificant for the social class differences based on the test scores.  

Discussion 

Part I 

The result for our first question i.e. the correlation between the three independent 

variables individually with the class-test-score was found very weak (see Table 1); all 

three variables showed a very weak correlation. These results were extremely unexpected 

compared to previous findings (Schofield & Mamuna, 2003; Khan & Bano, 2005). Here 

the theory of reproduction (Bourdieu, 1977) which was the main theoretical concern of 

this study stands on its head. 

For our second research question; the scores on the questionnaire for the three variables 

were compared class-wise. No strong differences were found within the mean scores on 

the two variables i.e. V2 & V3 (obtained via questionnaire) social class-wise (see Table 
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3) except for V1. What this suggests is that opinion wise the middle class is more aware 

of the dominant discourses and that is why they scored higher on the questionnaire 

compared to the other two classes. This result goes in the direction as expected but this 

time it is the middle class and not the upper-class which carries the day. 

In the third step in order to further ascertain whether there is any correlation between the 

dominant discourses and its effect on learnability the scores on the class-test were cross 

tabulated with the three social categories of the learners. The results confirmed the 

answer to our first research question i.e. no significant differences between the test scores 

were found between the three social class (see Table2). 

Two new things emerged from our study so far: 

(a) The first is that the reproduction theory does not hold true every-where. It is a myth so 

far the findings of the present research are concerned. It also shows that prima-facie a 

theory may be appealing but when put to real test results may be completely upside-

down. This also proves fact. Not only had this there might be researches who may 

theorize things for the sake of theory which must be checked (Morgan, 1997). The results 

of this study may be unexpected but now new. These results are in harmony with the 

previous studies by Fazio and Stevens (1994) although not conducted in the Pakistani 

context. In Pakistan one such research has been conducted by Schofield and Mamuna 

(2003) whose results stand poles apart from the present study. There could be different 

reasons for these mammoth differences. 

The first reason could obviously be the rapid social change. The technological tools of 

communication have now spread horizontally compared to the previous vertical spread. 

One such explanation to this can be the almost equal penetration of the electronic media 

i.e. computer, internet and television and thus the roughly equal exposure of learner from 

all the classes to the dominant discourses. 

It has also been proved that although the social-background may have a significant effect 

but within specific social conditions. One such research which shows the insignificance 

of the social-background of the learners is by Chiu and Khui (2005). The study claims 

that: 

―After certified teacher variance had been controlled, parents‘ highest job status 

variance did not significantly affect test scores‖. 

All the faculty members concerned were only masters in English. This is also true for 

most of the Government run colleges in the area under study. This may well explain the 

reason for the insignificance of the social background of the learners. 

(b) The important findings that emerged from our second research question was that the 

middle class instead of the upper class emerged (opinion-wise) dominant on the 
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questionnaire score. This again is a good sign and explainable. The middle class usually 

is more exposed to the dominant discourses, for they usually live in the cities and in our 

population sample this group mainly came from the salaried class. 

―Theories about why particular populations might respond as they do highlight 

the importance of complementing quantitative methods of research with a 

qualitative component. Questionnaires although quick and easy to administer are 

limited in their ability to probe the ‗why‘ of participant responses. (2005: 82-

23).‖ 

Part II 

Our third research question was whether or not the classroom and its dynamics are a 

replica of the society at large. The analyses of the transcription were encouraging. These 

results showed that both the teachers and the students did not follow the classroom 

proceedings according to the ‗monolingual fallacy‘ (Philipson, 1992). According to that 

fallacy and also the reproduction theory the ‗only L2 use policy‘ is followed in the 

classroom both by the teachers and the Learners. In my observation of the classroom and 

transcription not only L1 (Urdu) but also Pashto was used by both the teacher and the 

learners. This was in way a true replication of the society not in the reproductive sense 

but in the ―Integrated process‖ of language acquisition (Kachru, 1994). 

Another important findings that emerged from our transcription was the ―resistance 

element‖ (Canagarajah, 1999) used by the learners. The following transcription showed 

how the teacher at the start of the lecture used English (L2) only and in a way tried to 

assert the ‗L2 only policy‘. But when he posed the questions to the learners in L2 the 

learners did not respond (resistance theory). It is only when he comes down to L1 (Urdu) 

that the learners responded in L1 to the queries posed by the teacher. 

The Setting 

The teacher started his class by first giving a brief summary in English (L2) of the 

previous lecture and then posed the following questions to a student. 

         

T.    What was the problem for Kino? 

Yes (elicitation) 

S1.  His son was stung by a scorpion. 

T.    A scorpion 

       Was he successful happy before that incident? 

 جی اس سے پہلے کیا وہ خوش تھا کہ نہیں؟

   (Yes, was he happy before this or not?) 

 میں کہہ رہا ہوں کہ اس سے پہلے وہ خوش تھا کہ نہیں؟
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   (What I am saying is that was he happy before this or not?) 

Yes. 

S2.   \Unclear answer\ Yes. 

T.    He was very much happy. 

   What happened in Chapter No.1? 

       ―Pointing to a boy‖ جی؟ 

       (Yes) 

       You 

S3.   Hesitating 

T.    بچھو کے ڈنگ مارنے کے بعد کیا ہوا؟ 

       (What happened after the stinging of the scorpion?) 

S4.ڈاکٹر کے پاس لے گیا۔ 

       (Took him to the doctor?) 

T.    ڈاکٹر اس سے مال؟ 

       (Did the doctor see him?) 
Key: T=Teacher; S=Student (s1= Student1, etc); ()=English Translation of L1; //=Hesitation;‖ 

―=Gesturing 

Finally, by allowing the learners to use L1 in their response to the teacher‘s queries and 

also the teacher‘s own use of L1 did not mean that the teacher undermined the legitimacy 

of the academic code. The legitimacy of the academic code was still maintained through 

two different strategies in our classrooms observations. The classroom proceedings were 

initiated and concluded by the concentrated use of L2 by the teacher at the both the 

extremes of the lecture. Also when we looked at the transcription particularly the IRF 

pattern, the teacher would initiate and feed back in L2 (Heller, 1995). 

Conclusion 

This study explored the relationship of dominant discourses (‗proposed‘ by the 

reproduction theory) to the learnability of EFL learners. The above results also confirm 

the views that the effect of the social milieu are insignificant and far from direct i.e. 

variables which way impinge on learnability i.e. motivation etc. in addition to that these 

results bring to the fore once again the importance of class-room dynamics i.e. class-

room input and the teacher-learner direct inter-action, compared to the social background 

that the learners bring with them to the EFL class-room. This study, surprisingly, 

confirms the view (Ellis 1994; 237 quoted by Schofield & Mamuna, 2003: 22) 

―The relationship between the social/cultural milieu and L2 proficiency… is an 

indirect one‖. 

The study further confirmed the reasons why studies on the social background of the 

learners and its effect on EFL learnability had been rare so far the ―non-linguistic 

variables‖ associated with learners are concerned. 
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In conclusion, this study unearthed the surprising absence of any correlation between the 

dominant discourses and the social milieu and its effect on the EFL class-room. 
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