
BAAL LKALE SIG 

Title: Metalanguage as Content: A view from the classroom 

Constant Leung, King’s College London 

The usefulness of metalanguage in language and literacy teaching is sometimes disputed, 
particularly in relation to grammar terms in communicatively oriented second language 
classrooms. Proponents of metalanguage argue that it can be regarded as a scaffold for key 
learning; the non-committed would suggest that metalanguage represents an unnecessary 
additional learning load for students.  In this talk I will explore two issues associated with the 
concept of metalanguage.  Using non-contrived classroom data collected in London schools, I 
will first examine the multifaceted disciplinary meanings embedded in a sample of 
metalanguage and the ways in which it is interwoven into subject teaching in discursively 
complex ways.  After that I will draw attention to the intricate relationship between 
metalanguage and learning, and argue that the use of metalanguage in teaching should not be 
automatically equated with successful learning. I will refer to relevant published accounts of 
metalanguage from the fields of English, English Literacy and EFL/ESL teaching to support 
my analysis where appropriate. 

------- 

Ideas: 

Metalanguage – language used to  refer/describe ideas  (CL’s take on this) 

The issue is whether metalanguage is transferable from one topic/subject/context to other … 

Transfer – low road v. high road transfer, Perkins and Salomon (Bardolph, p9). 

Also Beach – transitions, sociocultural. 

There’s tension between transfer and transition (p11, Bardolph). 

In Coupland & Jaworski (p19) cite Gumperz: 

‘In his own empirical work (e.g. 1982, 1992), Gumperz has tended to emphasize those 
context-building features of spoken delivery which are isolable at surface of texts, and which 
he calls contextualisation cues. Gumperz defines a contextualisation cue as “one of a cluster 
of indexical signs … produced in [p20 from here] the act of speaking that jointly index, that 
is invoke, a frame of interpretation for the rest of the linguistic content of the utterance” 
(Gumperz, 1996: 379).’  

 


