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When children arrive in school, they experience a
different linguistic world. They meet for the first time
children from unfamiliar regional, social, and ethnic
backgrounds, whose linguistic norms may differ greatly
from their own. They encounter a social situation in
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which levels of formal and informal speéch are carefully
distinguished and standards of correctness emphasized.
The educational setting presents them with a variety
of unfamiliar, subject-related styles of language. They
have to learn a new range of linguistics skills—reading,
writing and spelling. And they find themselves having
to talk about what they are doing, which requires that
they learn a special technical vocabu_lary—a ‘language
for talking aboTit. language’, or metalanguage.

In recent years, educationists have begun to recognize

the complexity of the language demands being made

on the young schoolchild, and to realize that progress
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in many areas of th.e curriculum is greatly dependent
on a satisfactory foundation of linguistic skills. The
traditional emphasis on literacy, the ability to read and
write, has been supplemented by an emphasis on oracy,
the ability to speak and listen. Teachers now pay
increasing attention to a child’s preschool linguistic
experience, seeing this as a foundation on which they
can build. Special efforts are made to relate different
kinds of linguistic learning: the task of writing is being
brought closer to the child’s experience of reading;
reading, in turn, is being brought into contact with
the ability to use spoken language; and oral skills are

being supplemented by work on listening
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comprehension. Above all, teachers have begun to stress

that children’s linguistic ability as a major factor

influence their success in the learning of other subject

areas, such as science, mathematics and history.

a4t

The idea of shaping knowledge into disciplines can be

traced as far back as Greek philosophy. Aristotle, for

example, organized different subjects into a hierarchy,

according to whether they were theoretical, practical

or productive. The theoretical subjects were the highest

form of knowledge, and comprised theology,

mathematics and physics, in descending order of

importance; the practical subjects included ethics and
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poliﬁus; and the productive subject:s, which were the
lowesL in the hierarchy, included the fine arts, poetics
and engineering. Byv constructing such a scheme,
Aristotle emploved two guj.ding principles which have
also been ceqtral to the subseguent development (;f
the disciplines have not merely created self-containad
bodies of knowledge, happy in their isolatior.n It has
been a centurics old debate about the relative merits
of ‘useful’ areas of knowledge that set themselves
Iimited aims but clearly achieve them: and_ more
nebulously defined areas of knowledge that are more
ambitious and widé—ranging but not so ocbvicusly

‘useful’. Aristotle clearly preferred speculative
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knowledge for its own sake, believing that ‘here is a
kind of e<‘iucation in which parents should have their
sons trained -not because it is necessary, or because
it is useful, but si.n'xply ‘because it is liberal and
something good in itself.’ VSecond, he recognized that
the ordering of knowledge into disciplines was
necessary - buat regrettab]g, and so he positibnec_l
philosophy as the universal field of inquiry which
brought together all the different branches of learning,
a dation “of unit;r in difference which also influenced
the formation of the' disciplines within the modern
u.niversity. As Aristotle’s system makes cl?ar. anxietiés
about the harmful specialization of knowledge are as

old as the scholarly disciplines themselves.
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