
ADULT LEARNERS AND NATIVE SPEAKERS: 

SHALL THE TWAIN NE’ER MEET? 

 

Gordon Wells 

Department of Community Studies, Kilmarnock College 

 

Paper for Fasgnag : Seminar/Conference on Social and Related Research on 

Gaelic Language and Community, at Sabhal Mòr Ostaig, 11-13 April 1991. 

 

In the summer of 1987 I undertook a research project into adult language learning, the 

results of which I wrote up as an M.Sc. dissertation for the Department of Applied 

Linguistics in Edinburgh University (Wells 1987). My fundamental concern was to 

examine two closely related concepts, “Mother Tongue” and “Native Speaker”, find 

out what they meant to the actual language learner and practising teacher as well as to 

the Applied Linguistics theoretician, consider the consequences of any mismatches of 

interpretation between the various parties, and suggest remedial action where 

necessary. The study was motivated at least in part by the unease I felt at Applied 

Linguistics’ over-reliance (in my eyes) on research into English Language Teaching 

and Learning, and at the rarely questioned assumption that, when it comes to teaching 

English, the native speaker knows best. In my survey I therefore took care to cover a 

range of other languages in addition to English, including French, Japanese, and Urdu, 

as well as Gaelic, to try to guard against an overly Anglophone bias to a global 

question. 

 

To the extent that my findings represented any kind of challenge to current applied 

linguistic orthodoxy it will come as small surprise to an audience engaged in things 

Gaelic that the Gaelic section of the survey provided some very useful material. In 

summarising the project I am therefore conscious that I will be to some extent 

preaching to the converted. (Some recommendations I would like to make to an 

English Language Teaching audience are already common practice in the Gaelic 

context.) While the original study was addressed at adult language learning in general, 

and not specifically at the Gaelic context, I will attempt in this paper to highlight what 

to me emerge as key issues, in terms of both problems and potential, which may face 

teachers of Gaelic to adults when they consider what can be learned from other adult 

language learning contexts. 

 

It is my general experience that discussion of “native speaker” and “mother tongue” 

often generates heat, but less frequently light. As I scan the letters pages of the 

Highlands and Islands press I notice from time to time an anguished plea from 

“bewildered and aggrieved”, aspirant Gaelic learner: “Why will the native Gaels insist 

on speaking to me in English when I do my best to talk to them in their own 

language? Don’t they want me to learn?” Yet few people here will not have 

experienced moments of excruciating embarrassment or extreme frustration when 

witnessing grown adults reduced either to tongue-tied confusion trying to 

communicate in a medium they don’t fully control, or, perhaps worse, mutilating 

beyond recognition that delicate and precious object held so dear – the “mother 

tongue”. I hope that in unravelling some of the threads of meaning attached to these at 

times emotive terms a clearer understanding of the peculiar dynamics of the adult 

learning of Gaelic may emerge. 
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Three Language Models 

 

To make a discussion of “native speaker” and “mother tongue” meaningful one first 

needs to have a reasonably clear idea of what language is, sadly not an 

uncontroversial topic itself amongst linguists. In my study I made reference to three 

models of language that have been found more or less useful by linguists and 

language teaching theorists. Firstly, there is what might be called the “Language as 

Grammar” model. This is a model which looks at language in isolation, as an 

internally coherent system of contrasts and relations, essentially a monolingual model 

which doesn’t really have anything to say about bilingualism or languages in contact. 

This model, as represented by, for example, Chomsky’s (1965) ideal speaker-listener 

in a perfectly homogeneous speech community, has been enormously influential in 

descriptive linguistic thought, though Chomsky (1966) for one has long since warned 

against uncritical adoption of his theoretical constructs for language teaching 

contexts. 

 

A second model, which might be characterised as “Language as Communication” 

takes a broader view, seeking to place language in its social context and explain 

language use – “when to speak, when not… what to talk about with whom, when 

where, in what manner” (Hymes, 1971, p.277). This is not a homogeneous model of 

language, as it seeks to account for stylistic, functional, social, and other forms of 

language variety. Current “communicative” approaches to language teaching, 

focussing more on language function and less on form, derive their theoretical 

underpinning from this kind of sociolinguistic model of language. 

 

The third model, “Language as Identity”, has made less impact on language teaching. 

This model, as expounded by Le Page and Tabouret-Keller (1985) for example, seeks 

to incorporate the language user’s awareness of the socially symbolic function of 

language as badge of individual and/or group identity (in terms of class, ethnicity, age 

etc.) so that, subject to various constraints, people try to talk like those with whom 

they identify, and not like those with whom they don’t. This is necessarily a multi-

varietal or indeed multi-lingual model, informed by the study of languages in contact. 

Adult language teaching is effectively the promotion of bi- or multi-lingualism, and 

the language classroom is a situation of languages in contact. This calls for a 

sensitivity to questions of identity which to me seemed underacknowledged at the 

time I undertook my survey. 

 

The Survey 

 

As I was interested in language in part as an expression of identity I decided to cover 

in my survey a range of languages which might offer contrasting “language images”. 

English, whose speaker population runs into hundreds of millions (Kachru 1983), is 

the dominant international language with a strong association with “practical and 

powerful pursuits” (Cooper and Seckbach 1977) while French in comparison tends to 

be associated with more positive affective connotations (Fishman 1983). At the other 

end of the population scale Gaelic, with around 80,000 speakers (MacKinnon 1988) 

may serve as a vehicle for community social solidarity in contrast to English as the 

language of power. In MacKinnon’s (1984) fourfold typology of language function 

Gaelic is seen as being powerfully associated with the symbolic function. It may thus 

have an ethnic identity function, even for those who do not speak it. 
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Urdu’s image may on the one hand be likened to that of Gaelic – a marginalized 

“minority language” functioning mainly as a symbol of community solidarity and 

identity. Yet it is also a “national language”, having that official status in Pakistan, 

and arguably an “international language”, having a currency all over the globe where 

there are populations of Indian or Pakistani origin. In the South Asian context Urdu is 

one language among many, including (in addition to English) Hindi, Punjabi, Gujarati 

and others, which function side by side, so the number of monolingual speakers of 

Urdu is probably a fraction of its total number of speakers. Furthermore, to the extent 

that Urdu in the British context is regarded as a language of Black people the question 

of race is added to the ethnicity dimension. 

 

Japanese by contrast appears to pose few threats to a monolingual model of language 

competence. While in an international context it is increasingly associated with 

“practical and powerful” pursuits, particularly commerce and industry, it has not had 

an international currency like English or French (except during a relatively brief 

imperial phase in Korea and China), so the “second language” questions posed by 

language contact have not so far arisen. 

 

This range of languages opened up the possibility of a wide spectrum of attitudes and 

motivations amongst the learners sampled. I didn’t hope to plot all the interlocking 

patterns that instrumentality, affect, power, solidarity, race, ethnicity, identity, image 

and any number of other psychological or sociological categories might trace on 

learners’ perceptions, but they were at least given a fuller play than if the study had 

been restricted to English. 

 

The survey was divided into two parts – a learners’ section and a teachers’ section. 

The learners’ section was conducted by means of a questionnaire, and the teachers’ 

through a tape-recorded interview. A total of 45 adult language learners (of whom ten 

were learning Gaelic) took part, and nine teachers (of whom three were teaching 

Gaelic). These are small numbers and I make no claim that this sample represents in 

microcosm the adult language learning or language teaching population as a whole. 

However, the range of language learning situations was quite varied, as already 

indicated, so I think I did succeed in canvassing a fair spectrum of views. I do not 

propose to present here all the facts and figures of what was in any event a small-scale 

study, but rather to highlight particular points of relevance or interest. 

 

The first part of the learners’ questionnaire was concerned with finding out their 

views on “mother tongue”, how they viewed the language they were learning and 

their motivation for learning it. Stern (1983) makes a distinction between “subjective” 

and “objective” language labels. “Subjective” labels such as “first language”, “second 

language”, “mother tongue” or “foreign language” describe the relationship between 

the language and the speaker, either in terms of their manner of acquisition of the 

language, or their level of proficiency in it. “Objective” labels such as “national 

language” or “regional language” describe the assigned role of the language in the 

wider community. 

 

Taking the subjective first, all participants were asked to identify their mother tongue 

or tongues and state their reasons for so doing. Five of the 45 learners claimed more 

than one (of whom two were Gaelic learners, claiming both Gaelic and English as 
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mother tongues). Only five of the nine teachers were happy to identify a single mother 

tongue. 

 

When it came to explaining their choice it was significant that, in addition to manner 

of acquisition and level of proficiency, a significant proportion of learners also made 

reference to the role of the language in the wider community with which they 

identified (e.g. “It is the language spoken by the race that I belong to” – this from a 

Tamil speaker learning French). 

 

As for objective labels, it was notable that while in the English learning group there 

was considerable uniformity of opinion on the role it played as “national” and 

“international language” the Gaelic learners came up with “community”, “heritage”, 

“lesser used”, “minority”, and “regional” in addition to “national language”, with 

“heritage language” being the most popular label. Only the Urdu learners came up 

with a similarly wide spread. 

 

On motivation, while within the group as a whole there was a wide range of reasons 

for learning, a crude binary categorisation of responses into “job related/utilitarian” 

versus “social/cultural” orientations revealed that all the Gaelic learners who 

completed this part fell into the latter group. Gaelic teachers suggested that many 

learners were also motivated by a close family contact, but agreed that job related 

reasons were relatively rare. 

 

The second half of the questionnaire concentrated on “Native Speaker”, and in 

particular on the question of the relative merits of native or non-native speaker 

teachers. There were varying interpretations of the term and some interesting 

discrepancies. Thus, an Asian teacher of Urdu might claim Punjabi as his mother 

tongue and yet be identified as a native speaker of Urdu by his students. 

 

There did appear to be a clear, if not overwhelming, preference for native speaker 

teachers in the learner group as whole. The Gaelic group, however, expressed a 

preference for a mixture of native and non-native speaker teachers. In view of the 

differing interpretations of the term I am not inclined to draw any hard and fast 

conclusions from these results as to what actual significance a statement that a 

majority of learners prefer native speaker teachers really has. 

 

Opinions on native speaker teachers were equally varied amongst the teachers 

surveyed. There was division over whether native speaker intuition should be the final 

arbiter of grammaticality. To quote a Gaelic teacher who had learned the language at 

his mother’s knee, “The person who’s learnt Gaelic knows all the pitfalls. I just speak 

naturally, I don’t know whether it’s correct… A native speaker doesn’t speak perfect 

Gaelic”. Several teachers made the point that the question of teaching competence 

overrode the native versus non-native speaker distinction. The native speaker’s 

intuitions were not in themselves an advantage. A native speaker French teacher 

commented that “Sometimes things are so obvious you can’t explain them. If you are 

like this then definitely you can’t be a teacher.” It was another Gaelic teacher who 

suggested that the distinction was not important: “A good teacher is the most 

important requirement, accepting that they both have a good command of the 

language”, a command which the non-native speaker could and should acquire “by 

experience, by being in contact with the language in its natural setting… by using it”. 
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The Urdu teachers did not find the question relevant at all to their multi-lingual 

context. To quote one, “In the case of Hindi, Urdu, and Punjabi… it’s nothing more 

than a question of choice”. The other suggested that the question was really only 

relevant in the context of English in Britain: “There isn’t another language which is 

part of the experience of the English native speaker, and that’s where the problem 

lies”. The British English native speaker’s perception of what a mother tongue could 

be “is more monolithic, monolingual… whereas our experience stretches over and is 

willing to include to some extent even a language like English”. 

 

Implications 

 

What lessons can be drawn from this investigation? My first conclusion is that in the 

language teaching context the use of the term “native speaker” to mean “proficient” is 

very problematic. It is far too closely tied up with personal or group identity to serve 

as shorthand for “someone who speaks the language with perfect accuracy and 

fluency”. I note that in Gaelic teaching circles in fact the term “fluent speaker” is 

used, a practice I would commend to other language teaching contexts, where the 

native speaker mystique is still invoked. I note, for example, that current module 

descriptors for European languages (including Gaelic) issued by the Scottish 

Vocational Education Council recommend the use of authentic materials “i.e. (my 

emphasis) written or spoken by native speakers for real purposes”. I’m all in favour of 

teaching real life language, but are we to understand that an adult learner, a non-native 

speaker, cannot engage in authentic interactions in the language they are learning? It’s 

an unfortunate message to give to the learner that, no matter how well they learn, they 

will never reach a standard whereby they can talk the language for real, at least not 

unless they are prepared literally to change their identity and “pass” as a “native”.  

 

The native versus non-native speaker teacher controversy is also exposed as 

misdirected as long as it purports to be a debate over language proficiency alone. As 

was brought out by the Urdu and Gaelic sections of the survey in particular, for those 

closely involved in a bi- or multi-lingual context the distinction is readily seen as 

being as much about group or cultural identity or loyalty. This cultural dimension lies 

outwith the bounds of the narrow “Language as Grammar” model that so confines 

much linguistic debate, fostering what Stern (1983, p.216) calls the ideological 

handicap of modern linguistics, the “monolingual illusion”. Again the lesson is not so 

much for Gaelic teachers as for language teachers in general that any adult language 

teaching is a situation of language contact and demands proper consideration be given 

not just to language as grammar, or even language as communication, but also 

language as identity. 

 

It is because the question of language as identity symbol appears especially salient in 

the Gaelic context that I suggest care needs to be exercised in the adoption of 

seemingly successful language teaching rationales and methodologies from other 

contexts. Communicative language teaching has swept all before it in the English 

Language Teaching field for example. The emphasis is on learning by using, viewing 

the language as a tool to fulfil everyday communicative purposes, and success is 

judged more in functional than formal terms. That’s fine as far as it goes, but for 

Gaelic learners the language is not just a tool, but a thing of beauty. Adults learn 

Gaelic less because they need it than because they like it, even love it, because of its 
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enormous symbolic power be it in terms of cultural heritage, or political nationalism, 

or just personal family ancestry. 

 

This strong affective dimension needs to be taken into account when considering how 

adults may best learn it. If you treasure something you respect it, treat it with care so 

that no harm comes its way. One of the problems for Gaelic learners lies in taking 

what they’ve learnt out of the classroom and using it in real life. On one level, 

ordering a pint in the bar in Gaelic rather than English is a simple enough 

communicative act. On another level, it is a highly symbolic not to say intimate act. 

As the latter it is fraught with face-threatening pitfalls, better not done at all than not 

done well, unless the other party to the exchange understands and supports the 

learner’s motives. Obviously at some stage the learner has to pluck up the courage 

and take the plunge, or else abandon the whole Gaelic learning enterprise, but I 

wonder if more adult learners might persevere if offered the prospect of ongoing 

support outside the classroom, so that their landing in the wider Gaelic speaking 

community might be cushioned by means of some sort of graduated path into Gaelic 

life, sensitive to Gaelic identity, that would allow them to develop their own contacts 

and networks while at the same time retaining some adult dignity. 

 

The green G for Gaelic signs on the windows of shops and community centres go 

some way down this road, establishing that the premises are a safe forum for Gaelic 

speaking, but they don’t seem designed specifically to welcome Gaelic learners not 

yet fully confident in their speaking skills. A similar idea has recently been tried for 

adult learners of Urdu and Hindi in Britain (Wells, 1990). Restaurants and shops 

around the country with Urdu and Hindi speaking staff were encouraged to display a 

sticker extending a warm welcome to learners to come in and practise what they’d 

been learning in real life. It’s too early to say whether the scheme can be judged a 

success, but the underlying rationale to encourage learners to come out and 

independently establish their own language links in the community by means of a 

staging post that is supportive and understanding of the learner’s purpose, and that 

therefore need not feel threatened by it, is a rationale that might perhaps be applicable 

in the adult Gaelic learning context too. 

 

It may be that a scheme such as this is not feasible in the Gaelic context, which has its 

own characteristics. I report it here as an example of one possible response to a 

situation in some ways similar to that of Gaelic. I would hope, however, that insofar 

as ongoing research and studies into the adult learning of Gaelic will be concerned 

with issues of languages in contact, and language and identity, then there will remain 

a place for comparative studies like this one of other language teaching contexts so 

that good practice outwith the Gaidhealtachd may be emulated in it, and bad practice 

not needlessly repeated. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(C) Gordon Wells 
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