Abstract

Dan McIntyre, “Using Foregrounding Theory as a Teaching Methodology in a Stylistics Course”

In this article I suggest that foregrounding theory, arguably the cornerstone of stylistics, might be employed not only in the analysis of texts, but also as a methodology in teaching stylistic analysis. I propose that effective and memorable lectures can be produced by deviating from the supposed prototypical lecture format, and that it is the resultant foregrounding effect that helps to give the lecture its memorable qualities. In order to demonstrate how this might work I draw upon my own experiences of lecturing on a first year undergraduate course in stylistics (LING 131 Language and Style). I discuss the reasoning behind the teaching methods used on the course as a means of showing how foregrounding elements of a lecture might result in a more effective learning experience for students. I also explain how the effectiveness of LING 131 is due to its unique presentation of foregrounding via foregrounding.
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1. Introduction

In the student feedback to recent presentations of LING 131 Language and Style, when asked about the positive features of the course, students made the following typical comments:

"Lectures – always entertaining! Lectures are usually memorable which can help in remembering what we covered."

"Interactive lectures are very engaging."

"lectures entertaining so keep attention"

"entertainment from the lecturers (it makes each lecture easy to remember.)"  (LING 131 Course Feedback Questionnaires 2000 and 2001)

All the students who made comments like these connected the entertainment value of a lecture with its quality of being engaging and thus memorable, the implication being that memorable lectures are more effective in terms of student learning. This may seem an obvious point to make, but if this is indeed the case then it is worth considering how it is that lectures can be made memorable. If we can be clearer about how to achieve this, then, other things being equal, we should be better equipped to improve student learning in the lecture situation.


The memorability of a lecture may be explained in part using linguistic foregrounding theory, arguably the cornerstone of stylistic analysis. This is apparent in the case of LING 131 Language and Style – the course about which the student comments above were made. LING 131 is an introductory stylistics course currently offered in the Department of Linguistics and Modern English Language at Lancaster University. Through reflection on its structure and content, the rationale behind the teaching methods used, how they deviate from what might be expected of a lecture, and how as a consequence they are foregrounded, it becomes clear that it is the foregrounding within LING 131 lectures that contributes to making them memorable, and thus effective, learning experiences.

Section 2 consists of some background information on course LING 131, before a brief review in section 3 of the basic tenets of foregrounding theory as proposed by Mukařovsky, and developed in the work of, amongst others, Leech (A Linguistic Guide to English Poetry), Van Peer (“The Stylistic Theory of Foregrounding,” Stylistics and Psychology), and Douthwaite. Section 4 then moves on to consider how foregrounding is achieved in LING 131 lectures. As a result of this reflection on my own experience of teaching LING 131, it is suggested that foregrounding within lectures can be an effective teaching tool, not only in stylistics but in other disciplines too.

2. LING 131 Language and Style

LING 131 Language and Style is a skills-based introduction to the stylistic analysis of literary and non-literary texts. The course looks at how language can be used to create particular effects. We examine how texts affect us when we read, and the role that language plays in this, by considering what stylisticians think happens in our heads during the reading process and how we construct meaning as a result of this. We look at the three major literary genres – poetry, prose and drama – and also consider other text types, such as advertisements. The format on which the present version of the course is based was initially designed by Mick Short1 and Michael Breen2 and has been running in one form or another for a number of years in the department (see Breen and Short; Short and Breen; and Short for detailed discussions of the philosophy behind LING 131 and the development of the course). The result of this is that the format of the course is relatively fixed, though the academics teaching the course change quite regularly. This is an important issue since LING 131 is team-taught, with two lecturers giving the weekly lectures together. The relevance of this to foregrounding is discussed in detail in section 4. At the end of the course, then, students should be familiar with a range of analytical tools and be able to apply them in a textual analysis. These objectives focus on students learning how to apply analytical techniques as opposed to simply learning about them, and this too is an important consideration in deciding how to present lectures.

Of particular importance to LING 131 is the notion of foregrounding (reviewed in section 3). What is interesting about LING 131 in pedagogical terms is the way in which the technique of foregrounding is used in lectures to teach the concept of foregrounding in literary and non-literary texts.

3. Foregrounding Theory

The notion of foregrounding comes originally from the visual arts and refers to those elements of a work of art that stand out in some way. According to Russian formalist scholars working at the beginning of the last century, the purpose of art and literature is to defamiliarize the familiar, and by defamiliarizing a work of art or a text we make it stand out from the norm−it becomes foregrounded. Foregrounding in linguistics was first postulated by Mukařovsky (see “Standard Language and Poetic Language”). The term was adopted by a number of Prague scholars studying literary texts in the early twentieth century (Van Peer, Stylistics and Psychology 5) and was introduced to academics in the West, through translations, by Garvin. Foregrounding theory was seen as a means of explaining the difference between poetic and everyday language, and despite criticism of this from scholars such as Fish, it has become widely accepted as one of the foundations of stylistics.

The principles of foregrounding theory are observable in the work of the Gestalt psychologists of the early 1900s, particularly in Rubin’s work on the distinction between figure and ground (see Koffka 177-210 for a detailed exposition of the figure and ground hypothesis). Rubin proposed that our visual field is organised in such a way that we make a distinction between figures and backgrounds, and that we are able to distinguish the contours of separate objects when there is a strong contrast between their respective colors and degrees of brightness (Murray 30). For example, a particularly bright object will stand out against a dull background and will consequently be perceived as figural and therefore prominent (Douthwaite 177-78 provides an accessible overview of the phenomenon). It is easy to see how this concept is employed in the visual arts and, by analogy, how the notion of a figure equates to the linguistically foregrounded elements of texts.


Foregrounding can be achieved in one of two ways, either via parallelism or by deviation. And the important point here is that anything that is foregrounded is highly interpretable and arguably more memorable. As Leech puts it,

Foregrounding, or motivated deviation from linguistic or other socially accepted norms, has been claimed to be a basic principle of aesthetic communication. (“‘This Bread I Break’ – Language and Interpretation” 121)

To begin with the first method of achieving foregrounding, linguistic parallelism can be defined as unexpected regularity within a text, as can be seen in the example below, from President George W. Bush’s address to a joint session of Congress on 20 September 2001:

We have seen the state of our union in the endurance of rescuers working past exhaustion.

We’ve seen the unfurling of flags, the lighting of candles, the giving of blood, the saying of prayers in English, Hebrew and Arabic.

We have seen the decency of a loving and giving people who have made the grief of strangers their own. (Bush http://www.cnn.com/2001/US/09/20/gen.bush.transcript/)
The extract from President Bush’s speech is composed of three sentences that are all syntactically similar. Firstly, each sentence is in the present perfect tense, the effect of which is to emphasize the fact that although what Bush is talking about took place in the past, it is still relevant to events in the present. (The choice of tense here is in itself unusual, since American English does not make use of the present perfect as much as British English does.) Secondly, each sentence begins with the subject "we" and the predicator "have seen," after which there follows a noun phrase, or string of noun phrases, within which are embedded prepositional phrases. The last sentence differs slightly in that embedded within the noun phrase is a non-defining relative clause ("who have made the grief of strangers their own"). The parallelism sets up a pattern between the three sentences and invites the reader to look for parallel meaning between them. As a result of the parallelism the positivity expressed by the noun phrase "the decency of a loving and giving people . . ." is carried over onto the previous two sentences. The regularity of the syntactic pattern thus creates a foregrounding effect whereby the three sentences can all be seen to have the same positive overtones. And, of course, the rhetorical effect of the parallelism is to foreground the three sentences, and to make the message being conveyed stand out further. This, then, is foregrounding via linguistic parallelism, but foregrounding can also come about as a result of linguistic deviation. If parallelism is unexpected regularity, then deviation is unexpected irregularity. Deviating from accepted norms also produces a foregrounding effect. Take, for example, the title of Dylan Thomas’s poem, “A Grief Ago,” which we use on LING 131 as one of several illustrations of the concept of deviation. Leech (A Linguistic Guide to English Poetry 30-31) provides a detailed discussion of this example, pointing out that it is linguistically deviant because the word grief, an uncountable noun of emotion, is used where we would normally expect a countable noun of time-measurement, such as day or week. The deviation gives rise to a foregrounding effect, the consequence of which is to make us think about time as being measured in emotion.

The two examples given demonstrate how linguistic foregrounding can be achieved. However, foregrounding effects do not have to be linguistically based. For example, if you were to turn up to work one morning to find your boss dressed as a clown and singing loudly, you would no doubt conclude that his or her behaviour was deviant3, and thus foregrounded. And since anything that is foregrounded is highly interpretable you would be forced to look for an explanation for his or her deviant behaviour; perhaps your boss might be involved in a stunt to raise money for charity, or maybe the stress of the job might have finally driven him or her over the edge. The next section examines the ways in which non-linguistic foregrounding is created in LING 131 lectures in order to give students an effective learning experience and to make the lectures memorable. My discussion of how the lectures are foregrounded concentrates on how they deviate from what students expect, and in stylistics a distinction is made between internal and external deviation (Levin; see Short, Exploring the Language of Poems, Plays, and Prose 59 for an overview of the linguistic realization of internal and external deviation). The Dylan Thomas example is an instance of external deviation, since the poet’s choice of the word grief deviates from a norm external to that particular text; i.e., we would expect Thomas to have chosen a countable noun of time-reference. Internal deviation, on the other hand, is what happens when we get deviation from some norm set up by the text itself. For example, in Carol Anne Duffy’s poem "Poet for Our Times", the first four lines of each stanza are graphologically conventional, and the last two lines of each stanza are written in uppercase letters to represent newspaper headlines: that is until the final stanza of the poem where the two lines in capital letters occur in the middle of the stanza, with two graphologically conventional lines following. The positioning in the last stanza of the two lines in uppercase letters is internally deviant–it deviates from the norm established by the previous stanzas in the poem. As a result of this, the final two lines (which now occupy the place we have come to expect the headlines to be) are foregrounded–and this turns out to have major interpretative consequences.4

Again, the notion of internal and external deviation is not confined to texts. Returning to the example of arriving at work to find your boss singing his or her heart out in a clown’s costume, if your boss did this on a regular basis you would soon come to expect this behavior–in a sense, it would become the norm, even though it would deviate from the behaviour we typically expect from bosses. However, if your boss then arrived at work one day dressed in a somber gray suit and quietly got on with some work, you would now find this to be deviant behavior, since it would deviate from the norm that your boss had established for him or herself. His or her behavior would be internally deviant. Section 4.1 discusses how LING 131 lectures are externally deviant; that is, how they deviate from what is perceived as being the norm in the lecture situation. Section 4.2 consists of a discussion as to how the lectures deviate internally in order to maintain the element of surprise generated by foregrounding.

4. Foregrounding Techniques in LING 131 Language and Style Lectures

Before we can reasonably consider how LING 131 lectures are foregrounded, though, it is necessary to establish what the norm is in the lecture situation (or, at least, what is perceived as being the norm). Bligh gives the following two definitions of a lecture:

A period of more or less uninterrupted talk by the teacher (not necessarily a complete lesson). (What’s the Use of Lectures? 195)

[. . .] a period of "output" by the teacher; but a period of "input", "reception" or "perception" by the audience. (2)

This view is arguably how most people would perceive the prototypical lecture. What is also implied by the references to "the teacher" (note the singular form of the noun) is that only one lecturer is involved. Gibbs et al. concur with Bligh’s definitions in their list of "conventional ground rules" for lectures, which they present before going on to suggest that disregarding these "rules" might lead to more interesting lectures:

Unless you have informed your students of the specific ground rules you want to operate they will probably assume that conventional ground rules are operating. These conventional ground rules may include:

a)
The responsibility for the success of the lecture is entirely the teacher’s, who will do all the preparation, all the real work during the lecture, and make all the decisions during the lecture about its content and process.

b)
The lecture topic will relate directly to the syllabus and to likely exam questions on it.

c)
The student’s role is to sit quietly and listen: interrupting is undesirable and talking with a neighbour is absolutely banned.

d) 
The teacher will lecture uninterrupted for 55 minutes.

e) 
No work, other than listening and taking notes, is required of the student.

f) 
Attending lectures is a solitary, unco-operative, even competitive, activity: students work for themselves.

g)
If the teacher wants to know if students are attending, bored, interested, comprehending, or whatever, she will have to ask a specific student: such information is not to be offered spontaneously (which would offend the teacher) or in response to general questions addressed to the whole class (which would offend students suspecting creeping).

h) 
Only creeps sit at the front. (53 Interesting Things to Do in Your Lectures 19)

The important point here is that students will generally assume these ground rules to be in place. Any deviation from these rules, then, will constitute external deviation and will result in foregrounding. The next section concentrates on the ways in which LING 131 deviates externally from the prototypical lecture.

4.1 External Deviation

To begin with, the method of presentation used on LING 131 is unconventional when compared to many other lectures (certainly within the Linguistics Department at Lancaster University). LING 131 is team-taught, with two lecturers involved in giving each lecture. This is markedly different to the convention of one lecturer giving a speech for fifty minutes. The two-lecturer format deviates from point (d) in Gibbs et al.’s list (19), which states that students assume a lecture to consist of one person lecturing continually for approximately one hour, thus creating a degree of foregrounding. There are several reasons for adopting the two-lecturer approach. Firstly, research has shown that students’ attention levels drop after the first ten minutes of a lecture and continue to do so unless they are actively involved in some way (Horgan). The two-lecturer format means that students at least get a change in speaker and this can be timed to coincide with those points where attention levels are likely to wane.

Secondly, using two lecturers increases what it is possible to do within a lecture in terms of presenting material. To take an example, in the eleventh lecture on the course we introduce the notion of proximal and distal deixis. Deixis is concerned with the issue of proximity in reference to spatial, temporal, and social relations. Perhaps the most immediately obvious deictic items are here and there, which refer to a particular place in space and are clearly governed by where the speaker is situated. In the lecture in question, we illustrated this concept using the deictic terms this and that. Lecturer A stood at the back of the lecture theatre holding a red box, while Lecturer B stood at the front holding a blue box. They were then able to engage in a dialogue along the lines of

Lecturer A:  I am holding this red box and Mick is holding that blue box.

Lecturer B:  And I’m holding this blue box while Dan’s holding that red box.

In this way the students were able to "see" the speaker-relatedness of "near and far" in language illustrated much more clearly than if one lecturer had simply stood at the front and provided a textbook explanation. Additionally, having one lecturer stand at the back of the lecture theater deviated from the norm in lectures of the lecturer standing at the front, and this added to the foregrounding effect. This, then, was something that could not have been achieved as easily with just one lecturer. Having two lecturers also means that we can read out the different parts of various texts with two voices. This is particularly useful for us when discussing texts which make use of two different styles, such as the extract below from “The Queen’s English,” a poem by Tony Harrison. In the lecture, one lecturer reads the italicized words while the other reads the non-italicized lines, in order to convey the difference in style between the two voices in the poem, arising from the orthographically suggested difference in accent and dialect:

Too posh for me! he said (though he dressed well)

If you weren’t wi’ me now ah’d nivver dare! (136)

Of course, this technique is also useful for reading out prose passages, to emphasize the distinction between narration and direct speech.


The third major advantage of using two lecturers, of course, is that it provides a means of supporting tutors new to lecturing, by teaming them up with a more experienced lecturer. I have found this to be of immense value in my own development as a lecturer and have benefited greatly from planning meetings and post-lecture "de-briefings" with my colleague on the course.


In addition to making use of two lecturers, LING 131 dispenses with the notion that the lecture is a period of "output" from the lecturer and a period of "reception" by the student (Bligh 2). Following Horgan’s claim that students’ attention levels drop after approximately ten minutes, we try to ensure that we break up each lecture into manageable chunks and give the students tasks to complete and feed back on. For example, the structure for the lecture on "style variation" is, allowing for interruptions and over-running, roughly as follows:

Time
Activity

10 mins
Introduction to style variation: Lecturer A

5 mins
Example analysis: Lecturer B

5 mins
Example analysis: Lecturer A

10 mins
Task for students to work on in pairs

5 mins
Feedback on tasks: Lecturers A & B and students

5 mins
Example analysis: Lecturer A

5 mins
Conclusion: Lecturer A

Table 1.  Structure of the lecture on "Style Variation"

Organizing the lecture in this way deviates from points (a), (c), (d), (e), (f) and (g) on Gibbs, et al.’s list (19), as a result of the following techniques:

i) The lecture is broken up into manageable pieces for the students, thus aiding their concentration span.

ii) The use of two speakers provides a break from listening to the same person all the time.

iii) The students are required to be actively involved in the lecture, discussing the task with other students and feeding back on it.

We also vary the tasks that we give students to do. For example, at varying times we ask them to work in small groups, to write their own texts, to shout out answers, to act out particular extracts from texts, to vote on particular choices that a writer might have made, even to become "props" in the lecture−for instance, when we ask three students to stand at the front of the lecture theater, each representing a particular simple sentence, in order to illustrate how clauses might be joined together to form complex sentences (the students are squashed up together to represent the concept of listing, and asked to pick each other up to symbolize grammatical embedding).

Coupled with the way that lectures are structured on LING 131 is the presentation of actual academic content. The traditional lecture is one in which the lecturer either speaks spontaneously or reads aloud from notes for the full fifty minutes or however the long the talk might be. Simply introducing visual aids is one way of deviating from this format, thereby foregrounding aspects of the talk. However, with the advent of powerful presentation tools such as MS PowerPoint comes the danger of style over content. It is important that visual aids are clearly related to the points being made. To take an example, in the lectures on point of view we explain to students how viewpoint can be indicated linguistically. Having done this we then show the students some examples from literary texts of restricted points of view, whilst simultaneously showing them a visual representation of the passage to consolidate their understanding. The following is an example taken from Virginia Woolf’s short story “Solid Objects,” with representations of the accompanying slides (N.B. The three emboldened parts of the text in the example correspond with the three slides respectively).

The only thing that moved upon the vast semicircle of the beach was one small black spot. As it came nearer to the ribs and spine of the stranded pilchard boat, it became apparent from a certain tenuity in its blackness that this spot possessed four legs; and moment by moment it became more unmistakable that it was composed of the persons of two young men. (Woolf 79)
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Figure 1.  OHP slides used to provide a visual accompaniment to the Solid Objects text

The slides serve the purpose of foregrounding particular parts of the text associated with point of view, and illustrating the effect that the author’s choice of linguistic structures has. Arguably, the foregrounding also works as an aide memoire for the students, who, remembering the pictures that were used in the lecture, should also recall the academic points associated with them.

The tactics discussed above are used to deviate from the conventional lecture format, thus helping to foreground the lecture as a whole. However, all of these are external deviations (that is, deviations from a standard format across most disciplines), and given prolonged exposure to these, students will come to see them as being the norm for our particular course. The additional challenge, then, is to achieve internal deviation–whereby the norms established for LING 131 lectures are deviated from–in order to maintain the surprise element that comes about via foregrounding. This is the focus of the following section.

4.2 Internal Deviation

Students on LING 131 will quickly realize that this is not a lecture course like any other. Conventional ground rules do not apply–any expectations that this is a course where one lecturer stands at the front and talks for fifty minutes are soon lost. The reason for this approach is that by endeavoring to make lectures fun, we increase the likelihood of students' enjoying the lecture. And if they enjoy the presentation of the lecture, they are more likely to become interested in the actual content. The fun and the foregrounded elements of the lecture help students to learn technically difficult material without it being too painful. However, as a result of our teaching technique students soon come to expect to be surprised in lectures. It is therefore necessary to deviate from this new "norm" from time to time, in order to foreground elements of the lecture and ensure that students’ attention levels remain high. This goal is achieved by exploiting the opportunities provided by the material being presented.


As an example, the drama section of the course involves analyzing several sketches and extracts from popular plays. This, then, provides an opportunity for performing the extract in question before going on to analyze it. And, of course, along with the performance comes the opportunity to dress up as the characters in the drama. Thus it is that we perform an extract from George Bernard Shaw’s 1907 play Major Barbara, with one lecturer playing the son, Steven, and the other lecturer portraying his mother, Lady Britomart. The fact that the two current lecturers (Professor Short and myself) are both male increases the humorous effect of the performance, a consequence also exploited in our acting out of Harold Pinter’s sketch Applicant. The light-hearted nature of these performances coupled with the fact that the students are able to witness lecturers behaving in a manner perhaps not normally associated with what undergraduates often perceive as the gravity of academia, has the effect of foregrounding the presentation and, arguably, making the lecture more memorable as a result. (Rashid reports similar findings as a result of using examples from the TV cartoon comedy The Simpsons in a lecture course on computing, pointing out that the light-hearted nature of his examples and their relation to the lecture made it much easier for students to remember the points being put across.) Additionally, towards the end of the course we ask some of the students to act out sketches, which is again a deviation from the established norm of the lecturers presenting the material, and deviates from point (e) on Gibbs et al.’s list of norms (19), which states that students usually expect to take a passive role in lectures.


Opportunities for foregrounding in the presentation of material can also be found in the section of the course that deals with prose fiction. In the lecture that deals with the grammatical structure of sentences, students are asked to come to the front of the lecture theater to represent words in a sentence. To illustrate the concept of linking, or co-ordination (i.e., how words and/or phrases can be linked together with conjunctions such as and), the students are asked to join hands. And to illustrate the concept of nesting, or subordination (where one phrase is embedded inside another), one student is asked to pick up and hold another student. Students therefore see a visual representation of what happens grammatically in both literary and non-literary texts.

Visual aids are particularly effective in foregrounding elements of a lecture, and perhaps the most well remembered on LING 131 comes during the lecture on sound symbolism in poetry. Much of the lecture is taken up with explaining sound symbolic language. For example, the names of the 1980s British comedy duo Little and Large are sound symbolic as a result of their vowel sounds. The name Large contains the long vowel //, produced at the back of the mouth and low in pitch, which is sound symbolic of "large". Little, on the other hand, contains the short vowel //, which is high in pitch and generally associated with smallness. The moniker Little and Large was no doubt chosen because of the humor arising from the mismatch of the comedians’ names and physical appearances, the sound symbolism of the words emphasizing the contrasts.5 The problem that arises in the lecture is that so much time needs to be spent explaining what sound symbolism is and how it comes about, that students begin to over-estimate its importance. They begin to "see" sound symbolism in any text they read and have a tendency to forget that, generally speaking, the phonological characteristics of words are arbitrary and are not related to their semantic meanings at all. In order to counter the students' hypersensitivity to symbolism, we use what is affectionately referred to as the "arbitrariness hammer." This is a large, inflatable plastic hammer with the word arbitrariness emblazoned across it, with which students are periodically thumped over the head in order to remind them that what they perceive as sound symbolism is often purely arbitrary! The foregrounding that comes about as a result of the thumping is enhanced by the fact that as the students enter the lecture theater, the lecturers will sporadically hit both them and each other with the hammer, for no apparent reason−purely arbitrarily. The purpose of the hammer is only explained mid-way through the lecture.

There are, then, numerous non-linguistic ways in which foregrounding can be brought about in a lecture. The methods described above also contribute to the development of what Sarwar terms rapport, the importance of which he stresses when he says,

It is only through the proper rapport that an atmosphere conducive to learning can be built up. Also, "humanizing" a large class is perhaps the only way to motivate learning. (129)

All the techniques discussed serve to distinguish LING 131 from conventional lecture courses, and arguably it is this that (in part at least) explains the success of the course.

5. Conclusion

LING 131 is perhaps unique in that it uses one of the central theories to the discipline of stylistics as a means of actually teaching stylistics. In this sense LING 131 really does foreground foregrounding. However, it should be apparent by now that the teaching methodology used on LING 131 is not limited to teaching stylistics and could, with a little imagination, be easily applied to lectures in other disciplines. Indeed, many lecturers already make use of foregrounding theory without realizing it. Rashid’s discussion of his practice when teaching a lecture course on computing involves many aspects of foregrounding, which he rightly points to as being particularly memorable for his students. Gibbs et al. also provide many examples of foregrounding being used as a pedagogical technique in large-group teaching. Where LING 131 differs from these examples, though, is in its additional use of internal deviation as a means of maintaining the effects of foregrounding throughout the whole lecture course. As a result I would suggest that a knowledge of foregrounding theory could be extremely valuable for higher education lecturers dealing with large-groups, as it can serve to highlight how the presentation of lecture material can be enhanced, thereby creating a more effective learning experience for the student.

Notes

1. Professor of English Language and Literature, Department of Linguistics and Modern English Language, Lancaster University, and course convenor of LING 131.

2. Formerly lecturer in the Departments of Linguistics and Education, Lancaster University (1974-92), now Professor in the Centre for English Language Teaching, University of Stirling.

3. Unless, of course, your boss is a circus performer!

4. See Semino for a full discussion of the poem and its foregrounded features.

5. This example is discussed in more detail in Short, Exploring the Language of Poems, Plays and Prose 118.
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