Vitaliy Valerianovich Blazhevich – Post-graduate from the PSU, senior lecturer of the chair of foreign languages of KhSAER. Е-mail: vit_b@mail.ru
Students’ bilingual practices: sociological analysis

A survey to find out how globalization affects students’ foreign language competence has been conducted by the author. Over four years hundreds of fist and second year students were interviewed at the universities in the Far Eastern cities of Khabarovsk, Blagoveshchensk and Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk. The research was focused on motivations students have to learn languages and how they use foreign languages in their lives. The article highlights the most important results of the survey.
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Today people produce and share by far larger amounts of information than it used to be. People more frequently make and receive calls, they have longer telephone conversations, send more massages, travel a lot meeting more new faces. It gives them more opportunities to obtain the desired prestige in the society based on the people’s games for recognition. These games require more sensitiveness and coordination. The society is being transformed by the formation of new communication environment. The development of the language competence is a vivid example of such transformation.
Sociolinguistic surveys show that bilingual practices are becoming more and more common in Russian cities. While foreign students and migrant workers try to learn Russian language, Russian speaking population has to use foreign languages in a growing number of situations.


Nowadays young people have many opportunities to use their foreign language skills in their everyday lives, and they increasingly use them. A wide range of situations in which students use a foreign language includes even the most surprising ones, for example, “my father sometimes wants me to talk to him in English”, but the researchers tried to classify and prioritize all situations. The article highlights the most important of them.

Predictably, every year the results of the survey show that the first year students read less foreign literature then their predecessors. Only 5% of students, mostly girls and those whose academic achievements are greater then average, read foreign books quit often, and other 20% do that from time to time. Over half of the students (60%) have never taken a foreign book in their hands. Although students occasionally look through a foreign newspaper or magazine, none of the interviewed read foreign periodicals regularly.


On the other hand, students more and more often have to use a foreign language (mostly English, of course) while using a computer, most of them (90%) do it in that or another way. Over 20% of students regularly surf foreign language Internet and another 40% do it from time to time. The most enthusiastic surfers use Internet to communicate with theirs peers abroad. One out of ten students has regular contacts with young foreigners and every third has had an experience of communication with a foreigner via Internet using a foreign language.


Foreign radio and TV channels are by far less popular among Khabarovsk students. However, DVD films in a foreign language are quite common entertainment; over half of students have seen films in a foreign language several times and some do it quite often. Many students have tried to understand English and American pop songs lyrics.


The results of the survey show that one of the most common situations of using a foreign language is reading instructions to foreign goods imported to Russia. The majority of the interviewed have read such instructions and one out of four frequently do it, sometimes helping their friends or relatives to handle various gadgets, household goods, beauty products and many other things brought in from abroad, occasionally students get paid for their help.


The survey found that some students, quite a few actually, use their command of a foreign language to earn some extra money (all the students interviewed are not majoring in foreign languages). They help other people as translators, work in service sector at jobs requiring command of a foreign language, sometimes they teach a language to school children. According to the Khabarovsk local operators of the program Work and Travel,  around one hundred Khabarovsk students go abroad to work during their summer holidays very year.


Another interesting tendency was found by the survey; students use English to communicate with each other. They use not just common words but the whole phrases, mostly in SMS. Probably it is more than simple training; maybe it is a kind of social code separating competent users from the rest, the answer is still to be found.

Two out of three students have had a chance to have a conversation with a foreigner face to face in Russia. They helped foreign tourist to find the way in Khabarovsk, met foreign delegations in their schools, summer camps or universities, some have foreign friends who are living in Russia.


Every year the number of students who have used foreign languages while being abroad is increasing. Today one third of first year students have been abroad, mostly in China and Japan. Though on a tourist trip conversations are often limited to a few basic phrases, many problems abroad can be solved by the students without help from a tour guide.


According to the head of the Khabarovsk branch office of the Students International organization, every year some 300 – 400 Khabarovsk Territory students go to learn English in Australia, New Zealand, Great Britain and Malta. Another 60-70 students from Khabarovsk Territory enter foreign universities each year. In addition, an increasing number of students go to China to learn Mandarin language.

The results of the survey have always shown great career expectations from foreign language skills. The first results of the survey were published in summer 2004 [4]. Answering the question “why are you learning foreign language?” the majority of students have chosen one of the answers which were classified as professional motivations. Over half of the interviewed said that “it helps to find a good job in Russia”. This answer has been the most popular every year during the research. In 2008 the factor of this motivation fell to 40 %, however, remained to be the most popular. 

From year to year the second popular professional motivation, which is – “cooperation with foreigners in my professional field”, gains 20%. Other less popular professional motives either stayed the same or slightly rose, whereas, one factor referred to as professional one has risen significantly; in 2004 only 2% of students admitted that they want to find a job abroad, in 2008 this number reached 8%. As a whole career opportunities factor of learning a foreign language, which had been rapidly growing over 1990s and at the beginning of 2000s, slightly fell by the end of 2000s from 93% in 2004 to 87% in 2008, though it is still by far more important for students then personal (a total of 57%) and academic factor (a total of 54%). Today 30% of the jobs offered to the graduates of the Russian Far East Universities require a good command of a certain foreign language [3]. However, unfortunately, only 20% of graduates can satisfy this requirement. The rest 80% are barred from 30% of jobs.

The coefficient of academic motivations of learning languages has dropt from 62% to 54 %, allowing personal factor to take the second place after professional factor. The answers like “I learn a foreign language because it is required by the curriculum” or “because you can’t receive a diploma without it” have been chosen mostly by those whose achievements in foreign languages are poorer then average, while those whose command of a foreign language is better then average tend to chose answers like “I just enjoy learning” or admit that they are going to continue their education abroad (8% in 2008 compared to 3% in 2004). The equally common among all students and the most popular among academic motivations is the answer “I learn foreign language to broaden my general knowledge of things”. However, students are starting to prefer more practical motives.

As far as the personal factor is concerned, the results of the survey suggest that mostly it is all about prestige. Every year about a quarter of the interviewed mention prestige as a motive to learn a foreign language (mostly English, in fact). A desire to move abroad to live there surprisingly became the second popular among other personal factors of learning languages (shocking 12% in 2008 compared to a tiny 2% in 2004). The popularity of other less common personal motives slightly grew over the period. As a whole the coefficient of personal motivations rose from 45% up to 59% and exceeded the coefficient of academic motivations.


Of course, students are the most advanced and enthusiastic users of foreign languages, and many of them will use foreign languages at work after graduation. Future career opportunities are the most important reasons to learn languages. Foreign language competence has become one of the factors of the social mobility in the new social economic conditions. It is the skill which can be converted into social capital. As Jan-Clod Parson put it, “Bilinguals have a capital that can be valued in two currencies, so it is twofold profitable”.


Using the classification of knowledge which was published in Bell’s book “The Coming of Post-Industrial Society. A Venture in Social Forecasting.”[1], we suggest that foreign language competence has shifted from the category of intellectual knowledge, which is a part of classical education and general culture, to the category of practical skills which are needed for making decisions and practical actions. 

Though the language acquisition is predetermined by both natural and social factors, only education can provide a good command of a foreign language to be used in new social environments. Formal education is not enough any more as it handed over the function of selection to the employers’ departments of human recourses. Greater importance is attached to certain skills that an applicant must have when applying for a job. For the employers recruitment is a problem as big as the employment is for the candidates. According to international recruitment agencies, less than 10 % of the applicants have all the skills required by the employers [5]. One of the most important skills is the foreign language competence.


Unfortunately, today’s education system of Russian Federation does not provide sufficient command of a foreign language, and must be changed in favor of more intensive foreign language studies. Besides, it is hard to examine and confirm the level of foreign language competence. The academic achievements grades fail to show the real command of the language and usually are not considered by the employers. A unified, transparent and socially recognized examination system allowing the candidates for a job to submit valid certificates confirming their language skills should be introduced in the Russian Federation. The Unified State Exam is the first step towards this goal.         
  
Literature and the sources:

1. D. Bell. Coming of Post-Industrial Society. A Venture in Social Forecasting. Basic Books, N.Y., 1973. – 507 р.
2. V.V. Blazhevich. Language competence and motivation of foreign languages study / V.V. Blazhevich // Vestnik KSAEL – Khabarovsk, 2004. – No. 2. – Pp. 89 – 97.
3. V.V. Blazhevich. Language competence and social mobility in the age of globalization / V.V. Blazhevich, L.E. Blyakher // Power and Administration in the East of Russia – Khabarovsk, 2007. – No. 3 (40). – Pp. 130 – 132.
4. P. Bourdieu. Reproduction: Elements of Education System Theory / Pierre Bourdieu, Jan-Clod Parson / – Moscow: Prosveshcheniye, 2007. – 267 p.
5. The world of work // The Economist, January 6th 2007 Pp. 55 – 56.
