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Introduction
Approaches to language in the field of foreign language (FL) learning and teaching 
have increasingly focused on the dynamics of meaning-making. These post-
structuralist approaches frame language and culture in terms of general cognition 
(Langacker, 2008), complexity (Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008), ecological 
relations (Kramsch, 2002; van Lier, 2004), semiosis (Byrnes, 2006; Halliday, 1978; 
van Lier, 2004), and Vygotsky’s theory of mind (Byrnes, 2006; Lantolf & Poehner, 
2014; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). However, van Lier (2004) reminds language 
specialists that meaning-based views of language and language teaching are 
relatively recent in the history of the field. In a discussion of the influence of linguistic 
theory on language teaching, van Lier (2004, Chapter 3) notes that Ferdinand de 
Saussure, at the beginning of the 20th century, conceived of language as a static, 
synchronic system that he referred to in French as langue. Saussure argued the 
abstraction of langue was best separated from the dynamics of interaction, or 
parole, a French term he used to refer to any communicative act, either spoken 
or written. By the 1960s, the so-called Chomskyan revolution in linguistics had 
divorced language from culture altogether by defining linguistic competence 
as a formal, autonomous system. van Lier (2004) points out that the linguistic  
theorizing that dominated the 20th century gave rise to structuralist approaches 
to language and culture that were widely adopted by foreign and second  
language teachers. By the beginning of the 21st century, the study of meaning and 
culture had begun to make a comeback, prompting semanticist and ethnolinguist 
Cliff Goddard to exclaim that “[m]eaning is moving back to center stage in the 
linguistic enterprise” (Goddard, 2011, p. x). In summary, while interest in 
meaning-based approaches are on the rise, van Lier (2004) cautions that the 
legacy of structuralism persists in the beliefs and practices of many teachers who 
continue to conceptualize language in terms of traditional grammar.

Chapter 7
Designing Foreign Language Curricula and Pedagogy 
in Terms of Meaning-Making: The Application of 
Languaculture and Designs of Meaning

Carl Blyth, University of Texas at Austin
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The recent interest in meaning-based approaches to language is particularly 
evident in the 2007 report issued by the MLA Ad Hoc Committee on Foreign 
Languages (MLA Report, 2007). Rejecting the long-standing language/literature 
divide as intellectually untenable, the MLA Report calls for “a broader and more 
coherent curriculum in which language, culture, and literature are taught as a 
continuous whole” (MLA Report, 2007, p. 3). In addition, the MLA Report posits a 
new outcome for FL study:

The language major should be structured to produce a specific out-
come: educated speakers who have a deep translingual and trans-
cultural competence. The idea of translingual and transcultural 
competence places value on the multilingual ability to operate 
between languages. (MLA Report, 2007, pp. 3–4)

Claire Kramsch, one of the coauthors of the MLA Report, explains that trans-
lingual/transcultural competence (TTC) is intended to problematize native-like  
proficiency as the logical goal of FL study (Kramsch, 2012). According to 
Kramsch, the goal of TTC highlights the contradiction of the monolingual native 
speaker as a role model for aspiring multilinguals. Rather, TTC is intended to 
draw attention to the values and worldviews embedded in the cultural pattern-
ing of language. For example, the MLA Report explicitly calls for a new focus on  
“differences in meaning, mentality, and worldview as expressed in American 
English and in the target language” (p. 4). As such, TTC refers to the ability of 
an educated multilingual to grasp the implications of different cultural frames 
of interpretation that accompany the use of different languages. In short, “oper-
ating between languages” implies a critical awareness of multilingualism that is 
meant to supplement the language major’s communicative abilities traditionally  
measured in terms of grammatical accuracy and lexical diversity.

To help achieve this new goal, Kramsch claims that FL teachers needed to  
supplement their traditional practices grounded in communicative language teach-
ing and structural linguistics with a focus on meaning as negotiated in discourse.

[The MLA Ad Hoc Committee] saw language teachers as teachers 
of meaning—social, cultural, historical and aesthetic meanings, 
meanings that become contaminated, infiltrated by other meanings 
when in contact with other languages. (Kramsch, 2012, p. 18)

These more recent objects of study—social, cultural, historical, and aesthetic 
meanings—signify a shifting paradigm that will require language teachers to see 
themselves differently—not only as teachers of linguistic form but also of cultural 
meaning. For example, Kramsch (2012) claims that if language teachers are to 
become teachers of meaning, they will need to teach “categories of the mind and 
discourse structures, not just linguistic forms” (p. 27). Such a statement raises 
multiple questions for language teachers as well as teacher educators. For example, 
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what exactly is meant by “categories of the mind and discourse structures”? Is TTC 
a realistic goal given the structuralist views of language and culture held by many 
teachers? Furthermore, what does a meaning-based language pedagogy look like? 
And finally, what kinds of materials and activities does such a pedagogy require?

To answer these questions, this chapter focuses on my own intellectual and 
professional journey to become “a teacher of meaning.” My decision to focus on 
my own professional experience comes from my conviction that paradigm change 
is fundamentally about personal transformation, a matter of practitioners learning 
by example from each other. Kearney (2019) points out that the concept of para-
digm shift originates in the work of Thomas Kuhn (1962), who showed how new 
scientific findings destabilize long-held beliefs that coalesce into a new understand-
ing of reality, such as the astronomical model of the solar system that shifted from 
geocentrism (i.e., the belief that the sun and the planets revolve around the Earth) 
to heliocentrism (i.e., the belief that the Earth and the planets revolve around the 
sun). Kearney contends that the rise of new approaches to language that highlight 
worldviews and cultural meaning constitute a turning point but not yet a paradigm 
shift because the relevant frameworks remain too theoretical for educators to apply. 
According to Kearney, there is currently a pressing need for more concrete examples 
of intercultural, meaning-based pedagogy that teachers, language program direc-
tors (LPDs), and teacher educators can apply to their own professional contexts.

In this chapter, I respond to Kearney’s call for more concrete examples by describ-
ing and analyzing two courses that I designed to focus on language as meaning- 
making. I begin by describing two concepts that I found to be particularly helpful in 
this endeavor—languaculture, a concept from anthropological linguistics (Risager, 
2006, 2007), and Designs of Meaning, a concept from the Multiliteracies framework 
(Cope & Kalantzis, 2009, 2015; New London Group, 1996; Paesani, Allen, & Dupuy, 
2016). Next, I show how I applied these concepts to the design and implementation 
of two meaning-based courses—an upper-division course in French linguistics and 
a graduate course in applied linguistics. The chapter ends with a discussion of the 
implications of languaculture and Designs of Meaning for language teaching and 
program direction.

Central Concepts in Meaning-Based Approaches to 
Language and Culture
Following the work of semiotician Thibault (2011), Thorne and Ivkovic (2016,  
p. 171) remind language scholars that the reified abstraction of language-as-code 
is based on the accumulation of prior episodes of language-as-activity. In other 
words, language-as-activity is ontologically primary and language-as-code is sec-
ondary. Nevertheless, Thorne and Ivkovic point out that language-as-code is easier 
for humans to grasp than language-as-activity. This has serious implications for 
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any meaning-based pedagogy; language-as-activity requires new “scientific con-
cepts” to make its patterns more visible and easier to study (Lantolf & Zhang, 
2017; van Compernolle, 2014). In this section, I review the two main scientific 
concepts—languaculture and Designs of Meaning1—that proved most helpful to 
me in my attempts to translate the view of language as social practice into an 
effective pedagogy.

Languaculture
According to Risager (2013), the English term linguaculture was coined by the 
American anthropological linguist Paul Friedrich (Friedrich, 1989). In Friedrich’s 
view, language and culture represent a unified domain of meaning-making:

The many sounds and meanings of what we conventionally call 
“language” and “culture” constitute a single universe of its own 
kind, the parts of which are bound at least as much to each other 
as to anything else outside that universe. (p. 306)

Friedrich contends that the difficulty translators routinely encounter is prima 
facie evidence that different linguacultures index incommensurable subjective 
experiences because they reflect different understandings of reality, a concept 
known as linguistic and cultural relativity (Gumperz & Levinson, 1996). In 
addition, Friedrich’s term “linguaculture” is meant to capture the dynamics of 
language and culture as interacting semiotic systems that are constantly evolving, 
thanks to the creativity of the individual speaker’s imagination, “where freedom in 
language enjoys maximum scope and outlet” (Friedrich, 1989, p. 18).

A few years later, the American ethnographer Michael Agar (1994) used the 
term languaculture in his book Language Shock: Understanding the Culture 
of Conversation. In contrast to Friedrich’s understanding of linguaculture as 
a matter of semantic categorization, Agar (1994) couches languaculture in 
communicative terms borrowed from the ethnography of speaking. Employing 
the term discourse to refer to any use of situated language, Agar describes both 
language and culture not as something that people have, but as something that 
people do. Put differently, Agar (1994) conceptualizes languaculture in terms 
of what happens when interlocutors who see the world differently try to make 
themselves understood in face-to-face interaction: “Culture starts when you 
realize that you’ve got a problem with language, and the problem has to do with 
who you are” (p. 20). However, speakers who recognize a communicative problem 
may not always know how to resolve it. Agar employs the term “rich point” to 
refer to such moments of communicative difficulty that are caused by poorly 

1 The term “Designs of Meaning” is consistently capitalized in the scholarly literature. Designs of 
Meaning was originally proposed by the New London Group (1996) and comprises three components 
whose terms are also capitalized: “Available Designs,” “Designing,” and “The Redesigned.”
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understood cultural differences. Agar (2008) proposes that FL teachers make 
conversational rich points the focus of what he calls “languaculture pedagogy.”

Based on the largely theoretical work of Friedrich and Agar, Karen Risager, 
an educational linguist, has elaborated a framework for understanding the 
pedagogical implications of languaculture (Risager, 2003, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2013). 
Risager (2007) describes languaculture pedagogy as “the study of the various 
kinds of meaning carried and produced by language” (p. 107). Risager updates 
Friedrich and Agar’s definitions by interpreting languaculture in terms of cultural 
complexity and transnational flows. In so doing, she explicitly rejects the long-
standing “national paradigm” in language education that frames a FL in terms of 
a single, national culture. In place of the national paradigm, Risagar argues for 
a transnational paradigm “to enable students to develop into multilingually and 
multiculturally aware world citizens” (p. 1). Risager describes her transnational 
perspective in terms of the flow of meanings and practices associated with cultural 
forms such as music, food, and language. In particular, Risager characterizes 
language in terms of resources that flow through social networks that, in turn, 
cross national and geographic boundaries, thanks to international travel and 
migration.

Risager (2006) points out that the twin forces of migration and translation 
spread ideological discourses beyond their original linguistic communities to 
other groups of people who speak other languages. She contends that commu-
nicative events can be described in terms of a confluence of two different types 
of semiotic flows—a discursive flow of ideological content and a linguistic flow 
of actual language forms. Even though FL education tends to conflate specific 
languages with specific topics by emphasizing convergent, stereotypical situa-
tions (e.g., Germans talking about Oktoberfest in German), Risager notes that 
divergent situations are increasingly the norm in an era of global migration (e.g., 
French speakers and Croatian speakers discussing the World Cup in English). 
Risager (2006) claims that language educators tend to view language and culture 
as inseparable because they privilege convergent situations and ignore divergent 
situations (p. 187).

In addition to rejecting a national perspective and adopting a transnational 
perspective, Risager (2007) frames languaculture in terms of three distinct types 
of meaning: semantic/pragmatic meaning, social meaning, and poetic meaning. 
Different academic fields are commonly associated with these different types of 
meaning. Linguistics focuses on semantic and pragmatic meanings, sociolinguis-
tics focuses on the construction of social meaning, and literary studies focuses on 
poetic and aesthetic meanings. Since these three types of meaning are present in all 
communicative acts (although to varying degrees), languaculture pedagogy strives 
to integrate all three into a coherent curriculum. Finally, Risager (2007) claims that 
languaculture is divided into three loci: the language system (language-as-code or 
langue), linguistic practice (language-as-activity or parole), and linguistic resources 
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(the individual’s semiotic repertoire). According to Risager, languaculture pedagogy 
must somehow account for all three types of meaning (semantic/pragmatic, social, 
and poetic) as well as all three loci (the language system, the communicative act, 
and the individual’s linguistic repertoire).

Designs of Meaning
A functionalist approach to language influenced by systemic functional linguistics, 
the Multiliteracies framework (also known as the “Pedagogy of Multiliteracies,” 
“Multiliteracies pedagogy,” or simply “Multiliteracies”) recognizes the diversity of 
visual, audio, spatial, behavioral, and gestural modes of meaning-making (Cope &  
Kalantzis, 2009, 2015; New London Group, 1996). As such, Multiliteracies goes 
beyond traditional logocentric approaches to literacy and expands the concept of 
“text” to include multimodal genres that closely align with students’ digital expe-
riences (New London Group, 1996). As a text-based pedagogy, Multiliteracies relies 
on a metalanguage based on the concept of textual design. This new way of talking 
about meaning-making is captured by the phrase “Designs of Meaning,” which is 
meant to describe how the formal and functional elements of a text fit together:

We propose to treat any semiotic activity, including using language 
to produce or consume texts, as a matter of Design involving three 
elements: Available Designs, Designing, and The Redesigned. 
Together, these three elements emphasize the fact that meaning- 
making is an active and dynamic process, and not something  
governed by static rules. (New London Group, 1996, p. 74)

Available Designs refers to any meaning-bearing element previously used in a 
text or utterance, such as an obligatory feature of grammar (e.g., verbal conjuga-
tions); an optional, stylistic feature such as a collocation (e.g., “wine-dark sea”); a 
poetic metaphor (e.g., “Like a patient etherized upon a table”); or a genre-specific 
convention (e.g., “Once upon a time…”). Whether well-known or obscure, Avail-
able Designs are the property of a group’s collective consciousness. Members of 
a languaculture are free to select from the storehouse of Available Designs and 
to use them to create new textual meanings, a process referred to as Designing. 
The process of Designing inevitably results in a new semiotic product called The 
Redesigned.

A good illustration of Designs of Meaning comes from the history of televi-
sion. Beginning in the 1970s, American television writers began mixing Available 
Designs from dramas and comedies to create a hybrid genre known as a “dramedy.” 
An early example of the dramedy genre was the popular television series “All in the 
Family,” created by the writer Norman Lear. A groundbreaking television show, 
“All in the Family” tackled serious topics such as racism, sexism, and homophobia 
in a lighthearted way that allowed members of society to laugh at each other’s 
fears and prejudices. Thus, while Risager’s discussion of languaculture helped me 

37988_ch07_ptg01_153-175.indd   158 01/10/19   2:45 PM



Designing Foreign Language Curricula and Pedagogy in Terms of Meaning-Making� 159

to adopt a transnational frame that would allow my students to “operate between 
languages,” the concept of Designs of Meaning helped me to reconceptualize “dif-
ferences in meaning, mentality, and worldview” (MLA Report, 2007, p. 4) as an 
active process of designing and redesigning texts.

I was especially helped by the work of Cope and Kalantzis (2009, 2015), 
who define literacy in epistemological terms, that is, different ways of knowing  
textual information. Literacy in the wider sense of epistemology entails much 
more than the comprehension of a text during reading and writing. Rather, it 
entails what Hasan (2002) calls invisible semiotic mediation, which includes the 
ways of reacting to a text based on who we are, in terms of our lived experi-
ences that inform our habits of mind. In the early version of Multiliteracies ped-
agogy, four kinds of knowledge-building activities were identified and described:  
Situated Practice, Overt Instruction, Critical Framing, and Transformed Practice 
(New London Group, 1996). In the most recent version of the pedagogy, called 
Learning by Design, these four pedagogical acts have been renamed: Experiencing, 
Conceptualizing, Analyzing, and Applying (Cope & Kalantzis, 2015). These 
acts constitute different ways of knowing as instantiated in textual activity.  
The acts may be arranged in different sequences according to the exigencies of 
the texts and the learners.

During Experiencing activities (Situated Practice), learners encounter a text 
but are not asked to reflect on the text’s structure in a conscious manner. For 
example, a learner might simply listen to a reading of a familiar text in the L1 
or an unfamiliar text in the L2 and report his or her affective reactions. Cope 
and Kalantzis (2015) contend that Experiencing should link the learner’s own 
lifeworld (Experiencing the Known) to unfamiliar domains (Experiencing the 
New). Conceptualizing (Overt Instruction) refers to pedagogical methods that are 
meant to draw the learner’s attention to the linguistic resources of a text, such 
as grammar, vocabulary, and rhetorical organization. Conceptualizing by Naming 
refers to categorizing and labeling parts of a text. Conceptualizing with Theory 
refers to generalizing beyond a single text. Analyzing (Critical Framing) is a 
pedagogical act that encourages the learner to reflect on the social and cultural 
forces at play in the production and interpretation of the text. And finally, Applying 
(Transformed Practice) requires the learner to apply knowledge gained during the 
other pedagogical acts in a new and creative way. According to Cope and Kalantzis 
(2015), “Application in pedagogy is a process in which knowledge is taken out 
of its immediate educational setting and made to work beyond that setting”  
(p. 21). An example of Applying (Transformed Practice) would be a creative writing 
activity that requires the learner to translate Available Designs found in the 
written mode into the visual mode in order to create a transmodal composition.  
A somewhat more traditional assignment might require the learner to borrow and 
remix Available Designs from a genre studied in class, such as a letter, into a new, 
personalized letter written by the learner.
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An Undergraduate French Linguistics Course  
(Re)Designed in Terms of Meaning
As I learned more about the concepts of languaculture and Designs of Mean-
ing, I became increasingly aware that my own teaching practices had become 
outdated. In particular, I had grown dissatisfied with a course that I had been 
teaching for more than 20 years—Introduction to French Linguistics. Taken 
primarily by French majors, the course was designed as an overview of the 
major subfields of structuralist linguistics: phonetics, phonology, morphology, 
syntax, and semantics. Despite the positive ratings I received on course evalu-
ations, I had begun to worry that the course reinforced my students’ structur-
alist beliefs about language and culture. For example, it had become obvious 
to me that my students could analyze and discuss French as langue, but not as 
parole. Moreover, while the course helped them master grammatical terminol-
ogy, it did not provide them with a metalanguage for discussing communica-
tion and meaning-making. In brief, my course emphasized form over meaning, 
a situation that is not unusual for linguistics courses. Wallace Chafe, a func-
tionally oriented linguist, had long ago exhorted linguists to pay more atten-
tion to meaning in their courses: “A proper concern for meanings should lead 
to a situation where, in the training of linguists, practice in the discrimination 
of concepts will be given at least as much time in the curriculum as practice in 
the discrimination of sounds” (Chafe, 1970, p. 78). Following Chafe, I decided 
to demonstrate a “proper concern for meaning” by giving my students more 
practice in “the discrimination of concepts.”

Rather than designing the course in terms of structural linguistics as I had 
done for years, I redesigned the course according to Risager’s three types of mean-
ing: semantic/pragmatic, social, and poetic. Next, I chose L1 and L2 texts that 
would allow my students to “operate between languages” in their analyses of 
meaning. For each type of meaning, I chose a series of related texts that allowed 
for a study of intertexual relations. In essence, Multiliteracies is a text-based ped-
agogy in which meaning-making is an ongoing process since the interpretation 
of a text is recontextualized and modified by subsequent texts. In keeping with 
Risager’s admonition to reject the nationalist paradigm, I foregrounded the target  
language as a transnational phenomenon by choosing French texts that exem-
plified individual and dialectal variation as well as the negotiation of meaning in 
intercultural settings. By adopting a text-based pedagogy that included different 
epistemological orientations (i.e., Experiencing, Conceptualizing, Analyzing, 
Applying), I was able to move away from a didactic, teacher-centered approach 
toward a more student-centered approach that included criticality and self- 
reflection. Finally, I developed a metalanguage that blended formal and functional 
terminology for the analysis of texts.
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The overall course design followed the “order-to-chaos continuum” as 
originally articulated by Paul Friedrich in his book The Language Parallax 
(Friedrich, 1986, Chapter 8). Friedrich maintained that structural linguists had 
misrepresented language by ignoring the chaotic aspects of linguistic variation. 
In particular, Friedrich contended that linguists tended to frame meaning 
exclusively in terms of literal denotation as captured by the static definitions 
found in dictionaries. In contrast, Friedrich viewed languaculture as a complex, 
integrated, and dynamic system that was best described as a continuum—from 
the orderliness of literal meanings found in informational texts to the chaos 
of nonliteral meanings found in poetic texts. Thus, at the outset of the course, 
I told my students that our study of French languaculture would begin in the 
more orderly domain of the arbitrary linguistic sign, referred to in linguistics as 
semantics and pragmatics, but would move into the less orderly domains of social 
and poetic meaning.

Teaching Semantic/Pragmatic Meaning
The first texts we studied were dictionary entries of the French word “liberté” 
and the English word “liberty.” The students agreed that the definitions in the 
two languages were virtually synonymous. Next, I asked the students to analyze 
how the dictionary entries were designed. To help them understand the Designs 
of Meaning of these texts, I had them read the methodology employed by the lexi-
cographers who were responsible for the dictionary, a critical framing activity that 
emphasized texts as cultural products. This activity helped my students to under-
stand how lexicographers winnow down potential meanings of a given word into 
a manageable list of normative definitions. My goal was to demonstrate that print 
dictionaries do not attempt to capture the variability of lexical meaning; rather, 
their job is to focus on the most central and widely accepted meanings of a word.

For the second text, I turned to Cultura.org, an open online intercultural 
exchange that was launched more than 20 years ago at MIT (Furstenberg, Levet, 
English, & Maillet, 2001).2 In a nutshell, Cultura employs Internet communica-
tion technologies to bring together two groups of learners: In this case, the two 
groups were French students learning English in France and American students 
learning French in the United States. The Americans and the French responded 
to a set of prompts in their native languages. Our next activity focused on the 
lexical associations that the French and the Americans had made to the prompts 
“liberté” and “liberty.” I asked my students to combine the lexical associations 
gleaned from four different exchanges and to create word clouds of the French 
and English data using Voyant Tools, an open source web-based application for 

2 http://cultura.mit.edu/
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textual analysis.3 As part of a Conceptualizing by Naming task, I had the stu-
dents create groups of words based on lexical relations. The most well-known 
lexical relations are synonymy and antonymy. Less well-known relations include 
hypernymy and hyponymy, the relationship of a general term, the hypernym 
(“color”), to a more specific word, the hyponym (“red”). In addition to these lex-
ical relations, I had the students draw semantic networks based on their word 
clouds. Examining spontaneously produced texts of lexical associations helped 
my students to view word meaning in terms of a speaker’s or a writer’s men-
tal lexicon. More complex and dynamic than a traditional print dictionary, a  
mental lexicon stores words according to phonological and semantic catego-
ries. This means that whenever a speaker or a writer searches his or her mental  
lexicon for a word, he or she activates a network of related words. Moreover, the 
cognitive process of word selection is influenced by many psychological factors, 
such as word priming.

The next texts we examined were online forum discussion posts between the 
French and the American students, who debated the cultural significance of their 
lexical associations. Whereas the Designs of Meaning analysis of the lexical asso-
ciation texts focused my students on semantic relations, the Designs of Meaning 
analysis of the forum discussions focused them on the contribution of sentential 
and discursive grammar to textual meaning. In particular, we examined how the 
French students tended to frame their opinions in terms of impersonal construc-
tions (e.g., “Dans la société française, il est important que l’on sache que…” In 
French society, it is important that one knows…) in contrast to the Americans 
who employed a discursive frame replete with personal pronouns (e.g., I think 
that we answered the prompt the way we did because…) (Blyth, 2012). With the 
Voyant Tools application, the students isolated and analyzed the major sentential 
constructions employed by both groups. In addition to analyzing the role of gram-
mar, the students also looked at interactive features of the discussion, such as 
topic development and turn-taking.

Cultura has been criticized by intercultural educators who worry that its ped-
agogical design frames participants’ identities in terms of their national cultures. 
As such, the critics contend that Cultura leads students to make essentialized  
statements about language and culture (Blyth, 2015). Such concerns notwithstand-
ing, the Cultura participants were usually quick to add nuance to generalizations 
proffered during the discussions, often citing how their own linguacultural behavior 
differed from the group norm. This was especially true for foreign-born participants 
who had moved to France and the United States later in their lives.

I ended our foray into the semantic/pragmatic domain of French languaculture 
with an application activity that required my students to write a three-page essay 

3 https://voyant-tools.org/
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comparing and contrasting the meanings of the French word “individualisme” 
and the English word “individualism.” For their essays, the students reprised the 
same sequence that they had just completed (dictionary definitions ‡ Cultura 
lexical associations ‡ Cultura discussions). After examining the Cultura lexical 
associations and discussion posts, my students were better able to understand the 
complexities of situated word meaning in French and in English. For example, the 
students noted that the American concept of “individualism” is generally positive, 
while the French concept of “individualisme” is overwhelmingly negative. 
Moreover, some students pointed out that the French concept always referred to 
the individual in relation to the group. In contrast, the Americans rarely framed 
their remarks in such relational terms. In other words, Americans may conceive 
of the individual without explicit reference to the group. Finally, calling the 
contrasting cultural concepts an example of “faux amis” (false cognates), some of 
my students claimed that a more appropriate English translation for the French 
word individualisme would be “selfishness.”

Teaching Social Meaning
The next domain of languaculture to be studied was social meaning, a type of 
meaning that presents major difficulties for FL learners. By definition, classroom 
FL learning lacks the accompanying target language cultural context. To overcome 
this shortcoming, FL educators often employ immersive materials to situate 
language use (Blyth, 2018b). Nevertheless, in general, FL education rarely gives 
learners an understanding of how the target language indexes social categories 
such as race, class, or gender. Furthermore, with the exception of a few well-known 
examples of register variation, such as the choice of formal and informal pronouns, 
the indexical use of linguistic forms to negotiate interpersonal relations is rarely 
the focus of overt instruction (van Compernolle, 2014). This state of affairs is not 
surprising given the subtlety of such indexical signs, which usually require an 
advanced level of proficiency to manipulate. Moreover, research has shown that 
intermediate and advanced L2 speakers who are able to produce indexical features 
in appropriate linguistic contexts are often unsure of their conventionalized social 
meanings (Dalola, 2014; van Compernolle, 2014). For example, Dalola (2014) 
shows that advanced L2 French learners are able to devoice high vowels in French 
(e.g., [i] and [y]) in ways similar to native speakers. For example, when saying the 
French word oui (“yes”), French speakers often add a hissing or whistling sound at 
the end of the word. More precisely, when devoicing the vowel [i] in the word oui, 
French speakers stop their vocal chords from vibrating and produce a slight hissing 
sound by obstructing the flow of air in the mouth. Despite being a very common 
feature of spoken French, final vowel devoicing is rarely discussed in pedagogical 
materials. Dalola (2014) points out that while advanced L2 speakers may be able to 
produce French vowel devoicing in native-like ways, they assign rather different 
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social meanings to this indexical sign than do native French speakers. In short, 
advanced L2 learners may master the phonetic form but not necessarily the social 
meaning of final vowel devoicing in French.

To overcome these challenges, I decided to focus on the social meaning of 
codeswitching in French and English discourses. To my way of thinking, codeswitching 
has many pedagogical advantages. First, a focus on codeswitching could allow my stu-
dents to develop skills to “operate between languages,” as called for by the MLA Report 
(2007). Second, even for learners without advanced proficiency, codeswitching is rel-
atively easy to notice in natural speech, making it an ideal object for analysis. Third, 
there is an extensive research literature on the social motivations for codeswitching 
to guide the creation of lessons (e.g., Myers-Scotton, 1993). And fourth, codeswitching 
exemplifies language as social action or discourse as defined by Agar (1996).

Instead of having my students analyze different texts, as I had done in the pre-
vious unit on semantic/pragmatic meaning, I decided to have them conduct a “rich 
point” analysis of the Canadian movie Bon Cop, Bad Cop (Tierney & Canuel, 2006). 
As a commercial film, Bon Cop, Bad Cop represents the clash between two different 
languacultures—French-speaking Quebec and English-speaking Ontario. Striving 
for comedic effect rather than sociolinguistic accuracy, the film traffics in stereo-
typical tropes of the “Cultural Other.” The movie centers on two police detectives, 
a francophone from Quebec and an anglophone from Ontario, who must resolve 
their long-standing cultural prejudices in order to solve a crime. As such, any anal-
ysis of the Designs of Meaning of the film requires an understanding of the linguis-
tic ideologies prevalent in modern-day Canada. Therefore, much of the pedagogy 
surrounding the film entailed critical framing activities that allowed my students 
and me to delve into the contemporary sociolinguistic context of Canada. Without 
this crucial background, my students would not have been able to understand the 
intended social meanings behind the patterns of codeswitching.

In addition to the Multiliteracies framework, I followed the pedagogical 
sequence of activities suggested by Liddicoat and Scarino (2013) for 
intercultural education: noticing, comparing, reflecting, and interacting. First, 
the students organized “watch parties” during the weekend so that everyone in 
the class could see the movie in its entirety. The goal of the initial viewing was 
for the students to notice the codeswitching without having to analyze it, an 
Experiencing activity in the Multiliteracies framework. In the following class 
session, I led the students through a series of activities that focused them on 
the analysis of a single scene, the moment when the two detectives arrive at the 
crime scene and meet each other for the first time.4 As I played the scene in class,  
I stopped the video whenever there was an instance of codeswitching. Each 
time I stopped the video, I asked the students to provide an explanation for 

4 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tXEqTaoM2QQ&t=104s
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the specific codeswitch in terms of the characters’ personal relationship. For 
example, when French-speaking detective David Bouchard introduces himself 
in English, the English-speaking detective Martin Ward politely replies in 
French: “Enchanté.” Mocking Ward’s polite response, Bouchard turns to his 
Québécois colleagues and switches to dialectal French: “Enchanté!? Hé, on est 
tombé sur un gars qui peut parler le français!” (“Pleased to meet you?! Hey 
guys, we got someone here who speaks French!”). Some students hypothesized 
that Bouchard may not have realized at this initial stage in their relationship 
that Ward, an anglophone, could actually speak French fluently. Other students 
hypothesized that Bouchard rejected Ward’s French overture as his way of 
maintaining social distance from the Ontarian. For a final application activity, 
referred to as “interacting with the L2 language/culture” in the framework 
of Liddicoat and Scarino (2013), I asked the students to choose three scenes 
from the beginning, middle, and end of the film for further analysis. In their 
final analysis, the students had to demonstrate how the changing patterns of 
codeswitching in the three scenes indexed the changing relationship of the two 
detectives.

Teaching Poetic Meaning
The last domain of French languaculture to be studied was the poetic domain. 
For this type of meaning, I chose a series of texts related to the poem Liberté by 
the French surrealist poet Paul Eluard (1942). The choice of the poem Liberté 
was meant to pick up where our previous discussion of semantic/pragmatic mean-
ing had left off. In other words, I wanted to return to the relative orderliness of 
the literal meanings of the French word “liberté” and the English word “liberty” 
before plunging into the poetic chaos of surrealism. After a series of experiential 
activities in which students listened to a wide variety of francophones declaim 
the poem in strikingly different accents and intonations, I had the students con-
struct a collaborative commentary based upon their reactions to the poem’s sur-
real imagery. In another activity inspired by the work of Friedrich (1986), I asked 
my students to compare the original French poem with an English translation 
in order to understand how functional equivalences in languacultures are none-
theless incommensurable. In other words, poetic meanings in different languages 
are similar but never the same. Therefore, whenever students operate between 
languacultures, they must realize that specific meanings will inevitably be lost as 
well as gained (see Blyth, 2018a, for a more detailed discussion about how to teach 
the poetic dimension of languaculture).5

5 The pedagogical application of the concept of languaculture is further explored in the YouTube video 
entitled “Languaculture: From language-and-culture to language-as-culture” available at https://www 
.youtube.com/watch?v=N8R_FRClXrg&t=142s
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A Graduate Applied Linguistics Course Designed to 
Focus on Language as Social Practice
Redesigning my undergraduate French linguistics course in terms of languacul-
ture and Designs of Meaning led me to reflect on the graduate courses I gave in 
applied linguistics. How could I help my graduate students to become teachers 
of meaning? What kinds of coursework would they need in order to reconcep-
tualize language as social action? Language educators who have experimented 
with meaning-based pedagogies all emphasize the importance of teacher edu-
cation for changing the paradigm (Agar, 2008; Diaz, 2013; Kearney, 2015; van 
Compernolle, 2014). Moreover, according to teacher educators such as Allen 
(2011) and Allen and Dupuy (2011), the typical approach to graduate student 
teacher education—a methods course followed by teaching experience in lower- 
division language courses—is not enough to “overcome the inertia of FL  
teachers’ everyday concepts” (Allen & Dupuy, 2011, p. 279). For instance, Dupuy 
and Allen (2012) contend that teacher education should go beyond mere prac-
tices and aim to change teachers’ underlying concepts of language and language 
teaching.

It is not enough to attempt to “reprogram” TAs [teaching assistants] 
with new techniques and strategies; rather, dialogic mediation and 
explicit discussion of the need to align one’s conceptual and ped-
agogical tools are necessary to encourage TAs to evolve in their 
teaching practices beyond how they learned languages themselves 
in the past. (Dupuy & Allen, 2012, p. 305)

The need for more extensive teacher education is of particular importance 
when trying to introduce novel concepts such as languaculture. In general, 
discussions of how to implement a Pedagogy of Multiliteracies have drawn 
support from sociocultural approaches to teacher education (e.g., Johnson & 
Golombek, 2011) and have emphasized the importance of teacher reflexivity 
(see Crane, 2015).

For the reasons cited earlier, I decided to create a new graduate-level applied 
linguistics course entitled “Instructional L2 Pragmatics: Teaching Language Use 
in Cultural Contexts.” The course focused on instructional approaches to soci-
opragmatics, namely, the cultural values and norms that guide language pro-
duction. As such, the course aimed to examine three different yet related lines 
of research and their classroom applications: instructional pragmatics, the teach-
ing of cultural patterns of language use (Ishihara & Cohen, 2010); multiliteracies, 
the teaching of specific language designs through textual engagement (Paesani et 
al., 2016); and educational gaming, the teaching of language-in-use via “serious 
games” (Sykes & Reinhardt, 2012). While these lines of research differ in foci and 
methods, they all frame language as social action and thus provide educators with 
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new ways of talking and thinking about language (Johnson, 2009). In addition to 
theoretical readings, the course included several hands-on activities designed to 
narrow the so-called “research/practice gap.”

One of these activities was the creation of an original L2 pragmatics lesson. 
As preparation for this activity, I asked the students (doctoral candidates in either 
French or German linguistics who were also Graduate Teaching Assistants [GTAs] 
in French and German) to examine how pragmalinguistic information (linguis-
tic forms) and sociopragmatic information (cultural values and norms) were 
included (or not) in their FL program’s materials. Was this information presented 
explicitly or implicitly? Was it part of a grammar explanation or was it embedded 
in an activity? Next, I asked the students to choose a specific topic for their lesson 
that had been discussed in the scholarly literature (e.g., making a request to a 
friend, opening and closing a telephone call, changing the topic of a conversa-
tion). As part of their lesson, the students had to give an explicit rationale for their 
topic, specify their source of authentic data (e.g., YouTube videos, television pro-
grams, language corpora), and outline a pedagogical sequence in terms of what 
the teacher and students were required to do.

Once the students had finished designing their lessons, I invited the 
French and German LPDs to class to listen to the students present their  
lessons. Following each presentation, the LPDs gave feedback on how to 
improve the lessons. Next, the students revised their lessons based on the 
feedback from the LPDs. Lastly, they sent their revised lessons to the editor 
of CARLA’s Second and Foreign Language Pragmatics Wiki for publication on 
the website. According to CARLA’s website, the Pragmatics Wiki serves as a 
repository for teaching materials in a variety of target languages.6 My goal for 
this activity was to have the students think about different audiences for their 
lessons: their own LPDs as well as an editor who represented the larger com-
munity of L2 teachers. Thus, the GTAs were given the opportunity to articu-
late their ideas about language as social practice with multiple professionals in 
addition to their instructor.

While I did not prescribe a particular pedagogical sequence, I did require that 
all lessons include a critical framing activity during which learners analyze textual 
meaning both functionally and critically (Cope & Kalantzis, 2015). A functional 
analysis examines the particular functions of a text, whereas a critical analysis 
examines what a text says about an author’s perspective and intentions (Cope & 
Kalantzis, 2015). The main goal of the critical framing activity in the pragmatics 
lesson was to prompt reflection about native and foreign frames of reference and 

6 The lessons originating from this course are all publicly available on CARLA’s Pragmatics Wiki and 
may be downloaded and revised according to their CC-BY-SA copyright licenses. CARLA’s Wiki may be 
accessed by clicking on the “Pragmatics Wiki” link on CARLA’s Pragmatics and Speech Acts homepage 
at http://carla.umn.edu/speechacts/index.html
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interpretation. As such, critical framing activities are related to what sociocultural 
theory scholars call “verbalized reflections” (van Compernolle, 2014, Chapter 4). 
According to van Compernolle (2014), verbalized reflection tasks are “a specific 
form of verbal activity designed to prompt learners to externalize (in speech), 
and to contemplate (through speech), their understanding of the concept they 
are appropriating” (pp. 93–94). Thus, critical framing activities prompt reflection 
about the general concept of languaculture as well as the more specific concept 
of cultural frames. It is important to note that these activities are not meant to 
be prescriptive. Rather, the goal is to help students verbalize their thoughts about 
how cultural values from different languacultures affect the execution of a partic-
ular speech act in context. In essence, cultural framing activities focus on langua-
cultural rich points that require reflection and analysis.

A good example of a cultural framing activity comes from a lesson written 
by one of the GTAs enrolled in the course entitled “Giving and Responding to 
Invitations in French” (Law, 2018). The lesson opens with general questions to 
help students begin to identify social parameters that condition the formulation 
and reception of an invitation in American English. Next, the lesson introduces 
frequent French language forms used to issue an invitation as preparation for a 
close reading of authentic French corpus data. The data analysis is based on a 
small corpus of text messages containing invitations collected by the author of 
the lesson. Once the language learners have analyzed the French forms for issuing 
an invitation in informal text messages, they are asked to repeat the observation 
activity again, but this time with a focus on the response to the invitation. After 
practicing the forms in a minimal context, the language students reflect on the 
cultural values governing invitations by reading the metalinguistic comments of 
a native francophone from Grenoble, France, whose comments about French and 
American invitations serve as a prompt for further student reflection:

Aux Etats-Unis, les gens (people) refusent souvent une invitation en 
disant qu’ils ne se sentent (feel) pas bien ou qu’ils sont malades. 
Pour moi, ce genre de réponse est très frustrant et impoli, car je 
sais bien que ce n’est pas vrai la plupart du temps et je le perçois 
(perceive) comme un mensonge (a lie). Il n’est pas mal vu (frowned 
upon) en France de refuser une invitation juste parce qu’on n’a pas 
envie ou qu’on est fatigué, et de l’exprimer clairement (être franc 
et direct n’est pas impoli et plutôt perçu comme une qualité), mais 
il est mal vu d’inventer une excuse qui n’est pas vraie! Donc, si 
vous voulez refuser une invitation en France, soyez (be) simple-
ment honnêtes!

(In the United States, people often refuse an invitation by saying 
that they don’t feel well or that they are sick. To me, that kind of 
response is really frustrating and impolite, because I know it isn’t 
true most of the time and I perceive it as a lie. It isn’t frowned 

37988_ch07_ptg01_153-175.indd   168 01/10/19   2:45 PM



Designing Foreign Language Curricula and Pedagogy in Terms of Meaning-Making� 169

upon in French to refuse an invitation if you don’t feel like it or 
if you are tired, and to express this clearly (to be frank and direct 
isn’t necessarily impolite and is perceived as a good quality), but 
it is frowned upon to invent an excuse that is not true! So, if you 
want to refuse an invitation in France, just be honest!) 

In the context of the lesson, these comments are not meant to be read as 
prescriptive statements about how all French speakers should think or act. Rather, 
the comments represent the opinion of an individual speaker who invokes French 
cultural values in her explanation of her own communicative behavior. For 
instance, the French speaker claims that the French value of franchise (honesty or 
frankness) is privileged when responding to invitations in French languaculture. 
Moreover, she notes that her preferences for honesty and directness explain 
the discomfort she often feels whenever an American speaker responds to her 
invitations with a white lie. Telling a white lie may be an appropriate face-saving 
strategy in American English, but according to this French speaker, a white lie 
may be perceived as rude by European French speakers.

The lesson ends with an application activity in which the language learn-
ers are asked to imagine a dialogue between two American students living in 
France who invite each other to take part in different leisure activities (e.g., go to a  
concert, ride bikes). While this activity synthesizes the pragmalinguistic forms of the 
lesson, it does little to help the students attend to the underlying French and Amer-
ican cultural values as discussed in the previous pedagogical act. A more effective 
activity might be to have students imagine multiple dialogues between intercultural 
and intracultural groups of French and American speakers who issue and respond to 
invitations. Juxtaposing dialogues that reflect different languacultural patterns could 
serve as a pretext for further discussion about how and why French and American 
speakers follow or deviate from culturally expected norms. Such an activity avoids 
essentializing languages and cultures by respecting Risager’s (2007) admonition to 
include more culturally divergent situations in FL curricula and materials.

Implications for Language Program Direction and 
Teacher Training
While my linguistics course for French majors differs in many ways from most 
lower-division language courses, it still holds valuable lessons for LPDs interested 
in meaning-based pedagogy. In fact, I would argue that the concepts of langua-
culture and Designs of Meaning are applicable to FL and culture studies at all 
levels. Moreover, in terms of pedagogy, I contend that the field of linguistics is 
as tradition-bound as FL education. For instance, a cursory glance at linguistics 
textbooks confirms that the field remains steadfastly structuralist in orientation. 
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Thus, to flip the argument on its head, if I was able to apply languaculture and 
Designs of Meaning to the teaching of linguistics where such ideas are unknown 
and unexplored, shouldn’t it be feasible for LPDs to apply them to lower-division 
language courses where they have been operationalized by applied linguists (e.g., 
Paesani et al., 2016; van Compernolle, 2014)? In brief, I believe that my efforts 
to become a teacher of meaning shed light on some practical ways to begin to 
overcome three persistent problems of relevance to language program direction: 
(1) the use of grammar as the major organizing principle in foreign and second  
language curricula, (2) the use of commercially produced materials that perpet-
uate structuralist conceptions of language and culture, and (3) the need to give 
GTAs more experience in the creation and teaching of meaning-based materials.

The hardest part for me in becoming a teacher of meaning was to give up my 
reliance on the received category of grammar as manifested in the subdisciplines 
of linguistics (i.e., phonology, morphology, syntax, and semantics). In essence, as 
a linguist, I had been socialized to equate the field of linguistics with the study 
of formalized grammar. Furthermore, every commercially produced textbook in 
French linguistics with which I was familiar was organized according to gram-
matical systems. Initially, I left my grammatically driven syllabus intact and 
simply added texts to the course. That proved to be an unworkable compromise 
because the texts were not well integrated into the overall course design. Finally, 
after much trial and error, I decided to adopt Risager’s three meaning types as a 
more coherent way to organize and integrate the new textual content. This shift 
allowed me to teach the traditional subdisciplines in a completely new way—as 
resources for textual analysis. That said, I was unable to cover the same amount of 
formal linguistic content as before. For example, I decided to eliminate the usual 
discussion of syntactic hierarchy as captured by the formalism of “syntactic trees.” 
In previous iterations of the course, I had allotted considerable time to the draw-
ing of trees, a typical feature in the study of syntactic relations. In brief, I replaced 
my formal approach to syntax with a functionalist approach in which I empha-
sized different types of sentential constructions and their use in discourse. At first, 
I worried that I was shortchanging my students by eliminating a standard feature 
of syntactic analysis. Nevertheless, I came to believe that this kind of trade-off 
was worth it. After all, my students were clearly more engaged in actual linguistic 
analysis than they had been in the previous versions of the course.

Given my difficulties finding a replacement for grammar as the organizing 
principle of my course, I would expect that foreign and second language teachers 
will find it equally difficult to organize their syllabi in ways that do not privilege 
grammar over meaning. Even if teacher education programs succeed in facilitat-
ing the reconceptualization of grammar as a resource for textual communication, 
most language programs will most likely continue to adopt textbooks that present 
the target language in structuralist terms, a scenario described by Allen (2011). 
The bottom line is that LPDs will need to reconcile any desire for paradigm 
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change with habits of adopting grammatically driven textbooks. Blyth and Davis 
(2007) characterize this state of affairs as a kind of “complicity” between LPDs and 
publishing companies. LPDs consistently complain that commercial textbooks are 
outdated and do not reflect current SLA research. However, publishing companies 
produce mainly grammar-driven textbooks because professors (including many 
LPDs) continue to adopt them.

To overcome the status quo, LPDs will need to create their own innovative 
materials that support meaning-based pedagogy, including the creation and use of 
open educational resources (OER) (Blyth 2012; Rossomundo, 2012). Along these 
lines, Warner and Dupuy (2018) claim that “it is all the more critical that novice 
instructors learn to develop their own multiliteracies-oriented lessons” (p. 7; see 
also Allen & Paesani, 2010; Barrette, Paesani, & Vinall, 2010; Paesani et al., 2016). 
Despite the pressing need for new materials, Warner and Dupuy (2018) caution 
that materials development is time-consuming and not a viable option for many 
language programs. However, the authors cite the Foreign Languages and the  
Literary in the Everyday (FLLITE) project as one notable attempt to train GTAs 
in the development of meaning-based materials. A collaborative initiative of two 
national FL resource centers (CERCLL at the University of Arizona and COERLL 
at the University of Texas), the FLLITE project consists of a community of FL  
professionals committed to the affordances of open educational praxis (Blyth,  
Warner, & Luks, in press). According to Warner and Dupuy (2018, p. 7), 
“FLLITE uses the principles of open educational resource design in order to 
engage instructors in a professional development cycle as materials developers 
and adaptors.” Specifically, the FLLITE project helps language instructors 
find authentic, everyday texts that are characterized by creative and playful 
use of language. These texts become the basis for target language lessons that 
incorporate the concepts of languaculture and Designs of Meaning. The FLLITE 
website (http://www.fllite.org) includes model lessons for six different languages 
created by instructors and curriculum developers. These OERs are the result of 
a developmental process that includes feedback from peer experts, revisions, and 
ultimately publication on the website.

Conclusion
As Risager (2006, 2007) has argued, traditional approaches to FL teaching often 
perpetuate a structuralist view of language-as-code. Furthermore, these structur-
alist approaches have traditionally gone hand-in-hand with a nationalist paradigm 
that equates speaker identity with monolingual proficiency in a highly standard-
ized national language, for example, the English speak English, the French speak 
French, and the Germans speak German (Dervin & Liddicoat, 2013; Kearney, 2015; 
Levine, 2011; Risager, 2007). These three ideologies—structuralism, nationalism, 
and monolingualism—essentialize languages and cultures and reinforce the very 
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stereotypes that language programs seek to dispel. Unfortunately, these ideologies  
continue to inform many language programs in higher education (Dervin &  
Liddicoat, 2013; Diaz, 2013, Kearney, 2015). How can we shift the paradigm and 
foster an understanding of language as social practice, that is, as the human capac-
ity to make meaning with others? First and foremost, we need to see ourselves as 
teachers of meaning, as advocated by the 2007 MLA Report. Second, we need to 
stop waiting for others to “subvert the dominant paradigm” and change things 
at our local level—our content, our materials, and our practices. And last, and 
perhaps most important, we need to share our stories of change with each other.
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