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Abstract:
The paper aims to reveal the pedagogical potential of cognitive-oriented teaching of the mother tongue. We started out from the theoretical premises provided by cognitive linguistics, both its American branch, emphasizing the body anchoring of meaning, and from the Polish orientation, concentrated on the theory of linguistic picture of the world and semantic profiling. The theories mentioned were modified in accord with the educational goals of mother tongue teaching and applied namely to the sphere of lexicology.

Conducting our research, we used both empiric methods - questionnaire - and interpretative methods. The analyzed population was formed by six groups of children from elementary school and grammar school of the age of 11-14 years. By using a questionnaire we found which connotations were aroused in the children by words naming selected parts of the human body and in which somatic idioms these words were used. We categorize all the data from the semantic point of view, which allowed us to reveal the children’s conceptualization of selected parts of the body.

Disregarding how the responses in individual groups of children varied in their forms of language expression, they were consistent in terms of semantic categories. It was also shown that given semantic categories were related to imaginative schemas based on the body anchoring of meaning and that they corresponded to semantic profiles.  

Based on the introduced theory and interpretation of empiric data, we propose potential didactic applications of our research. We introduce ways in which pedagogues can diagnose the conceptualization processes of children and refine the children’s conceptualizations. We emphasize the importance of reading and interpretation of texts of different styles and genres as well as work with various types of language dictionaries. Such activities should result in enlarging the linguistic and communicative competence of children. Our paper aims to contribute to the development of cognitive-oriented didactics of the mother tongue, in our case Czech.  
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1. Objectives

The aim of the present text is to introduce selected topics and schools of cognitive linguistics that have educational potential embedded in them. To demonstrate how to utilize this potential, we use specific thematic areas of Czech language as a school subject. We introduce approaches to mother tongue didactics that reflect sociopolitical and economic transformations of the world which are accompanied by changes in communication. With increasing frequency, communication goals exhibit the orientation towards self-assertion in the world, individual performance and fulfillment of material needs, whereas the effort to understand and be understood by the other recedes into the background. In our view, the way out of this “crisis of communication” is found in respecting the principles of global education, that accentuates the need to understand the nature of the world, man and speech, and multicultural education, focused on the understanding of different cultures, ethnicities, nationalities, races and minorities, including their languages. Global and multicultural education set forth goals that can be attained with the help of cognitive approaches to language, especially their inclusion into mother tongue didactics. 

2. Theoretical Background

I. Vaňková points out the importance of the role of language in today’s world: “The progressive globalization of the world, multiculturalism and multilingualism necessitate the cultivation of the sense of local, culture-specific and ethnic values; the reformulation in a modern way of what used to be patriotism, reinforcing the sense of cognitive, emotional as well as aesthetic values of the mother tongue and our native culture” [1]. 

We base our text largely on the monograph by Pacovská [2] and the research by Pacovská, Kosinová and Pražáková [3]. We build on the theoretical premises of American cognitive linguistics, that stresses the body anchoring of meaning, and Polish cognitive linguistics, that focuses on the theory of a linguistic picture and semantic profiling. 

One of the important aspects of cognitive linguistics is its anthropocentric orientation. Anthropocentrism is founded on the premise that our understanding of the world is constituted by our physicality, the functioning of our bodies in the world. M. Turner [4] points out the importance of our physical experience for the shaping of our image schemata. It is in these schemata that we think and talk.

An extremely common schema is a CONTAINER, which consists of three parts: the inside, the outside and the surface, and which corresponds to human bodily experience since the two most important containers are the human body and the head. This schema follows from the delimitation of the human body within three-dimensional space. We perceive ourselves as delimited containers. The following expressions may serve as examples of the realization of this schema: nemohl to dostat ze sebe (“he couldn’t get the words out”), byl plný hořkosti (“he was full of bitterness”), měl naplněný život (“he lived a life of fulfilment”), nalít vědomosti do hlavy (“drum knowledge into someone’s head”), prázdná hlava (“be empty-headed”) etc. 

Another schema that may be illustrated by ample linguistic evidence is a JOURNEY. The schema of a journey appears largely in cases in which linearity and time are highlighted in the perception of space. It comprises the basis of expressions such as: krok stranou (“a step aside”), vidina cíle (“the vision of the finish line”), blížit se ke konci (“be nearing the end”), odbočovat od tématu (“to digress, turn aside”), šlápnout vedle (“make a mis-step, go astray”) etc.

For the purposes of our paper we have selected only two examples of image schemata. We concentrate only on the segment of findings from the field of cognitive linguistics, as we consider it sufficient for revealing the educational potential of cognitive-oriented teaching of the mother tongue.

Turner’s approach is in accord with the central hypothesis of cognitive linguistics, which is the body anchoring of meaning. Representatives of American cognitive linguistics speak of “body-centrism” [5]. In this approach, language is a product of human experience and this experience is mediated by the human body. Compelling evidence of the interconnection between language and the human body is provided by somatic phrasemes, in other words, phrasal idioms whose crucial component signifies a part of the human body (several somatic phrasemes can be found among the above-mentioned examples). 

Another instructive example of body anchoring that we regard very stimulating from the point of view of mother tongue didactics is the theory of metaphor [6]. In this case we focus on a single type of metaphor: orientational metaphors that organize a whole system of concepts. They are constituted around oppositions based on the orientation of the human body in space (cf.: “up – down”). Their basis is formed by our physical experience which is usually culturally anchored. Orientational metaphors lend spatial orientation to concepts. For example the notion of HAPPY is UP; SAD is DOWN, CONSCIOUS is UP; UNCONSCIOUS is DOWN; HEATLH and LIFE are UP; SICKNESS and DEATH are DOWN. This is where metaphorical expressions such as the following ones come from: pozvedlo mi to náladu (“it lifted my spirits”), mé sebevědomí vzrostlo (“my self-esteem boosted”), probral se ze mdlob (“he came to”), upadl do komatu (“he dropped unconscious”), je na vrcholu sil (“he’s at the height of his powers”), s jeho zdravím to jde s kopce (“his health is taking a nosedive”) etc.

According to Vaňková (2007), the linguistic picture of the world theory represents an approach to language that is oriented both cognitively and culturally and has significance also in the broader context of the humanities. It reveals how we speak and at the same time how we think. It is a reflection of our humanity, our cognitivity. It foregrounds the semantic aspects of linguistic cultures, principles of mind functioning, it enhances linguistic creativity etc. Language is a specific form of thought and understanding of the world. What is fundamental is not only the intersections of systemic relations in language, but also references of language to reality. Language is not only a medium of thought, expression and communication – but also an image, a model of the world. It testifies to how the world appears to us based on our everyday, commonplace experience.   

In order to attain the linguistic picture of the world, we concentrate primarily on lexical meaning. In cognitive linguistics, lexical meaning is examined through the study of stereotypes. A detailed methodology of research into stereotypes has been developed by a team of Ljubljana scientists led by J. Bartmińsky [7]. One of the criteria for outlining stereotypes established by the team was the criterion of quantity, i.e. detecting iterations of a given meaning across various contexts; the other criterion was that of quality. From the point of view of quality, stereotypes can be examined on several planes. The research reveals the shared nature of connotations on which linguistic stereotypes are based. This is a matter of: etymological references (věděti [to know] according to Old Slavic evidence relates to the verb viděti [to see]), secondary figurative meanings (bull – “someone whose characteristics remind us of a bull”), derived words meanings (to parrot someone – “to repeat after someone”), phrasemes (the golden mean  − “moderate course or position that avoids extremes”) and utterances with diagnostic validity (As if she wasn’t a mother at all – “she doesn’t behave as is expected of a mother”).

We consider the present methodology very inspiring for mother tongue didactics. It enables the exploration of the mutual determination of the mother tongue and the world and makes apparent the cognitive meanings of words. However, besides the denotational aspects of meaning, captured by monolingual explanatory dictionaries, it is necessary to pay attention to the connotational aspects of meaning as well, which demonstrate what kind of ideas the word evokes in us, what is our attitude towards the entity the word signifies and what are our emotions and value orientation [8].

The cognitive structure of a concept can be also characterized by means of conceptual profiles. As a “profile” we understand the semantic aspect of the term which takes precedence in a given context. A concrete application of this theory on the somatism hlava (“head”) was introduced in a study by Vaňková and Vitkovskaya [9]. The authors have singled out four profiles: APPEARANCE / MANIFESTATION (hlava jako koleno – “a knee-like head,” i.e. a bald head), LOCALIZATION (stavět se na hlavu – “be doing headstands,” i.e. take desperate measures), FUNCTION (nechat někde hlavu – “leave one’s head somewhere,” i.e. become absent-minded), GESTURE (be scratching one’s head). We consider their contribution to be very inspiring for the semantic categorization of connotations and somatic phrasemes. 

Our last but not least theoretical premise was cognitive approach to dialogue. The latter should be the primary form of any communication in teaching. Cognitivist as well as philosophical perspectives on dialogue center on the meaningfulness of the dialogue. According to this approach, a dialogue has to transcend from relaying information to sharing, from listening to hearing, from communication to cognition. An exchange that would at the same time be a true dialogue springs from the premise that the participants open to each other, strive for mutual cognition and understanding. The task of the pedagogue is to foster optimal conditions for such dialogues. He or she should approach dialogues not only from the vantage point of informing, but also sharing: of emotions, attitudes and values. Such approach to communication reflects cognitive aspects of language that point to the mutual intertwining of language and thought. These characteristics reveal our psychological processes and emotional states. 

Considerable cognitive possibilities open in and through dialogue. The communication partners’ intentions come to light, self-understanding and realistic self-image develop. Putting these possibilities into practice requires willingness to listen, coupled with empathy, openness and friendliness on both sides. These preconditions can be fulfilled if we are aware of the cognitive dimension of language and communication. 

3. Research Characteristics

The goal of our research was double. First, we aimed to determine the degree of awareness the children had of Czech somatic phrasemes and find which connotations were aroused in them by the name of a selected body part. In this way we tested if the (in this case passive) knowledge of somatic phrasemes in children whose mother tongue is Czech conforms to the high percentage of somatisms in Czech phraseology. Second, we traced to what extent the connotations exhibiting body anchoring of meaning were shared. We did not strive for a complex statement about the conceptualization processes in children, instead we focused on a partial segment only. We limited ourselves to a restricted size of the analyzed population and to orientation on the conceptualization of a single part of the human body – the head. 

For the purposes of our paper we refrain from a detailed account of our research and avoid the presentation and interpretation of the whole of assembled data. We mainly introduce that part of the survey results that immediately relates to our theoretical premises, i.e. reveals the educational potential of language and therefore can present a positive challenge for mother tongue didactics. 

We utilized both an empirical method – questionnaire – and an interpretive method. The analysed population consisted of 120 children from elementary and grammar school of the age of 11-14 years. Half of the children were asked the following question: Which ideas does the word hlava (“head”) evoke in you? The questionnaire was realized in writing, the test subjects were allowed to write down an unlimited number of answers, the form of their language expression was not pre-set. By posing this question we tried to map the types of connotations, the extent of their communicativeness, their relevance to body-centrism and their interrelation with the theory of profiling and image schemata. 

The second half of the children was asked to answer the following question: In which fixed verbal expressions do you encounter the word hlava (“head”)? By means of this question we investigated awareness of phrasemes from a concrete semantic field. We were conscious of the fact the questionnaire did not necessarily indicate an active knowledge of the phrasemes and that the children could also give phrasemes they had memorized mechanically and did not necessarily associate with the correct meaning. It was no less obvious that we would gain only a partial insight into the children’s conceptualization processes. These answers were meant to show whether and to what extent the children had encountered somatic phrasemes in various situations. Simultaneously we were also able to compare how the type of question effected the semantic groups that we were able to assign to the answers.

In order to reveal which meanings the children associated with the word HLAVA (“head”) and in which phrasemes it appeared, it was necessary to conduct a semantic categorization of the language expressions the respondents entered. On the basis of analysis and comparison of the meanings of language expressions we have singled out three semantic groups with which the term HLAVA (head) was associated: the body, the mind and the object; nevertheless, we did not include several individual examples as they did not exhibit any shared semantic characteristics. These semantic groups were further subdivided into subgroups. We then tried to assign semantic profiles to individual language expressions. 

The results of our study confirmed that semantic domains correspond to semantic profiles – the head signifies authority (hlava státu – “the head of the state”), the meaning corresponds to function and localization; the head is connected with worrying (kouří se mu z hlavy – “smoke rises from his head,” i.e. he is puzzling his head), the meaning corresponds to the appearance / manifestation profile; the head shapes human characteristics (lámat si hlavu − “be scratching one’s head”), the meaning corresponds to the gesture profile. It was also proved that the semantic planes correspond to the image schemata, in this case the CONTAINER schema. The head is conceptualized as a container that may or may not be filled with something (hlava plná nápadů – “a head full of ideas,” má v hlavě piliny – “he’s got rocks in his head”). We are however aware that in some cases our characterizations may be contentious.
The following diagram illustrates the categorization process. In the interests of greater clarity we also give the most frequent examples of each semantic subgroup.
Diagram of the semantic data categorization 
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Having ventured to further generalize the answers from the semantic point of view, we found that both groups used the word hlava (“head”) in the following meanings:

a) figurative: expressed by somatic phrasemes such as: hlava plná nápadů (“head full of ideas”), dutá hlava (“be empty-headed”), lámat si hlavu (“be wrecking one’s mind”), ztratit hlavu (“lose one’s mind”).
b) basic: the head as a body part, the seat of sensory organs and the brain, comprised of certain parts, characterized by a specific shape, related to a concrete person, covered with hair or a type of headgear (a body part, face, round, animal, hair – hair colour, hat, earrings).
By comparing the answers among all groups we found that the main differences resided in the plane of language expression. The members of the first group answered mainly in the form of isolated verbal expressions which, with the exception of cases in which the word hlava (“head”) was used in literal meaning, took the form of phrases other than verb-phrases. On the other hand, among the second group there prevailed answers in the form of culturally anchored somatic verb phrases or proverbs. However, from this difference we cannot infer any conclusions regarding the differences between conceptualization processes in the two groups. The variation was an anticipated effect of the question formulation. 

Our findings prove that the interpretation of our language data based on questionnaire survey is in accordance with the conclusions reached by the surveys based on the data excerpted from linguistic corpora and dictionaries  [9].

4. Suggestions for Mother Tongue Didactics

In order to make use of the educational potential of cognitive linguistics, it is first and foremost necessary to endeavour to get to know the pupils, to assess their abilities and existing knowledge and last but not least to gain insight into their linguistic picture of reality. One way of achieving that is tracing the connotational aspects of lexical meanings. (In our research we have shown a possible method.) Not only do connotations reveal objectively verifiable characteristics of a phenomenon; they also capture how a native speaker thinks about the phenomenon, which ideas are aroused in him by the word and what are his previous and current life experience and values [10]. 

The connotational aspects of meaning can also be traced via uncovering the etymological relationships between the words and by the study of figurative meanings. We can address them as part of morphology, namely by explaining the relationships between the root words and derived words and interpreting expressions with diagnostic validity. The last mentioned reveal what characteristics we typically ascribe to phenomena (persons, animals, objects …) within the frame of a single language community on the basis of subjective generalization (cf. the examples of these methods presented in part 1).

Cognitive aspects of language become very evident through reading of suitably chosen texts. These can be taken from fiction, poetry, songs or folklore lyrics, general culture-specific texts (proverbs, rhymes, weather sayings), language corpora and dictionaries: explanatory, thesauruses, phraseological, etymological etc. 

Anecdotes are also a fitting example. Often we laugh at them precisely because they alert us to the characteristics and habitual behaviours of certain professions, nationalities, city inhabitants etc. These characteristics do not answer the real characteristics, thought patterns and lifestyles. They are by no means objective and do not apply to all the members of a group. Only because we have been accustomed to hearing those anecdotes ever since our youth and we often disseminate them further via oral tradition, the humour hidden in them is comprehensible to all of us who have been born into the same linguistic community. 

If we want the connotation analysis (either based on empirical research or on the study of vocabulary via linguistic and textual data) to reveal the cognitive function of language and accomplish educational goals, it is necessary to choose the dialogical form of pedagogical communication which will be aimed at understanding and founded on the respect towards our communication partner and empathic listening (part 2). 

5. Conclusion

The aim of our text was to reveal the educational potential of mother tongue didactics. In order for mother tongue didactics to simultaneously cultivate, it is necessary to steer it towards revealing the interconnectedness of language and the natural world. Awareness that the integrity of our community is deposited in language, that language requires sharing and being together, is a necessary point of departure. Through language we express mutual respect and respect for the differences between various nationalities and minorities [11]. 

If teachers of the mother tongue are to cultivate the pupils, it is necessary for them to pay attention to the contexts by which schooling is molded. Erudition within the discipline does not suffice; what is required is interdisciplinary education in the broadest sense. Teachers of the mother tongue should focus on the communicative as well as cognitive function of language; they should gain insight into the context of cognitive linguistics [12]. Thus, they will naturally make apparent the educational potential of language didactics, the links between language and thought, language and culture. In their eyes, language will become an instrument of uncovering our historical roots. The teachers should also encourage the same attitude in their pupils. Consequently, the pupils will be able to comprehend the deeper meaning of mother tongue learning. 

The paper was supported by Project SGS 21117: Cognitive approach to somatic idioms.
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