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Learning Matters 
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efore reading this issue’s column, you may 
want to equip yourself with a copy of Van 
Gogh’s 1887 painting, ‘Wheatfield with a 
Lark’, which is in the Van Gogh Museum in 
Amsterdam. If you do a Google, you’ll see 

various poster companies listing it. More or less at 
random, I found this one reasonably clear: 
http://www.rainfall.com/posters/classicart/6312.htm. 
The other possibility is to look in something called a 
book. 
 
In the last issue, I cited Kofi Annan talking about his 
English teacher showing students a piece of paper 
with a black dot on it. In answer to the question, 
‘What do you see?’, they replied ‘A black dot’, and 
the teacher berated them for this, urging them to see 
the bigger picture. It’s all a question of focus, and of 
the interdependency of the small and the big. This 
issue, I want to think about three more examples of 
this. 
 

In the mindÕs eye 

 
Firstly, there’s the art thing. Many very famous 
pictures are famous for only small percentages of 
their overall canvas. The Mona Lisa, for example: the 
business of the smile – it’s only a small thing, but it’s 
much more talked about than the (to my mind) more 
interesting background stuff. Andy Warhol said we 
all get our fifteen minutes of fame. Teachers 
remember a grand total of an hour or two’s really fine 
teaching, those one or two great learning situations 
where everything came together. And they are 
haunted by a similar total of the times went it all went 
so very wrong. While the rest – the most – is a sort of 
vague, mid-week hazy sketchy blur.  
 
There’s a very interesting piece about Van Gogh’s 
‘Wheatfield with a Lark’ by Tom Lubbock. He 
explores what the small lark does to the big picture. 
He makes the point that, among the three main areas 
of the composition – the stubble at the front, the 
wheat in the middle, and the sky at the top – the lark 
is the free agent, which Van Gogh chose to fix just 
there, just so. But of course, its fixedness suggests its 
freedom, the snapshot aspect of the painting, how it 
conveys itself as a moment. The frozen small point 
enables the big picture to move, to blow in the wind 
in our minds’ eyes. (The article in full can be read at 
http://www.findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_qn4158/is_

20060818/ai_n16643144 - if you can face the typing. 
Or just type Wheatfield with a Lark into Google, and 
it should come up in the first few.) I would add to this 
that the lark benefits from the wheat, too. Without the 
frozen wind-buffeting of the wheat, the small bird’s 
plucky, impressive air gymnastics would not be clear.  
 
When you’re learning to operate in a new language, 
you need to be able to work with both sides of the 
coin, just as you do in your own language(s). There’s 
no point in only ever being able to get the gist, 
general, overall meaning of things, if you can’t 
manage to pin down any of the detail. If I can only get 
the general idea that I have a potential customer on 
the phone who would like to order some goods from 
me, but I can’t grasp the precise detail of how many 
he wants of what products, then I’m not much use to 
anyone. But there’s also no point if you only ever get 
the specific detail – because you don’t know what the 
point of the point is. You need comparison, reference. 
You need context, and that involves purpose and 
function.  
 
Most people look at art just to look, to enjoy, to feel 
uplifted maybe. How we look is governed by various 
factors, such as previous knowledge, cultural 
assumptions, our mood on the day. You will probably 
have a different experience looking at the painting in 
Amsterdam having travelled half way round the world 
just to do so than you will calling it up on a screen at 
home. Your response will differ according to whether 
you’re a farmer, a painter, an ornithologist. We are 
conscious of some of the reasons we do things, of 
some of our influences, but not of all – and you can 
argue, of course, that it is the unconscious motivators 
and inhibitors that are most powerful.  
 
There is a tendency in language teaching that I abhor, 
and that is the misinformed and ill-trained attempt to 
overlap teaching language and therapy/counselling; it 
seems to be the last refuge of the frustrated. However, 
it can be interesting to think about how we operate 
according to factors we are not fully and objectively 
conscious of and that are not fully under our active 
control. 

A true reminder? 

 
Which takes us to the second example of the small 
and big. People usually enjoy a game, and this 
includes memory games. So, if possible, read the 
following list out to someone, telling them to do their 
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best to remember the 24 words. You can reassure 
them that the order of the words doesn’t matter. Read 
the words at normal speed. (If you’re reading this by 
yourself, you can of course do the game 
autonomously: cover up the rest of the article and 
read the list aloud to yourself. Then cover it up, and 
don’t look at it again while you go onto the next 
paragraph. And while you’re dealing with the next 
paragraph, don’t look at the next list or the paragraph 
after it.) 
 
house / grey / tree / donkey / black / monkey / whale / 
gorilla / dolphin / orangutang / tripod / television / 
green / tiger / horse / swordfish / fence / lunch / zebra 
/ book / lion / snake / computer / jungle / purple 
 
Give them a minute or so to dwell silently on the 
words. Now tell them that you’re going to read out 
several words and that they should say which of these 
they remember from the first list. They just have to 
tell you Yes or No. Read these out. 
 
grey / tree / black / monkey / whale / gorilla / dolphin 
/ orangutang / chimpanzee / gun / purple / tiger / 
horse / shark / zebra / blue / rocket / computer / tank 
 
It is quite likely that they will say No to these three 
words: gun / rocket / tank. They are a sub-set of their 
own, and there was little in the first list for anyone to 
link them with. However, they may dismiss these 
words less easily: shark / chimpanzee / blue. Shark is 
rather like the deleted swordfish, chimpanzee the still 
present apes, and how can you be sure which of the 
darker parts of the rainbow were and weren’t 
mentioned? 
 
The point is that there are a couple of small 
differences, but that these are buried or overwhelmed 
by the bigger picture or context. Because the themes 
or topics of animals are established during the first list 
memorising, the memory is seduced into confusing an 
overall memory – an association of all these creatures 
permanently together and all colours permanently 
together – with a particular memory on this occasion. 
For better or for worse, lots of things in our lives 
work like this. 
 
What we see, what we remember, the relative size, 
and importance, of things is dependent on what we 
think we’re doing. Even when consciously playing 
with your memory, you may find it plays tricks on 
you. Don’t look now, but from memory what colour 
would you say the sky was in (your reproduction of) 
‘Wheatfield and a Lark’? The flowers? How heavy 
were the clouds? How much of the sun was visible? 
Where was it? Why does the stubble bend in a 
different direction from the wheat? Or does it? 
 
But of course much of the time we are in control, we 
are consciously steering the way things go. We 

decide what we want to do and then we do it. We 
care. If we didn’t then things like disappointment, 
relief, pride and so on wouldn’t exist. 

Mind what you say 

 
Which takes us to the third and final example of the 
small and big, the ‘cocktail party effect’. This is a 
situation, according to researchers at Birkbeck 
College, University of London, ‘where there are many 
conversations going on in the same room at once, and 
the listener’s attention is drawn to a particular 
speaker.’ There are two aspects to the research. One is 
comparing two basic strategies for tuning in to the 
voice you want to hear in a crowded room – 
perceptual attention (you work out how the voice you 
want differs from others) and spatial attention (you 
work out where it’s coming from). The second is how 
people manage to understand, to comprehend, the 
content of what they hear in crowded rooms. Speech 
is full of small signs of various sorts that are designed 
to show you where the core meaning is.  
 
In other words, the big picture is made up of little 
signs (as Saussure always said…). If you want to 
follow what someone is saying at a party because 
what they are saying is of interest to you, then your 
sense of purpose will help you in this function. But 
you can’t be expected to understand what you don’t 
know. This applies, frustratingly, whether you are 
learning another language, and have a small 
vocabulary, or whether you are with fellow native 
speakers, and they have wandered into specialist 
territory full of obscure terms, or whether you are 
with people of a different age or cultural community 
and you can’t follow all their references. 
 
Try applying the cocktail party in a class, with a 
version of Find Someone Who. Give students slips of 
paper with a sentence to learn. Each sentence 
somewhere will have a pair – not as basically as 
questions and answer, but a strong topical link. The 
connections should be clear, for example: ‘My 
neighbour has a great collection of plants on her 
balcony,’ and, ‘I think it’s important to maintain 
green spaces in cities, however small.’ Ask the class 
to get up and mingle, clearly articulating their 
sentences to each other. They just each say their 
sentence to each other, and then move on to someone 
else – even when they have found their match, they 
should keep going, in order to keep the sound levels 
up. Encourage them to listen to the person they are 
speaking to directly at any one time, but also to try to 
keep a general ear out for someone on their 
‘wavelength’. 
 
Reading is a good example of the small-big thing. As 
you go along, bit by bit, you are adding to the text 
you have already absorbed. The whole is made up of 
small parts. But you are also constantly checking the 



From Independence, 39, pp. 41-43 

small parts against the whole they are joining, relating 
them to it, placing them accordingly. This can often 
mean that you feel you’ve worked out what the whole 
meaning is before you’ve got to the actual end of the 
text. I almost never finish articles in newspapers or 
magazines – I sort of drift away at some point when I 
think I’ve got what I wanted, or what I’m ever going 
to get from the piece. So I don’t suppose you’ll be 
reading this… 
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