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INDIVIDUAL PERSPECTIVES

Personal Coding: the Varieties of
Linguistic Experience - Part One

Patricia L. Duffy, United Nations, USA

'Untilvery recent years, it was supposed by
philosophers that there was a typical human
mind which all individual minds were like...
Lately however, a mass of revelations have
poured in which make us see how false a view
this is.'

- William James, 1890

As far back as the nineteenth-century, the psychologist
and philosopher, William James concluded that human
minds came in a variety of types. His research into
psychology had shown him that each individual
apprehended the world in a unique way, processing
and coding it with a unique stamp. In fact, in his
work, James was perhaps among the first to emphasize
auditory, visual and kinetic components of individuals'
inner 'representational systems' as the essence of the
workings of the mind.

In our own time, researchers into learning theory and
learning style have reinforced James' conclusions,
stressing the importance of the individual's unique
way of internalizing knowledge - its unique blend
of auditory, visual and kinetic elements. Each person
has a way of absorbing, processing and coding
information from the outside world - with a mix of
visual, auditory, and kinetic components that is not
quite like any other person's.

As language teachers, we have tried to apply this
understanding to our own teaching, sometimes using
learning style tests to better know our students'
unique ways of processing and coding. However,
some researchers,such as CarlosIslam (see'Research
into the Learning Style Preferences of Spanish EFL
Students and its Implications for Materials Developers
and Teachers'), have at times found the results of such
indicators confusing, feeling they may not provide the
expected insight into their students' learning styles.
Why is this? Could it be that most (if not all) such
testing instruments simply cannot account for the full
complexity of what they are measuring, Le., the 'inner
landscape' an individual human mind has constructed
to code language?

In an attempt to address this question, let's take Vladimir
Nabokov as an example. In his autobiography, Speak

Memory, the great twentieth-century multilingual
author, describes his inner perception of letters of the
alphabet and words:

a French a evokes polished ebony. This black group
[of letters] also includes hard g (vulcanized rubber) and
y (a sooty rag being ripped). Oatmeal n, noodle-limp
1, and the ivory-backed hand mirror of 0 take care of
the whites. I am puzzled by my French on which I see
as the brimming tension-surface of alcohol in a small
glass. Passing on to the blue group, there is steely
x, thundercloud Z, and huckleberry k...I hasten to
complete my list before I am interrupted. In the green
group, there are alder-leaf f, the unripe apple of p, and
pistachio t. Dull green, combined somehow with violet,
is the best I can do for w. The yellows comprise various
e's and 1's, creamy d, bright golden y and u, whose
alphabetical value I can express only by "brassy with
an olive sheen." In palerj, and the drab shoelace of h.
Finally, among the reds, b has the tone called burnt
sienna by painters, m is a fold of pink flannel..:

As Nabokov writes in Speak Memory, his description
'presents a fine case of colored hearing'; that is,
spoken words regularly evoked for him an automatic,
consistent inner experience of color and texture.
Nabokov's regular experience of blended perceptions
in response to language is what neuroscientists term
color-lexical synesthesia, a form of perception that,
over the last two decades, has been increasingly
studied at universities around the world - from
Cambridge University, where major research began
in the 1980's, to the University of Hanover, to the
University of Melbourne, to several branches of the
University of California, to Yale University - to name
just a few. For synesthetes like Nabokov, the color/
tactile attributes perceived in letters and words never
vary but remain constant each time that word is heard,
read or thought of.

Although the phenomenon of synesthesia has been
known for centuries, it is only in the last twenty
years or so (since scientists developed brain-imaging
technology, enabling them to look inside the brain
and see what is happening when such experiences
are reported) that synesthesia has been more and
more studied. In 1995, a Cambridge University
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neuroscientist, Dr. Simon Baron-Cohen headed a
team that undertook brain-imaging studies of color-
lexical synesthetes. Upon hearing a list of words
read aloud, the synesthetes showed increased neural
blood flow to a part of the brain that controls aspects
of color perception (while a control group did not).
The results of the study indicated that hearing words
produced a perception of color for the synesthetes.
What's more, color-language synesthetes often report
inwardly perceiving their colored alphabet letters in a
certain configuration, almost a kind of landscape. One
synesthete, for example, describes the alphabet as 'a
string of letters gradually sloping uphill:

But why is this study important? Does it have
any implications for the 199/200 people who don't
experience color-lexical synesthesia?

Among other things, the study of synesthesia has opened
the door to the realization that each of us processes
language in a unique way. Even among synesthetes,
the pattern of processing is not uniform; researchers
are discovering a range of possible experiences and
neural patterns for processing words and letters. Also,
as we will explore later, scientists are finding that all
of us have a degree of synesthesia from mild to strong
(which is why such synesthetic, i.e., cross-sensory
metaphors as 'loud colors' and 'sharp cheese' make
sense to all of us). The study of synesthesia is helping
researchers to understand the variety of ways that the
human brain can process and code language.

Let's return for a moment to the case of the synesthete,
Nabokov. Nabokov died in 1977, emigrated from his
native Russia first to Europe, then later to the US in
1940 -- decades before much scientific research into
synesthesia or even modem theories of learning styles
was underway. But imagine, for a moment, a different
scenario: imagine that Nabokov had been born half
a century or so later, immigrating to the U.S. in the
1980's. Imagine that he did not arrive fluent in three
languages including English. Imagine him, rather, in
an ESL class taking a learning style quiz, dutifully
given by a teacher hoping to better understand how
most effectively to present language to him and
to other students, given their different modes of
processing. How would Nabokov, with his particular
inner perception of language, have scored on such a
quiz? Would he have come out as an auditory leamer, a
visual learner or a tactile one? What would the results

have revealed to the teacher about his preference for
taking in language? Would any learning style quiz be
adequate to address the complexity of Nabokov's inner
experience of language?

It may be tempting to argue that a literary genius
like Vladimir Nabokov had an extraordinary inner
experience of language, far beyond that of most
'ordinary' people - However, recent research has shown
that such 'extraordinary' inner experiences oflanguage
may be far more common than previously thought.

L

What the study of synesthesia is
revealing
While in the early 1980's, some researchers put
the incidence of color-lexical synesthesia at 1 in
10,000,000, over the last two decades neuroscientists
like V.S.Ramachandran, of the University of California
at San Diego's Center for the Study of the Brain
and Cognition, have changed the estimate to 1/200.
And even among those 1/200, persons, there is no
uniformity -- not all synesthetes perceive the same
colors/textures for the same words or alphabet letters-
even among synesthetes, the color-sound perception is
unique, idiosyncratic.*

What's more, Dr. Ramachandran says, all of us (the
other 199) have some experience of synesthesia,
i.e., cross-sensory associations/experiences when
processing language. The difference in processing
between the 1/200 and the 199 may be a matter of
degree and conscious awareness. Also, sensory features
besides color may be prominent.

The study of synesthesia may open a dialogue that
reveals the unique way that each of us inwardly
experiences language and the unique 'personal code'
that we have unconsciously evolved to represent it. And
this new dialogue may reveal why some researchers
have found learning style indicators fall short of
providing the expected insight into how language is
apprehended in given individual cases. While learning
style theorists have sensed the importance of the
unique mix or dominance of auditory, visual and
kinetic elements in a given individual's absorption of
language the testing instruments so far developed may
be inadequate to match the inner complexity of this
process.

The individual's own reflecting upon and describing of
the process may provide some useful insight. Could the
results of any learning style indicator have provided
more insight into Nabokov's mode of processing than
Nabokov's own description did?

Synesthetic elements are common to all modes of
language processing.

The study of classic (color-lexical) synesthetic modes
of language processing - because its features are so
salient and so accessible to the color lexical synesthete
- may reveal something about the idiosyncratic
nature of all language processing. For, as mentioned
earlier, research indicates that all language processing
contains sensory components or synesthetic elements
on a continuum from mild to strong (Marks).

Dr. V.S. Ramachandran of the University of California
at San Diego's Center for the Study of the Brain and
Cognition, offers an interesting exercise that shows the
synesthetic element at work in language processing. It
is important to restate here that synesthetic perceptions
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