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B Foreword .

or the second consecutive year, the University of

Malta Junior College organised the International
Multidisciplinary Conference which focused on the
theme Breaking Barriers.

Barriers can take a variety of forms and not all
barriers have a physical nature although they may
still be as resilient and very strong. Barriers can be of [IIEGININ>zuG_
a cultural, linguistic, social, philosophical, economic, " —————
psychological and scientific nature. A barrier by
definition is a kind of division that has the potential of keeping one side
isolated from the other. Barriers keep us from seeing what lies on the other
side, and prevent the free flow of matter, ideas, views, communication,
and connections. While some may view barriers as essential to providing
protection to those on one side from those on the other, a barrier essentially
excludes and may be the cause of various unfair realities.

Perhaps the most straightforward interpretation of the theme of the
conference is the removal of physical division. However the theme can also
be interpreted, as ceasing to behave in the same way, asceasing to think
in a particular way, as embracing different views, or of finding alternative
possibilities of doing things.

Barriers can also be enriching in that they can create opportunities for
people to collaborate and to work together in order to overcome them,
perhaps even to leap over them. The barrier hence becomes a launching
pad for something new.

Organising such a conference involves a lot of work, energy and
determination. | would like to take this opportunity to thank all the members
of the Conference Organising Committee, of the Scientific Committee and
the support team.

Special thanks also go to her Excellency, the President of the Republic,
for accepting to officially open the conference, the illustrious keynote
speakers, and to all those who presented a paper, chaired a panel and
attended. | would also like to thank the main sponsors of the conference:
the University of Malta Junior College, the Ministry of Finance, and Buzzer
Stationery.

ye

Paul Xuereb




Official Opening of the Conference Breaking Barriers 2018
by H.E. Marie-Louise Coleiro Preca, President of Malta

Winning entry of the

Breaking Barriers

Photography Competition 2018 -
Enlightenment by

Amanda Calleja
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Development of an Augmentative and Alternative
Communication App for the Maltese Language

Sylvan Abela, Owen Casha, May Agius
bwen.casha@um.edu.mll

Abstract

Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) embodies all methods of
communication, serving to augment or function as an alternative to speech. Maltese
children having complex communication needs use various AAC devices on a daily
basis. Their conversation skills are mainly limited by two key factors. The fact that
AAC users communicate up to 20 times slower than those who use regular speech is
the first of these two limiting factors. The second one is the unavailability of an AAC
app for the Maltese language. This paper presents the development of an AAC app
targeted for the Maltese language, which provides an intelligent word suggestion
mechanism to improve AAC rates. The app is based on a trigram language model
which is able to predict the subsequent word by considering the previous two.
The model was trained by means of a specifically created corpus and uses the
Interpolated Kneser-Ney Smoothing technique to correctly resolve contexts which
were not observed during training. The app enables users to retrain and update the
language model, such that it may provide additional personalised word suggestions.
The app was evaluated by a number of clinicians and educators who regularly work
with AAC users. They remarked that it will be potentially helpful in aiding Maltese
children during intervention sessions in view of its effective features. The underlying
language model features an average perplexity of 90.47 when tested with non-similar
training and test data and an average perplexity of 3.61 when evaluated for highly
similar training and test data. The low perplexity values suggest that the language
model employed in this app is remarkably accurate and is effectively performing as
other trigram language models reported in the literature.

Keywords: AAC, Natural Language Processing, n-grams, Statistical Language
Modelling, App Development

Introduction

For most people, the process of converting thoughts into words and making the

necessary muscle movements to speak them out loud occurs naturally. However,
there are some individuals who are either unable to speak or whose speech in
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unintelligible. This creates the need for an AAC system. AAC is the term used to refer
to any method of communication serving to augment or as an alternative to speech
(Glennen and DeCoste, 1997). Common examples of AAC systems include unaided
systems which do not require any equipment, such as gestures and facial expressions,
and aided systems including communication boards and speech generating devices
(SGD) containing pictograms that correspond to different words (Agius and Vance,
2015; Borg et al., 2015). Aided AAC systems are in turn categorised into low and high
tech systems. Low tech AAC systems enable the user to communicate by pointing to
pictures on a picture board or in a communication book, as shown in Figure 1a, while
high technology systems refer to SGDs which produce spoken words in response to
the user touching the computer screen (Figure 1b).

The main limitation of AAC systems is the communication rate. While most
people communicate their thoughts effortlessly using speech, AAC users must
type letters in a text box or choose pictures from a display to construct sentences.
In practice, AAC users have communication rates which are below 10 words per
minute, compared to speech rates which may range between 130 and 200 words
per minute (Trnka et al., 2009). Communication rates in high tech AAC systems can,
however, be improved significantly by implementing next word prediction (Trnka et
al., 2009; Garay-Vitoria and Abascal, 2006; Langer and Hickey, 1999).

(a) Communication Book ib) Speech Generating Device (SGLY)
(Garay-Vitoria and Abascal, 2006) ( Langer and Hickey, 1999)

Figure 1. Low technology and high technology AAC systems.

The Access to Communication and Technology Unit (ACTU) is an agency
responsible for assessing children for AAC solutions and providing AAC interventions
in Malta (Agius and Vance, 2015). Emerging studies show that children require more
effort to use a low technology AAC system as opposed to a smart SGD such as a tablet
(Borg et al., 2015). Therefore, in order to facilitate AAC interventions, the agency also
recommends high technology AAC systems. Unfortunately, AAC technologies are still
very limited in Malta, as no AAC app is currently available for the Maltese language.
As an alternative, the ACTU customises existing AAC apps which were designed for
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the English language. This is inadequate, since the structure of the English language
is very dissimilar to that of Maltese. In addition, this approach is limited, as only very
basic Maltese structures can be created. Furthermore, customisation to the Maltese
language is extremely time consuming. Due to these issues, Maltese children have,
currently, no other option but to use the English language for communication
purposes. The aim of this project is to develop a mobile app (MaltAAC), with the
intention of breaking the barrier between the Maltese language and high tech AAC
systems. The app was developed to:
i) allow Maltese children with speech, motor, or cognitive impairments to
communicate in their native language;
ii) reduce the amount of effort they require to communicate their message by
improving their communication rates when making use of AAC.

The app features a user interface (Ul) which is similar to that of most high
technology AAC systems, and an initial dictionary of around 400 Maltese words
which are commonly used by children to express their needs. The central Ul
component is the image grid, which may display categories, words, or predictions
at any point in the life-cycle of the app (Figure 2). The app also includes a smoothed
trigram language model which generates a list of the most probable next word each
time the user selects a new word, thus improving a child’s communication rate and
reducing the amount of effort required to exchange information. MaltAAC includes
a mechanism which enables the user to add new words, delete unused words,
change images and sounds, change the category to which a particular word pertains
or change the word itself.

g — o

(@™
e |

o

Wl e ®

Figure 2. Central user interface of the developed AAC.

A search icon is available on the action bar at the top of the screen. When this
icon is tapped, the search bar is expanded and the on-screen keyboard is displayed
to the user. One can search for words using the keyboard, and word suggestions are
shown based on the characters which have already been typed. MaltAAC provides
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the option to set a security pin. If this pin is set, then an incorrect pin entry would
deny access to settings and certain features of the app, such as profile backup/
restore, screen un/pinning, and updating predictions (Abela, 2018).

Background

Natural Language Processing (NLP) is a branch of Artificial Intelligence in which
natural languages are studied from a computing perspective to enable human
beings to have flowing language interactions with computers (Kumar, 2011). Next
word prediction in NLP is concerned with predicting the next word in a sentence
given a sequence of words. This can be achieved by making use of a statistical
language model which estimates the probabilities of all the possible words that
can follow a given context. In next word prediction applications, training a language
model involves using an algorithm to calculate next word probabilities based on
what is observed in the training data (Jurafsky and Martin, 2009). The collection of
sentences on which a language model is trained is called the training corpus, which
is a collection of written words that are gathered based on specific criteria (Manning
and Schiitze, 1999). In order for the language model to provide satisfactory results,
this collection of sentences should be taken from the same genre of words which is
likely to be encountered in the NLP application (Jurafsky and Martin, 2009). In this
work, a new corpus was created to train the language model on Maltese sentences
which are commonly used by children to express their needs, thus maximising the
accuracy of the word suggestions provided by the app.

Rosenfeld (2000) surveyed the various language models that can be used for
word prediction applications, namely the n-gram language model, the context-
free grammar model, decision tree models and maximum entropy models, among
others. Subsequently, Goodman (2001) compared the accuracy of these models and
found that the n-gram language model has the best performance. While some of the
other models result in more accurate predictions than the n-gram model, this comes
at the expense of much greater time and space complexity, making them impractical
to use in mobile applications. An n-gram model is a type of probabilistic language
model for predicting the next item in a sequence in the form of an n — 1 order
Markov model. Two benefits of n-gram models are simplicity and scalability — with a
larger order n, a model can store more context with a well-understood space—time
trade-off, enabling an efficient scale up. In practice, it is not necessary to consider
the entire sequence of words to determine the probability of the next word. Thus,
in an n-gram language model, the probability of the next word is approximated
by limiting the context for conditional probability to the preceding n — 1 words
(Jurafsky and Martin, 2009). The probability of each n-gram (sequence of n words)
is calculated during the language model training. The simplest method to calculate
n-gram probabilities is the Maximum Likelihood Estimation (MLE) (Abela, 2018).
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A language model trained using MLE incorrectly assigns a probability of zero to
sequences of words which are never observed during training. In order to improve
the probabilities of n-grams having zero or low-frequency counts in the training
corpus, smoothing must be implemented when training the model. In statistical
language modelling, smoothing refers to adjusting the MLE probabilities to produce
more accurate probabilities for word sequences which rarely or never occur in the
training corpus (Chen and Goodman, 1999). This is achieved by reducing some
of the probability mass from n-grams with large counts in the training corpus
and redistributing it to n-grams with zero or low-frequency counts, resulting in
a smoother probability distribution. This is known as discounting (Jurafsky and
Martin, 2009; Manning and Schiitze, 1999). Various smoothing methods have
been proposed to improve the accuracy of n-gram probabilities, namely Laplace
smoothing, Good-Turing discounting, Jelinek-Mercer smoothing, Katz smoothing,
Witten-Bell smoothing, absolute discounting, and Kneser-Ney smoothing. These
smoothing techniques have been compared and evaluated by Chen and Goodman
(1999) and Kneser-Ney smoothing was found to be the most accurate method. This
is why Kneser-Ney smoothing was adopted in this work (Abela, 2018).

Design Considerations

The top two mobile operating systems for smart devices are Android and iOS, with
market shares greater than 70% and 25% respectively (StatCounter, 2018). In order
to create a widely accessible AAC tool, the proposed app was targeted for Android,
since it has the largest mobile operating system market share and since Android
devices are generally cheaper than their Apple counterparts. This AAC app was
developed using a combination of Java and Extensible Markup Language (XML).
XML was used to create the outline of the app’s graphical user interface (GUI) and
Java was used to create the app’s functional components and make programmatic
changes to the GUI. Java was chosen as the programming language since it is an
official language of the Android platform and therefore all Android operating system
features can be accessed through application programming interfaces (APIs) written
in Java (AndroidDevelopers, 2018a).

Storage
Database Selection

The need for a storage method that can archive categories and words together
with their relationship was identified. An intuitive way to model and store related
pieces of information is to use a relational database (Halpin and Morgan, 2008).
Since the app is targeted for mobile devices, a set of criteria had to be met when
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deciding on which database to use. The database had to provide a lightweight
solution, since storage space is limited on most mobile devices. Moreover, it had to
provide server-less functionality, since internet connectivity is not always available.
Lastly, the selected database had to provide a very fast access, with very low
memory and power consumption. Several database options exist for the Android
operating system, namely BerkeleyDB, Couchbaselite, LevelDB, ORMLite, Realm,
and SQLite. Most of these databases fulfil the specified criteria, but SQLite was the
most ideal solution for this work since it is the only database which is fully supported
by Android (AndroidDevelopers, 2018b).

Storage of Media Files

Initially, storing media files as binary large objects (BLOBs) in the database
looked promising, since it was the best way to keep the words, images and sounds
consolidated in one structure (Shapiro, 1999). However, during the testing phase
of the app, it became evident that this approach had to process excessively large
amounts of data, resulting in slower response times. Indeed, Shapiro (1999) found
that the query response time is inversely proportional to the size of the database. To
improve the app’s performance and usability, the image and audio files were stored
in the app folder and accessed directly from the internal storage. As a result, query
response times became considerably shorter and independent of the image and
audio file sizes.

Storage of User Preferences

While storing user preferences as records in a relational database was possible,
it was more feasible to use the SharedPreferences interface from the Android
software development kit (SDK). Primarily, storing or retrieving a user preference
can be achieved in a simpler way by calling the required method provided by the
SharedPreferences interface, as opposed to constructing structured query language
(SQL) queries. Secondly, the SharedPreferences interface works in tandem with the
PreferenceActivity class from the Android SDK. By inheriting this class, it was possible
to create an activity which displays a hierarchy of preferences that can be set by
the user. These preferences are stored as key-value pairs of primitive data types
(Wei, 2012) and are used to determine the app’s behaviour in different scenarios,
according to the user’s preference.
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Performance Considerations
Multithreading

Accessing a file from internal storage is a rather slow operation compared to,
say, fetching a message from a String variable and displaying it on screen, since
secondary storage has a much slower access speed than main memory (Hamacher
et al,, 2012). If such a lengthy operation were to be carried out on the same thread
which is responsible for generating the Ul (known as the main thread or Ul thread),
then any other operations would be blocked until it completes, hence causing the Ul
to hang. Thus, lengthy operations are carried out on separate threads.

Foreground Services

Users can continue using their device while backing up or restoring a profile, since
the cloud backup and restore operations were implemented as foreground services
(MacLean, Komatineni and Allen, 2015). MaltAAC gives a foreground notification
while uploading the backup file to the cloud, which displays the progress as a
percentage, and provides the option to cancel the upload. Similarly, a foreground
notification displaying progress is shown while restoring a user profile.

Data Structure Selection

An appropriate data structure was required to store n-grams in main memory
together with the occurrence frequency of each n-gram in the training corpus.
The main criteria for selecting the data structure were insertion time, searching
time and memory consumption. Robenek, Platos and Snasel (2013) compared
the performance of seven data structures for indexing n-grams, and the HashMap
data structure was found to be the fastest solution in terms of insertion time and
searching time. The HashMap data structure ranked fourth in terms of memory
consumption, but since training speed was a priority for MaltAAC, the HashMap
structure was still the most practical option.

Optimal Order of n-gram

Initially, MaltAAC was based on a 5-gram language model that needed an excessively
long training time. Goodman (2001) tested the performance of n-gram models up
to an order of n = 20 and found that the performance of Kneser-Ney smoothing
saturates at the order of n = 3. Since training speed was a priority for MaltAAC,
and little performance improvements could be obtained by training a model of order
n = 5, it was decided to opt for a trigram language model instead.
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Results and Evaluation
Perplexity

A language model can either be evaluated extrinsically, i.e. embedding the
model into the application and measuring end-to-end performance, or intrinsically,
where the performance of the model is measured independently of the application.
The most common metric for intrinsic evaluation of n-gram models is perplexity
(Jurafsky and Martin, 2009). Perplexity is used to measure how effectively a language
model can predict the next word, where a low value indicates a high model accuracy.
The calculation of the perplexity of a language model for a given test data set was
implemented in Java. The program uses the HashMaps containing the n-gram
probabilities to calculate the conditional probability of each word in the test set. The
developed language model was trained and tested on 10 different pairs of training
and on test data sets which were randomly generated from a corpus specifically
created for this project. An average perplexity of 3.61 was obtained (refer to Table I).

A perplexity value of k suggests that on average, the language model is as
uncertain as it would be if it were to predict the next word out of k equally probable
words (Manning and Schiitze, 1999). The obtained results were remarkably low due
to the high similarity between the training and test data sets. Children with complex
communication needs often tend to use the same simple sentence structure (Binger
and Light, 2008) and so most sentences formed using MaltAAC will have the same
syntax as the ones used to train the language model, which is essentially equivalent to
having identical training and test data sets. Hence, in spite of its artificially low value,
the resulting average perplexity implies that the language model is able to predict the
next word in a given sequence by choosing one out of four equally probable words.
Since the initial dictionary contains 400 distinct words, the language model is capable
of narrowing the list of possible next words to 1% of the initial dictionary size. This
performance is quite satisfactory and results in reasonably accurate word predictions.

Test Number Perplexity
1 3.615
3.636
3.582
3.631
3.635
3.556
3.562
3.517

3.612
10 3.776 Table I. The language model’s average perplexity

~ for training and test data sets taken
Average 3.6122 from the created corpus.
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Table Il presents the perplexity results obtained by the language model when trained
and tested on data sets taken from the same genre, but which were not as similar as
the training and test data sets generated from the created corpus. The training and
test data were taken from the same children’s book, so as to maintain the same style
of vocabulary. An average perplexity value of 90.47 was obtained.

Number of Number of
Book Training Words | Test Words Perplexity
Roses and Forget-Me-Nots 1,925 240 76.048
Marjorie’s Three Gifts 3,169 376 90.88
Jack and Jill 47,286 504 77.171
The Lost Prince 7,649 849 89.197
The Secret Garden 11,879 1,409 119.047
Average 90.4686

Table Il. The language model’s average perplexity for training and test data sets of the same genre.

This is marginally lower than typical perplexity values reported in literature.
Indeed, with a vocabulary size of 19,979 words, Jurafsky and Martin (2009) obtained
a perplexity of 109 for a trigram model which was trained on 38 million words taken
from the Wall Street Journal and tested on 1.5 million words, whereas Kneser and
Ney (1995) obtained a perplexity of 105.4 for a trigram model which was trained
and tested on data sets generated from the 30,000 word German Verbmobil
corpus, with a vocabulary of 2,000 words. The improved perplexity value does
not necessarily imply that the developed language model is any better than other
trigram models, but merely suggests that sentences in children’s books are typically
more uniform and easier to predict than newspaper contents. Nonetheless, the
obtained perplexity results show that the developed language model can perform
at least as well as other trigram language models, when trained and tested on data
sets taken from the same genre.

Book Perplexity
Roses and Forget-Me-Nots 117.716
Marjorie’s Three Gifts 128.060
Jack and Jill 120.720
The Lost Prince 120.792
The Secret Garden 162.704 Table lll. The language model’s
Average 129.998 | "ot aata ses of iffrent genres.
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Table lll shows the perplexity results of the developed language model when trained
on data taken from the technology genre and tested on sentences from children’s
books. The average perplexity was 43.7% higher than the average perplexity
acquired for training and test data sets taken from the same genre. This increase in
perplexity is quite significant and it confirms that the language model’s accuracy is
highly dependent on the genre of the training and test data sets. Especially when
compared to the average perplexity value presented in Table |, this result proves
that creating a training corpus which was tailor-made for MaltAAC was indeed more
practical than using generic training data.

Time Complexity

Since MaltAAC provides the option to update the word predictions by retraining
the language model, training time minimisation was key. However, as the number
of words in the training corpus increases, so does the number of possible n-grams
and the number of iterations in each HashMap. In order to assess how the training
time varies as the number of n-grams increases, the language model was trained on
different sized data sets obtained from the Gutenberg corpus. The plots presented in
Figure 3 show that the training time follows a cubic trend when plotted against the
number of n-grams. A time complexity of 0(n®) for the training process falls short of
being satisfactory. While the number of n-grams in this AAC app may increase if the
user chooses to add new words and retrain the language model, it is not likely to grow
to a point where the training time becomes excessively long, since the number of
words used by children is rather limited. Thus, in contrast to other NLP applications,
the language model training time is tolerable for the purposes of MaltAAC.

App Functionality

White-box testing was useful to identify, debug and solve certain issues such as
memory leaks, out of memory exceptions caused by the loading of large bitmaps
and audio files into main memory, security exceptions due to missing permission
requests, unpredictable Ul behaviour, and flawed input control mechanisms. The
app was given to seven professionals who work with AAC systems on a daily basis for
black-box testing. Among these professionals were three occupational therapists,
two speech and language therapists and two learning support educators who
work at the ACTU. This enabled them to test MaltAAC’s functionality from a user’s
perspective, identify any bugs which had been overlooked, and determine whether
the app is suitable for AAC purposes. MaltAAC was tested for a month, after which
a focus group was then formed to obtain feedback from the testers. The black-box
testing stage verified that the app satisfies the initial requirements, although there
is room for improvement. The suggested potential enhancements were taken into
consideration for integration in future releases of MaltAAC.
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Conclusion

This paper presented the development of an app to provide an AAC solution for
the Maltese language. MaltAAC features a smoothed trigram language model which
predicts the next word given the sequence of previously selected words, with the
aim of improving children’s communication rates while reducing the effort required
to convey their message. Interpolated Kneser-Ney smoothing was used to train
the language model and calculate the n-gram probabilities. The accuracy of the
developed trigram model was evaluated using the perplexity metric, and the app
functionality was assessed using white-box and black-box testing. The generated
word predictions were found to be remarkably accurate, especially when the
language model was trained on a corpus specifically created for this AAC app.

MaltAAC was tested by specialists who are well acquainted with AACtechnologies.
These specialists commended MaltAAC, saying that it is a very helpful AAC tool.
One minor limitation of the app is the substandard time complexity of the language
model’s training process, although its impacts are somewhat insignificant, especially
for a small vocabulary size. On the whole, this app was completed successfully
and may greatly improve the quality of AAC interventions for Maltese children.
Nevertheless, there are still numerous improvements which can be made in future
releases of MaltAAC, in order to design an even more convenient and complete AAC
solution for the Maltese language, including an Android text-to-speech engine for
Maltese.

MaltAAC is a solid step forward towards promoting the use of the Maltese
language while providing an accessible solution to Maltese children having complex
communication needs. In addition to assisting native speakers, MaltAAC can
potentially be taken a step further and serve as a linguistic first aid to immigrants
coming over to Malta, in order to facilitate their communication and integration
with Maltese citizens. MaltAAC is currently available on the Google Play Store and
there are plans to initiate the work on an iOS implementation of the app.
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Ir-Romanti¢izmu Femminili:

Qari mill-Gdid ta’ Dun Karm
Feminine Romanticism:
A Rereading of Dun Karm
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Abstract

In my paper | attempt to break down a barrier that restricted the interpretation of the
most prominent Romantic poet in the Maltese literary context. My rereading of some
of Dun Karm’s poems goes against the conventional perception that always construed
the national poet as the paradigm of the local Romantic era and, as a consequence,
as the anathema of a feminist approach vis-a-vis the female characters he depicts in
his poetry. Often, critics classify authors into rigid categories that hardly leave any
possibility for reinterpretation; however, Thompson, in “Errors and Labors: Feminism
and Early Shakespearean Comedy” inquires how even Shakespeare, considered by
some as a chauvinist playwright, can also be assessed in this new light. The freeing
from the liberal ideology that ironically fosters prejudices towards poets like Dun Karm
could pave the way for considering the innovative idea that a male poet’s expression
may also be “feminine.” Mellor in Gender and Romanticism, introduces the concept of
“feminine Romanticism” and suggests that this does not pertain exclusively to female
writers; she explains how poets like Keats expressed feminine feelings in his verses. As
Shakespeare and Keats are being reread, | propose the same for Dun Karm.

Keywords: Dun Karm; Romanti¢izmu femminili; écriture féminine; kanonu letterarju;
kritika Femminista.

L-istudju ta’ Simone Galea “A Place Called Home. Women and Philosophy of
Education” jistharreg il-possibbilta li n-nisa jsibu spazju u jistabbilixxu “dar” fid-
diskors filosofiku dwar I-edukazzjoni (2017, p.2). Fost |-ohrajn, Galea tiddiskuti kif
l-interpretazzjoni Femminista tal-parabbola tal-ghar wasslet biex dan ir-rakkont
Platoniku jitgies bhala mizoginista: ir-ragel irid johrog mill-jasar tal-ambjent femminili
tal-ghar sabiex jilhaq il-milja intellettiva tieghu. lktar ma r-ragel jitbieghed mill-
ghar, simbolu tal-guf, iktar izid i¢-cans li jersaq lejn il-kisba tal-verita. Ovvjament, il-
Femministi interpretaw dan bhala turija li sa mill-bidu taghha, it-tradizzjoni filosofika
perpetwalment warrbet lill-hassieba nisa u, aghar minn hekk, stmathom bhala
inferjuri intellettwalment f’konfront mal-irgiel. Izda I-istudju ta’ Galea jmur lil hinn:
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hija tuza I-metamorfizzazzjoni tal-ghar bhala guf sabiex tillustra kif il-qari mill-gdid
ta’ din l-allegorija jista’ jwassal ghal riinterpretazzjoni pozittiva: minn ambjent sterili
intelletwalment, |-ghar jigi interpretat, paradossalment, bhala I-ambjent femminili
li jippromwovi I-prokreazzjoni u I-kreattivita. Ghaldagstant, Galea tagbel ma’ Luce
Irigaray |li temmen li r-rakkont tal-ghar-guf jista’ jigi ppercepit bhala “strategija
li tfittex li tbiddel in-nisa f'hallieqa u generaturi ta’ gharfien fi hdan l-ispazji li
tippermettilhom l-ordni so¢jali” (Galea, 2017, p.4).

Il-kxif ta’ dan ir-rwol femminili ridimensjonat jista’ jmur lil hinn minn kamp
specifiku: ir-riinterpretazzjoni ta’ rakkont fundamentali ghall-filosofija jista’ jsawwar
mill-gdid il-mod ta’ kif il-prezenza femminili tigi ppercepita wkoll fil-letteratura.
Jekk, nghidu ahna, isir gari mill-gdid tal-poeziji ta’ Dun Karm, il-paradimma tal-
era Romantika Maltija li sa minn ewl id-dinja tgieset bhala l-anatema tal-ottika
Femminista, jistghu jinghelbu I-barrieri li jikkonfinawna f’perspettiva kritika
monolitika. Tradizzjonalment, Dun Karm tqies mill-akkademja bhala dak li, minhabba
poeziji bhal “Nudizmu,” “It-Tifla tar-Raba’ jew “Lill-Ghonnella,” dejjem seddaq
I-isterjotip tal-mara ideali tar-rahal f’konfront mal-mara immorali tal-belt.

Huwa possibbli li tingabez din il-fruntiera li tillimita |-vizjoni ermenewtika
taghna? lJista’ allura Dun Karm jinqgara fid-dawl tal-perspettiva friska ta’ Irigaray u
ta’ Galea? Sa mill-konéepiment taghha, proposta bhal din tichad I-idea li I-kitba
femminili trid tohrog necéessarjament mill-pinna femminili. Xi drabi jigri li maz-zmien
I-kritici jitfghu l-awturi fil-konfini ta’ garzelli rigidi (anke abbazi tal-generu taghhom)
li gajla jhallu lok ghall-interpretazzjoni mill-gdid ta’ xoghlijiethom. Ann Thompson,
f’“Errors and Labors: Feminism and Early Shakespearean Comedy,” tindaga kif anke
awtur bhal William Shakespeare, meqgjus minn hafna bhala drammaturgu xovinista,
jista’ jigi vvalutat f’dawl differenti. Nghidu ahna, fid-drammi Love’s Labor’s Lost u The
Comedy of Errors, Shakespeare johloq karattri nisa li huma aktar prattici, efficjenti u
intelligenti mill-karattri rgiel. L-osservazzjonijiet ta’ Thompson huma turija li jekk il-
kritika tkun flessibbli anke fil-mod ta’ kif jigi ppercepit I-enfasi tax-xoghol inkwistjoni,
tista’ tohlog ambjent adatt sabiex kittieba tal-imghoddi jergghu jinghataw il-hajja
bil-gari mill-gdid ta’ xoghlijiethom. Bhalma Shakespeare gieghed jingara mill-gdid,
hekk ukoll jista’ jsir fil-kaz ta’ Dun Karm li spiss hassu komdu jipproduci dik li fis-snin
sebghin il-Femministi Francizi bhal Hélene Cixous u Luce Irigaray sejhulha “écriture
féminine”* Biex nestendi s-simbolizmu Platoniku, Dun Karm tant kien komdu gol-
ghar li ma hassx il-htiega li johrog minnu, ghax fil-kenn tal-ghar irnexxielu jaddatta
biex xorta wahda jilmah id-dawl ta’ barra.?

1  Skont Cixous |- “écriture féminine” ma tappartjeniex lill-awturi nisa biss; bhala ezempji ta’
din it-tip ta’ kitba hija fil-fatt tuza xoghlijiet ta’ William Shakespeare, Heinrich von Kleist u
Jean Genet.

2 Hawn ta’ min isemmi I-kaz ta’ Ruzar Briffa, habib ta’ Dun Karm u li mieghu jirrapprezenta
r-Romantic¢izmu Malti. Bil-versi tieghu, Briffa xxennaq biex jerga’ lura lejn il-guf; din ix-
xewqa rigressiva, li tixhed ukoll dak li qalu Irigaray u Galea fuq il-parabbola tal-ghar,
tinhass f’poeziji ta’ Briffa bhal “llbierah” u “Lura.”
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Jista’ awtur ragel jikteb b’vuci ta’ mara? Fost l-ilhna femminili kontemporaniji
Maltin hemm dak ta’ Immanuel Mifsud, awtur li jista’ jitgies bhala Femminista.
F'diversi xoghlijiet minn tieghu, Mifsud uza I-ewwel persuna singular femminili
b’manjiera tant konvinéenti li jaghmilha ferm difficli ghall-garrejja biex jifhmu li
n-narrazzjoni harget mill-pinna ta’ ragel. Mifsud huwa ghalhekk turija konkreta li
I-vuci femminili ma ghandhiex titgies bhala legat esklussiv tal-kittieba nisa. Meta Eli
Badica sagsiet lil Mifsud dwar il-femminilita tal-iben fir-rumanz Fl-Isem tal-Missier,
l-awtur wiegeb hekk:

F’xi punt jew iehor, dil-parti femminili titla’ fil-wic¢ ghax hafna nies
jemmnu li ghandi vuc¢i femminili gawwija hafna. #afna nies osservaw
li l-karattri nisa tieghi huma hafna aktar prominenti minn dawk
maskili — li jaghmel dan il-ktieb eccezzjoni aktar b’sahhitha. Qarrejja
nisa qaluli li jistghu jidentifikaw mal-karattri tieghi li jidhru nisa reali
u mhux kostruwiti. Dan kien wiehed mill-argumenti ewlenin tal-
kritika letterarja Femminista bikrija dwar il-kitba maskili, galu li n-nisa
taghhom ma kinux reali. Kif jirnexxili naghmel dan? Onestament
m’ghandix idea. Izda kien hemm perjodu ta’ Zzmien — sentejn — meta
grajt biss kittieba nisa (2015).

Din “il-parti femminili” aktarx li ilha prezenti fix-xena letterarja Maltija, ghalkemm
gajla giet rikonoxxuta. Jekk in-nisa ma kinux frekwentament u direttament prezenti
bhala awturi fil-kanonu letterarju Malti, aktarx li kienu wkoll prezenti b’dan il-
mod, prezenza li komprensibbilment mhijiex ideali jew bizzejjed ghall-Femministi.
II-femminilita fil-letteratura Maltija ma kinitx totalment assenti proprju ghax anke
I-kittieba rgiel Maltin tal-era Romantika kienu ji¢celebrawha billi, konxjament jew
inkonxjament, jesponu kontinwament b’kitbiethom dak li Anne Mellor sejhitlu
“r-Romanticizmu femminili” (1993, p.31). Osservazzjoni bhal din, aktar milli twassal
ghal ristrutturar kanoniku, tista’ tipprovoka peréezzjoni Femminista aggornata ta’
kif il-kanonu letterarju Malti jista’ jigi evalwat u fformulat mill-gdid f’'mohhna.

Kif timmanifesta ruhha |-femminilita Dunkarmjana? Fil-poezija “Biki ta’ Omm”
Dun Karm juza l-ewwel persuna singular sabiex jinheba wara |-persona femminili
u jittanta jirraguna b’'mohh ta’ omm. Il-karatterizzazzjoni fil-poezija hija ddominata
totalment mill-prezenza femminili; kemm in-narratur kif ukoll in-narratarju huma
nisa. ll-femminilita tal-omm li gieghda titkellem, tithabbeb facilment mal-femminilita
tal-bint indirizzata. ll-kompatibbilta femminili bejn I-omm u I-bint hija zona emottiva
u psikika li naturalment ebda ragel ma jista’ gatt ikollu sehem shih fiha. Ghalkemm
juri li hu konxju minn dan mill-kliem “Zgur hadd ma jfisser,” il-poeta sensittiv xorta
wahda jesperimenta bil-vuci fl-ewwel u fit-tieni persuna sabiex, b’rispett lejn in-
nisa u I-femminilita ontologika taghhom, igarrab, jahseb, ihoss, jitkellem u jikteb
f/isimhom. Fdin il-poezija Dun Karm ma tnaffarx milli jinza’ I-maskulinita tieghu
sabiex jidhol f’gisem u fi psike femminili; hija decizjoni kurragguza tal-poeta ragel,
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aktar u aktar jekk titpogga mill-gdid fil-kuntest socjokulturali li fih immaterjalizzat
ruhha. L-ghazliet relattivament avventuruzi |li ghamel Dun Karm fil-process tal-
kitba ta’ “Biki ta’ Omm,” apparti li jimplikaw element intenzjonat ta’ empatija,
jevokaw ukoll kemm sens ta’ umilta, kif ukoll ta’ ammirazzjoni lejn min kapaci
jgarrab emozzjonijiet b’intensita akbar li tmur lil hinn mill-erlebnis tieghu. Iktar milli
paternalistiku jew kondixxendenti, hawn il-poeta Romantiku jinhass sottomess ghal
forzi emottivi superjuri ghalih ghax fil-verita gatt ma jista’ jahkimhom tassew: il-
poeta ragel ma jistax jesperjenza I-emozzjonijiet li hasset -omm meta kienet tqila
b’bintha, meta wilditha, meta rabbietha u bintha lissnet I-ewwel kelma u meta
finalment ratha tmut. Dun Karm jipprova jifhem, billi jazzarda jmur lil hinn mil-limiti
imposti bijologikament fuqu, x’tinvolvi I-femminilita bi kliem bhal:

Kif intemmejtli f’qasir zmien, mahbuba
Ta’ galbi, dawl ghajnejja! u kif intemmet
Mieghek ghal dejjem il-holma sabiha
Tal-hena tieghi.
Nissiltek u habbejtek b’sahhti kollha,
Binti I-ghaziza, u fik, fik biss kien mohhi
Minn gabel ma twelidtli; ghaqgli hlejtu
Nahseb kif nista’
Ingieghdek mill-ahjar malli titwieled.
Inti ghamiltni omm, u x’hassejt f'qalbi
Dik il-lejla li smajtek I-ewwel darba
Tibki ma’ genbi (1980, p.105)

Hemm aspetti ohra tar-revizjonizmu tal-femminilita Dunkarmjana liindirettament
ikomplu jseddqu x-xewqa tal-ideal essenzjalment Femminista ghal prezenza akbar
tal-mara fil-letteratura. Dun Karm, sakemm kien umanament possibbli u sakemm
ippermettewlu |-kundizzjonijiet socjokulturali li ghammar fihom, stinka b’kitbietu
sabiex il-figura femminili ma tinghatax il-genb. Huwa jinvoka I-figura femminili sabiex
jimmedita |-purita innocenti tal-fazi bikrija tal-hajja (ara “Tfajla” jew “Lil Marija —
Tfajla ta’ Ghaxar Xhur”) dagskemm jitnebbah minnha sabiex jirrifletti fuq it-tmiem
kiebi tal-hajja (ara “Bewsa” jew “Soru”). Fis-sunett “Wied Qirda,” li wkoll jimmedita
il-mewt fit-terzini, Dun Karm jaghzel protagonista femminili ghall-kwartini: “lI-ahhar
xbejba—lix-xemxghamletsamra—/titla’ b’xi midra jew b’luh mghobbija” (2004, p.77).
Hawn liberalment seta’ inserixxa suggett maskili, imma |-poeta ried jipprezenta din
il-mara bidwija li tant hi habrieka li bagghet tahdem aktar tard mill-bdiewa |-ohrajn
(li nassumu li fil-maggoranza kienu rgiel). Ghall-kuntrarju ta’ kif hafna jahsbu, ghal
Dun Karm il-hidma sfiga tal-mara Maltija ma kinitx limitata ghall-konfini tad-dar u
ghar-rwol tat-trobbija tat-tfal. Hawn il-poeta jofroq |-fruntieri konvenzjonali ghax juri
mara ddedikata u kapaci ghall-hidma agrarja dags jew aktar mir-ragel.
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Apparti li jizviluppa I-motiv tal-omm, il-poeta jesplora aspetti ohra tal-femminilita
xi drabi anke b’modi kurjuzi. Poezija li bhal “Biki ta’ Omm” tinstema’ |-vuéi femminili
fl-ewwel persuna imma li din id-darba titlissen mill-perspettiva opposta tal-bint,
hija “Minghajr Omm.” Hawn ukoll is-sensittivita poetika tempatizza mal-hsus tal-
protagonista femminili. Il-poeta jispekula li I-imhabba paterna, ghalkemm genwina,
gatt ma tista’ tiehu post dik materna (li tigi bhala konsegwenza naturali tar-rabta
intrinsika bejn I-omm u I-bint, kif tohrog genwinament, nghidu ahna, fin-narrazzjoni
awtodijegetika fir-rumanz Ir-Rota Daret Dawra (Kwazi) Shiha ta’ Nadia Mifsud
Mutschler):

Tmien snin biss ghandi, - ghadni tarbija

U ga, jahasra, - sfajt minghajr omm;

IzZjed ghal galbi — ma hemmx thennija,

I1zZjed dahkani — ma jkunx dal-fomm.

Ghandi 'l missieri — galbu hanina

Ihobbni mhabba — bhal ta’ mignun.

Imma x’iservi? — Farag ghalina

Qatt u gatt izjed — ma jista’ jkun (Dun Karm, 1980, p.87).

I1zda xi drabi jigri li ma ssirx gustizzja kritika fil-konfront ta’ poeti rgiel, I-aktar dawk
Romantici, li vrushom jigu kkwotati esklussivament biex isahhu |-argumentazzjoni
sessista, filwaqt li vrus ohra jigu kapriccozament injorati. Emery Ross f’“Something
Darker Than Love: Language Considerations in the Poems of Pablo Neruda”
targumenta li |-poeziji ta’ Neruda, li spiss jitgiesu bhala xovinisti minhabba
“l-oggettivizzazzjoni sesswali” tal-mara u “I-lingwa patrijarkali jew, aghar minn hekk,
mizoginista,” jistghujigu interpretatilil hinn minn dinit-tip ta’ kritika limitata li ma tqisx
il-kuntest storikokulturali u elementi essenzjali ohra bhall-inezattezzi fit-traduzzjoni
(Ross, 2014). Fost |-ohrajn, Ross issemmi lil Dominic Moran u Margaret Persin li
jiddefendu lill-akbar poeta Cilen f’dan il-konfront billi jipproponu I-gari mill-gdid ta’
xoghlijietu b’sensittivita akbar ghall-intenzjonijiet tieghu, bhal, nghidu ahna, dik li
jittratta t-tematika sesswali fil-poezija sabiex jisfida I-forzi politikosoéjali ta’ zmienu.
Lehen poetiku korrispondenti izda f’kuntest kulturali ferm differenti huwa dak ta’
Nizar Qabbani, wiehed mill-agwa poeti Gharab tas-seklu 20. Bhal Neruda, Qabbani
spiss kiteb versi dwar il-mara; skont Ivana Peric f’“The Feminism of Nizar Qabbani”
dan il-poeta Gharbi wkoll pprezenta “immagini kuragguzi u senswali li invokaw is-
sbuhija tan-nisa, ta’ gisimhom gharwien u tas-sesswalita hielsa taghhom” (2014) kif
ftit jew wisq ghamel Dun Karm fil-poezija bl-isem suggestiv ta’ “Xenget ir-Raba’” fejn
sider it-tfajla bidwija “jizfen mal-mixja” u genbejha “jagbzu/ Ma’ kull medda ta’ rigel”
(1980, p.187). Peric tikkowota lil Wen-chin Ouyang li jgabbel lil Qabbani ma’ Neruda
ghax skontu, it-tnejn ma jirnexxilihomx “jiddivorzjaw il-mara min-nazzjon,” kwalita
li facilment tista’ tigi attribwita wkoll lil Dun Karm. Ghaldagstant, il-kritika letterarja
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tinsab f’pozizzjoni vantagguza sabiex tevalwa ahjar ix-xoghlijiet “femminili” ta’ din
ix-xorti ta’ poeti li t-trattament taghhom tal-mara ghandu skop usa’. Bhalma ghamel
Dun Karm f'“Biki ta’ Omm” u “Minghajr Omm,” hekk ukoll ghamel Qabbani f’xi
xoghlijiet minn tieghu: il-poeta ragel isir mara permezz tal-poezija. Fl-artiklu taghha,
Peric tikkwota dawn il-versi ta’ Qabbani:

Jiena mara

Jiena mara

Il-jum li fih wasalt f’did-dinja

Sibt ma’ wicci s-sentenza tal-ezekuzzjoni tieghi

Filwaqt li ma rajtx il-bibien tal-qorti tieghi

Filwaqt li ma rajtx l-ucuh tal-imhallfin tieghi (Qabbani, 2014).

L-anafora inizjali hija proprju intenzjonata sabiex tenfasizza d-dewbien tal-
identita maskili u l-assimilazzjoni shiha ta’ dik femminili sabiex Qabbani jaghti vuci
lin-nisa Gharab li gajla thallew jesprimu rwiehhom fil-kuntest soc¢jali Sirjan. Peric
tikkummenta li “permezz tal-poezija ta’ Qabbani, dawn in-nisa kienu ammirati,
irrispettati, u mfahhra” (2014), osservazzjoni li wkoll tista’ tigi applikata fil-konfront
ta’ Dun Karm. Dan ghaliex il-poeta Malti ssublimizza lill-mara billi ghollieha fuq
il-pedestall tal-uman ideali u sahansitra ssuggerixxi li hija ahjar mir-ragel. F'“In-
Nissiega,” il-poeta jezalta il-bzulija femminili, tant li jpoggiha fil-livell divin ta’” “Omm
Alla,” filwaqt li jikkundanna I-ghazz maskili. Dan il-kuntrast huwa esplic¢itu I-aktar
fl-ahhar zewg strofi kuntrastanti tal-poezija,

ll-ghazzien biss li jmur miflug fis-sodda,
Miflug iqum u’l hawn u’l hinn jitlajja;
ll-ghazzien biss jisrag m’nn idejn haddiehor
II-hobz li jiekol.

Ahdem, ja xbejba, u f'nofsinhar istahja;
I1zZjed hu bnin il-hobz jekk glajtu b’hiltek.
Omm Alla, iftakar, f’din id-dinja kienet
Haddiema bhalek (Dun Karm, 1980, p. 149).

Fil-poezija “Wahda Biss ...,” Dun Karm jerga’ jikkuntrasta I-figura femminili ma’
dik tar-ragel. Il-genwinita antiteka tal-“mara tad-dnub” tispikka vicin il-viljakkerija
tal-irgiel; il-massa ta’ rgiel bigotti li cahdu lil Kristu tistona hdejn il-mara li wahedha
sfidat il-forzi so¢jali li ppromulgaw |-oppressjoni tan-nisa u uzat il-femminilita taghha
biex tesprimi l-oghla sentimenti umani. L-ahhar parti tal-poezija tikxef id-disparita
sesswali u l-izbilan¢ preferenzjali Dunkarmjan favur il-figura femminili. L-irgiel ingrati
waslu biex ¢ahdu lil Kristu filwaqgt li I-mara wettget mieghu l-opri tal-hniena:
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hadd minnhom — mill-elf illi fiequ,
hadd minnhom — mill-elf illi ghajtu
“Hosannal!” - ma dahal ghalih,

ma ghenu, ma sabbru, ma hjieh,
ma tala’ fuq |-gholja tal-wahx.

Wahda biss,

wahda

li kienet il-mara tad-dnub,

li habbet, li xeghret, li nhafret,
wennsitu lil dak il-mislub
sal-ahhar, sat-tmiem

u f’niket bla kliem,

imghannga mal-ghuda mifdija,
fuq ir-riglejn tal-mejjet

aktar mill-balzmu jfuh

xerrdet galbha fi dmugh. (Dun Karm, 1980, p.366).

Dun Karm sahansitra jinnewtralizza |-klixe tat-tagbida klassika Femminista
kontra Il-idea tas-superjorita fizika maskili li skont Peggy Rice ghadha tigi ppercepita
bhala stat ta’ fatt anke fi zminijietna. (2000, p.211). F’“It-Tifla tar-Raba’,” minbarra
li jidentifika ghadd ta’ kwalitajiet karatterjali pozittivi, il-poeta ragel jisfida mill-gdid
il-kurrenti tradizzjonali meta “jghir” ghas-sahha fizika tas-suggett femminili,

Jien rajtek kemm-il darba u ghirt ghall-qawwa
Ta’ dirghajk u riglejk, ja bint ir-raba’;

Rajtek hienja u dahkana s-sjuf u x-xtiewi
Tbakkar u tishar (Dun Karm, 1980, p. 174).

Izda ghax miktuba minn poeta Romantiku u ragel, versi bhal dawn faéilment
jitwarrbu minn kritici b’agenda specifika (bhal dik Femminista) bil-konsegwenza
sfortunata li jirriduéu I-kanonu letterarju ghal fdal ta’ oppressjoni minn dawk
li l-antikanonisti jsejhulhom “I-Irgiel Ewropew Bojod u Mejtin” (Bloom, 1997,
p.xviii). Nagbel ma’ Jonathan Wolff li I-istudenti ghandhom jigu esposti kemm ghal
kittieba mejtin irgiel, kif ukoll nisa (2016). Izda nagbel ukoll mal-idea li x-xoghlijiet
ta’ dawn l-irgiel jergghu jingraw minghajr il-pregudizzji li, ironikament, il-hsieb
psewdopluralista rawwem fostna l|-ahhar decennji. ll-helsien minn ideologija
oppressiva bhal din jista’ ghalhekk iwassal ghall-gharfien tal-idea li I-espressjoni ta’
poeta ragel tista’ tkun femminili wkoll (ghalkemm m’iniex nimplika li tkun femminili
dags dik ta’ poeta mara).
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Permezz tal-kuncett tar-“Romanticizmu femminili,” Mellor tispjega kif poeta bhal
John Keats esprima hsus essenzjalment femminili fil-poeziji tieghu (1993, p.129),
filwaqt li kittieba nisa bhal Emily Bronte setghu haddnu “Romanti¢izmu maskili”
(p.189). Ir-rispett lejn id-dinjita tal-mara, il-bzonn li |-femminilita tiehu sehem
kontinwu fil-process kreattiv tal-kitba letterarja u I-esplorazzjoni bla waqgfien u bla
riedni tal-“jien” femminili potenzjalment jistghu jappartjenu lill-kittieba letterarji
kollha, irrespittivament mill-generu taghhom. ll-kittieba, kif jghid Jonathan Culler,
jistghu jhaddmu “l-etika tal-alterita” (2011, p.121) sabiex xoghlijiethom ikunu
rapprezentattivi mhux biss tal-grupp li jappartjenu strettament ghalih imma ta’
kull grupp iehor li jaga’ taht il-kappa tat-tigrib uman. Allura, ir-riinterpretazzjoni
tal-kanonu tradizzjonali tista’ tikxef prezenza massicca tal-element femminili fil-
letteratura Maltija.

Lawrence Buell isagsi jekk ir-revizjonizmu Femminista ghandux johlog mill-
gdid il-kanoni u fuq kollox jekk ghandux jirrifjuta li jissieheb mal-idea tal-kanonu
abbazi tal-fatt li kanonu gdid li jissimpatizza mal-kittieba nisa xorta jimplika “bazi
androcentrika” (1987, p. ]1102). Hawn it-teorista jwiegeb lilu nnifsu meta jistgarr,
“Essenzjalment, l-esperjenzi letterarji taz-zewg generi, bhall-esperjenzi socjali
taghhom, huma inseparabbli; u fl-inseparabbilta taghhom huma spiss idawlu lil
xulxin b’modi aktar pozittivi milli negattivi” (p.104). Hawn nikkondividi I-perspettiva
ta’ Buell ghax nemmen li |-kitbiet tal-irgiel, kif urejt b’dan I-istudju, jikkumplimentaw
I-kitbiet tan-nisa aktar milli jidhlu f’tellieqa kanonika maghhom, tant li jiffurmaw
parti essenzjali u, x’aktarx necessarja u indispensabbli, mill-hekk imsejha “écriture
féminine.” Kif argumentajt, dan il-fenomenu ta’ konvergenza jista’ jkun mezz sabiex
titwessa’ |-ottika dejga u pregudikata ta’ min jiddarras mill-kuncett ta’ “kanonu
letterarju Malti” ghax dejjem assoc¢jah mad-dominanza maskili.
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Abstract

The paper focuses on the interdisciplinary field between the sciences and the
humanities. It explores the subject matter of breaking barriers and ‘individuality’
in terms of the subatomic particles as building blocks of the matter and the human
beings according to existentialism and personalism as philosophical traditions. The
‘overcoming the barrier’ theme is considered in a twofold perspective in this paper:
on the one hand, as an ontological, structural and organisational principle, and, on
the other hand as a condition for interaction, relation and mutuality. Theoretical
and conceptual references to some of the fundamental ideas and concepts of the
Quantum Mechanical Model of the atom and the Standard Model of particles are
made, emphasising the primary importance of the entanglement as the variation of
relationality and mutuality in the field of natural sciences. Moreover, references are
made as well as to Martin Buber’s and Emmanuel Lévinas’s philosophy. This paper
will serve as a basis for the development of an interdisciplinary series of seminars in
the Secondary school curriculum aiming to deepen the relation between the natural
sciences (chemistry and physics) and the humanities.

Key words: ontology, personalism, subatomic particles, relation, mutuality.

In face of the directness of the relation
everything indirect becomes irrelevant.
(Buber, 2008, p.12)

Both in philosophy and in natural sciences, curiosity and wonder have always
been appointed to be unlocking mechanisms of crucial importance. Great scientific
discoveries are the results of questioning the surrounding reality taken previously for
granted. In today’s digitally revolutionised society, information and images, especially
the visual ones, are overflowing and thus are challenging the human psychic rhythm
and cognitive capacity of dealing with them. Taking the latter into consideration,
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the specialists in the educational field face the responsibility to preserve and foster
their students’ curiosity and wonder, providing them with effective instruments and
methodologies for orientation in the overabundant data.

Two mainstream tendencies could be profiled on the last decades’ scientific
geography map. On the one hand, this is the profound specialisation of some
researchers, digging deeper and deeper in their relatively narrow niche. On the
other hand, there is the constantly increasing interest in interdisciplinary fields,
urged by the need of integrity corresponding to the diversity of complex world
phenomena. Overwhelmed by the potential of the second tendency mentioned, we
have decided to expand the requirements for interdisciplinary connections included
in the Bulgarian educational standards and curricula. Therefore, in order to ‘break
barriers’ and to open up wider epistemological horizons for our students from 11t
and 12" grades of 32 Secondary language school “St. Kliment Ohridski” in Sofia, we
have tried to build up a series of seminars lying at the intersection between natural
sciences (chemistry and physics) and philosophy. As experienced teachers, reflecting
upon and trying to meet the cognitive needs and interests of our students, we assess
these seminars as adequate and useful curiosity and thought-provoking stimuli.

This paper presents our reflections and deals with our arguments vis a vis the
first series of these interdisciplinary seminars, dedicated to the common concept
of relation (relationality) in both fields — natural sciences and philosophy. (Here
it is appropriate to recall, for example, the primal ‘melting’ of the origins and
concerns of today’s philosophy and physics.) Approaching the field of ontology of
relations (sometimes articulated as relational ontology) as well as that of philosophy
of science, our paper explores the conditions for, and possibilities of, ‘breaking
barriers’ and overcoming ‘individuality’ or the state of separate ‘entity’ in terms
of the subatomic particles as building blocks of the matter and the human beings
according to the philosophy of existentialism and personalism. The mediation
between natural sciences and philosophy could be made on the basis of a rich
spectrum of phenomena explored by these sciences through applying different
theories, concepts and instruments, for instance matter, space, time, energy, light,
interaction and relationality. Therefore, we have decided to choose the latter as the
bridge-maker for our interdisciplinary extra curricula seminars.

Bearing in mind the theoretical accumulations and the conceptual intricacies
characterising the phenomenon of interconnectedness and relationality in both
disciplines, an extracautious selection of approaches and instruments should be
made. Nevertheless, we argue that the extremely complex nature of the subject
matter ‘relief’ should not refrain the secondary school teachers, like us, from
involving our students in research horizons usually opened up in the academic
context of university education. Thus, observing these methodological assumptions,
we apply the approach of phenomenology, largely used in both scientific fields
and perfectly fitting the complex nature of the problem of ‘breaking barriers’ and
relationality. Referring to some of the recent theories of the structure of matter in
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chemistry and physics as well as to Martin Buber’s and Emmanuel Lévinas’s person-
based philosophical reflections, we claim that, in both fields, the phenomena
of relationality and mutuality create important ontological implications which
emphasise further their scientific priority and importance.

Due to the word limit assigned, the order that our paper will follow includes a
brief observation of: first, the semantic depth and the theoretical complexity of the
key concepts (relation, mutuality, atom), as well as the assets of phenomenology
as a leading approach; second, the conceptual framework of Buber and Lévinas
concerning the transformation of ontology into ethics and thus the ontological/
ethical implications of human relations; third, the foundations of the Standard Model
of the subatomic particles, revealing the ‘endless’ multiplication of elementary
particles (reductionism) with an emphasis on the postulated necessary relationality
and interconnectedness of the quarks; fourth, presentation of the content of the
interdisciplinary seminars, whose educational goals and assumptions have already
been stated.

Some etymological and semantic sketches

The concepts of relationality and mutuality have already been declared as central
for the subject matter of the paper. It is worth observing that these notions, residing
extensively in the everyday language practices, serve to describe a wide range of
situations and contexts, and their common-sense usage does not problematise their
semantic sediments to a high extent. On a deeper level, however, reconsidering
them from a scientific point of view, the concepts seem to reveal their rich semantic
and philosophical storages. It would be impossible here to make a reconstruction
of the ‘cultural history’ of the basic concept of relation/relationality and of every
theoretical model dealing with it, and indeed, this is not done here. Our intention,
tailored to the needs of the subject, rather includes the elucidation of the Greek
or Latin origin of the key concepts and their potential for generating ontological
implications. The Latin word ‘relatio’ opens up a fan of meanings including
‘connection, correspondence’, ‘act of telling, a report’, ‘a bringing back, restoring’.
Similarly, the corresponding verb ‘referre’ means ‘to refer, to report’, ‘bring back,
bear back, carry back home, return’.

What really counts in terms of our research interest is the idea of ‘hidden
direction or drive-back’. Referring to hermeneutics and its potential, we could
build up the hypothesis of a deeply anchored dialectics underlying the meaning
of the concept of relationality. On the one hand, it conveys the idea of an entity
breaking its own ‘barrier’ or individual existence, and directing towards another
‘foreign’ entity; a hint of losing one’s ‘proper’ place is detected. On the other, this
movement forth is, in itself, a backwards movement (‘a bringing back, restoring’).
Then, we could summarise, on the basis of these semantic oscillations, that through
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relationality the separate ‘entities’ involved in it are brought back and restored in a
higher and richer reality as if this restoration is the natural, teleological ‘state’ of the
‘entities’. The ‘breaking’ of one’s own barrier seems to be the necessary condition
for discovering oneself in a more complex ‘reality’ or ‘state’, which might be one’s
true ‘ordination’, one’s very ‘home’.

The obviously crucial idea of breaking or overcoming a ‘barrier’, of taking ‘an
initiative, direction’, or making a beginning, lies at the heart of ontology — the study
of what there is and its general features (relations included). The Latin verb ex-
sistere is the equivalent of the Greek verbs for ‘to be’ — ewat (einai) and vrtapyetv
(hyparkein). ‘Ex-sistere’ means ‘arise, come to light, emerge, appear, project,
become, come into being, be produced’ (Edwards, 1967, p.141; Williams, 1981,
p.3; Salmon, 1987; Fine, 2009). It is reasonable then to accept the phenomena of
relationality and interconnectedness as imbued with ontological and metaphysical
implications. Without going into too much detail, we should say that a distinction
between substantivist and relational ontology is made, the former giving the priority
to substances or entities, the latter to relations between them as more fundamental
for being (Wildman, 2006; Imaguire, 2012; Brower, 2015; MacBride, 2016).

The same semantic layer of ‘breaking barriers’ and possessing a direction could
be discovered in the Aristotle’s reflections on relation in his treatise Categories.
Relations comprise ‘one of the accidental categories and must be understood as
items inhering in particular substances’ (Brower, 2015). Moreover, Aristotle names
the relations ‘things toward something (ta pros ti)* (Brower, 2015). Referring again
to the previously mentioned dialectics hidden in the nature of relations, we could
agree with Jeffrey Brower that Aristotle speaks of relations ,,as inhering in one thing
and somehow pointing toward (pros) another” (Brower, 2015). And that is the
semantic zenith our subject needs — relation/relationality is an ontological category
par excellence, enabling the variety of interactions between substances/entities?.

Furthermore, the complex nature of relationality and mutuality, both in natural
sciences and in philosophy, requires an approach able to encompass it, and the late
19th-century-born phenomenology seems to be the right choice. Phenomenology
could be described as the method of ‘focality’, thus paying attention to each possible
perspective on nature and human interpersonal world. Considered to give ‘an idea of
world’s depth and density’ (Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, n.d), this theoretical
and methodological perspective reconstructs the world as having a multifaceted
and multiprofiled character, due to the unique perspective of the observer. Ready to
grasp an ever-changing phenomenon, this approach could deal with the ‘surprises’
and the new discoveries in the scientific field. This fact makes it a perfect match
for the subatomic particle theories challenging humankind fundamental intuitions

1  The Latin equivalent to be ‘ad aliquid’.

2 The possible classifications of the relations on the basis of different criteria (dyadic/triadic;
symmetric/non-symmetric/asymmetric; internal/external, etc.) would not be explored further in this
paper (Macbride, 2016).
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about the world we live in. However, phenomenology’s epistemological capacity is
not exhausted with its sensitivity toward the phenomena and observers’ diversity.
It usually recombines the scattered reality it explores, relating the pieces and
addressing the hermeneutics potential to make it full of meaning.

‘Breaking barriers’ and relationality: ontological/ethical principle in Buber’s and
Levinas’s philosophy

... to reverse the relation is to abolish the reality...
(Buber, 2008, p.9)

Not only full of meaning, but predominantly full of relations seems to be the world for
the Austrian philosopher and theologian Martin Buber and the French philosopher
Emmanuel Lévinas. Both major representatives of the late 19 and 20% century
philosophy of personalism (Mounier, 1952; Macmurray, 1961), a movement tightly
intertwined with existentialism (Cooper, 1999; Judaken & Bernascony, 2012), Buber
and Lévinas focus their work on the phenomena of relationality and mutuality. As the
name of the movement is self-revealing, the concept of ‘person’ is considered as a
fundamental ontological and epistemological principle: ‘Personalism posits ultimate
reality and value in personhood — human... as well as divine... Personhood... gives
meaning to all of reality’ (Williams & Bengtsson, 2018). So far in this paper, relations’
ontological content and implications have been stated, but these two thinkers make
a step further, emphasising the priority of the ethical over the ontological aspect
of relations. An important epistemological shift is made in Buber’s and Lévinas’s
reflective approach toward reality considering philosophy less as ontology and more
as ethics.

Without any exaggeration, Martin Buber could be appointed an apologist for the
relationality phenomenon. His best known work is the philosophical essay I-Thou
(1923) which treats relationality and mutuality as structural, organisational and
ethical principles of existence. Buber creates two primal combinations/relations
as key concepts of his philosophy — I-It relation and I-Thou relation, the former
describing the interconnectedness between the human beings and the world of
nature, while the latter refers to the way human beings (persons) interact. These
relations exist in the field of the word and dialogue, breaking the barrier of the
sound and the vocalisation: ‘There is only the one primal being unconfronted by
another. We should plunge into the silent unity.” (Buber, 2002, p.28).

The two elements of the combination, especially as far as the /-Thou one is
concerned, go inevitably together: ‘If Thou is said, the I of the combination /-Thou
is said along with it... The primary word /-Thou can only be spoken with the whole
being’ (Buber, 2008, p.3). Buber does not assume the solitary, ‘individual’ existence
of either of the two elements of the combination: ‘There is no I taken in itself, but
only the / of the primary word I-Thou and the / of the primary word /-It’ (Buber, 2008,
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p.4). Furthermore, in the lap of the relation /-Thou, the real presence and the word
that denotes it coincide, so we could talk about the ontological plenitude of this
interaction: ‘The existence of / and the speaking of | are one and the same thing’
(Buber, 2008, p.4).

Being a philosopher, a Jewish theologian, and a fervent religious at the same
time, Buber sees the world primarily as ‘the world of relation’ (Buber, 2008, p.6)
and traces three spheres to perform this relationality: ‘our life with nature’, ‘our
life with men’, and ‘our life with intelligible forms’ (Buber, 2008, p.6). Moreover,
primary combinations/words/relations reflect the existence of the ontological
higher figure of the One God: ‘in each Thou we address the eternal Thou’ (Buber,
2008, p.6). Here it is worth remarking that the inauguration of Jewish monotheism
is realised precisely through the set of the interpersonal relation between the self-
revealing One God and the patriarch Abraham following the Biblical evidence. It is
not surprising that Buber’s religious sensitivity brightly tinges his ontological/ethical
reflections and feeds his philosophical conceptual framework.

According to Buber, the semantically close concept of mutuality constitutes ‘the
peculiar nature of the relation’ (Buber, 2002, p.p.116-117). An emphasis on mutuality
should be made here, revealing further the dynamic depths of relationality. The
Latin roots of the word convey the idea of ‘motion, action, change’, as ‘something
reciprocal’, which means that the relation is not static, but vital and enriching.

Submerged in a quite similar religious and philosophical atmosphere, Emmanuel
Lévinas’s major writing Totality and Infinity. An essay on exteriority (1961) sharpens
further the conditions of relationality. The elements of Buber’s primary relation
I-Thou are transformed here into the same and the other or | and the Stranger.
Again, the ontological/ethical horizon is widely open. The conceptual figures of the
other or the Stranger refer to the fellow human being, the fellow person and behind
them always is hidden the Other, without being explicitly revealed as God himself.
The concept of exteriority corresponds to the idea of breaking the barriers of one’s
individual and solitary existence — of one’s totality. Lévinas thinks of it as an openness
of the same to encounter the otherness in the face of the other. The face is the
only guarantee for a true relation and ontological/ethical horizon: ,A relation whose
terms do not form a totality can hence be produced within the general economy of
being only as proceeding from the | to the other, as a face to face” (Lévinas, 1969,
p.39). The experience of relation is one of transcendence as well. It includes the
readiness to welcome the higher ontological orders.

Similarly to the dialogic principle in Buber’s relational ontology/ethics, Lévinas
describes the language and the conversation as conditions for the revelation/
epiphany of the otherness. Again overcoming the sound parameters, the
conversation is responsible for the preserving of the otherness of the other in
relation. The relation does not delete the otherness: on the contrary, it feeds it as
a condition for its own reality: ,,Conversation... maintains the distance between me
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and the Other, the radical separation asserted in transcendence which prevents the
reconstitution of totality” (Lévinas, 1969, p.40).

Both Buber’s and Lévinas’s philosophical paradigms on relationality and
mutuality are a prominent illustration of the previously mentioned ‘hidden’
initiative and direction of the separate ‘substances’/’entities’. Lévinas’s Totality and
Infinity opens up with the striking statement: ‘The true life is absent.” But we are
in the world. Metaphysics arises and is maintained in this alibi. It is turned toward
the “elsewhere” and the “otherwise” and the “other” (Lévinas, 1969, p.33). In the
field of relation these ‘entities’ ensure their existence and are brought back ‘home’,
maybe to ‘the true life’.

Together-in-separation

Indeed, the foundational laws governing nature
blur the distinction between individual things
and their surroundings.

(Mann, 2014)

Even though lacking the full dignity and ontological/ethical depth of the interpersonal
relation /-Thou, the relation /-It also bears important ontological implications. We
said that this primal combination reflects the interconnectedness between the
human beings and the nature in Buber’s philosophy. The scientific picture of the
world we live in has been dramatically changing with the last decades’ discoveries in
natural sciences, in chemistry and physics in particular. The modern theories of the
atomic structure as an entity made of different subatomic particles and the structure
of the subatomic particles itself, developed by scientists as Niels Bohr, Max Planck,
Albert Einstein, Boris Podolsky, Nathan Rosen, Werner Heisenberg, Alain Aspect,
Georg Zweig, Murray Gell-Mann, Sheldon Glashow and many others seem to turn
the common-sense epistemology upside down. We shall reconstruct here some of
the fundamental ideas and concepts of the Quantum Mechanical Model of the atom
and the Standard Model of particles, emphasising the primary importance of the
entanglement as the variation of relationality and mutuality in the field of natural
sciences and its ontological implications.

In the beginning of the 20" century, natural sciences proved that the atom is a
complex particle. For a long time considered a fundamental particle, the atom turns
out to be composed of nucleus and electron shell. The nucleus itself encompasses
positively charged protons and neutral neutrons called nucleons, while the electron
shell consists of negatively charged electrons. Whereas the electron turns out to
be a fundamental particle, the same statement could not be said about to the
nucleons — it turns out that they are divisible into even smaller particles, called
quarks. Furthermore, there are carrier particles — gluons — which “glue” together
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the quarks into the nucleons, thus implementing a so-called “strong interaction”.
This interaction holds protons in the nucleus together, thus preventing nucleus of
decomposition. As colour-charged particles, the quarks cannot exist individually,
because the color-force increases as they are pulled apart so they are confined
in groups with other quarks, thus building hadrons. Hadrons are colour-neutral
composite particles. Nucleons, for example, are hadrons.

The Standard Model as quantum theory finally breaks the barriers of imagination
and reorders the image of the world, explaining what really holds it together. The
subject matter of this paper requires that the emphasis is less on the variety of
elementary particles (6 quarks, 6 leptons, and force carrier particles®) and in favour
of their modes of complex interactions. The universe, which we constantly explore,
exists because of the fundamental particles’ interactions. These interactions
include attractive and repulsive forces, decay, and annihilation. Basically, there are
four fundamental interactions between particles — strong, weak, electromagnetic
and gravitational interactions. All aforementioned bonds and mutual interactions
present the idea of togetherness-in-separation.

However, in terms of the potential for relationality of the particles, the
phenomenon of entanglement deserves special attention. Robert Mann (2014)
defines it as ,blurring the distinction between individual things and their
surroundings... between the subsystems of a system”. This quantum phenomenon
generates significant philosophical consequences,

‘implying that interconnectedness is a central feature of existence.
It is so central that the relationships between the bits and pieces of
nature can produce effects that each bit or piece on its own cannot
produce. Nature is intrinsically relational...

(Mann, 2014).

The entanglement of particles has to do with the so called EPR effect’, making
evidence of the ,,counterintuitive togetherness-in-separation” (Polkinghorne, 2002,
p.79; Polkinghorne, 2010) between particle 1 and particle 2:

‘Quantum entities that have interacted with each other remain
mutually entangled however far they may eventually separate
spatially... The EPR effect’s implication of deep-seated relationality
present in the fundamental structure of the physical world is a
discovery that physical thinking and metaphysical reflection have
still to come to terms... the EPR effect is ontological and not simply
epistemological’

(Polkinghorne, 2002, p.79).

3 Itis possible that, in some future development of the quantum theory, new even smaller particles are
discovered.

4 The effect brings the first letters of the last names of Albert Einstein, Boris Podolsky and Nathan
Rosen, its discoverers.
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Reminding Aristotle’s concept of potentia, Werner Heisenberg concludes that
the elementary particles ‘form a world of potentialities or possibilities rather than
of things or facts.” (Polkinghorne, 2002, p.85). In the end, we should recall the idea
of ‘going back home’ conveyed by the semantic field of the word relation and again
Aristotle’s idea of the relations as ‘directing toward’. Could we suggest that the world
of the nature and that of the personhood are both affected by the same ontological
urge for relationality and mutuality providing a higher (or the only true!) access to
existence?

Interdisciplinary seminars programme Stay-in-relation: philosophy and/of natural
sciences

Seminar 1 Introduction. The interconnectedness of the curricula
disciplines according to the national educational standards.
Philosophy and natural sciences, philosophy of science.
The spectrum of complex phenomena, explored in both
fields — matter, atom, space, time, energy, light, interaction,
relationality. Bibliography of major writings

Seminar 2 Ontological and epistemological concerns. Basic conceptual
instruments. The methodological potential of phenomenology

Seminar3 Relationality according to personalism and existentialism

Seminar 4 Structure of matter theories. Relationality according to the

Standard Model. Philosophical implications

Seminar 5 Practical assignment: Capture-the-relations (in a painting,
photos, 3D model, poem, essay, song, etc.)
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Abstract

This work gives a description of an on-going study that sets out to investigate the
root causes of poor performance in formal Maltese Language examination by fifteen
and sixteen years old pupils. As reported in recent years in the Matriculation and
Secondary Education Certificate (MATSEC 2015, 2016, 2017) examination reports,
results show that there has been minimal improvement in performance amongst
pupils who sit for this Secondary Examination Certificate (SEC). These exam
performance results are important on a National scale because they have a direct
influence on the pupils’ progression into higher education and other career streams.
Lack of pupils’ performance in the (SEC) Maltese Language Examination raises
substantial amount of discourse within the Maltese learning community on how
this subject should be taught, developed, managed and examined. To this effect,
this study sees lack of pupils’ performance in this specific subject as a phenomenon
that warrants a case study to investigate key factors that contribute towards the low
performance results. It enquires about the nature of the current problem and why
this is happening. The information gathered may seek to build foundations for future
and further enquiries. The objective of this study is to go beyond the scope of the
examiners’ statistical reports and to learn about the nature of this problem from the
experiential views of the pupils and other learning stakeholders (parents/teachers/
examiners) of this specific SEC examination. The intended outcome of this study is
to propose a series of action points that might help to improve pupils’ performance
in the SEC Maltese Language examination.

Keywords: Underperformance, Systematic, Qualitative, Experiential, SEC
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Introduction

For years, there has been many concerns about the need to bridge the gap between
formal learning ideology and multifaceted learning needs and abilities in Malta
(Bezzina, 1991; Sultana, 1992; Cutajar, 2013). Since the emergence of the 21*
Century learning framework, new learning challenges were introduced to Malta’s
education system in which such a framework brought a shift in the rethinking of
traditional teaching, learning and assessment models.

Different local and international published reports seem to agree that the driving
forces in the bridging of the gap between formal learning ideology and multifaceted
learning needs and abilities of fifteen and sixteen years old pupils in Malta (PISA
2015) refer to the lack of opportunity for pupils to exercise constructive type of
learning in formal education environments. This is important data. However, the
published reports do not give us a first-hand systematic analysis to understand the
root causes that prompt such a lack of performance. This research will explore factors
that lead to pupils’ poor performance. These factors can range from pupil-intrinsic
factors, such as the learning experience, emotional impact and reading motivation,
to pupil-independent factors, such as instructional practice, curriculum demands,
assessment procedures and traditional learning ideologies. From the results of
this exploration, the aim is to enrich the understanding of what stops pupils from
performing well in this specific formal stage of education by performing a systematic
analysis of underlying the causes that motivate this poor examination performance.

This on-going study is seeking to understand the nature of this problem by
focusing on the SEC Maltese Language examination as a case study. This study
applies a methodology that looks at the problem from various perspectives through
a qualitative systematic analysis. In this paper, the methodological approach of this
study shall be explained. Moreover, this paper shall also include a sample from
the initial findings of this study, including themes that emerged from a systematic
analysis of the first three-year sample (2003-2005), from primary literature that is
available in the public domain.

In the following sections, the stages of a specific qualitative systematic analysis
will be discussed, along with how the initial findings are informing the development
of a theory-building exercise about the nature of the problem enquired in this study.
Moreover, a short summary of the initial findings and a discussion of what has
emerged so far will also be given.

Method

This study is an on-going case study that sets out to explore what might be the
factors that motivate poor performance amongst pupils who sit for the SEC Maltese
Language examination. The objective is to analyse and code topics from a sample of
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available primary literature that describe key factors that contribute towards poor
performance in this specific examination. Through a thematic analysis of different
types of primary literature, this study is looking for common patterns, contrasting
and recurring concepts about pupils’ performance to help understand (Dixon-
Woods et al., 2006) the key features that describe the nature of the problem from
experiential perspectives. Differently from other thematic studies, this research
does not see this enquiry being based on a set of prescribed research questions, but
an enquiry that evolves as the study progresses.

In other words, a conventional systematic review would require specific research
questions to be formulated a priori of a review. This could be limiting for this study,
since factors that challenge pupils’ performance can also be personal and subjective,
and hence, subject to change. Moreover, there may also be contradictions and
different views of the problem from different stakeholders, and factors leading to
the problem in question may be several and multifaceted.

A Critical Interpretative Synthesis (CIS) approach allows the exploration of
diverse types of arguments from available primary literature and the translation
of meanings as themes in relation to the philosophical principles that are central
to this study. “We suggest that using CIS to synthesize a diverse body of evidence
enables the generation of theory with strong explanatory power” (Dixon-Woods et
al., 2006, p.2). For this specific case study, research questions need to be subject to
modification in response to search results, findings and discussion of the analysed
documents. Eakin and Mykhalovskiy suggest that in such cases “the research
question functions more as a compass than as an anchor, and is sometimes not
really known until the end of the research.” (Eakin and Mykhalovskly, 2002, p.190)

Critical Interpretative Synthesis (CIS)

In 2015, Malta’s official examination board (MATSEC) called out for further studies that
aim to research further into the nature of the problem of pupils’ underperformance
by eliciting ‘lived experiences’ in this specific study area.
“Why is this happening? Is it because of the boys’ low esteem? Low
expectations? Other reasons? Only systematic qualitative research, which
is beyond the scope of this report, can answer these questions.” (MATSEC,
2015).

MATSEC's call for action communicates the strong message that factors leading
to pupils’ low performance can be independent from institutions and hard to elicit
from statistics and quantitative reports. There are various types of methods that one
can employ to achieve a qualitative systematic analysis (Mclnnes, 2011). CIS gives
the reviewer the opportunity to view the problem from multiple perceptions and
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from diverse types of literature to provide the basis of new and reflective meaning
of the available data. (Dixon-Woods et al., 2006).

There are numerous studies that enlighten us about quantitative and qualitative
methods of research that focus on teaching and assessment strategies to improve
pupils’ performance. Every research method approaches central problems in
different ways and works with innovative methodologies that fits the study’s
educational settings and circumstances. Other researchers have explored factors
that impact pupils’ performance in education (Kern, 1989; Alfassi, 1998; Lau &
Chan, 2003; Dreyer & Nel, 2003; Cutajar, 2003; Van Keer & Verhaeghe, 2005;
Boakye, 2017; lbqal et al., 2015; Gilakjani 2016; Lau, 2017). Different results have
been achieved, depending on the scope and the underpinning philosophies of each
research method.

In the absence of specific data that describes the nature of the problem that
motivates pupils to underperform in the SEC Maltese Language examination, this
research attempts to develop a theory that describes an understanding of the
problem, based on various experiences, perspectives and interventions that took
place in recent years. CIS is different from other synthesis methods, because it
allows this study to:

1. synthesise diverse types of literature
address broad research areas
generate theory from diverse literature
understand each article in relation to itself
translate studies into one another
compare translations in terms of what is agreed and not agreed
generate synthesised reflections
deliver a synthesised argument of topics (Mclnnes, 2011).

PN kLD

As Dixon-Woods suggested, using CIS allows the opportunity to be flexible in the
selection of the literature sample. The analysis can be based on ‘... the credibility
of the evidence, to make critical judgements about how it contributes to the
development of the synthesising argument.” (Dixon-Woods et al., 2006).

Synthesised arguments are key to the generation of themes that describe the
nature of the problem from various perspectives. This approach helps this study come
totherealisation that there is no one singular reality to this problem. This approach also
helps this research to identify ways that can help to establish what pupils and learning
stakeholders perceive as good pedagogic initiatives that can help towards improving
their own learning experience in preparation to their formal Maltese Language
examinations. Thus, the result shall seek to contribute towards the development of
a theory that describes an understanding of the current problem, developed from a
critical and reflective understanding of the nature of issues that impact the pupils’
performance in the SEC Maltese Language examination. An initial overview of data
from available literature will be discussed in the initial findings sections.
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Background

From an initial familiarisation process of the available primary data, one can see that
several factors that demotivate pupils’ performance exist within an examination
culture that strives to understand and to communicate its role in Malta’s educational
landscape. Sultana (1999) suggests that the introduction of a Maltese independent
education system prompted an on-going investigative journey that seeks to
establish the meaning of salient milestones that characterises pupils’ educational
development.

“A stratified and selective state school system which practices intra

and inter school streaming from primary school onwards, and which is

intent on channeling students to different educational spaces offering

different curricular diets, creating a hierarchical system of prestige for

both teachers and taught” (Sultana, 1999, p.146).

Pupils’ low performance in education has been studied in the past (Sultana, 2010;
Borg et al., 1995; Bezzina, 1991; Cutajar, 2013; Zammit Mangion, 1992). However,
fifteen years ago, in a study by Cutajar (2003), it has been pointed out that the
problem of low performance, specifically in the SEC Maltese Language examination,
goes beyond pupils’ lack of language and orthographic skills.
“These exams not only serve as a benchmark for attainment of 16+
candidates taking them, but are also highly prized by educators,
parents and students...” (Cutajar, 2003, p.95).

Cutajar’s (2003) study claims that pupils’ performance, particularly in the SEC
Maltese Language examination, can improve if pupils and learning stakeholders could
identify with the importance of what they are learning. Cutajar’s comprehensive
work addressed key factors that limited pupils’ performance in the SEC Maltese
language examination. The study recommended;

“All stake holders must feel the need to inculcate a love of the language in

students...” (Cutajar, 2003, p.110).

Cutajar’s work focused on an analysis of examination perspectives by pupils and
other learning stakeholders between 1997 and 2003. Through a quantitative inquiry,
this study communicates significant concerns by teachers, pupils and parents about
the need for change in the examination process. In the past fifteen years, various
interventions took place in an attempt to address the need for change, mainly
by introducing learning assessment initiatives such as the General Certificate of
Education Exam (2002), the SEC Vocational Subject Examinations (2014) and the
Learning Outcome Framework (on-going). However, these interventions prompted
several ideological concerns amongst the educational community about how these
curricular actions might have an ideological impact on Malta’s educational landscape.
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This study sees Cutajar’s work as an important starting point, because since this
study took place, there has been an increased amount of interest in the root causes
that induce underperformance in key SEC examinations. The initial stages of this
study explore the root causes from various perspectives communicated in reports
and articles that are available to the public since 2003. The reports and articles
were sampled on the merit of how these documents share significant views about
the role of the SEC examination in Malta’s educational landscape, SEC examination
policy and structure as well as factors highlighted in documents that are significant
towards the understanding of the nature of poor performance in the SEC Maltese
Language examination.

The following section consists of a sample overview of some initial findings from
an analysis of data based on a 3-year selection of primary literature. The purpose
of this initial exploration is to identify effective ways to elicit primary themes from
an inductive study of various types of data to help formulating a theory about the
understanding of what causes pupils to underperform. Data mainly consists of
learning stakeholders’ concerns, pressures, and proposed interventions that aim to
improve exam results.

Initial Findings

Since the early stages of this analysis, various ‘themes’ were generated to gradually
help in distinguishing factors that are holding back pupils from performing well in
their SEC Maltese Language examination. Word cloud diagrams 1, 2 and 3 provide a
visual description of most popular codes that emerged after the thematic analysis of
available literature published in 2003, 2004 and 2005.

The CIS approach of eliciting data involves various stages to be completed during
this on-going case study. In this initial exploration of the available primary literature,
various viewpoints were established that describe the nature of what might impact
pupils’ performance, why this is happening and how viewpoints change from year
to year.

The following sections give a short description of what has emerged from the
initial review findings.

Diagram 1: Word cloud diagram of word 