Cucture And Language Teaching

Fereidoon Vahdany*

o b e & Sap dew Je o L

g gbize Olasl b s Sleils eyl 2t e
kil Dol den LT gl aial gy
Ol 6,80k LTty il G 3 L oS Wl
Konp S5 Opk il pde ayd & kol
e Oal G D5 0 Kap s s 525
6y b3 il e 53 Kajp Ypeol S
aop i opl gl Dl piS 53 Sapt 0y 5
S b GVl ot gl TS e Uy ol
G il g s el OF 4 ol Al
P G sl e S st S

b oL LS):S-"L_'_ ‘J'-'a)_,.ai u_{..b).! 105 kS

.L—JJ)Sf‘erLy“ -L{.';JBJJPC.‘__A}A.&‘

JolS 35 b Lo mates S OladSSH 50 e S
T N Y T
.MJJL:WCF_,AA{'_JJ?' Azl b X3 s
S s Wl el (sl o Sy S
305 OS5 dubodle 4l s e mens 3 sl
2o 3l bl o AT IES VP VRN S L
R S G 3 Ml b IS e 00
S 5yt g 43S Yymmn ot D5 Eipel 5

G O3 il 3 g el el OL5 L So 3
33 Ol pgr o bl ol Ol S 3 ke
Sl b ags pogele 05 il Sl 5 el
i u L dbt.iwla-u.b_l; L Pl A
S sl B azils s Sha) cpl Z3S 0L 5 gl
S O pak g 3l S 4 L 0L S
3,8 o 1 pealizal 3) g0 Baa 0L O gt 8 B

.LS 4.';')5 u,-)b LJ”'%-)J



Culture And Language Teaching
Introduction

Ask anyone concemed with language teaching
what basic theoretical foundation of language
methodology is, you will hear psychology and
linguistics. As a matter of fact, this has been the
case for a long time. What language is and how it
is learnt or should be taught are issues directly
related to pedagogy. However, how particular
people in a specific social setting learn and use
language is often ignored. Only recently, since
1970s, when the concept of communication and
communicative competence were introduced, the
socio-cultural dimention of language gained
prominance and became increasingly popular

so far. As Stern observes:

While language teaching has interacted for a long
time with linguistics and with psychology, social
science and language teaching have only recently

come into contact with each other (1991:191).

The new trend, however energetic and promising,
has, nevertheless, been more sociolinguistically,
rather than socio-culturally, oriented. Giant steps
have been taken in both micro- and macro-
sociolinguistics to identify the nature of language in
use and the people who use it, but our position in
language methodology toward culture remained

obscure. In Stem's words:

As a generalization, one can say that language teaching
theory today is fast acquiring a sociolinguistic
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component but still lacks a well-designed socio-

cultural emphasis.

Culture, as a result, has always been touched
but not hugged dearly enough; its relevance
and contribution to language teaching has
grown blurred and mystic.

There are some basic questions with regard
to teaching culture in pedagogy:

What is culture? Should cultures be taught
along with language or separately? Is it
possible to be selective in teaching target
language culture? Is culture separable from
language? Is teaching culture optional or
obligatory? What are the probable reactions of
particular language students to a specific
foreign culture? How does culture as a
variable differ in EFL vs. ESL setting?

In an attempt to treat the above questions,
this paper is intended to bring to light the role
of culture and its study has played or can play
in pedagogy.

What Is Culture?
Culture, according to Brown (1988), might be

defined as:

. the ideas, customs, skills, arts, tools which
characterize a given group of people in a given

period of time (p. 122).

These elements, put together, however, may

give an incomplete, chopped view of culture.
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As such, culture is thought to be more than

the sum of its parts. As Condon {1973) states:

It (culture) is a system of integrated patterns,
most of which remain below the threshold of
consciousness, yet all of which govern human
behavior just as surely as the manipulated strings

of a puppet control its motions (p.4).

Brown (1988) goes further to consider culture

as a way of life:

The mental constructs that enable us to survive

is a way of life which we call culture (1988: 123).

According to Stern (1991) culture was
frequently interpreted in a dual sense:
a) As the personal development, through language
learning, of a cultivated mind: the training of reasoning
powers, intelligence, imagination, and the artistic
faculties (IAAM, 1929: 20).
b) As the knowledge for the history and the institutions
of foreign people and of their psychology as expressed
in their ideals and standards, and of their contribution to
civilization (Fife, 1931: 20).

No contradiction, however, is seen between
the two--both are believed to be included in
language teaching in combination. This is

implied in the lines below:

Language teaching should lead to a certain

widening of outlook brought about by a
sympathetic presentment of the life and history of

foreign nations (IAAM, 1929: 21).

Later, during 50s and 60s, anthropology
introduced a new concept of culture. It was
considered to be a way of life including
literature, the visual arts, music, and the like.
culture and language,
nonetheless, was highlighted by Sapir and Whorf
hypothesis. They introduced the notion of

Closeness  of

language relativity and how culture affects
language, and this, in turn, forms people’s world
view. As a result, theorists acknowledged such
interrelationship and recommended teaching

culture in language teaching:

Language and culture are not separable (Brooks
1960: 25).
Language cannot be separated completely from the
culture in which it is deeply embedded (Rivers,
1981: 315).

In 1960, an American committee on

language and culture expressed the

relationships which it regarded as essential in

three statements:

1) Language is a part of culture, and must be
approached with the same attitudes that govern our
approach to culture as a whole.
2) Language converys culture, so that the language
teacher is also of necessity a teacher of culture.
3) Language is itself subject to culturally conditioned
attitudes and beliefs, which can not be ignored in the

language classroom (Stern, 1991: 155),

We can also sce the trace of culture in

different methods, though its manifestation



varies from one to another:

Grammar-Translation: Culture is viewed as
consisting of literature and the fine arts. As a
result, literary text constitutes the basic
component of textbooks.

Direct Method: Culture consists of the
history, geography, and daily lives of people
who speak the target language. A situational

syllabus is used to convey cuitural
information to the students.
Audio-Lingual: Culture consists of the

everyday behavior and life-style of the target
language speakers. Dialogues are often used
to demonstrate target language culture.
Suggestopedia: Culture includes people's
lifestyle and fine art.
CLL: Curren believes that culture is integrated
with language.
CLT: Culture is the everyday lifestyle of
people who use the language naturally. It
should be studied first and deliberate attempt
should be invested to teach it as authentically
as possible, There are certain aspects of it that
are especially important to communication—
the use of nonverbal behavior (Larsen Freeman,
1986).

Teaching culture, however, as Stern (1991)
holds, is not as easy. He mentions four

problems in this regard:

1) If culture embraces "all aspects of the life of man”
(Seelye 1974: 22) culture is everything and becomes

unmanageable.
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2) In spite of the common assertion that language
and culture can not be separated, in effect, the
evidence for the integration of culture and language,
frequently proposed in the literature, is confined to a
small number of observations. The bulk of language
teaching is still described in terms which leave it
largely unrelated to sociocultural contexts.

3) Sociologists (such a Bottomore 1971) point out
that the ethnography of the advanced industrialized
societies, whose languages are commonly taught, is
inadquately developed.

4) Theorists have not always kept sufficiently
distinct the different aspects of culture teaching and
cultural background as a means to an understanding

of literature (p. 225).

Teaching Culture In FL vs. SL Teaching
Context

As we concentrate on the concept of culture,
its scope, aspects and their interrelationships,
and finally its teaching along with language,
we come across several uncertainities and
problematic areas. There is, in fact, a lot to be
investigated regarding the place of culture in
language teaching science.

Consideration of cultural influences on
FLvs. SL setting, for instance, is a fertile
ground for manoeuvr. While culture in SL
context has been given a considerable
attention (eg. Schumann 1976, Acculturation
Model), its relevance to FL environment has
almost been taken for granted.

Acculturation is not irrelevant in FL
situation. As Brown (1988:136) contends "the

foreign language context produces diverse
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degrees of acculturation since people are
attempting to. learn a foreign language for a
variety of possible instrumental reasons'. He
adds that in many foreign language situations,
cultural topics added motivation for
understanding the people of the second
language culture.
Nonetheless, this much is not very
revealing. We do not know adequately what
the status of target language culture in a
specific foreign language context is. What
actually happened and/or is happening in this
regard is not known to us either. As such, the
rest of this paper is devoted to a brief look at

TL culture in an EFL situation - Iran.

Teaching English And Its Culture In Iran
Teaching English in lran has experienced
some ebb and flow in its relatively long
history. One thing was, however, constant:
English has always been taught as a foreign
language. This is because we rarely have any
direct natural contact with native speakers of
English outside classroom.

At the present time the place of English
‘culture in Iran is rather dubious. On the one
hand, English speaking countries (such as
America, England, Canada, Australia) are
considered developed and technologically
advanced. Consciously or unconsciously, we,
as human beings, have positive attitude
toward people who are successful or somehow

sophisticated; consequently, it seems that

Iranians seecing English as a channel to

modern  science and  technology are
considerably open to western language and its
culture. Thus, they perceive little : cio-
cultural distance from TL community and feel
strongly motivated to acquire English. This
can explain why so many private language
institutions are actively involved in language
education here.

On the other hand, so far as religion,
morality, and politics are concerned, western
governments, if not western peoples, are often
looked down in Iran. Our explicitly expressed
worries about western cultural invasion
accounts for such negative attitude. In this
respect, we tend to have some defence and
inhibition in learning English along with its
culture. As a result, there is deliberate attempt
to sensor learning materials; parts of the
books, tapes, video-films, etc which are not
compatible with the cultural values and norms
of our society are taken out. We do so, partly,
to prevent culture shock.

It is interesting to note that, whereas culture
shock in SL context is considered as a natural
concomitant of language acquisition and should
be experienced, however undesirable, and
bypassed through acculturation process, in EFL
setting, like Iran, it is despised and is found
counterproductive. Therefore, we might cautiously
say that FL acquisition does not necessarily
involves acculturation process in Schumann's

s€nse,



Yet, individual

differences are worth consideration. Language

more  specifically,
learners think of western counteries and
cultures differently. Negative or positive
attitude toward FL culture can have a great
impact on the success of language students in
Iran. This

investigation.

issue is open to empirical

Conclusion
This paper in its journey went though some
basic issues regarding culture and its status in
language teaching.

First different concepts of culture were
explained. Then varied views towards
including culture in language education were
examined and some problems in teaching
culture were located.

Afterwards the question of culture in
FLvs. SL setting was raised, and Iran, as a FL
context was given a

more  specific

consideration. In general, culture in FL
situation is a virgin area for some well-
designed empirical studies. Issues such as
type and degree of acculturation, if any, can
be investigated.

In sum, culture is an integral part of
language which should be taught in one way
or another, Pedagogy, however, has not yet
been quite clear in its attempt to incorporate

culture systematically in language classrooms.
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