
Teaching English as a 
Second Language 

Unit Five: Culture and the Language Teacher 





Examples Include 

 Telling time 
 Belief that all people are equal 
 How we avoid conflict and maintain 

harmony 
 Religious beliefs 

 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Cultural differences are apparent in everything from the way we tell time, our beliefs as a culture/religion and in the way we deal with conflicts and maintain harmony.

As Americans we place a great value on time. We are always on time and we frown on those who consistently come late to meetings and/or fail to meet deadlines. In fact, we value time so much that we will end conversations/meetings and other activities to attend a pre-arranged appointment. This is not true in many cultures around the world. One example is of Saudi Arabia where time is ‘flowing from the past to the present to the future, and Saudi’s flow with it. There are no fixed times for social events and appointments. IF someone is late because of being engaged in a conversation, it doesn’t matter. It would have been rude to end the conversation before it was finished, simply to get to a pre-arranged appointment. A similar concept is also true in Thailand, Vietnam and other Southeast Asian countries. It can be frustrating for expats who live in these countries, but they adapt and often joke about it by saying such things as “I’ve arranged a meeting for 5:30 Thai time,” meaning that a meeting has been set at or about 5:30.

The American society is founded upon a very strong belief that all men are created equal. As such, we place a great value upon treating people as equals. We believe that people are not classified by the jobs they do and would treat a janitor no differently than a nurse. We may be one of the few countries in the world that hold such a strong belief like this. Most of the countries around the world see equality very differently. Rank status and authority are considered far more important. In Thailand,  societal norms allow for upward mobility in terms of job advancement; however, while in a particular status Thai’s consider it their fate. And there are very well defined socially accepted behaviors in the Thai society. For example, students would not normally stop and talk to a teacher unless they had a direct question. Teacher’s are considered of higher status. Because of this status difference, students cannot sit with the feet facing a teacher. It is also frowned upon for a teacher to use a finger and point to a student or to touch a student’s head.

Avoiding conflict and maintaining social harmony is another example where Americans differ a great deal from the rest of the world. Most American’s prefer a direct approach, yet many cultures demand a more subtle approach preferring indirect ways to resolve conflict. In the Japanese society, direct confrontations will not occur preferring to behave in a particular way, such as being unusually silent or ignoring the person. Southeast Asian cultures use indirect means by talking with another friend about the problem within the earshot of the offending friend, or by inviting everyone to a party except the offending friend. 

Another example of cultural differences occurs because of religious beliefs. For example, Islamic Arab values can be tied directly to the Koran and that God alone controls  events which occur within a person’s life. In Buddhist cultures, the teachings of Buddha also play a strong part in society and in the way people behave. For example, a woman cannot touch a Buddhist monk because their religion believes that monks live forsaking sensual pleasures, and to touch female energy could lead to desire. So monks do not shake hand with a woman, and a Buddhist nun does not shake hands with a man, ever.



Cultural Adjustments 

Clip One 
http://www.youtube.com/watch
?v=36o4fthR4ss 

Clip Two 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=jI5A5bbTKJ8&feature=fvwrel 
 

 Where is she living? 
 Where is she from? 
 What kind of person 

does she say it takes 
to live/travel abroad? 

 What are some of the 
cultural differences 
she has noticed? 

 How has she dealt 
with these 
differences? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Although these clips depict some of the difficulties native speakers of English have when they live overseas, the same types of problems are experienced by ESL students in the United States. Teaching your students how to understand and deal with these culture differences will help with the adjustment into mainstream US cultures.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=36o4fthR4ss
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=36o4fthR4ss
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jI5A5bbTKJ8&feature=fvwrel
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jI5A5bbTKJ8&feature=fvwrel


Moving to the USA 
Student adjustment difficulties 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Moving overseas is an exciting experience for most people. Your students may be exited about their new jobs and new lives, but they are also facing some obvious differences that they will undoubtedly struggle with. People in the US may dress differently; we have different foods; we have different products available in stores; we act and speak differently. All of these are related to cultural differences and your students will feel the impact culture has upon their new lives. 

As they begin their new lives, they will be nervous and unsure about how to complete even the most basic day to day function in their lives. How to use a telephone, public transportation, bartering in public markets are all different for your students. As these activities weigh upon them, culture shock may set in. 



Culture 
Shock 

Negotiation 
phase 

Adjustment 
phase 

Mastery 
phase 

Honeymoon 
phase 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Honeymoon Phase:
During this period, the differences between the old and new culture are seen in a romantic light, wonderful and new. For example, in moving to a new country, an individual might love the new foods, the pace of the life, the people's habits, the buildings and so on. During the first few weeks, most people are fascinated by the new culture. They associate with the nationals that speak their language and are polite to the foreigners. This period is full of observations and new discoveries. Like most honeymoon periods, this stage eventually ends. "When an individual sets out to study, live or work in a new country, he or she will invariably experience difficulties with language, housing, friends, school, work..."

Negotiation Phase:
After some time (usually three months but sometimes sooner or later, depending on the individual), differences between the old and new culture become apparent and may create anxiety. Excitement may eventually give way to unpleasant feelings of frustration and anger as one continues to experience unfavorable events that may be perceived as strange and offensive to one's cultural attitude. Language barriers, stark differences in public hygiene, traffic safety, food accessibility and quality may heighten the sense of disconnection from the surroundings.

While being transferred into a different environment puts special pressure on communication skills, there are practical difficulties to overcome, such as an interruption to your biological clock causing insomnia; adaptations to new food and water; difficulties in seeking treatment for illness, as medicines may have different names and the same active ingredients may be hard to recognize.

Still, the most important change in the period is communication: those people who are adjusting to a new culture would feel lonely and homesick because they must get used to the new environment and meet people with whom they are not familiar every day. The language barrier may become a major obstacle in creating new relationships.

Adjustment phase
Again, after some time (usually 6 to 12 months), one grows accustomed to the new culture and develops routines. One knows what to expect in most situations and the host country no longer feels all that new. One becomes concerned with basic living again, and things become more "normal". One starts to develop problem-solving skills for dealing with the culture, and begins to accept the culture ways with a positive attitude. The culture begins to make sense, and negative reactions and responses to the culture are reduced.

Mastery phase
In the mastery stage assignees are able to participate fully and comfortably in the host culture. Mastery does not mean total conversion; people often keep many traits from their earlier culture, such as accents and languages. It is often referred to as the biculturalism stage.




Presenter
Presentation Notes
For the ESL learner, cultural differences can become a hurdle to language acquisition. For example, if the student does not understand that the teacher’s pointing a finger at them is not something to be ashamed of, but rather a means to identify them as the person in which the teacher is calling on to produce language; this lack of understanding of the role of culture in an American classroom can create a barrier to learning the language. Frustration, confusion, tension, and embarrassment are all reactions to cross-cultural encounters. How a student learns to deal with these encounters is either through coping strategies or reactive responses. Coping strategies help the student develop a deeper understanding of not only his/her own culture but also of the new culture. Theses are the strategies ESL instructors need to utilize to help students cope with the new culture. Students need to be encouraged to listen, watch and ask questions about situations they do not understand. Typically, ESL instructors ‘bare the brunt’ of these types of questions as learners will not feel comfortable asking other people outside of the ESL classroom.

On the flip side of the coin are the negative responses that alienate and isolate the ESL learner. These are reactive responses where students criticize, rationalize in their own mind a negative experience, and then withdraw and do not become active participants in the learning process or in assimilating into the new culture.





Benefits of Adjusting to Another 
Culture 

 Fuller sense of security 
 Possibility of greater success in the 

workplace 
 Possibility of establishing meaningful 

relationships with people from the culture 
 The possibility of gaining fluency in the 

language 
 A deeper understanding of one’s own 

culture 
 A deeper understanding of oneself 



Cultural Concepts ESL 
Teachers Should Teach 

1. Cross-cultural communication includes adapting behaviors 
2. Cross-cultural behavior involves problem solving 
3. To understand a culture, get to know individuals 

4. To understand another culture, study your own 
 



“Cross-cultural 
communication includes 

adapting & understanding 
behaviors” 

 



Cultural Concepts  
For Teachers to Teach 

Nonverbal 
behaviors 

Discourse 
behaviors 

Communicative 
Competence 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Learning to communicate with people from another cultures involves developing an understanding of both nonverbal and discourse behaviors

Non verbal behaviors begin with kinesic differences.



Nonverbal 
Kinesthetic 
Behaviors 

•Facial expressions 
•Gaze & eye 
movements 
•Gestures 
•Touch 
•Posture  
•Movement 

 
http://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=wBnAUYzNgeU 
 
Did anything surprise you 

in this clip? 
What kind of kinesthetic 

behaviors did you 
notice? 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wBnAUYzNgeU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wBnAUYzNgeU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wBnAUYzNgeU


Shaking Hands 
Across Borders 
The reasons for shaking hands 
may be similar across 
borders, the expression is 
often different. 
 
Germans: firm grip, pump the 
arm and maintain strong eye 
contact. 
 
Japanese: weak grip, no arm 
pump, and no eye contact 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Almost every culture seems to practice handshaking. The gesture is used when meeting a stranger for the first time, greeting friends after a long time, and saying goodbye. Along with hugging or kissing, shaking hands is one of the most popular activities in human relationships. Handshaking can occur in a wide range of interactions, from close friendships to business partnerships. And in sports rivalries, players take hold of opponents’ hands to admire a good fight. 





Presenter
Presentation Notes
Although the handshake symbolizes a greeting, there are also a multitude of other gestures which mean the same thing and all are very culture specific.



Use of Space & Distance 

In America Other Cultures 

 Intimate distance 
 Personal distance 
 Social distance 
 Public distance 

 Arab: comfortable 
spacing is equivalent 
to our intimate 
distance 

 Latin Americans, 
Greeks, & Turks: 
stand and sit very 
close 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In the USA, we have four definitions for distance

Intimate distance: from body contact to a separation space of 18 inches. An emotionally charged zone used for intimate moments, sharing, protecting, and comforting

Personal distance: from one and one half to four feet. Used for informal contact between friends. 

Social distance: from 4-12 feet. The casual interaction distance between acquaintances and strangers. Used in business meetings, classrooms, and impersonal social affairs.

Public distance: between 12-25 feet. A cool interaction distance used for one way communication from speaker to audience. Necessitates a louder voice, stylized gestures, and more distinct enunciation.



Space and Distance 

Low contact cultures High contact cultures 

 North Americans 
 Northern Europeans 
 Asians 
 Africans 

 Latin Americans 
 Greeks 
 Turks 

Presenter
Presentation Notes

Difficulties occur when people of different cultures meet. Feeling your space is being invaded by someone standing too close; feeling that friendship and trust are lacking because someone is standing too far away during conversation; uncomfortable feelings from being touched; or a feeling of unfriendliness from not being touched, may arise. In order to manage living and working in a culture successfully, knowledge about the expected degree of contact is helpful.



Cultural Influence on English 
Language Learning 

English language learning/teaching 
involves: 

 Cognitive functioning 
 Phonetic development 
 Cultural influences of both the native and 

target cultures 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
English language learning and teaching involves more factors than cognitive functioning or phonetic development. Cultural influence of both the native and target cultures impact learning styles, instruction approached and language skills such as listening or speaking. Cultural education provides insight to the relationship between cultural backgrounds and language learning; awareness of cultural impacts on English language learning can influence classroom decisions and lead to an increase in positive learning outcomes.
��



“The need for cultural literacy in English Language Teaching 
arises mainly from the fact that most language learners, not 
exposed to cultural elements of the society in question, seem 
to encounter significant hardship in communicating meaning 
to native speakers.” 
            Erdogan Bada 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The need for cultural literacy in English Language Teaching arises mainly from the fact that most language learners, not exposed to cultural elements of the society in question, seem to encounter significant hardship in communicating meaning to native speakers.”



Significance of Culture on 
Language Instruction 

 Expectations for learning are affected by 
culture 

 Cultural differences must be addressed in 
the classroom 

 Language production can be affected by 
culture 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A student's or teacher's cultural background dictates their expectations for learning as well as their preferred learning or teaching styles. 

Cultural difference can negatively impact learning outcomes if they are not addressed during instruction or assessment. Cultural expectations are often coded or implicit. 

One of the largest concerns of cultural difference in an English language classroom is the tendency for language problems to be misdiagnosed as learning problems. For example, for a student whose cultural language tradition involves mostly oral story telling, reading text may be difficult. A teacher unfamiliar with the oral language tradition of the student's culture may incorrectly identify his reading troubles as signs of a learning problem when in reality it is the result of a cultural difference��




Cultures Differences Influencing 
the L2 Classroom 

Native language 
influences 

• Grammar 
• Syntax 
• Language 

rules 
• Phonetics 

Gendered 
Languages  

• Word order 
differences 

Learning or 
Teaching Styles 

• Differing 
cultural 
expectations 

• Differing 
classroom 
behavior 
expectations 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Several cultural differences influence an English language learning classroom. 
The most obvious influence is the language of the native culture; a student brings to the classroom particular grammar, syntax and language rules from the native language that do not always translate directly to the English language. 

Word order and gendered language is one of the most common language difficulties a non-native speaker encounters when learning English. 

Another cultural influence is learning or teaching style. Students may have different cultural expectations regarding the length of the school day, student-teacher relationships or appropriate classroom behavior; all of these variables may interfere with instruction or learning and result in negative learning outcomes.
��



Solution 

 Cultural education 
 Diversified instruction responding to 

needs of student 
 Classroom instruction must include 

lessons on body language, gestures, eye 
contact as well as academic and 
conversational language 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Cultural education is the most important step in alleviating the potential cultural conflicts that may arise in an English language classroom. 
Teachers should be educated in diversified instruction that responds to an English language student's individual needs in terms of instruction, assessment and feedback. 

Classroom time should be dedicated to explicit cultural education for English language learners; lessons about body language, eye contact, academic language and conversational language should be core elements of the curriculum.
��




Socio-cultural Behaviors Across 
Cultures 

 Appropriate ways to interact in social settings 
 How to greet 
 Make promises 
 Approve 
 Disapprove 
 Complain 
 Show regret 
 Invite 
 Refuse an invitation 
 Offer 
 Giving thanks 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The way people react or speak about each of these things varies by culture. Each of these types of behaviors are known as speech acts and the way we respond to a specific speech act is very culture bound.



Examples: Speech Acts 

 Greeting:   "Hi, Eric. How are things going?“ 
 
 Request:   "Could you pass me the mashed potatoes, please?“ 
 
 Complaint:   "I’ve already been waiting three weeks for the 

computer, and I was told it would be delivered within a week.“ 
 
 Invitation:   "We’re having some people over Saturday evening 

and wanted to know if you’d like to join us.“ 
 
 Compliment:   "Hey, I really like your tie!“ 
 
 Refusal:   "Oh, I’d love to see that movie with you but this Friday 

just isn’t going to work." 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Speech acts are difficult to perform in a second language because learners may not know the idiomatic expressions or cultural norms in the second language or they may transfer their first language rules and conventions into the second language, assuming that such rules are universal. Because the natural tendency for language learners is to fall back on what they know to be appropriate in their first language, it is important that these learners understand exactly what they do in that first language in order to be able to recognize what is transferable to other languages. Something that works in English might not transfer in meaning when translated into the second language.



For example, the following remark as uttered by a native 
English speaker could easily be misinterpreted by a native 
Chinese hearer: 

Sarah: "I couldn’t agree with you more. "  
Cheng: "Hmmm…." (Thinking: "She couldn’t agree with me? I 
thought she liked my idea!")  



Giving & Accepting Complements 

“Your house is very big!! It must be 
expensive!” 

Accepting: 
 
Complement: “This food is delicious!” 
American response: “Thank you! I’m happy you like it!” 
Japanese response:  “That’s really not so.” 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In North America we give compliments a lot. We give compliments on people’s haircuts, clothing, work, children, home, etc. In other cultures people do not compliment each other as often and the way a compliment is given can be very different. 

How would you feel if a Japanese guest to your home said this: “This food is delicious”

The way we accept a compliment also differs. American’s accept a compliment at face value, but Asians, for instance, often react with modesty.



Problem Solving the Cross-Cultural 
Communication Breakdown 

 Develop case scenario’s which outline a 
problem 

 Develop scenarios based upon your 
knowledge of the two cultures 

Helpful Hints 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As ESL teachers we can teach students knowledge about the ways in which people interact with each other in culturally defined settings, but we also have a responsibility to teach them the value of problem solving.



Read this scenario 
and think about 
how you would 
answer the 
questions which 
follow the scenario. 



To Understand a Culture… 

The individuals Help Students Understand 
Their Own Culture 

 As a whole society 
 Individually 

 

 Provide opportunities 
for students to 
consider how people 
interact in normal 
every day situations 

 Requires that teacher 
have a minimal 
knowledge of the 
culture as well 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
To understand a culture, you (the teacher) must understand the individuals as a group (the culture) as well as the individual person. Keep in mind that each person in your class is a unique person and it is your responsibility to get to know and understand the student themselves so that you can help them in the learning process.

Acquiring the rules of your own culture is not a conscious decision, most ESL learners are not aware of many aspects of their own culture. Even every day behaviors, such as saying hello, or goodbye, complaining, apologizing, complimenting, entering and leaving a classroom, etc., are not apparent to most ESL learners. 

As a teacher, you can provide opportunities for people to consider how people interact in their own culture as well as their own individual values and ways of behaving.

In order to do this, the teacher must be aware of cultural differences as well.



Problems ESL Teachers 
Have 

Related to Culture and Language Teaching & Learning 



“I Can’t Seem to Adjust” Problem 

 Time…time…time. It takes time to adjust. 
 Identify, accept, and treat the symptoms of 

culture shock 
 Talk with others who have successfully 

adjusted 
 Learn as much as possible about the host 

culture 
 Get involved with people in the host culture 
 Study the language of the host culture 

To ease the adjustment problem, tell 
students 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
To identify the symptoms of culture shock, it is necessary to step back and reflect on your what your own personal feelings and behavior would be if you were living in a foreign country. Physical symptoms may include homesickness, easily angered, depression, nervous, complaining about things that affect our lives (housing, food, weather, etc), and withdrawing.

Once you recognize these symptoms, you can take steps to treat them. For example, if you find that one of your students is sleeping a lot because of depression, try to get them involved in things in the community. Help them to keep active so that they don’t sleep so much. This is the best way to treat the symptoms of culture shock.



“Learning English will help!” 

 Don’t give up 
 Take advantage of the opportunities to 

use the language with the local people 
 Enroll in classes 
 Use the language in every day life 
 Develop relationships with the local 

people 
 Develop a plan of study & stick to it! 



Homework 

Choose one of the following. 
Research the socio-cultural behaviors in a 

country where one (or more) of your 
students may be (or are) from. Write a 
two page paper on the cultural 
differences between that country and 
the USA. 
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