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As a result of their sociocultural backgrounds and previous educational
experiences, both language learners and teachers bring to the classroom certain
norms and expectations concerning appropriate teacher and learner roles and
the learning-teaching practices they believe to be conducive to language
learning. To prevent frustrations and failure due to mismatches between the
teachers’ and learners’ expectations, teachers need to consider to what extent
the underlying principles of their chosen methodology will correspond with the
set of assumptions that learners bring to the classroom. To prepare teacher
trainees for making more socioculturally informed pedagogical decisions,
sociocultural awareness raising and scrutiny need to be incorporated into
TESOL teacher education. This article outlines how information about
intercultural communication that is integrated with methodology training can
foster greater awareness of sociocultural relativity in teacher trainees, and
facilitate their reflection on their preconceived notions of target learner groups
as they make methodological decisions.

Introduction The cultural content of language teaching materials, techniques for
increasing awareness of the culture of the target language community, as
well as the culture of English as an International Language, have been
debated in many academic forums, including the ELT Journal (Guest
2002, Littlewood 2000, Tomlinson 1990, and McKay 2002). In recent
years, discussions on culture have expanded from a focus on ‘culture as
content’ to encompass the cultural appropriateness of various
language teaching methodologies (here defined as the approaches,
techniques, and activities used in teaching), especially as they were
exported across contexts (Barkhuizen 1998, Coleman 1996, Holliday
1994, Hu 2002). This expansion in focus was probably fuelled by data
emerging from classrooms across the world, where the teacher’s/school’s
chosen methodology showed a lack of ‘fit’ with the students’ and
teachers’ cultural norms, and their expectations of what ‘good’
language teaching needs to involve. Indeed, classroom research has
revealed how ‘behavior in language classrooms is set within taken-for-
granted frameworks of expectations, attitudes, values, and beliefs about
what constitutes good learning, about how to teach or learn, whether and
how to ask questions, what textbooks are for, and how language teaching
relates to broader issues of the nature and purpose of education’.
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(Cortazzi and Jin 1996: 169). These ‘cultures of learning’ (ibid.) into
which children are socialized, are outcomes of the educational and
cultural traditions of a community or society. Scholars have pointed out
how a lack of consideration of variations in cultures of learning can lead
to frustration and subsequent failure in language classrooms (Li 1998,
Holliday 1994). As a result, teachers and program developers are now
asked (Coleman 1996, Holliday 1994, McKay 2002) to take the learners’
sociocultural backgrounds into consideration in choosing materials and
pedagogical approaches for particular contexts of teaching because
ignoring the students’ norms and expectations—that is, what students
bring to the classroom—is denying the learners’ experiences.

A good starting point for learning to consider students’ sociocultural
backgrounds in designing and implementing programs/lessons would
be in the methodology courses in teacher education programs1. As
trainees analyze the assumptions behind various approaches to language
teaching, their attention can be drawn to the fact that methods, activities,
and techniques emerge from and express underlying theories about the
nature of language and language learning as experienced in a particular
context, and therefore might not be universal. This awareness of cross-
cultural variation in norms of teaching and learning would then form the
first step in developing an appropriate methodology.

A discipline that can offer language teachers and their educators
important insights about how and why cultures of learning might vary is
the field of intercultural communication (ICC), which has not thus far
been adequately utilized in teacher education. ICC can be defined as the
process occurring when the producers and receivers of a message belong
to different cultures. This definition can be applied to ELT when the
teacher, teaching methodology and/or materials are the products of one
(sub)culture, and the receivers are members of other (sub)cultures.
Indeed, once a methodology is transported from its context of origin, and
presented to different learner groups, it becomes an example of an
intercultural encounter.

In this paper I discuss why and how questions from ICC can be used in
language teacher education for multiple purposes, such as for giving
teachers greater knowledge of possible sociocultural variation in
language learning and teaching, for probing and foregrounding teachers’
preconceived notions of various learner groups, and for evaluating the
sociocultural appropriateness of their proposed language teaching
methodology for particular target learner groups. I begin with examples
of classroom studies where a lack of consideration of intercultural
variation in learning and teaching created some problems. I then outline
a framework from ICC which I have modified and integrated into
methodology courses to train more socioculturally aware ESL/EFL
teachers.

Variation in teaching
and learning across
cultures

In the past decade we have seen insightful discussions of what might
constitute appropriate methodology or ideal learner groups in particular
contexts (Coleman 1996, Holliday 1994). We have also witnessed the
accumulation of a large body of research reporting on problems arising
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in the process of exporting methodologies in an attempt to make
language classrooms more interactive and communicative. For example,
Hu (2002) reports that communicative language teaching (CLT) has
failed to have the expected impact on ELT in China because assumptions
underlying CLT conflict with the Chinese culture of learning. His
argument is supported by others who have shown how Chinese teachers
and students view explicit grammar analysis as crucial to foreign
language learning, and believe that the teacher should dominate the
classroom. A teacher who does not do so risks being seen as lazy or
incompetent. Chinese students, on the other hand, have problems in
accepting group work, debates, and other interactive activities as
meaningful or relevant to their learning. Instead, they value mastery
through memorization because they perceive it as knowledge that will
bring them confidence and a feeling of success (Cortazzi and Jin 1996).
The promotion of autonomy in traditional Chinese classrooms has also
been difficult because ‘while personal autonomy appears to be a
universally desirable and beneficial objective, . . . learner autonomy is
exercised within the context of specific cultures’ (Ho and Crokall 1995:
236).

In many EFL contexts grammar study and exam practice override other
concerns. In South Africa, for instance, students rated the more
mechanical aspects of language study highly on enjoyment and benefit
(Barkhuizen 1998), while in Indonesia some educators and
administrators viewed communicative language teaching as ‘socially
pollutive’ because its tenets countered the traditional norms of school
culture (Tomlinson 1990). In Japan, the most popular activity for
students was the whole class working with the teacher. Japanese
classrooms did not emphasize interaction, and the mother tongue was
used heavily in the lessons (LoCastro 1996). In Korea teachers preferred
discrete-point grammar tests to communicative language teaching, and
lacked confidence in their own English, while their students showed
resistance to classroom participation (Li 1998). Such resistance was not
limited to secondary school students. In Pakistan, Shamim’s (1996)
postgraduate linguistics students also resisted interactive classroom
participation, hence introducing changes in classroom behavior was
quite a painful task for the teacher. These examples suffice to show that
innovations based on behavior quite different from students’ and
teachers’ previous experiences and expectations can lead to problems.
Cultural awareness and understanding are thus essential for language
teachers to have in applying pedagogic innovations across contexts.

On the other hand, Guest (2002), and Littlewood (2000), among others,
argue that studies such as those cited above can further the ‘othering’ of
non-western cultures, and reinforce stereotypes at the expense of
ignoring individual preferences and the inherently dynamic nature of
(sub)cultures. Their point is well taken, yet it seems to me that we cannot
ignore that problems can and do occur as we export methodologies across
contexts. It is our responsibility as teacher educators to make trainees
aware of this. Following Coleman (1996: 13), I would also argue that a
non-universalistic approach to the study of classrooms does not need to
imply cultural stereotyping or simplistic labelling. A more open-ended
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discussion of cultures of learning can be carried out by learning to ask
informed questions, instead of categorizing learners into popular
dichotomies, such as individual vs. collectivist, or risk-taking vs. risk-
avoiding cultures. Informed questioning as proposed below is not only
useful in helping pre- and in-service teachers to learn about possible
areas of cultural variation, but it can also help them to ‘look in the
mirror’, and question their own preconceived notions of various cultures
and subcultures.

Evaluating ELT
methodology from
an ICC perspective

Below is a framework from ICC that can be integrated into methodology
courses in order to raise teachers’ sociocultural awareness and
preparation for dealing with problems similar to those mentioned above.
The framework shows some of the underlying constructs that constitute
our discourse systems. These constructs and related questions can be
used to examine the underpinnings of classroom cultures, and pose
questions for further inquiry as teacher trainees evaluate language
methodologies for particular contexts. The value of using such a
framework in ELT is in giving teachers concrete questions to focus upon,
as opposed to merely exposing them to common ICC concepts without
much contextualization, while they learn to reflect on their own
sociocultural assumptions in relation to others. By learning about the
underlying assumptions of discourse systems, and using them as guides
in evaluating the sociocultural appropriateness of their chosen
methodology, teachers can be better equipped to provide particular
groups of learners with socioculturally and educationally sensitive
language pedagogy.

Integrating information from ICC into the methodology courses in
TESOL programs will also fill an important void in such programs. As
Nelson (1998) shows, only about 42% of TESOL MA programs in the US
offer a course related to cross-cultural communication. Finding this
percentage disturbing for practical and sociopolitical reasons, Nelson
maintains that ‘without a course that increases both students’ self-
awareness and their awareness of other cultures, TESOL graduates are
more likely to enter into intercultural teaching situations from an
ethnocentric perspective, evaluating (often negatively) what they
experience in terms of their own culture’ (p. 27).

A discourse
approach to ICC
from Scollon and
Scollon (1995)

Scollon and Scollon’s (1995) framework is based on four interrelated
domains that combine to underlie the discourse patterns characteristic of
a group. The four main questions that Scollon and Scollon pose to
investigate discourse patterns across cultures are given in quotation
marks below, followed by related questions that I pose to teacher trainees
as they analyze the assumptions underlying various methodologies, and
evaluate their appropriateness for target learner groups. Scollon and
Scollon’s four questions are broad enough to apply to different contexts,
while the subsidiary ones created by the author of this paper can be
supplemented by others pertaining to the defining characteristics of
particular teaching situations.
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1 ‘What are the historical/social/ideological characteristics of the group?’
(ideology)

What do we know of the historical/social/ideological characteristics of
our student body, including their common beliefs and dominant world
views? How did we come to have this knowledge? Is it based on facts, or
on opinions we have derived from our/others’ experiences? If the latter,
what is the extent of these experiences, and how can we avoid
overgeneralizations, hence stereotyping? What resources are available for
us to find out more about these issues? How current and reliable are
these resources?

Asking these questions helps trainees to acknowledge their own cultural
dispositions and possible stereotypes concerning particular learner
groups. The questions also aid in their considering possible avenues of
gathering more information about target learner groups.

2 ‘How does one learn membership and identity?’ (socialization)

What do we know of the formal and informal norms and standards of
education that the student body went through? How can we learn about
students’ primary and secondary socialization experiences that shaped
their schemas of the good teacher or good teaching practices? What kind
of descriptive questions can we ask the students and fellow teachers in a
new teaching context?

These questions lead teachers towards exploring crucial aspects of
sociocultural schemas as shaped by primary socialization in the family
and secondary socialization in schools. Brainstorming about descriptive
questions focuses them on components and sequencing of classroom
activities. Teachers discuss how they can elicit from their students and
colleagues a description of the typical school day, including an outline of
common everyday practices and discourse, or a description of a good
student and a competent teacher. These descriptions can then inform
them about the norms and expectations of their students, and facilitate
their adaptation of their intended methodology towards accommodating
students’ and administrators’ expectations. Such preparation would be
an important step in the successful spread of innovations as well.

3 ‘What are the preferred forms of communication?’ (forms of discourse)

What do we know about the ways in which language(s) are viewed and
used in the students’ cultures? What are common attitudes toward
English? Are there valid, reliable, and current sociolinguistic studies that
can give us information?

This is a good context to discuss how conscious the teachers are of their
own norms of verbal and non-verbal communication, and how to become
more aware of them. Do teachers know how to observe students across
contexts to learn about common gestures, use of personal space, facial
expressions, norms of turn-taking, and the like? This is also an ideal
juncture for introducing the notion of sociolinguistic relativity as the
variation in the norms of language use across (sub)cultures that would
complement teachers’ knowledge of linguistic relativity.
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4 ‘What are the preferred or assumed human relationships?’ (face systems)

What do we know about the value of kinship and hierarchy in this group?
What about gender differences? What current information, if any, is
there about their norms of politeness? What kinds of topics are taboo,
thus face-threatening for the people in question? Who can we ask for
information about appropriate behavior, taboos, and other social
concerns common to this group? How can we avoid overgeneralizations
and outdated sources of information?

Following from domain 1 above, these questions lead trainees toward
discussing their perceptions of the more specific aspects of interaction
among the target learner groups. They also reinforce their understanding
of the role that culture plays in shaping our communication. More
importantly, they can lead them to investigate sociolinguistic studies to
gather background information on the above issues.

As teachers consider the above questions while also analyzing various
methodologies, they not only learn about cross-cultural variation in
interaction, but also explore their own preconceived notions of
(sub)cultures, and engage in critical evaluations of assumptions
underlying language teaching methodologies.

Areas of caution Scollon and Scollon (1995) caution that in order to overcome the problem
of oversimplification and stereotyping ‘comparisons between groups
should always consider both likenesses and differences, that is, they
should be based upon more than a single dimension of contrast, and it
must be remembered that no individual member of a group embodies all
of his or her group’s characteristics’ (p. 157). Indeed, an issue to keep in
mind, as McKay (2002) explains, is that a contrast of especially western
versus eastern assumptions of cultures of learning ‘can perpetuate
differences, promote the concept of otherness, and lead to simple
dichotomies and stereotyping’ (p. 121). Therefore, it is also important for
teacher educators to emphasize individual variation, as well as the
dynamic nature of (sub)cultures. It needs to be pointed out that the main
aim of using the above framework is not to find out how different the new
student body or teaching context will be from what teachers are
accustomed to, but to explore what kind of preconditioned ideas teachers
themselves have about that particular context, while showing them the
dimensions over which cultures are most likely to vary in their discourse
systems.

A sample activity The following activity exemplifies how the above framework can be
implemented as part of a course design/evaluation task in a methodology
course.

Goals Explicit goal: to give teachers practice with critically evaluating the
underlying sociocultural and educational assumptions of various
language teaching methodologies for a given context.

Implicit goal: to enable teachers to discover and discuss issues that can
arise in preparing to teach socioculturally diverse classes where there is
a variety of backgrounds to explore.
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Materials Any TEFL methodology book that overviews different approaches to
language teaching can be used in combination with the above outlined
ICC framework that is given to the trainees as a handout.

Procedure After discussing the ICC framework described above, trainees are asked
to complete the following tasks in groups or pairs.

B They are asked to select two possible groups of learners to whom they
might be teaching English, and note down the following: (a) their
preconceived notions of these learners and the source of these notions,
in as much detail as possible; (b) questions they would like to explore
while obtaining more information about the learners.

B Trainees are also asked to do background research on assumptions
underlying several current approaches to language teaching which
they are interested in trying out with these particular learner groups.
They can examine a range of methodologies from collaborative
learning, task-based teaching, facilitating learner autonomy and
communicative language teaching to utilizing peer feedback, and
more.

B In the case of diverse learner groups in a class as typically found in ESL
contexts, they are asked to brainstorm about how best to use the above
questions to facilitate understanding and communication among the
various student groups, as well as between the students and the
teacher.

Anticipated
outcomes

Through this activity, ESL/EFL teachers focus on possible avenues of
dealing with sociocultural diversity in their classrooms as they make
methodological decisions. They practice applying sociolinguistic and
cultural concepts to possible classroom scenarios. Most importantly,
trainees learn to consider and validate the cultural expectations that their
students may bring to the classroom, while learning to acknowledge their
own sociocultural dispositions. In this way, they can adopt an acute
awareness of how these dispositions may affect the learning/teaching
process and outcomes.

Where available, another activity to supplement the above would be
watching videos of English language classes from different parts of the
world, and discussing the classroom events and materials in light of the
ICC framework given. This activity would be particularly conducive for
utilizing domains 3 and 4 of the above framework, where trainees can
analyze the interaction patterns and apparent teacher-learner roles
besides the methodologies used across contexts. Such exposure to
different approaches and contexts of language teaching can then
reinforce trainees’ awareness of variation in norms of teaching and
learning.

Conclusion Due to their socialization into a particular society, and often into
particular school cultures, learners come to the language classroom with
schemas of appropriate learning-teaching processes. These schemas
include certain expectations of teachers and learners, as well as images of
appropriate and effective classroom events. Similarly, teachers come to
the classroom equipped with approaches and techniques they believe to
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be conducive to successful language learning. In order to prevent
frustrations and possible failure due to mismatches of teacher’s
methodology with learners’ expectations, teacher education programs,
especially methodology courses, need to help trainees become more
aware of variations in ways of learning and teaching. Trainees also need
to practice considering and acting upon the expectations that learners
bring to the classroom. This is best done concurrently with teacher
trainees’ analysis of various approaches to language teaching so that they
become accustomed to considering methodologies in a socioculturally
informed fashion.

Information from ICC can be a valuable tool for teacher educators in
pointing out areas of discourse that may vary across cultures, and for
triggering questions that lead to socioculturally-focused teacher
reflection, as exemplified above. Such informed reflection by the teachers
on their own preconceived ideas about various groups, as well as
discussion of how discourse systems vary across (sub)cultures, will then
form an important step towards developing a more socioculturally
sensitive pedagogy. As McKay (2002) argues, English as an international
language needs to be taught in a culturally sensitive manner by
respecting the local culture of learning. ‘An understanding of the local
culture of learning should not be based on stereotypes, or a received view
of culture, in which assertions are made about the traditional roles of
teachers and students and approaches to learning, often in reference to
western culture. Rather, it should depend on an examination of
particular classrooms’ (p. 129). By adopting intercultural variation in
language learning and teaching as a reference point in the analysis of
language teaching methodology, we can help teachers learn how to
analyze the demands of new contexts of teaching, and to diversify their
teaching methodology as needed.

Revised version received December 2003

Note
1 Methodology courses’ is used in this paper as an

umbrella term to refer to teacher education
courses, alternately called ‘methods’ or ‘teaching
skills development’ courses, in which trainees
learn about the various approaches, techniques,
and activities used in second/foreign language
teaching.
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