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The purpose of this paper is to introduce a teach-
ing approach which uses students’ diverse cultural
background as a primary resource to help them develop
language skills and to raise their cultural awareness.

HOW THE APPROACH WAS DEVELOPED

Carleton University offers an English Language
program to foreign students intending to enter an aca-
demic program where English would be the medium of
study. Many of these students have a basic knowledge
of English but require substantial short term improve-
ment in order to equip themboth to live and study in the
English language. 'There are also some students who
wish to obtaina very high level of language proficiency
because they are required to function professionally
English in their own country. A substantial proportion
of Carleton ESL students are “'no speaks™ people who
have been exposed to two or more years of language
instruction in their own country but have seldom been
encouraged to use the language.  They have some
knowledge of the language but little or no ability to
speak it. The practical problem was how to get them to
develop communication skills and fluency in a limited

time.

Observation revealed that even the most passive
students would engage in heated conversation when
the topic was one that was both relevant and important
to them and about which they telt they had something
important to contribute. They would then use whatever
command of the language they had to express their
views and to convey and receive information. In doing

s0, they drew to the fullest extent possible on their

total knowledge of the language including “dormant”
English - the language that is at the back of their
minds but that has not yet been fully internalized or

comfortable to use.

Analysis of the nature the topics that seemed
to draw them out to the greatest extent and most
encouraged them to use their command of English
seemed that even the quietest students took pleasure
from explaining what was different in their countries
and why it was different.  Equally. if the topic was
important enough to them. they would be curious about
it, and want to find out about it in the context of other
countries represented by their classmates. They were
fascinated by the similarities and stimulated by the
differences.

These observations led to the realization that the
students were in fact the most precious information
resource. They possesed a wealth of knowledge and
expertise waiting to be tapped. Thatknowledge became
a natural choice when looking for authentic materials
and led the field of cultural studies as one that could
provide some usetul criteria for selecting topics that

would be relevant and interesting to the students.

RESEARCH

Recent research has described language learning
as having three main elements. The first being that of
awareness (i.e. knowledge of the structures of the
language), the second. experience (i.e. practice of the
language) and the third. culture (i.e. the knowledge of
the culture to which the language refers) [Byram.
1989]. The relationship between these three elements



appears to be a significant factor in language learning.

More and more. language teachers have realized
that it is not enough to provide only the first two
elements in language teaching, i.e. to teach structures
and to provide opportunities for practice. Such an
approach disregards the basic function of the language
itself, that of social interaction.

“Language and culture are rwo different
aspects of social life, but are interdepend-
ent to the extent that neither can be
understood without reference to the other,
because neither has much meaning ouiside
the context of the other. Language reflects
culture and develops with it culture
interacts with language and is reflected by
i {Jan W. Walls].

So if we want to help students achieve communi-
cative competence, culture must play a role in the

language learning process.

Language teachers usually try to provide some
cultural background of the target language. For exam-
ple. an EFL/ESL teacher will iliustrate or explain
concepts using pictures or graphics which reflect the
target culture. This approach helps but it leaves the
students with the task of translating cultural differences
as well as well as linguistic ones. Sometimes the teacher
will provide a “cultural translation.” Though a valid
exercise. it does not really provide deep insight into the
culware of the target language. nor does it lend itself to

developing communication or social skills.

Two questions arose from this: How can a
teacher help the students with the ““cultural translation™
issue in language learning? And how can a teacher
teach language in a way that finds an appropriate

role for culture at the same time?

RELATIONSHIP TO TRADITIONAL ESL
APPROACHES

This approach builds on the foundation of
traditional and accepted approaches to language
teaching.

First, there was the language-centered approach
as described. for example. by Hutchison and Waters
(Hutchison & Waters. 1978). It explored the nature
of the language and developed language instructional
materials and activities around different language fea-
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tures such as grammar, register and styles. It focused
on the structural elements of language learning. Then
came the skill-centered approach which focused on
experience or practice in developing particular lan-
guage skills. such as listening, speaking, or writing and
reading but it does not necessarily focus or develop the
language itself. More recently, there has been a move
toward the student-centered approach which has, as its
foundation, a learner’s needs. motivations and learning
styles. and which has gained acceptance.

Our approach builds on these approaches while
paying considerably more attention to cultural aware-
ness. Some elements of cultural information will al-
ways find their way into the classroom implicitly,
hidden in a text or in a visual image which portrays a
particular way of life (hidden curricutum), but they may
not contribute to a better understanding of the culture of
the target language. Actually, such hidden cultural
content may in fact play a perverse role by creating or

reinforcing stereotypes.

If culture were used overtly and explicitly as a
teaching medium, this should raise cultural awareness
and promote real understanding and accelerate the
language learning process. Thus. we determined to use
informnation about peoples and cultures - “the constant
puzzle of how far we are all the same and how far we are
all different” (Leech)-as the medium for language

training.

The approach is student-centered in that it recog-
nizes students as primary sources of information. It
treats language learning as an overall learning process.
It stresses the importance of both process and product,
and it advocates the use of themes for developing

teaching matenials.

CULTURE

If culture is an important element in language

learning. what is meant by culture?

Culture has been described as information, atti-
tudes and values: Ned Seelye took it one step further
when he said that it includes everything we leam to do,
“it embraces alt aspects of man’s life” (Seelye, 1982).

If it is assumed that teaching the target language means
teaching its culture, what then is Canadian culture?

Canada has a history of cultural and racial diversity, and
“multiculturalism™ is a Canadian creation. It is a land
of immigrants who maintain and cultivate their cultural

roots. This complexity of Canadian life must seemtobe
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the most curious puzzle to students who come from a
more homogenous cultural experience (T. O’'Brien).

“The Melting Pot is American. Immigrants there dis-
solve in bubbling assimilation; they become Ameri-
cans. Canada has its MOSAIC. The country doesn’t
assimilate and never aspired to. The pieces of the
Canadian Mosaic are beautiful, as in Cape Breton towns
where people converse in Gaelic still, or the spanking
clean Hutterite villages of Alberta, or the Portugese
neighborhoods of Toronto where black-eyed babies
wear tiny gold rings in their ears. But the parts don’t
merge as a coherent whole” (June Callwood. 1981 :27)

In more than one way our ESL classes - with
their students from diverse cultural backgrounds - are
a microcosm of what Canadian culture 1s alt about.
The students learn about. and develop respect for the
diverse cultural backgrounds of their classmates. This

equips them well for fitting into the Canadian Mosaic.

Canada’s ethnic minoritics exist as separate
groups. but also as part of a large community of people
who live and work together. all of whom call them-
setves Canadians. In order to communicate they use
one of two official tanguages - English or French. They
are a collection of people who chose to come to Canada
for professional or personal development. They bring
with them their cultural baggage which they are proud
of and eager to cultivate but they are also prepared to

share it with others if the opportunity is given.

CRITICAL SUCCESS FACTORS

The cultural studies literature suggested that two
factors are critical to the successful use of cultural
themes in teaching English as a Second Language.
First. choose appropriate topics. Second. develop ap-
propriate activities,

By paying attention to these two factors, we
firstly achieved the expected benefits of consistently
high and sustained levels of student involvement and,
consequently, enriched learning. We also discovered
that students acquired a mutual understanding and
increased respect for the different ways that similar

events and common activities are handled in different

cultures. In part, this came simply from the transfer of

information and in part, fromthe collaboration required

by the activities.

Choosing Appropriate Topics

The choice of topics should be appropriate not
only from the perspective of student interest but also
from the perspective of cultural neutrality and respect.
Based largely on the work of Michael Byram (Byram,
1989) the tollowing criteria for selecting and dealing
with topics in the classroom were developed. The
topics should:

. bring out norms and values of a society

. deal with relationships (social, generational, family,
ete.)

. be explicit enough to bring out concrete information
(avoid abstraction and generalizations that may reflect
stercotypes and biases)

- deal with matters about which students would have

personal knowledge

. be broad enough so that students can have their

contribution
. be relevant/interesting to the students

According to H. Ned Seelye “culture is seen to
include everything people learnto do .....itembraces all
aspects of aman’s hfe™ (Seelye, 1982). Culture hasalso
been described as information about attitudes and
values. Many topics or themes meet these criteria. To
date thematic units have been developed around such
cultural topics as love and marriage, celebraions,
cducation, childien’s games. fairy tales and stories,

and health.

Developing Appropriate Activities

Choosing the right topic is half the battle but
presenting itappropriately is equally important. That
was where the adaptation of the jigsaw technique played
an important role. It offered unquestionable benefits:

it simulates the real world where information is
gathered in order to complete a task

Jitencourages and depends on student input

it is flexible enough to allow participation of
individual with very different levels of English

“it attaches equal importance to both process and

product

I a jigsaw, a complete picture gets broken into
pieces that are fragments of a whole. They are not
meaningful units which can exist independently.
Separately. they present little use or value. The idea of
jigwaw, then, is to put the pieces together again - to

reconstruct the original picture.



Our adaptation of the jigsaw technique is differ-
ent in one important respect. Itisreversed. There is no
original picture to break into small pieces; instead, there
is a classroom full of international students. Each
student with his or her cultural background and experi-
ence constitutes an independent whole. Each one is
different and, especially at the beginning, may be a bit
anxious about it. Our goal is not to reconstruct an
existing picture but to create a new one which would
show all the shades and colours of the differences but
which would also emphasize the sameness in us all.
This “reverse” jigsaw technique offers the possibility of
creating a new picture every time; a possibillity of
discovering, “how much we are different and how much

we are all the same’™.

MATERIALS

These material were developed out of a need to
create a language learning environment where the
emphasis is one of communicative competence and
where a better understanding of things not familiar

would promote tolerance and respect for others.

The example that follows was developed using
the theme ““love and marriage™. It wasinitially designed
for students in the intensive language program at the
beginner to intermediate level. It was designed to cover
three sessions of three hours each. Depending on both
the number ot students and their level of involvement
more time may be needed. It was found, for example.
that more advanced students wanted more time because
their greater competence allowed them to contribute

and process more information.

Step One: Preparing Questiony

First, a set of question cards (Fig 1) with ques-
tions that relate to situations familiar to all of us were

used to both introduce the theme and imtiate discussion.

Step Two: Classroom activities

Activity 1 : interviewing
The set of question cards would be given to a

group of approximately four to six students together
with the first Worksheet (Fig. 2).

The format of the Worksheet is that of a chart. It
is intended to be used as a recording device for the
student. Itis designed so that there is a limited space to
record each student’s response to the questions which

forces the students to focus on the main ideas or key
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words to be used in this no e taking exercise. Itis also
generic enough that it can be easily transferred to other
cultural themes.

After each student has had an opportunity to
discuss the questions, and has completed the first
chart, the second Worksheet (Fig. ) is given out. Again
in the form of a chart, the students are asked to gather
and exchange information from the other members
of the group.

At this point each student has information from
five students. In other words, if each student stands for
one segment of information then, after completing this
activity, each student has the knowledge of the five
segments of the whole. They still do not have the whole
picture. In order to complete the picture, or “jigsaw”
they must gather information from the rest of the class.

Activity 2 : Sharing information

This is done by giving each student within each
group a number, i.e. # I, #2, #3, etc. The students are
then asked to change groups. All the students who were
giventhe number | formone group, all the students who
were given the number 2 form another group and so on
until each student finds himselfin a new group with new
students. each representing a segment of the class.

Atthispointstudentsexchange information. They
report on what they had learned in their original groups
and again fill out the chart with this “second hand”
information. Even if there are a few representatives
of the same country, the information may differ slightly
and this is also a vahid point for conversation or
discussion. When this task has been completed, each
student has first or second hand information from
every other student in the class. The “pieces of our

jigsaw™ have beenput together: The students have

accomplished the task of giving and retrieving
information from their classmates and by doing so
they can see more. The picture they put together gives
them a broader view and has more dimensions.

Activity 3 : Reporting

The students should now have similar informa-
tion. Each student returns to his or her original group
both to check and analyze the information collected.
Here the third Worksheet (Fig 4) is given to the students
to be completed. They are asked once again to discuss,
exchange and report their findings but also to check for
similarities, i.e. to find that common link or thread that

binds us.
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After completion of this task. each group reports
to the whole class what similarities they observed. for
example marriage is an important event in every cul-
ture, each culture has special customs and rituals related
to marriage. or that there is usually an engagement
period (more or less formal). or that the family of either
side is usually involved in the preparations. Another
observation is that in big urban areas the ritual seems to
be similar across the world, but more traditional wed-
dings will be observed in small towns and villages.

The above described activity is simple in its
design, and the questions/topics are taken from “every
day life”. these are the conversation topics which
sometimes can be overheard in the “real world™ on
social occasions. That is why, after the first person’s
response the students tend to forget that they are in
the classroom. They listen. ask questions, ask for
clarification and explanation-nothing is taken for
granted so the conversation goes on and on. reinforcing
Dewey's (1897) statement that “Language is a logical
instrtument, but it is tundamentally and primarily a

soctal instrument.”

Activity 4 : Reading

The next activity in the Love and Marriage unit
focuses on developing students” reading skills. Here
again, the forms is on the students” background
knowledge of classical love stories and the framework

is once again that of a jigsaw.

The class is divided into two groups. There are
two readings -badly damaged manuscripts”™ of Romeo
and Juliet and Tristan and Isolda. Students in each
group are given copics of one of the manuscripts. They
read the stories, trving to reconstruct the missing
elements. (Fig . 5/Fig.6).

Then. working in pairs, they complete a chart
(main characters. other characters. place of action. titne
of action, first event, second event, third event. third
event, fourth event, and ending). In order to be able to
complete the chart (Fig.7) they have to use their
background knowledge of the story and they aiso have
to infer information - both tasks are well recognized
reading strategies. Once the pairs have completed the
chart. they can compare their answers with other pairs
within the same group, making any necessary changes
or additions.  When students are satistied with the
answers, each finds a person who has the other story and
exchanges information (orally) by telling their story
and by listening to the other person’s story and complet-

ing the chart. Having done this. the students return to

their original groups and check the information by
comparing their notes.

The final task in this activity is a group creation of
alove story whichtakes placein 1991. The students are
given a chart. The entries in the chart have been
designed to help them make up their own story. In the
process of discussing the place of action, characters,
events. etc. the students fill out the chart. ' Whent they
have finally agreed on their story, a spokesperson for
each group tells the story to the whole class. As their
homework assignment, the students write the story,
using the notes. This activity is fully learner centered.
The teacher plays the role of an initiator and facilitator
but cven these functions are very limited - the
responsibilty for doing and completing the tasks

remains with the students.

Activity S : listening

The fifth activity in this unitis a listening jigsaw.
The class is divided into three groups. Each student
within each group is given a number (Student # 1,
Student # 2. Student # 3. etc). Each group gets a
different tape. Each tape is a talk about marriage and
wedding traditions in one of the three countries: China.
Germany and Greece. The groups listen to their re-
spective tapes and the students complete a chart by
taking notes (Fig. 8). Inorder to fill in the blanks they
have to listen for key words, which is a very useful
listening strategy. Then, within their original groups
they compare their notes. making sure that they picked
up enough information to filt in all the blanks for their

group’ assigned country.

Finallv, all students form new groups of three
(one tfrom cach ot the country groups) and by sharing
and exchanging information complete the blanks for the

other two countries,

A written follow up in the form of an essay on
different wedding traditionas reinforces the spoken

language.

Activity 6 : crossword puzzle

The final activity in this unit is a jigsaw
crossword puzzle. There i< one crossword puzzle grid
and three sets of clue cards. The students break into
groups of three with cach student holding a different set
of clues in his hands. The students read their clues out
loud and try to guess the right word. They are allowed
to talk for as long as it takes but they are not allowed to

show their clue cards to one another. (Fig9/Fig. 10)



CONCLUSIONS

These materials were developed and tested in a
Canadian context with young adults and
also at workshops with Canadian teachers.

The activities are very demanding on the
students and. by the same token, they are a very
powerful language exercise. Their cross-cultural
character seems to be methodologically justified and
thematically appropriate because cultural diversity is
such an important characteristic of the Canadian
cultural landscape; a characteristic so prominent and
visible that it often comes as a shock to visitors and

newcomers.

Our language students were both reassured and
motivated when they were able to draw upon their own
cultural experiences in a constructive way. They were
encouraged to draw on their “dormant language™ when
they felt passionate about a topic. and had a genuine
desire to communicate. They enjoyed the process and
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CROSS CULTURAL ACTIVITY

READ ALL THE INSTRUCTIONS FIRST.

1. Place the set of the cards in the centre of the table.

[2%)

Player # 1: turn the top card. read the card to the other players and respond to the topic.
3. Players # 2, # 3 and # 4 take it in turns to talk about the same topic.
4. While listening to each player, take notes by filling in the chart.

5. Repeat the procedure with Player # 2. then Player # 3 and then Player # 4 turning the top card then reading
the card, etc.

NATIONALITY

Topic Player #1 Player #2 Player #3 Player #4

# 1

#3

#4

#5
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Players with the same number get together and, while exchanging information, fill in the chart.

NATIONALITY

TOPIC

A young man meets
a young woman at a
family gathering.

He wants to meet
her again. How does

he go about it?

A young woman meets
a young man at the
corner shop. She
wants to meet him
again. What does

she do?

A yvoung man falls
in love and wants
‘0 get married.
What does he do
in terms of family

relations”?

A voung couple get
engaged. How long
is the engagement

period?

A young couple get

married. Where do

they live?

Fig. 3




1.
8.
9.

Go back to your original groups.

Take turns to report to your group.

While listening to the other players, fill out the chart.

TOPIC

SIMILARITIES

#1

#3

#4

#5

Fig. 4
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LOVE (1)

This ancient manuscript was found damaged and torn. Some pieces are missing. Work w

ith your partner to complete
this famous love story. Lill in the chart.

- Read the story

- Work with your partners to complete the chart (column # | or # 2)

. Find someone who has read the other story and exchange information: complete the chart (column # | or # 2)
- Return to your group and check vour information

- Together create a story of your own. Use the chart as a guide. Make notes in column # 3

- Use your notes to help you write your story

Kkomeo and Juliet

The Montagues and the Capulcts, *
fiave an old grudge; their follower
Escalus warns them that if they b
with their [ives for it, Ofld Capuls
house of Montague appears ('1t t.‘u
Capulet's only daughter. Juliet l:Y
and Julict plan to marry secretl
next day by Romeo's friend, ¥
Best friend gets killed in a st
Capulet. Romeo witnessed tf
Revengeful, Romeo turns ¢
the Prince he is banished '
bride.
Julia's father wa.nts ner . £0 marry a young nobleman Paris. Dcif;;a;z
Juliet concults Friar La.u ence who works out a pLan: He wﬂsnh 2{13 o
accept Paris. Ther he it ¢s her a potion which she will dri he su)
before her wedding. TH drink will put her to sleep for‘ three M? .
and will make her Jamiq /o that she died. They will put rin
the Capulet's burial vault. And at the time when she wakes up g
and the Friar will be there ;ﬁo rescue her. Juliet drinks tﬁz.potw:.me
rior sends the message wt; comeo but Romeo does n?t'get it ogt ts §

4 he belicves the report tha ;L\‘]uuct (o dond. Dcspa?nnq. FW/At:ljt;w

aris. i ‘

h‘:hn;c::zson. Friar Laurence “ff:z‘f;‘?t tho scone. Julict va
e Romeco and Paris deadX He (eaves her for & i
‘alics Romso's dagger ana  fills ferself.

a

s often quarrel in the streers
reak the peace again they wxﬂ, 3
t gives a feast . Romeo, }‘(z_u' :Zt:;
feast and falls in (ove w}t& Juliet,
turn falls in love with him, Romn:w
, and the ceremony is perj'ornwc('
iar Laurence. Meanwhile, Ron:;ods
cet fight with Tybalt, nephew of L[zd
scene and tried to intervene butnj;taw o.f
n Tybalt and kills him. By t!w ma ate o
rom Verona. He spends one night wi

Fig. 5
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LOVE (2)

This ancient manuscript was found damaged and torn. Some pieces are missing. Work with your partner to complete

this famous love story. Fill in the chart.

. Read the story
. Work with your partners to complete the chart (column # 1 or # 2)
. Find someone who has read the other story and exchange information; complete the chart (column # | or #2)

. Return to your group and check your information
. Together create a story of your own. Use the chart as a guide. Make notes in column # 3

. Use your notes to help you write your story

TR1STAN AND 1S0LDA

Tristan's parents are dead. He is brow {d), then Ridnapped by,
the Middle Ages a person [oyal to a lor £ adopted by Xing Mark. Dur 9
and brought to Xurnewall where he ic (ilLs a man but gets wounded, }Lé
his travels and adventures Tristan F €€, who does not recognize Tritan
then meets 1solda, his victim's nie /2als Tristan’s wound inflicted upon
because he is in disguise. lsolda h toO Xurnewall Tristan tells of the
him by her uncle. After returning J Tlark decides that he wants to
exceptional beauty of 1solda. Xin ¢ 1reland to fetch her. On the return
marry her and he sends Tristan t tally drink a love potion. 1solda’s
voyage, Tristan and 1solda accide turns to passionate love, They
hate to Tristan as her uncle’s killer ers even after lsolda’s marriage to
become Lovers and continue to be [oy § 1solda. He runs away from
Xing Mark. Tristan wants to forger § White Hands, but his heart is
Kurnewall and marries 1solda of the Ltfe of adventure, he receives
still with the other 1solda. Leadinga s the sea can treat. 2 shiy |
wound which only the 1solda from acroX@ ‘urning ship will fly blac
sent for her. 1f she refuses to come the reMf white. Tristan's wife
sails; if she agrees to come the sails will be\@lt the news Tristan d
alous and she falsely reports black sails. >dies of gricf ove
en ‘lso[da arrives and sees Tristan dead, sh

Kersten/Wein 1990

Fig. 6
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LOVE

ROMEO AND JULIET

TRISTAN AND ISOLDA

#1 #2 #3
: MAIN CHARACTERS
OTHER CHARACTERS
PLLACE OF ACTION 1400 1200 1991

TIME OF ACTION

Ist EVENT

2nd EVENT

3rd EVENT

+4th EVENT

ENDING

Fig. 7
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MARRIAGE AND WEDDINGS

1. Listen to the tape and make notes in the appropriate column

[

Compare your notes with the rest of the group

3 Complete the chart by getting information from the other groups (Student #1 to Group #1. Student #2 to

Group #2...)

MEETING THE PARTNER

Period before the wedding

i S

CHINA

Preparation for the wedding

GERMANY GREECE

Family involvement

Wedding celebration

Fig. 8
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JIGAW CROSSWORD PUZZLE

In order to solve this crossword puzzle, you will have to co-operate with your partners. Ask the members of

your group for each definition or clue. For example:

“What’s the definition of the word for 2 across?” OR “What is 2 down?”

Y ou may ask your partners for any help you want but you may not look at their definitions. You may co-operate

verbally but not visually.

ENEEEEE NN
Tﬁi" |
.

Fig.9



GROUP A

clues

1. Only one beat to the bar
2. gnir

98]

After 50 years a couple celebrates their golden

4. All male outing

5. dotso pu

6.  Not a bath

7. What'sthe”™ — “today?
8. gentgemena

GROUP B

clues

I neilosgs rab

2. The sound of a bell
3 A celebration

tags yarpt

e

He didn'tsitdownhe™ ™ "up
0. Lightrainfall
7. Sweetevent

8. The waiting period before the wedding

GROUP C
clues
I. A place where “boy meets girl”

2. Often made of gold

3. edwindg
4. Male deer celebrates
5. Your date does not arrive. You have been™ up

6. werohs
7. Soft Mediterranean fruit

8. A committment

Fig. 10
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