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Introduction
To begin with the definition of language as "human vocal noise used by a group of people
systematically and conventionally to communicate with each other", we can say that the
two significant elements in using language as the best means of communication are the
system underlying that language enabling native speakers of any language produce and
understand hundreds of sentences which are grammatically correct and semantically ac
ceptable and the social conventions that govern the appropriate use of any piece of lan
guage in its unique situation. To the writers, the second element is not less, if it is not mo
re, important than the first one owing to the fact that a non-native speaker cannot commu
nicate smoothly with the native speaker of any language unless he/ she is fully acquainted
with the social conventions of that community despite the fact he/ she is quite competent in
speaking and writing that language.
There is a well-known fact that every piece of language has its own unique linguistic si
tuation in which only that piece of language can appropriately fit. This leads us to ask how
a non-native speaker of English can achieve this task without being fully competent with
the cultural insights of the English speaking community. This helps us to conclude that
learning any language apart from its culture is like having a cart without a horse. Thus,
mere fluency in speaking and writing a language is considered by the writer as a lame proc
ess, due to the fact that full understanding of any language cannot be attained without a full
understanding of the culture in which it operates and is inextricably embedded. This view
has been supported by Krasner (1999) as he states that linguistic competence alone is not
enough for learners of a language to be competent in that language.
The above-stated fact motivates the writers to clearly assert that in foreign language
teaching, the situation at the Department of English at Irbid Private University is not an
exception, it is very necessary to take into consideration the notion of teaching and learning
the language in its culture which is inevitably partially or entirely different from the lear
ner's. Language does not work in a vacuum as well as it can not be language apart from its
users and uses.
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As previously stated, language does not develop in a vacuum; it is a part of the culture of a
people and the chief means by which the members of a society communicate.
This implies that language is both a part of culture and a central method through which
the other parts are expressed. Thus, language and culture manifest themselves to be two
interrelated, intermingled and interwoven phenomena which can not be separated from
each other.
Culture is well defined by Good et al. (2000) as an "integrated pattern of human behav
ior that includes thoughts, communications, languages, practices, beliefs, values, customs,
courtesies, rituals, manners of interacting and roles, relationships and expected behaviors
of a racial, ethnic, religious or social group; and the ability to transmit the above to suc
ceeding generations."
According to the above definition, language is not only a part of how we define culture;
it also reflects culture. It is a social institution which shapes and is shaped by society at
large or the culture in which it plays an important role. According to Fairclough (1989: vi),
language is not an autonomous construct but a social practice which creates and is created
by the structures and forces of the social institutions within which we live and function.
This clearly maintains that there is a sort of transfusion at work between language and cul
ture. This phenomenon of affinity and interpenetration between language and culture is
succinctly encapsulated by Duranti (1997: 28 f.) who states:
"To be pail of a culture means to share the proportional knowledge and the rules of inference necessary
to understand whether certain propositions are true (given certain premises). To the prepositional knowl
edge, one might add the procedural knowledge to carry out tasks such as cooking, weaving, forming, fish
ing, giving formal speech, answering the phone, asking for a for our. writing a letter for a job application,
etc. "

Language does not exist apart from culture, i. e. from the socially inherited assemblage of
practices and beliefs determining the texture of our lives (Sapir 1970: 207). Obviously,
everyday language is inevitably tinged with cultural pieces and bits. All sociologists and
ethnographers are well aware of the interdependence of language and culture which are
from the start inseparably connected.
According to Kramsch (1993), language expresses, embodies and symbolizes cultural
reality as it is bound with culture in multiple and complex ways. Firstly, in order to express
facts, ideas or events, people use words that refer to common experience. These words are
communicable because they refer to a stock of knowledge about the world those people
share. The other function of the words attired by the members of the same community is
the reflection of attitudes, beliefs and points of view which they all share. Secondly, mem
bers of any community do not only express experience but also create experience through
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the use of language by which they create meanings which are common to all. Thirdly, lan
guage is a system of signs by which people indicate their social identity.
What has been stated above ascertains the fact that language and culture are two phe
nomena which are firmly and deeply affined to each other.
C ulture

and

L a n g u a g e L e a r n in g

It seems that there is a consensus among educationists, methodologists and language teach
ers that the fundamental goal of foreign language learning is the ability to understand its
meanings in terms of the foreign culture, the speech and writing of the natives of the for
eign culture in terms of their meaning, and use every piece of the foreign language in its
appropriate situation.
According to Lado (1964), the following three streams of influence affect the culture
content involved in language learning:
1. The false ideas that students might have about the foreign culture.
The mere belief that the foreign culture has false ideas is a serious obstacle in the way
of learning both the language and culture. Learning any foreign language concomitant
with these false views of culture will not contribute to full understanding between the
foreign leaner and the native speaker of that language. Thus, it is not only to leave out
such false concepts but also to learn instead the correct cultural contact. This implies
the necessity to understand the structure of communication between the two cultures so
that such ideas may be eliminated by pointing out the facts in their authentic settings.
Cultures, like individuals, are entirely different as well as subject to limitations stem
ming from the moral nature of man. Therefore, if the individual of foreign culture is to
be judged by any observer, this must be done within the boundary of his/ her culture.
2. The literature and great accomplishments of the foreign culture.
Foreign language study used to be essentially valued as a way of studying the literary
classics of the foreign culture falsely thinking that it is enough and proper to consider
them the only cultural materials of interest to the language learner. The view has been
abolished because the purpose of studying a foreign language has attained a complete
shift, i. e., from the narrow one of only coming into contact with the great masterpieces
of literature to the broader one of coming into contact with the members of other cul
tures and their literature, art, science, and language as well.
3. The study of culture as the characteristics of attitudes adopted by a certain group of people.
Cultural relativity and moral values are an integral part of the cultural content, so in order
to scientifically understand any culture, one must avoid value judgments stemming from
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the process of comparing cultures with each other. This is an incentive to say that outside
observers have no right at all to criticize the cultures of others only because they are dif
ferent owing to the fact that every community is fully satisfied with their language and
culture. For instance, in Great Britain, automobiles are driven on the left side of the road
although in most other countries they are driven on the right. It would be illogical to say
that the British drive on the wrong side of the road.
Differences in cultural meanings across languages are a real problem facing the learner of
any foreign language due to the fact that he/she acquires the target language and culture
form scratch as he/she does with his/her native one but with the meanings, experience and
habits of his/her language and culture affecting him/her at every step.
According to the "Theory of Transfer" enunciated by Lado (1957), while the nativeculture experience will facilitate those patterns that function similarly and satisfactorily
when transferred, the native-culture experience will negatively interfere with those patterns
that are not quite similar or partly similar but function differently in the target language.
Thus, owing to the fact that the more remote the two communities in language and culture
are, the more difficult for the leaner to study the cultural content of the foreign language
through his/her native culture because this will give him/her no experience in comprehend
ing the elementary meaning units of the target culture. This is based on the truism that as
we acquire our native language, we simultaneously acquire the cultural insights with which
it is freighted without any conscious realization that we are doing so. To emphasize the role
of culture in language learning, Brooks (1960) states that learning a foreign language with
out a simultaneous learning of the culture in which it is deeply embedded means learning
meaningless symbols or symbols to which the learner attaches the wrong meaning.
This point of view is supported by Loveday (1982) w'hen he asserts that pronunciation,
vocabulary, and grammar are rarely enough for effective communication with the native
speakers of any language.
Lyons (1985) seems in a full agreement with what has been stated above as he states
that full understanding of different meaning units which are encoded in the vocabulary and
grammar of a language is merely achieved from a full understanding of the culture that
language works in.
What has been mentioned above clearly elucidates the fact that the total process of lear
ning another language involves more than simply learning the forms of that language. A
learner must know the culture of those who speak that language as well as the rules that
govern the use of any piece of language in its appropriate unique situation.
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The notion of difference between the knowledge of rules of grammar and rules of use has
been comprehensively displayed by Al-Hinawi (2001) who asserts that although the former
define what the speaker says is correctly formed; yet, they do not ensure the appropriate
ness of the use of these well-formed utterances in their right situations.
This point of view has been asserted by Criper/Widdowson (1975) who point out that
the knowledge of rules of use is in fact the knowledge of those conventions of use which
govern the selection of well-formed sentences that are appropriate in particular social situa
tions.
This clearly shows that rules of use are taken to be more vital in language use than rules
of grammar. Thomas (1983) argues that errors in grammatical rules do not constitute seri
ous problems in communication as they can be easily diagnosed and corrected. What is
more problematic for a foreign leaner who communicates with the native speakers of any
language is the sociocultural misuse of that language which is sometimes considered as a
sort of delinquency on the part of the foreign speaker. This notion has been asserted by
Rintell/Mitchell (1989: 248) who state "no error of grammar can make a speaker seem so
incompetent, so inappropriate and so foreign as the kind of trouble a learner gets into when
he or she does not understand or otherwise disregards a language's rules of use".
Errors in rules of use often lead to miscommunication which is referred to by Leech
(1983) as pragmatic failure. This type of failure is divided by Thomas (1983) into two ty
pes: pragmalingnistic and sociopragmatic. The former occurs when a certain speech act is
performed by a foreign speaker in an inappropriate manner. Consider the following exam
ple:
English speaker: Is it open on Sundays?
Russian speaker: O f course.
The use of "of course" instead of "yes" implies a sense of stupidity on behalf of the native
speaker because the answer is very obvious.
The second type of failure takes place either when the non-native speaker does not know
what should or should not be done in certain circumstances or when a cultural norm is in
fringed. This sort of failure is considered harsher and more serious than the former because it
is not only easily perceived but also it relates to social rather than linguistic factors.
It has become quite obvious that what governs the rules of use of any language is the
social and cultural environment in which that language functions. The knowledge of these
rules enables native and non-native speakers of that language to choose the appropriate
piece of language which appropriately fits in a specific situation.
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To begin with, the idea of teaching culture is not something new to foreign language teach
ers. Although in many cases, teaching culture has falsely meant presenting a few lessons on
holidays, customary clothing, folk songs, and food, these lessons offer little in the way of
enriching linguistic or social insight, especially when teachers of foreign languages try to
achieve the fundamental goal of language instruction which enables the students to func
tion effectively in another language and society. Understanding the cultural context of dayto- day conversational conventions such as greetings, farewells, forms of address, thanking,
making requests, and giving or receiving complements means more than just being able to
produce well-formed sentences. To be fully competent in language culture, one should
know what is appropriate to say, to whom, and in what situations as well as to be able to
understand the beliefs and values represented by the various forms and usages of the lan
guage.
What has been stated above motivates us to ascertain that culture must be fully incorpo
rated as a vital component of language teaching. This implies that language teachers should
identify key cultural items in every aspect of the language they teach. Consequently, their
students should be successful in communicating efficiently with the native speakers of that
language. This point of view has been supported by Thomasoulas (2001 ) stating that teach
ing foreign language is not tantamount to introducing new syntactic structures, vocabulary
and expressions, but it should incorporate some cultural elements which are intertwined
with language itself. To him, effective communication with native speakers of any lan
guage is more than a matter of language proficiency owing to the fact that apart from en
hancing and enriching communicative competence, cultural competence inevitably leads to
empathy and respect toward different cultures as well as promote objectivity and cultural
perspicacity.
Despite the fact that foreign language learning is comprised of several components such
as grammatical competence, communicative competence and language proficiency, cultural
competence, i. e., the knowledge of the conventions, customs, beliefs, and systems of mea
ning of another society is undoubtedly an integral part which many teachers have seen as
their fundamental goal to incorporate into the foreign language curriculum. However, what
most teachers and students seem to lose sight of is the fact that grammatical competence
has to be complemented by cultural competence.
Foreign language teaching has been permeated by many misconceptions one of which is
the conviction that language is merely a code and once mastered, it can be translatable with
the language of the foreign student whose language and culture are entirely different. To a
certain extent, this belief seems to be reasonable since it promotes various approaches, na
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mely pragmatic, sociolinguistic, and communicative, to foreign language teaching but
without identifying and gaining insights into the very fabric of society and culture will cer
tainly cause misunderstanding and lead to cross-cultural miscommunication.
To Kramsch (1993: 1), culture is considered the cornerstone in foreign language teach
ing and learning as he states:
"Culture in language learning is not an expendable fifth skill, tacked on. so to speak, to the teaching of
speaking, listening, reading, and writing. It is always in the background, right from day one, ready to un
settle the good language learners when they expect it check, making evident the limitations of their hardwan communicative competence, challenging their ability to make sense of the world around them."

What Kramsch seems to insinuate is that learning a foreign language is not merely learning
how to communicate but also to discover how much the target language allows the learners
to manipulate grammatical forms, sounds, and meanings, and to reflect upon socially ac
cepted norms at work both in their own or the target culture. In recent times, culture has
become and increasingly important component of English language teaching communica
tive competence. The difference between the two concepts is that while the communicative
competence involves the knowledge of the norms of the social interaction of one socio
cultural community, the intercultural communicative competence involves the awareness
of the differences in international norms between different speech communities.
Though some writers such as Guest (2002) question the purpose of teaching culture in
class directly, they all believe that in teaching English, there will be a sort of an uncon
scious transmisión of the English culture. This point has been asserted by Kramsch (1993:
48) as he states "language teachers are so much teachers of culture that culture has often
become invisible to them".
The outstanding finding that has been arrived at is that since culture and language are
two interlinked and inseparable phenomena, then culture must be incorporated as a vital
component of language teaching and learning and thus presented in a systematic way simi
lar to other aspects of language. At any rate, foreign language learning is foreign culture
meaning.
This shift in language teaching emanates from two main reasons: a change in the view
of language that incorporates a wider social and cultural perspective, and the increasingly
multicultural use of English.
Eminent writers such as Boas (1911), Hymes (1972) and Halliday (1979) have changed
our view about teaching language which should include culture and sociopragmatics. The
socio-semiotic view of language presented by Halliday (1979) emphasizes the social mean
ings that language represents and shapes. He (1979: 114) states "The social structure is not
just an ornamental background to linguistic interaction ... It is an essential element in the
evolution of semantic systems and semantic processes." This implies that every language
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reflects the values, beliefs, and assumptions of the culture it comes from; thus, learning a
language certainly involves learning the culture where that language operates. The other
aspect of change in our view of language teaching is the incorporation of the link between
language and culture. As it is previously mentioned, being competent in communication
involves more than just understanding the syntax and range of expression within a lan
guage. The communicative competence according to Hymes (1972) emphasizes the under
standing of the socio-linguistic aspects of language. It is then expanded by Byram/Fleming
(1968) to include intercultural.
P r e s e n t in g C u l t u r e

in

C la ssro o m

The role of cultural leaning in the foreign language classroom has been the main concern of
many teachers and scholars. Despite the fact that it has sparked considerable controversy,
its validity as an equal complement to language learning has often been overlooked.
Up to now, the teaching of culture in classroom has been affected by three perspectives.
The first one pertains to the transmission of factual, cultural information including litera
ture, arts, customs, habits and folklore of everyday life. According to Kramsch (1993: 24),
this preoccupation with facts rather than meanings "blindfolds learners to the minute albeit
significant aspects of their own as well as the target group's identity that are not easily di
vined and appropriated." The other perspective intends to embed culture within an interpre
tive framework and establish connections between one's culture and target one. According
to Thansoulas (2001: 3), this perspective has certain limitations since "it can only furnish
learners with cultural knowledge. While leaving them to their own devices to integrate that
knowledge with the assumptions, beliefs, and mindsets already obtaining in their society."
The third aspect which is a recent one claims that cultural knowledge is not only an aspect
of communicative competence but an educational objective in its own right. According to
this new orientation, teaching culture is viewed as a means of developing an awareness of
the values and traditions of the people whose language is being studied (Trucher/Lambert,
1972: 26).
In this sense, Humphrey (1997: 242) states that to "foster cultural awareness by dint of
teaching culture means to bring to our learners' conscious the latent assumptions and prem
ises underlying their belief and value systems. The writer goes on to assert that "to show
that our own culture predisposes us to a certain worldview by creating a cognitive frame
work which is made up of a number of unquantifiables embracing assumptions about how
the world is constructed." (ibid). This cognitive framework, however, is maintained and
sanctioned through the use of language which is the most visible and available expression
of culture.

The Impact o f Culture and Socio-Pragmatics on Foreign Language Learning...

33

What has been stated above emphasizes the fact that language teaching is culture teach
ing owing to the fact that by teaching a language, one is inevitably already teaching culture
implicitly. Consequently, gaining insights into the foreign language should unconsciously
presuppose immersion in the foreign culture as the two phenomena go hand by hand.
Therefore cultural activities and objectives should be carefully organized and incorporated
into lesson plans to enrich and inform the teaching content.
There seems to be a sort of agreement among most methodologists that cultural infor
mation should be presented in a misjudgment fashion, i. e., in a way that does not place
value or judgment on distinctions between the students' native culture and the culture ex
plored in the classroom.
This emanates from the truism that peoples' actions in different situations are greatly in
fluenced by their culture which includes their customs, traditions, values, beliefs, ways of
thinking and the like. Therefore, what is done or accepted in a particular situation in a cer
tain culture may seem quite alien or offensive in a similar situation in another culture. For
example, an indication of politeness in most western countries that a gentleman driving a
car has to open the door for his wife or girl friend sitting beside him. If the gentleman does
not do that, the lady with him might think that he is impolite. On the contrary, in most Arab
countries, a lady never expects that her husband or friend to open the door for her and if
one does, it will be considered by other people as a sort of hypocrisy or flirtation.
To get over the difference between the native culture of the learner and the target cul
ture, Kramsch (1993) proposes a "third culture" of the language classroom- a neutral space
that learners can create and use to explore and reflect on their own and the target culture
and language.
Teachers, therefore, must allow students to observe and explore cultural interactions
from their own perspectives to enable them to find their own voices in the foreign language
speech community.
The following are some useful ideas suggested by Peterson/Coltrane (2003) for present
ing culture in the classroom:
I. Authentic Materials
In order to guarantee the students' engagement in authentic cultural experiences, teach
ers should use authentic sources from the native speech community such as films, news
broadcasts, television shows, web sites, photographs, magazines, newspapers, restau
rant menus, travel brochures, and other printed materials. These authentic materials can
be adapted by teachers to suit the age and language proficiency level of the students.
The following suggestions may be useful:
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a. Students can watch and listen to video clips taken from a television show in the target
language. Meanwhile the teacher asks his students to focus on such cultural conven
tions such as greeting, apology, advice, promise and like.
b. Students might be supplied with a chart, diagram or an outline to complete while they
listen to a dialogue or watch a video.
c. After having viewed these materials, the teacher can engage the students in discussion
of the cultural norms represented in these materials and then highlights the cultural val
ues these norms indicate.
d. Nonverbal behaviors should be included in the discussion topics (e. g., gestures, eye
contact, societal roles, etc). The teacher might ask the students to describe such behav
iors and point out which of them are similar to their native culture and which are not.
Then strategies for effective communication in the target language are determined.
2. Proverbs
Proverbs might be used to explore culture as they provide a way to analyse stereotypes
and misconceptions of the culture. The use of proverbs enables the students to explore
the values that are often represented in the proverbs of their native culture and how
these values differ in the cultures.
3. Role Play
Students can act out a miscommunication that is based on cultural differences. For ex
ample, after learning about ways of addressing people of the same age and older ones in
the target culture, students could role play a situation in which an inappropriate greeting
is used. Other students observe the role play and try to identify the reason for the mis
communication. Then they role play the same situation using a culturally appropriate
form of address. In role plays, teachers may help their students to use the piece of lan
guage which is the most appropriate in a specific linguistic situation.
4. Cultural Capsules
Different objects and images from the target culture can be presented to students to find
information related to them, either by conducting a research or by being given clues to
investigate. Such activations serve as a foundation for teachers to discuss larger cul
tural, historical, and linguistic factors. Such conceptualization is important to the suc
cess of using culture capsules.
5. Native speakers as Cultural Resources
Native speakers of the target language are considered authentic cultural resources that
can be invited to the class room as expert sources to talk about different values and
norms in the target culture.
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6. Ethnographic Studies
In order to be in close contact with the target language and culture, students might be
sent to communities where the language is used. There, students can carry out ethno
graphic interviews with native speakers in the community to find out how native speak
ers behave in different cultural situations. This is considered an effective way of help
ing students to be competent in both language an culture.
7. Literature
To enable the learners of any language know the culture of these who speak that lan
guage, it is recommended that teachers have to focus on literature which is considered
the product of a given culture and commonly functions as an inclusive model of that
culture. In fact, the focus on literature accomplishes two things: first, it diverts our stu
dents' attention from the frustrating and distracting problems of the language itself, and
second, it equips them with the cultural insights cherished by the members of a given
community including their aesthetic, moral, spiritual and social values.
8. Film
What film and television segments offer students is the opportunity to witness behav
iors that do not appear in texts. According to Stephens (2001), the film is often one of
the more current and comprehensive ways to encapsulate the look, feel, and rhythm of a
culture. It also connects students with language and cultural issues simultaneously such
as depicting conversational timing or turn-taking in conversation. A study conducted by
Herron et al. (1999) showed that students achieved significant gains in overall cultural
knowledge after watching videos from the target culture in the classroom.
C o n c l u s io n s

and

R e c o m m e n d a t io n s

Referring to the situations of teaching English as a foreign language at the Department of
English at Irbid Private University, what our students really lack is the degree of control
over the English language which enables them to achieve a shift towards the acquisition of
a systematic and more comprehensive cultural content of the target language. Conse
quently, they are neither competent in language nor in culture.
As teachers of English, what we really need from our students is the ability to use Eng
lish, understand its meanings in terms of the culture in which it operates as well as com
prehend the speech and writing of the natives of the foreign culture in terms of their mean
ings, ideas, and accomplishments. However, this does not imply that we need our learner to
be a native but has the ability to understand what the native means when he acts in a par
ticular way on one hand and what he will understand when he is told that someone acts in a
particular way on the other.
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To understand the cultural content of the English language, there are four dimensions
that our students have to aware of. First, there is the aesthetic sense in which language is
associated with literature, films, and music. Next, there is the sociological sense in which
language is linked to the customs and institutions. To gain the sociological sense involved
in language teaching and learning, information about family life, education, holidays, etc
has to be included. Third, there is the semantic sense in which a culture's conceptual system
is embodied in language. This sense, of course, conditions the culture's perceptions and
thought processes. Finally, there is the pragmatic sense which is considered by most meth
odologists the most vital sense as it determines what language is appropriate for what con
text. What our students really lack is this sense by which they will be able to issue a polite
request, a suggestion, an advice, a prohibition, etc. in their appropriate situations. These
directives are inevitable in everyday language.
To equip our students with the four types of sense mentioned above, the researchers
suggest the following recommendations:
1. The setting of the department should reflect the cultural content of the English speaking
community. This will be only possible if the building of the department is detached
from the university complex and only students enrolled in English courses are allowed
to enter.
The goal behind this suggestion is the guarantee that the only medium of communica
tion used in the department is English. This will foster the students' confidence in using
the target language with each other as well as with the teachers. The writers are sure
that the situation will be difficult and critical at first but within the passage of time, stu
dents will be accustomed to using English all the time as the only means of communi
cation.
To achieve an entire transference from the Arabic culture to the English one, the fol
lowing suggestions might be beneficial:
a. All notes displayed in the department should be labeled in English.
b. Different types of posters belonging to English speaking countries should be attrac
tively displayed on the walls of the department.
c. Everyday newspapers and magazines written in English must be available for students
to read.
d. Several windowed closets containing different objects that belong to English culture
should be provided.
e. Any room in the department has to be chosen to make it a library containing books,
periodicals, news papers, magazines, etc. in English which to a large extent fulfill the
needs and interests of the students.
f. A record player can be used at breaks to let students listen to English songs and music.
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2. Students have to be asked to carry out projects dealing with English culture. These pro
jects are very interesting when they are discussed in classrooms or at any place at the
university.
3. English culture can be experienced by the students of the department through different
activities.
4. Masterpieces of literature written by great English writers have to be read and studied
by the students of the department since they reflect the real culture of the English com
munity.
5. Students may be asked to participate in acting plays that they have studied, singing
songs which they have memorized, and reading poems that have been discussed by lec
turers in classroom.
6. Native speakers of English and people who have experienced the ways English people
live can be invited to speak about different cultural topics.
7. Students should be encouraged to have pen pals from English speaking communities or
use the internet to chat with native speakers of English. This will definitely improve
their English and get a good idea about the English culture.
8. Students at the department should be given the opportunity to travel to England or
America to stay there with native families for a period of time to live the real English
culture.
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