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Abstract

This paper deals firstly with some theoretical gefions
about cultural variations and its impact on the
teaching/leaning process of foreign languages. Eptam

of texts that contain some cultural aspects arevioled.

A comparison and contrast process between the targe
culture and the native culture is carried out amchas
proven quite successful in the teaching and legroh
English at undergraduate level. Most of the dismurss

and analyses were comprehended by the students. The
teachers served as the initiators and facilitatofsthe
task. The various tasks presented and analyzed here
respond to empirical matters experienced by the
researchers.

I ntroduction

The main objective of the paper is to investigaes role
that culture could play in the teaching and leagnaf
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English as a foreign language in Nigeria. It thimsaat
exploring the cultural variation and their effeais
communication. This is in consonance with Jenkins
(2002:3) who asserts “culture is the context ofgbeial
patterns that encounter learners in the communitati
event [...] which involves exchange of -cultural
information.”

Similarly, language gives indication to what kioflife
people have. Comparison of patterns of behavioa in
given culture with the native culture of the learne
important in order to an avoiding misunderstanding
among individuals and societies. Fries in Lado {128)
states: “The most effective materials are thosé @ha
based on scientific description of the languagebéo
learnt, carefully compared with parallel descriptiof
the native language of the learner.”

Attitudestowards Foreign Language

Many syllabus designers support the inclusion dtical
aspects in the teaching of English because these ar
deeply rooted in language. Adaskou, Britten, anldsFa
(1990:12), for example, summarize the arguments for
having a cultural component in language teachings t

“It can promote international understanding, deepen
understanding of one’s own culture, facilitateshea’s
visits to foreign countries and motivates learriers.
(Mckay: 2004:22).

Some educators however, believe that inclusion of
information about foreign culture, and making crdtu
comparisons, contribute to students’ feeling of
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discontent over their own culture. This is absdute
untrue as students must have already developed thei
own values and beliefs through the process of
upbringing, socialization, and the educational icufum
which are derived from the religion and ideals loé t
society. It was also argued that some patternglotior

that exist in English speaking social contexts tme
ones that many educators would prefer their young
people not to see. Again, this is pointless becdhse
students may come across the patterns of behavior
through the various means of transfer of knowledrge.

this reason, it is better presented and discussetia
classroom, so thatthe students would be advised to
discard and reject what contradicts their own v&lue
Many teachers also believe that it would be more
motivating for students to focus on their own crdtand
country. That is true, of course. Moreover, compugri
the foreign culture to the native one proved tonbme
interesting and highly effective in learning.

Teaching the Cultural Features

Teaching and learning cultural aspects is essdnotidhe
foreign language learner. It helps them to undedstae
ideas and meanings incorporated in speech actsigeca
they need to comprehend references or expresdians t
usually occur in the written or spoken languageth saas
“he is as old as the hills”, “Pretty as the pictum
proverbs like: more haste less speed, etc. both in
speaking and writing. Moreover, they have to undeic
non-verbal communication such as nods, smiles,edls w
as the paralinguistic features like the tone ofcepi
gestures and facial expressions. Furthermore, stside

KUTEJ 2015 www.kutej.edu.ng Page 187



have to pay attention to the cultural aspects thegh
with the native culture as in the case of the idiem
“When in Rome do as the Romans do” and “ If you'tcan
beat them, join them.” These clash with the Hausa
culture where the principle is * mai gaskiya yaaeetda
Allah.” This means that those who uphold the trwih
triumph irrespective of their number.

Meanings are culture specific i.e restricted todhkure

of the users. They vary from one culture to anotheer
some meanings may be found in one culture but neay b
absent in some other ones. The Hausa, for exanapie h
many meanings distinctions correlating with thdeatdnt
types of horse while English may not have as much.
the Unite States of America it is customary for a
gentleman driving a car to open the door for thay la
with him (as part of the native etiquette and bébrav
attached to driving in USA. If he doesn’t do tHig tady
may take it as an insult. In other societies, havev
opening a car for someone to get in or out is Ustlaé
work of a hired driver.

Physical Reactions

Physical factors are essential in determining nregmi
Some spontaneous responses are universal e.gdialred
face as a result of shyness hypertension as ansspo
anger. Naturally, the reasons of shyness and aliffer

from one culture to another, but the physical respas

the same. There are other semi spontaneous physical
responses like laughter, smiling, and grimaces #nat
universal but culturally controlled. For examplde t
smile in some areas is used to hide enmity. Laughte
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culturally acceptable way of hiding sadness amdmg t
Chol people in Mexico. It is natural to speak abswine

of the emotional and psychological conditions tigtou
certain parts of the body; for example the Mossis,
Upper Volta in Western Africa, speak about mosthef
emotional conditions through the heart e.g. sweetrth
means happiness, the heart destroyed means satiheess,
heart is dark means shameful, and the heart istiiefe
means jealousy. In Anuak language (one of the Nilot
languages in Sudan) liver is considered center of
emotions e.g. (shallow liver) means quick angerg (b
liver) means sadness; (fresh liver) means happginess
while (white liver) means mercy. To the Hausa peppl
dominantly found across West African sub region and
beyond, stomach is considered as the center ofi@mot
hence the expression, (white stomach and black
stomach) which can be interpreted as happiness and
sadness respectively.

On the issue of conversation among the variousi@sgt
consideration must be made as to what areas adastit
“safe topic.” Safe topics to the English languaggcher

in Nigeria may include the weather, pets, childretc,
and the local context situations: e.g. (while ia tbom;
or, queue). On the contrary, however, it is dangeHto
bring topics that border religion, ethnicity, aslwas
partisan politics. In addition to these, asking tvha
someone does for a living is generally safe buiady,
not asking how much someone earns for a living. So
cultural variation can cause problems e.g. commgnti
about the cost of furniture or the taste of a nmeay be
acceptable in one society, but not in another.
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In fact, it is difficult to generalize about what mormal

or abnormal, polite or antisocial in conversatiasghere
are so many cultural diversities, e.g. “silenceiesain
status”. It is an embarrassment in English convienss,

to keep silent unless there are special reasom$ (@s
moment of grief). However, in some cultures it@mal

for participants to often times be silent- who seand
much is spoken depends on the social status of the
participants. For example, those at the lower naraly

be expected to stay silent if their elders wistspeak.
Even the basic convention of having one personkspea
at a time may be broken. In some cultures, the
phenomenon of several people speaking at the sarae t
during a whole conversation is a perfectly normal
occurrence (Crystal: 1987:12).

Taboo

This is an expression or act that is forbiddenabee of

a religious or social reason. It is considered as a
offensive social act, e.g. a taboo against drinlaleghol

in some culture. In the Hausa/Fulani societies woare
not allowed to mention the names of their fatherlaiv,
mother —in-law or even the name of their first @hirhe
situation is even more critical with the Zulu wiého
might be put to death for mentioning the name af he
father-in-law or even that of his brother.
(Trudgil:1974:58).

Different Connotations

Words that have widely different connotations inotw
languages are considered to be more difficult sonle
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because they are connotatively harmless in thevenati
language, but offensive or taboo in the foreigrgleage

or vice versa. When they are harmless in the native
language, the students will use them in the foreign
language without realizing their effect. When thane
harmless in the foreign language, students willichvo
using them for fear of setting off the same up shene
reactions they produce in their native languagettgo
different world-view should not be ignored when
different language positions are involved.

Trandation

In view of the cultural intricacies involved in tlstudy

of language, rather than been bilingual studentsilsh
be encouraged to be bicultural as this would peepar
them to comprehend, interpret, and communicate thei
thoughts better. Bassnett and Lefevere (199074 st
that “...Since languages express cultures, translator
should be bicultural, not bilingual.”

The following illustrates the cultural differenclestween
African and English: Family size and marriage — An
African family is largely characterized by its relaly
large size, strong family affinity, parental carand
intricate marriage traditions. In contrast, thesemore
tolerance in the social structure of family groups
English culture. Thus a son or a daughter, afteratye
of eighteen is regarded an independent adult. With
regards to the attitude towards pets, it is notéwoto
find many English families keep dogs or cats ag pes
where as dogs, except for the purpose of secariéynot
kept in Islamic African homes. It is also obviousait
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Physical proximity and contact often bread intimacyl
degree of formality. In English culture, howeveacil
expression is a more revealing indicator of intespeal
attitude. In African culture, it is rather impolite say no
to any request even if the possibility of carryihgut is
remote. An African usually responds to such requbygt
saying ‘I will see, if God wills, | hope | can...etdhe
English people however, would answer directly ‘yes’
‘no’, depending on the possibility or their intenmti of
fulfilling the request. Similarly, in business teattions
it is normal and acceptable for the African man to
bargain on the price of any commodity in order th ¢
down the price. This culture, is however, very rare
English culture (adapted from Mtawi:1998:54)

Foreign Culture and Teaching Activities

Presented below are some useful foreign basedis@erc
(Western cultures) to be discussed and shared mA no
English cultured African classroom settings. The
teachers would discuss the cultural issues/infaonat
with their classes and see if it checks or presents
conflicts to the students’ set of values and belief

Activity 1

It is 7:55. The Smiths are coming to dinner at &00a
and Frank are not ready for the Smiths. They want
everything to be perfect when the Smiths arrive. Mr
Smith is Frank’s boss.

“Hurry, Frank, the Smiths are coming soon. We htave
set the table. Bring in the dishes, please. | leready
had the bowls for the salad and the cups for tlleeol
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don’t have the knives, forks, and spoons. Brings¢he
with the dishes. | have to put the table clothimtable.
Hurry, Frank, there is so much to do!”

“I"am coming”, says Frank. Frank is carrying theleks,

the knives, the forks and the spoons. He and Gaggnb

to set the table. Everything is ready. It is 8:808:01,

the Smiths knock at door. Gina and Frank answer the
door together. They are ready for their perfecheng

Points to ponder:

a) Is it customary for workers to invite their
supervisors to their homes?

b) Will the preparation for the meal be delayed until
the last moment?

c) Do both the husband and wife participate in these
activities?

d) Will the guests arrive quite promptly?

Activity 2

Steve Lynch is an American engineer. He lives \hith
family of three children and his wife Pamela who
doesn’t work outside the home. After work, Stevenes
back home. He likes to be with his family in theewng.
Usually he or Nancy (his daughter) cooks dinnertlfiar
family. Then they wash the plates. Pamela justslitee
eat. She doesn't like to work in the kitchen. Shiaks it
takes a lot of time and it is not interesting. teever
criticizes her. Do you think he is right?
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Discussion:

a) Discuss the traditional female role in your area.

b) Compare the male role as represented by Steve in
the foreign culture with the male role in your
culture.

c) Considering the gender role in your culture, do
you think that Pamela should be criticized for not
playing the expected female role?

Activity 3

A family group has been quarrelling bitterly, thaty of

the family has collapsed, and unforgivable thingseh
been said. But the celebratory dinner to which thaye
all come is to be served, and the family sits daletan

silence ready to eat. The plates are filled, arery®ne
sits waiting, the father breaks the silence to vitstm
all,” Bon appétit” and the meal begins.

Discuss and compare the following aspects:

a) The family relationships.

b) Number of serving dishes.

c) The role of the father.

d) Concept of silence.

e) The social pattern for beginning meals.

Conclusion

Since language itself is part of culture, the lagpu
teacher is of necessity, a teacher of culture. Tonghe
other hand an awareness of the culture of the aativ
speakers who teach a foreign language is a reguisir
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this reason the syllabus, as well as the langusagher,
should focus on cultural items relevant to the camity
speaking the target language. On the other hand,
unawareness of cultural aspects would result in
misunderstanding between the listener and the speak
or the reader and the writer. Thus, a good knovdeofy
the culture of the target language is necessaryther
development of the learner's communicative
competence. Against this background, therefore, we
recommend more time be devoted to the teaching
process. Teachers should present foreign cultutleeim
classes and correlate it with the native culturee T
teachers of English as a foreign language (FL) rbast
equipped with considerable knowledge of the foreign
culture.
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