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ABSTRACT 

Pedagogical conceptualization of culture influences, in significant ways, how 

language instructors identify cultural points, contextualize culture for pedagogical 

purposes, and scaffold student meaning-making. Although this issue is at the core of 

intercultural pedagogy, literature suggests it remains insufficiently investigated. As a 

meaning-based and process-oriented study, this research aimed to develop an in-depth 

understanding of participants’ collective ways of conceptualizing culture within 

English language teaching (ELT), delineate the most salient features of their 

classroom meaning-making, and reveal the contextual factors that shaped the local 

perceptions and practices.  

This case study employed a qualitative research approach and explored twelve 

participants’ perceptions and practices of integrating culture into ELT in a higher 

educational institution in China. Data were collected through one-on-one semi-

structured interviews, non-participant classroom observations, and documentation.     

The findings of the study revealed that the participants conceived culture more as 

a noun with its referential meaning ready to be transmitted to the learner in form of 

objective knowledge than as a verb (Street, 1991) with its meaning to be explored and 

interpreted in dynamic social interactions. Further, they perceived culture more as 

social constraints in form of cultural norms that demanded conformity than as public 

resources that could be drawn on strategically and creatively to serve purposes. In 

addition, they viewed culture more as value-free that could be grasped at the 

denotative level than as value-laden with its barely known face hidden under the veil 
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of cultural myth (Barthes, 1957). In terms of participants’ general approach to culture-

in-ELT, they tended to contextualize culture in self-sanctioned “purified” ways. There 

was a general resistance towards problematizing cultural meaning and engaging 

learners in “struggles over meaning” (Kubota, 1999, p. 30). The participants were 

usually at the center of classroom meaning-making and monologic meaning-making 

featured most classrooms observed. Overall, Classroom discourses did not enact a 

dialogic stance nor were they oriented towards engendering productive meaning-

making and developing agentive cultural competence. The contextual conditions that 

influenced participants’ perceptions and practices included participants’ low 

theoretical literacy level, insufficient in-service education opportunities, sanitized 

culture-related textbook contents, and the burning issues resulted from the changing 

ideological landscape in China. The study concluded that the meaning-making 

potentials of the current culture instruction could be expanded through exploring 

poststructuralist perspectives on culture and reorienting culture pedagogies towards 

individual-level culture, problematized cultural meanings, and more agentive cultural 

competence. The implications of the study for policy, practice, theory development and 

further research, as well as the recommendations arising from it, were discussed. 
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction and Background  

1.1 Introduction 

In the era of globalization and internationalization, the increasingly complicated 

nature of transnational communications and the growing level of intercultural tensions 

pose new challenges for higher education around the globe. Nurturing global citizens 

with both international vision and intercultural competence has become a compelling 

mission of higher education (Byram, 1997, 2009, 2012; Byram & Zarate, 1995; Sun, 

2016). The significant role of modern language (ML) education in fostering 

intercultural understanding and bridging cultural differences has been widely 

recognized and discussed in the literature since the late 1980s (Byram, 2009; 

Kramsch, 1993, 1998; Garrido & Alvarez, 2006; Liddicoat, 2004; Liddicoat & 

Scarino, 2013; Risager, 2011; Sercu, 2006). Over the last two decades, a consensus on 

highlighting the cultural dimension of language teaching has been established in the 

global field of higher education and the momentum requires reorienting foreign 

language curriculum towards an intercultural stance and explore effective ways to 

integrate culture into language education (Byram, 1997, 2009, 2012; Kramsch, 1993, 

1998).  

However, addressing the cultural dimension of language education has been a 

challenging and complicated endeavor. As the focus of contemporary debates in the 

social sciences, culture is a notoriously sophisticated and fluid term. Scholars from 

diverse disciplinary backgrounds have engaged in considerable theoretical discussions 

on culture that are multi-voiced, multi-angled and nothing short of tension. Language 

scholars, influenced by diverse disciplinary knowledges, have been addressing culture 
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in varied ways, exhibiting strikingly differentiated ideas about what cultural 

dimensions should be prioritized in language education and what kind of cultural 

competence are to be developed. From communicative competence (Hymes, 1972) to 

intercultural communicative competence (Byram, 1997), to intercultural competence 

(Deardorff, 2006), and to symbolic competence (Kramsch, 2006a), the changing field 

of ML education involves constant renewal in its understanding of what culture is and 

what constitutes cultural competence. Voices about what teaching culture entails are 

multifarious too. Rooted in divergent intellectual traditions, influential theoretical 

accounts have been made by language scholars on various approaches to culture in 

language education. These include the cognitive (Brooks, 1968; Nostrand, 1975; 

Sharifian & Palmer, 2007), pragmalinguistic (Canale & Swain, 1980; Lafayette, 

1975; Savignon, 1972; Seelye, 1974), ethnographic (Eisenhart, 2001; Erickson 1996; 

Heath & Street, 2008; Roberts et al., 2001; Robinson-Stuart & Nocon, 1996), 

symbolic (Etienne & Vanbaelen, 2017; Gyogi, 2020; Kearney, 2012; Kramsch, 2006a, 

2006b, 2008, 2011, 2016; Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008, 2015; Richardson, 2017; 

Vinall, 2016), critical (Guest, 2002; Guilherme, 2002), and ecological (Kramsch, 

2008; Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008; Van Lier, 2004) approach to culture teaching.  

Despite the stated complexity, in the real-life context of ML education, culture 

has often been taken by practicing instructors as a self-evident term, “subject to 

insufficient scrutiny in curriculum design, classroom teaching, and assessment” 

(Demuro & Gurney, 2018, p. 288). It remains “vague and poorly operationalized in 

both theory and practice” (Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013, p. 20), which results in it being 
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handled in limited ways in language classrooms. Instructors are at the center of any 

pedagogical endeavor. Before well-informed pedagogical efforts could be made to 

realize the full educational potential of culture teaching, a fundamental question needs 

to be asked about how language instructors conceptualize the very nature of culture in 

the first place. This line of onto-epistemological level understanding is critical 

because it influences the whole pedagogical meaning-making process and the 

“texture” of the pedagogical space they create for intercultural learning. However, in 

the extant literature on teacher perception (Abdulrahman et al., 2016; Cheng, 2007; 

Guo, 2014; Han, 2014; Oranje & Smith, 2018; Qian, 2011), this issue appears to be 

largely underexplored and needs urgent attention from both language scholars and 

practicing language instructors. 

1.2 Context of the Research 

In China’s higher education, the past decade witnessed an ongoing movement 

towards an intercultural turn in English language teaching (ELT). Several national 

policies ushered in this intercultural shifting. In 2010, China’s Ministry of Education 

issued The National Medium- and Long-Term Plan for Education Reform and 

Development (2010-2020). The document clearly pointed out that cultivating large 

numbers of internationalized talents, with a global vision, a good knowledge of 

intercultural communication rules, and the ability to participate in the international 

affairs and competitions, was the key to promoting China’s international status and 

influence as well as the competitiveness of China’s higher education.  
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Against this backdrop, The 2017 Guidelines on College English Education began 

to accord special attention to the humanistic function of ELT and pinpointed that the 

way of achieving its humanistic goals was primarily through promoting an 

intercultural approach to English as a foreign language (EFL) education. For the first 

time, in the 2017 guidelines, three general culture teaching goals for ELT were 

articulated. They are (1) to facilitate students’ understanding of different worldviews, 

values, and ways of thinking, (2) to cultivate intercultural awareness, and (3) to 

enhance intercultural communicative competence (ICC). The guidelines also 

stipulated that all higher educational institutions should provide graded intercultural 

language courses to meet the needs of students with different language proficiency 

levels. In the following year, developing ICC was written into The 2018 State 

Standards for Undergraduate Education in Regular Institutions of Higher Learning 

as one of the major goals of EFL education in China.  

This study is situated in the institutional context of the School of Foreign 

Language Education of a Chinese university. According to the 2021-2022 Chinese 

University Evaluation Report: Guidelines on College Enrollment Application, the 

targeted university ranks as one of the top twenty among the approximately 3000 

institutions of higher education in China. It is located in a medium-sized inland city 

with a population of about 7.5 million and the capital of a northeastern province. This 

university is affiliated directly to China’s Ministry of Education. In 2015, the targeted 

university was enlisted, together with other 41 universities, in the Double First-Class 

Initiative – China’s latest higher-education-construction project aiming to build 
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world-class universities with world-class disciplines. Up to 2021, the targeted 

University has six campuses, 139 undergraduate degree-granting institutions, 60 

master’s degree-granting institutions, and 48 doctoral degree-granting institutions.  

The School of Foreign Language Education is the largest faculty of the targeted 

university that consists of ten undergraduate English teaching units spreading across 

six campuses. The faculty has about 300 faculty members and it offers general 

English courses to all full-time undergraduate non-English-majors (approximately 

70,000) in the University. The current educational climate of the EFL program is 

ruled by the triad of university-mandated curricular standards – textbook-centredness 

– standardized testing. In recent years, in response to the national policy requirements 

to strengthen intercultural language education, the case school began to reform its 

English program by promoting an intercultural approach to ELT.  

1.3 Research Problem 

Despite that culture has been widely recognized as an indispensable dimension of 

ELT and developing ICC has been established as a legitimate cultural teaching goal in 

the national policy documents in China, the question remains how well Chinese 

English instructors in higher education are prepared to address cultural issues from an 

intercultural stance in real-life classroom settings. According to the few empirical 

studies conducted on Chinese English instructors’ perceptions and practices related to 

culture teaching in higher education institutions over the last fifteen years, instructors’ 

pedagogical  self-efficacy level was self-reported to be low (Cheng, 2007; Qian, 

2011) and there existed a pronounced gap between instructors’ self-reported positive 
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attitudes towards culture teaching within ELT and their capacity to actually practice it 

in their classrooms (Guo, 2014; Han, 2014; Yan, 2014). One reason identified was 

that practicing instructors were found to have vague ideas about what constituted ICC 

and they tended to conceptualize culture in a circumscribed way (Cheng, 2007; Li, 

2016; Qian, 2011; Yan, 2014). The result was that culture teaching could only provide 

learners with “tourist-like” (Kramsch, 2006a, p. 251) ideas of culture and could not 

foster high-level intercultural competence among language learners.  

Incorporating culture into ELT requires that language instructors address cultural 

issues in a deliberative pedagogical manner and be conscious of how varied 

pedagogical approaches to culture may structure, in much different ways, learners’ 

engagement with culture. Addressing the target language culture does not necessarily 

lead to effective development of intercultural competence. Language instructors’ 

pedagogical conceptualization of culture, conscious or unconscious, are at the core of 

any pedagogical endeavor, influencing, one way or another, how language learners 

construct (inter)cultural knowledge, develop (inter)cultural attitudes, adjust 

(inter)cultural behaviors, and perform (inter)cultural roles. However, to date, few 

empirical studies have been conducted to explore practicing instructors’ philosophical 

understanding of culture-in-ELT on the onto-epistemological level. In fact, there is a 

lack of in-depth and substantive discussions about the nature of culture even in the 

Chinese academia of ELT. There is therefore an urgent call to develop a clearer 

understanding of this line of knowledge that arguably, is the most basic question 

about and the central link of language and culture pedagogy. This line of 
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understanding on the instructors’ side influences how other related pedagogical issues 

could be addressed, such as what cultural dimensions should be incorporated into 

ELT, how to contextualize culture for pedagogical purposes, and how to scaffold 

student meaning-making.  

1.4 Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was threefold. First. the study sought to develop an in-

depth understanding of how the Chinese English instructors participated in the 

research conceptualized culture-in-ELT in the local-specific contexts of the targeted 

university. Secondly, the study sought to delineate the most salient features of the 

participants’ culture teaching practices to further understand their perceptions on 

culture. The third and final purpose of the study was to explore how the participants’ 

local perceptions and practices about culture teaching were shaped and problematized 

by the contextual conditions. 

1.5 Research Questions 

The study addressed the following research questions:  

(1) How did the participants perceive culture-in-ELT? 

(2) How did the participants perceive their current culture teaching practices within 

ELT? 

(3) How did participants approach to culture-in-ELT in the classroom settings? 

(4) In what ways were the participants’ perceptions and practices of culture teaching 

influenced by the contextual conditions?    

1.6 Researcher Experiences 
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This section is dedicated to the personal reasons that have motivated me to pursue 

this line of research. I received both my bachelor’s (in British and American 

Literature) and master’s degrees (in Linguistics and Applied Linguistics) from the 

targeted university, the research site of the study. I started working there as an English 

instructor upon completion of my bachelor’s degree and I have been teaching general 

English to non-English majors ever since 2002. More than 20 years of studying and 

teaching experiences at the same campus of the same university provided me with 

rich insider knowledge of my research site. The city where the targeted university is 

located is not an international metropolis. Learning about a different language in such 

language environment, like in many other inland cities in China, means that one has 

limited access to native English speakers and real-life intercultural encounters. 

Textbooks and the Internet are the primary sites where English learners encounter the 

target language culture. 

Despite the many years I have learned and taught English, my first exposure to 

real-life culture of English-speaking countries did not occur until nine years after I 

started my teaching profession. In 2011 and 2012, sponsored by China Scholarship 

Council, I visited the University of Regina (U of R), Canada, as a visiting scholar. 

Later on, between 2017 and 2021, U of R’s Ph.D. program brought me abroad again. 

Four years of overseas experiences in Canada turned out to be a transformative 

journey for me. For the first time, I was able to be truly involved in intercultural 

communications and observe and develop intuitive understandings about another 

culture. These experiences transformed my understanding of what intercultural 
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communication means and enabled me to reflect on my own approach to culture when 

teaching English back in China, which is mainly related to the teaching of generalized 

culture and politeness principles.  

I never considered teaching generalized culture a problem and therefore never 

prepared myself for the strong feelings I was going to experience when hearing 

people from other cultures make generalized assertions about China, Chinese, or 

Chinese culture. I noticed, during the intercultural encounters, that it was not 

uncommon for one to impose stereotypical outsider perspectives on another cultural 

group. People always harbor a secrete curiosity trying to draw an “insightful” 

summary of what a country’s nationals are like by “figuring out” the individual right 

in front of them. There are times when a conversation may contain an inquiry like “I 

wonder if Chinese eat everything. Do you eat dogs, cats, and insects?” Questions such 

as these are both ludicrous and thought-provoking, reflecting an outsider’s biased 

perspectives. Where did these understandings come from? Media? Public discourses? 

It seems generalized cultural sketch is usually the starting point of a journey one sets 

on towards intercultural understanding but it should by no means be the end point. 

Much needs to be done to help learners to transcend it. A generalized sum-up of any 

culture can be incomplete, unfair, destructive, and condescending. A transpired 

generalized inclination tends to jeopardize, rather than facilitate, intercultural 

communication. 

Another realization of mine was how complex intercultural communication could 

be and how inadequate British linguist Geoffrey Leech’s (1983) politeness maxims 
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were to ensure effective communication. Back in 2005 when I was doing my master’s 

thesis on American compliment behavior, Leech’s politeness theory was the dominant 

pragmatic theory that informed my thesis as well as my culture teaching by then. I 

would tell students that in pursuit of successful intercultural communication, they 

needed to follow the six politeness maxims of conversation proposed by Leech (1983) 

– the tact maxim, generosity maxim, approbation maxim, modesty maxim, agreement 

maxim, and sympathy maxim. However, real-life intercultural communication as I 

observed might not always be oriented towards cooperation, as it could be charged 

with contentions and conflicts. I found what Sewell (1999) concluded is very true: 

intercultural communication is “shot through with willful actions, power relations, 

struggle, contradiction and change” (p. 44). This realization made me reconsider what 

“effective communication” means. The politeness principle may suffice for conveying 

surface-level routine messages. However, arriving at in-depth intercultural 

understanding often involves constant negotiations, which require learners to be 

equipped with more agentive competence to be able to negotiate meaning, cultural 

identity, and social positioning. In this aspect, I find myself in agreement with French 

linguist Claire Kramsch’s (2006a; 2011) idea that issues related to identity and agency 

become the new emphases that deserve more attention from today’s ML education. 

the interlocutor we are conversing with is someone with unique identity, personal 

interest, intention, expectation, power, emotions, and an already formed 

(mis)understanding of our culture. All factors in the past dimension can project onto 

the ongoing communication. Communication does not occur here and now when a 
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conversation is picked up. It always involves a historical dimension. Meaning can be 

ambiguous, fluid, and open to interpretation when people with different cultural 

backgrounds and cultural imagination encounter each other.  

Cultural competence as I have rediscovered is a complex construct and I am 

interested to see how today’s English instructors in Chinese higher educational 

institutions thought about it, what efforts they were making to prepare their students 

for intercultural encounters, how they address the tensions and fault lines of 

intercultural communication, to what extent they are addressing postmodern concerns 

while teaching culture in ELT, and how their ways of perceiving and practicing are 

influenced by the contextual factors. These constituted the personal reasons that 

motivated me to pick up this line of research, which I believe would shed important 

light on language and culture teaching in China. 

1.7 Significance of the Study 

This study holds significance in several ways. First of all, most of the empirical 

studies on language and culture pedagogy have been conducted primarily in 

multicultural immigrant societies, such as German, Australia, UK, and US. This study 

will add to the extant literature some fresh accounts of language and culture education 

in the sociopolitical and educational contexts of China. It would likely inform the 

culture teaching practices in other EFL contexts similar to China, where English is 

neither an official language nor a second language.                

In addition, although, in the last decade, a few studies have been carried out 

investigating Chinese English instructors’ perceptions on culture-in-ELT and 
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practices of culture teaching at the tertiary level (Guo, 2014; Han, 2014; Li, 2016; 

Qian, 2011; Zhang, 2014), they were found to be, without exception, based on 

competence models, mostly Byram’s (1997) intercultural communicative competence 

(ICC) model. What these studies sought to reveal was how instructors understood ICC 

and how much emphasis they placed on different aspects of ICC (i.e., knowledge, 

skills, attitudes, and critical cultural awareness). This study however argued that it 

was crucial to trace to the very foundation of any competence model – the 

philosophical understanding of culture, and base its exploration on a sophisticated 

discussion of the nature of culture. What the current study accentuated was to 

understand how participants conceptualized culture at the onto-epistemological level. 

With the aim to unfold the complexity involved in culture and culture instruction, a 

multidisciplinary conceptual framework has been developed for this study. The 

framework is of theoretical value, as many issues related to language and culture 

education would benefit from a conceptual clarification on culture. The issues might 

relate to pedagogical decisions about how to design teaching materials and classroom 

activities, training efforts to develop instructors’ professionalism towards culture 

instruction, textbook cultural content selection and compilation, curriculum design, or 

foreign language education policy-making. 

Another gap this study sought to address was the lack of meaning-based research 

in the literature that explored the links between instructors’ pedagogical 

conceptualizations of culture, their ways of contextualizing culture, and the meaning-

making potentials relating to culture teaching. In the current study, efforts have been 
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made to reveal the connections among the three by focusing on what meanings were 

made possible in the classroom settings, how participants understood “rich meaning-

making”, and how they constructed meaning-making space for (inter)cultural learning 

and scaffolded student meaning-making process. 

Furthermore, a careful examination of participants’ perceptions and practices 

would help unfold the local challenges and dilemmas relating to culture teaching. The 

insights gained would redirect practicing instructors’, teacher educators’, textbook 

developers’, and institutional administrators’ attention to the fundamental issues 

relating to current culture teaching and enable them to make concerted, clear-targeted 

efforts to address those issues. Hopefully, the study would also effectively respond to 

the dire need of the instructors who were contemplating incorporating cultural 

elements into their language teaching but were unable to go beyond providing tourist 

gaze of culture and reveal to them alternative ways of negotiating cultural issues with 

English learners and the possible directions that they might reorient their teaching 

practices towards.  

1.8 Limitations and Delimitations 

This study was delimited to the EFL program of the targeted university in China. 

Accordingly, one limitation of this case study research was that the findings of this 

study mainly represented the perspectives of the participants in the institutional 

context of the targeted University. The extent to which the findings of the study could 

be generalized to other contexts should be assessed by the readers themselves based 

on their judgement of how similar their context was to the study’s context. In 
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addition, the study focused primarily on the instructors’ perspectives. To portray a 

fuller picture of the internal dynamics of intercultural language education, its 

challenges, and possible future directions, perspectives from other stakeholders, such 

as policy makers, textbook developers, and students, could also offer valuable 

insights. However, due to budget and time constraints, the voices of the other 

stakeholders were not included in the study. Finally, the researcher’s background, 

including her gender, educational background, professional expertise, familiarity with 

and pre-existed perspectives on the issues under study, and intercultural experiences 

might have influenced the focus and findings of the study.  

1.9 Structure of the Dissertation 

The remaining chapters of the dissertation are organized as follows. The review of 

literature for the study, including the conceptual framework, is presented in Chapter 2. 

The conceptual framework was derived from a critical synthesis of the literature on the 

theoretical perspectives on the nature of culture and the pedagogical approaches to 

culture-in-ELT. To contextualize the study, the chapter also provides an overview of 

culture teaching in ELT in China. Chapter 3 discusses the research methodology. It 

describes the rationale for the research methodology adopted for the study, its 

philosophical orientation, sampling procedure, data collection methods, data analysis 

and interpretation procedures, as well as the trustworthy issues. Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7 

present the findings of the study. The presentation is guided by the research purposes 

and questions. The findings for each research question are presented as a stand-alone 

chapter in a focused and comprehensive way. Chapter 4 and 5 focus on presenting 
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interview findings relating to how the participants perceived culture-in-ELT and how 

they perceived their current culture teaching practices respectively. Chapter 6 focuses 

on presenting observation findings relating to how the participants approached to 

culture-in-ELT in real-life classroom settings. Chapter 7 focuses on presenting findings 

relating to the contextual conditions that influenced the participants’ local perceptions 

and practices. Chapter 8 discusses the research findings in relation to the literature 

reviewed and conceptual framework developed for the study.  Chapter 9 discusses the 

implications of the study for ELT policy, practice, theory development and further 

research as well as the recommendations arising from the study. 
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CHAPTER 2: Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter reviews three strands of literature: theoretical perspectives on the 

nature of culture, pedagogical approaches to culture in language education as 

discussed and explored by non-Chinese academics, and an overview of culture 

teaching in ELT in China.   

2.2 Conceptualizing Culture-in-ELT 

Culture is a complex construct that cannot be taken at face value. Its complexity 

as well as its relationship with language needs to be critically understood by the 

practicing instructors before they could address the nexus of language and culture in 

any in-depth way. Based on a critical overview and evaluation of the multi-voiced 

theoretical perspectives on the nature of culture, the section provides an operational 

framework for conceptualizing culture within language education. Six onto-

epistemological stances towards culture are expounded in the forms of three 

dichotomous pairs for discussion and evaluation. Whether to teach culture as 

knowledge (a noun) or meaning-making (a verb), as social constraints (structure) or 

resources (agency), and as value-free or politics (value-laden) constitutes three-level 

pedagogical stances that require deliberative considerations from language instructors. 

For each stance to culture, discussions will be given highlighting the theoretical 

underpinnings, the cultural dimension(s) it is oriented towards, the core concepts and 

key thoughts embedded within it, as well as the general principles they suggest for 

language and culture pedagogy.  
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2.2.1 Culture as Knowledge vs. Culture as Meaning-Making 

The theoretical stance of culture as knowledge values culture in its nominal sense 

as a self-sustaining system and pursues coherent and well-structured interpretations of 

culture. The culture as meaning-making stance however, views culture as a verb 

(Street, 1991), emphasizes the fragmented, varied, and contingent nature of culture 

over its wholeness, coherence, and definiteness, and pursues to make sense of the 

fluid cultural meanings in the dynamics of social interactions.   

2.2.1.1 Culture as Knowledge. 

Perceiving culture as certain kinds of decontextualized knowledge has been a 

long-sustained way to deal with culture dimension in modern language (ML) 

education (Crawford-Lange & Lange, 1984; Holliday, 2000; Nostrand, 1975; Wendt, 

2003). The conceptualization of culture as knowledge appertains to a 

positivistic/structuralist viewpoint (Baker, 2015) and a cognitive tradition 

(Goodenough, 1964; Riley, 2007; Sharifian, 2011). Language educators upholding 

this theoretical stance tend to explore culture as a “thing”, as Baker (2015) put it, with 

an inner and fixed “essence” and seek to verbalize the inherent characteristics innate 

to it in the form of objective knowledge or information. Pedagogies based on culture-

as-knowledge conception focus primarily on the cognitive dimension of culture.  

2.2.1.1.1 Cognitive Dimension of Culture. 

“Cognitive dimension” here can be interpreted in two ways. Above all, it can be 

used to refer to the content-orientation of culture pedagogy. Informed by area studies, 

such pedagogy focuses on providing learners with the survey knowledge of a nation. 
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The content-oriented pedagogy follows what Risager (2007) called the “land and 

people” tradition (p. 27). It prioritizes the transmission of factual information on the 

target language society, such as its history, geography, literature, and social structures. 

Such pedagogy is also known as the “culture-as-content approach” (Meadows, 2016, 

p. 149), “information-acquisition approach” (Wright, 2000, p. 330), and “facts-

oriented approach” (Byram & Feng, 2004, p. 160). It has a strong national orientation 

towards presenting to learners the “national attributes” (Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013) 

that typify a nation and its people. 

Another interpretation of the cognitive dimension of culture comes from 

Goodenough. Heavily influenced by the structural linguistic tradition, Goodenough 

(1964) removed the materiality from culture and perceived culture as an abstract 

construct existing in one’s mind – a mental schemata for perceiving the outside world. 

To him, culture is not a material phenomenon or an aggregation of things, rules, 

customs, behaviors, or emotions. “It is rather an organization of these things” 

(Goodenough, 1964, p. 36). While the culture-as-survey-knowledge branch focuses 

on specific factual knowledge about a nation, scholars (Sharifian, 2011; Sharifian & 

Palmer, 2007), sharing Goodenough’s viewpoints, focus intently on understanding the 

mental process of a cultural being and the knowledge structure in one’s mind, the so-

called “national psyche” (Quist, 2013, p. 24). “Culture ... consists of standards for 

deciding what is... for deciding what can be...for deciding what one feels about it... or 

deciding what to do about it, and ... for deciding how to go about doing it 

(Goodenough, 1961, p. 522, as cited in Gudykunst, Ting-Toomey & Nishida, 1996, 
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p.4). Following Goodenough’s cognitive perspective, learning culture centers around 

deciphering and delineating the shared mental schemata of the native speakers of the 

target language and developing metacultural knowledge among language learners 

about the native speakers’ cultural ways of being, doing and perceiving the world 

(Quinn & Holland, 1987; Sharifian, 2007).  

2.2.1.1.2 Reified Culture: Culture in Its Nominal Sense. 

At the core of the culture-as-knowledge conception is the idealistic pursuit of an 

essentialized understanding of culture in its nominalized and reified senses. 

Underlying the commonplace pedagogical practices of nominalizing and reifying 

culture as structured knowledge are such beliefs that culture has coherent 

characteristics open to explicit systematic delineation and culture can be objectified 

and fixated as a noun (Street, 1991), a self-contained “entity” (Liddicoat & Scarino, 

2013, p.48; Dhamoon, 2005, p. 104), a “finished product” (Liddicoat & Scarino, 

2013, p. 18), or a well-structured cognitive system (Goodenough, 1964), which can be 

studied and understood in its own right. Treating culture as a self-supporting system 

with stable inherent meanings knowable to human intellect reduces culture learning to 

accumulating knowledge about culture. Although instructors differ in terms of what 

kind of cultural knowledge should be prioritized within the educational context, be it 

survey knowledge about the target language society (Brooks, 1968; Nostrand,1975; 

Taylor & Sorenson,1961) or metacultural knowledge (Goodenough, 1964; Sharifian, 

2007), the basic tenet held is to facilitate cultural learning by clearly describing to the 

learners the inherent characteristics innate to a culture, or in other words, what culture 
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is in its nominal sense.  

2.2.1.1.3 Homogenized Culture: Culture as Shared Characteristics. 

Greatly influenced by the essentialist tradition of structural anthropology (Lévi-

Strauss, 1963, 1967) to capture the universally valid deep structure of culture or what 

Holliday (2019) called “a grammar of culture” (p. 1), the culture-as-knowledge 

approach tends to focus on the wholes of culture and emphasizes its collectively 

shared nature. A typical manifestation of this tendency in language and culture 

pedagogy is the teaching of culture within a national paradigm, treating culture as 

“being bounded by geographic borders” (Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013, p. 18) or as 

representing the “national psyche” (Quist, 2013, p. 24). Within the nationalist 

approach, culture is usually conceived as homogeneous essential characteristics 

inherent in a national cultural group, subject to totalized and generalized descriptions, 

and analyzed in terms of “national divisions and national identity” (Byram, 1997, p. 

19). Risager (2007) called it “unconscious banal nationalism” (p. 124) where national 

identity is taken as a natural given and as “fixed characteristics shared by all within 

the borders of a nation-state” (Quist, 2013, p. 27). Out of the national framework is a 

“sustained binational paradigm” (Risager, 2007, p. 101) embedded within the oft-used 

contrastive approach to culture teaching in terms of, for instance, American culture 

versus Chinese culture.  

2.2.1.2 Culture as Meaning-Making. 

Since the emergence of the cultural turn movement in humanities and social 

sciences in the early 1970s, the essentialist view of culture as static, homogenous, and 



21 

well-structured systems of knowledge about a cultural group have been severely 

challenged by some cultural theorists (Geertz, 1973; Hall, 1997; Thompson, 1990). In 

the field of ML education, starting from the 1980s, language scholars (Atkinson, 

1999; Fornäs, 2017; Kramsch, 1998; 2006a, 2008; 2021; Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013; 

Murphy, 1988; Street, 1991; Spillman, 2002) began to address culture in its verbal 

sense and reconceptualize culture as a social process of meaning-making. Rather than 

pursuing to understand the inherent static meaning of culture, they argue for the 

importance to develop among language learners an understanding about how cultural 

meaning is socially constructed and constantly in the formation. The notion of 

meaning-making can be understood as a dual process of actively making sense of 

meaning (interpreting meaning) and making meaning (negotiating and creating 

meaning). Perceiving culture as meaning-making reorients language and culture 

pedagogy towards another direction – engaging learners in subjective exploring of 

emergent meanings in lived cultural practices rather than passively absorbing cultural 

facts about a nation-state. Within this conceptualization, individual-level (rather than 

national-level) culture is accentuated, along with which are the subjective and 

performative dimensions of culture and issues of identity building.  

2.2.1.2.1 Subjective Dimension of Culture. 

Instead of leaving learners external to culture and cultural meaning, culture-as-

meaning-making conception allows a creative interpretive space for cultural meaning 

and human subjectivity to interplay. Learning culture is not just about finding and 

then accepting, without questioning, culture’s definitions (Street, 1991), as is implied 
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by the culture-as-a-noun approach. More importantly, it is about exploring “how and 

what definitions are made, under what circumstances and for what reasons” (Street, 

1991, p. 25) and about interrogating, from a personal perspective, the meaning behind 

the meaning of these definitions. Within the culture-as-a-verb frame (Street, 1991), a 

detached top-down gaze at culture to unearth the already existed meaning is replaced 

by a meaning-subjectivity interactive perspective.  

Heeding the subjective dimension of culture in language and culture pedagogy is 

to treat cultural learning as a reflexive “interpretive enterprise” (Geertz, 1973; Fornäs, 

2017) in seeking individualized meaning, or in other words, the interpretations of 

culture constructed bottom-up. The primary question that matters is not what cultural 

meaning is in the essentialist sense but what cultural meaning is constructed by whom 

with what kind of historical and cultural roots and in what contexts. The national 

panoramic view of culture is inadequate in this regard. It is never its intention to 

capture the nuanced and multi-voiced individual-level meaning-making in real-life 

cultural arenas. Nor is it its focus to attend to the contested and even contradictory 

interpretations of culture that result from the mediation of one’s unique subjectivity 

and historicity– one’s “memories, emotions, perceptions, and fantasies” (Kramsch, 

2008, p. 405) – in meaning-making activities.  

2.2.1.2.2 Performative Dimension of Culture. 

The culture-as-meaning-making conception has been fueled by the arguments of 

“culture as practices” (Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013, p. 20), culture as a verb (Street, 

1991), and “culture in action” (Swidler, 1986, p. 273). Scholars taking this theoretical 
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stance attend to the emergent nature of cultural meaning and the performative 

(intersubjective) dimension of culture. From a poststructuralist viewpoint, meaning of 

culture is never stable, nor is it inherent in cultural phenomena. The essence of culture 

is too fluid and complicated to be fully captured once and for all. Instead, cultural 

meaning and practices are intertwined. Meaning is “emergent” (Kramsch, 2008, p. 

404) from individual purposeful cultural practices. Meaning is also processive, 

constantly being created and recreated through human interactions. Individuals can 

creatively and actively construct meaning out of personal intentions to address a 

particular situation of intercultural encountering. In this sense, the cultural meaning is 

unpredictable, fluid, and always in the making, which must be captured in its 

dynamics and within human relations. Attending to the performative (intersubjective) 

dimension of culture is to create opportunities for learners to explore how cultural 

meanings are produced from, circulated through, interpreted in, and shaped by human 

interactions (Newton et al., 2010).  

2.2.2 Culture as Social Constraints vs. Culture as Public Resources 

Apart from the above-discussed debates around whether culture should be treated 

as a noun or a verb, another important line of discussion concerning culture surrounds 

the relationship between culture and individual. Culture as social constraints and 

culture as public resources represent two distinctive stances towards the relationship 

between the two. This line of discussion is embedded within the long-debated issue 

about structure and agency. To what extent does culture function as social 

constraints? To what extent does culture function as public resources? Scholars hold 



24 

different positions. At the one end, scholars may emphasize culture more as a social 

mold that frames human actions and renders human passive social beings acting 

according to their cultural scripts. At the other end, scholars, especially those from the 

poststructuralist camp (Kramsch, 2008, 2011, 2016, 2021; Swidler, 1986), may view 

culture more as a system of public meanings that can be instrumentally wielded as 

resources by human agents to achieve various ends. Placing varying degrees of 

emphasis on either of the two facets of culture could lead to strikingly different 

language and culture pedagogies.  

2.2.2.1 Culture as Social Constraints. 

The conception of culture as social constraints perceives structure and agency in 

opposition to one another and emphasizes the constraining force of culture. Culture’s 

constraining force exhibits itself mainly in two ways: the constitutive nature of culture 

and the regulating power of culture.  

2.2.2.1.1 Constitutive Nature of Culture. 

“Culture is not something that works or fails to work. It is not something imposed 

on or done to a person; it is constitutive of the person. It is the precondition and the 

condition of humanness” (Schudson, 1989, p. 153). The argument that culture is 

constitutive of human captured by the above quote has its roots in the symbolic 

approach to culture. As the most influential anthropologist who endorses the symbolic 

conception of culture, Geertz (1973) used the famous “webs of significance” 

metaphor to illustrate the symbolic nature of culture and social life:  

Believing, with Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs of 
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significance he himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs, and the analysis 

of it to be therefore not an experimental science in search of law but an 

interpretive one in search of meaning (Geertz, 1973, p. 5).  

To Geertz, culture is,  

An historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of 

inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men 

communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes 

toward life. (p. 89)  

From Geertz’s (1973) perspective, social beings do not live in a concrete and material 

reality that has meaning in itself. Instead, humans are caught up in the symbolic 

realities that they themselves construct using various symbolic systems of 

representation. In brief, the reality one lives in is a symbolic one and the individual 

does not have an essential self. It is also a symbolic self, whose meanings or 

significance are defined by the cultural ways of representation. 

Unlike previously mentioned cognitive approach to culture that treats language 

and culture as “two separate domains” (Piątkowska, 2015) in relativistic terms, Geertz 

(1973) reconceptualized the relationship of language and culture as an inseparable 

nexus, interpreting culture as shared meanings represented by symbolic forms. It is 

through the use of language that the “web of significance” is created (p. 5). According 

to Thompson (1990), culture is “the pattern of meanings embodied in symbolic forms, 

including actions, utterances, and meaningful objects of various kinds, by virtue of 

which individuals communicate with one another and share their experiences, 
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concepts and beliefs” (p.132). Thus, while acknowledging language as a major 

symbolic system of representation, Thompson also considers actions and various 

artefacts as important meaning-bearing symbolic systems. All cultural actions and 

practices can be treated as symbols, through which meaning is communicated.  

Stuart Hall (1997), the Jamaican-born British cultural theorist, explained the 

nexus of language and culture via representation, the core concept at the center of the 

symbolic approach to culture. Defined by Hall (1997), representation is “the 

production of meaning through language” (p.16). According to him, people use 

language as the medium, culture as the codes to develop conceptual systems to 

represent the world and bestow meaning on it. The way that they associate the world 

to their conceptual system and establish relations between the two is a matter of 

culture-related configuration that has far-reaching significance on human actors. 

Embodied in representation, culture defines the world as well as creates boundaries 

through representing practices. In Street’s (1991) words, social beings live their lives 

“in terms of definitions, names and categories that culture creates” (p. 25) and 

language expresses. Humans live themselves pretty much as their cultures enable 

them to, and, in this sense, they are cultural beings defined by their cultures.  

The constitutive nature of culture mainly manifests in that as carriers of culture, 

representation not only makes meaning, but also stands in for “reality” (Hall, 1997) in 

the symbolic sense. In other words, the reality that people find themselves in is 

contingent on the vocabularies they use to describe, define, and identify it. On the one 

hand, it is through culturally saturated representing practices that the world is given 
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meaning and human actions are accorded significance. On the other hand, it is also 

through the representational system of language that the symbolic self is engaged in 

the social life and gains social identity. From symbolic perspective, to gain access to 

the meaning of culture therefore requires making sense of the representing practices 

we engage ourselves in and ask what symbolic realities are made possible via the use 

of language. This line of knowledge is not factual knowledge about culture but 

interpretive and reflective knowledge about meaning-making.  

2.2.2.1.2 Regulative Power of Culture. 

 Following French social theorist Michel Foucault’s (1980) discourse theory, 

culture is a discursive product created through power in discourse. It is regulative in 

that it, working in tandem with the exercises of power, produces classifying 

discourses for human conduct and imprint on the human body various forms of 

disciplinary codes in the form of cultural norms or institutionalized rules. Culture’s 

powerful regulating effects manifest themselves in the way that it produces a docile 

“body that desires discipline” (Foucault, 2004, p. 256) and engineers conformity 

(Holliday, 2019, p. 101). Harvey Sacks (1984) describes the docile body phenomenon 

as “doing ‘being ordinary’” (p. 413). Who we are is not an inherent quality. It is the 

hegemonic cultural norms that provide reference points for the organization of one’s 

actions.  

Culture-as-social-constraints conception manifested in pedagogy are various 

norm-based approaches to culture that emphasize the transmitting of conventionalized 

and normative meaning of culture. Taking this stance, culture is usually treated as, in 
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Liddicoat & Scarino’s (2013) words, a group of “societal norms” (p. 19), a 

“framework of conventions” (p. 23), or, in Holliday’s words (2000), a “concrete 

structure” (p. 39) scribed in the symbolic forms that limits human conducts and 

requests conformity. Within this frame, learners are viewed as being “deferent and 

pliable” (Schudson, 1989, p. 155) and submissive to the structuring power of the 

reigning cultural norms, standards, and rules. Viewing culture as merely a 

constraining structure is deterministic in the sense it renders invisible individual-level 

meaning-making and human agency. It is also behaviorist in the way that culture is 

reduced to shared and learned behaviors (Seelye, 1968) and culture learning is 

reduced to picking up typical patterns identified about a culture. It is essentialist too, 

as similar to culture-as-knowledge approach, the culture-as-constraints approach is 

also based on the idealistic perception that cultural meaning can be clearly articulated. 

It is reductionist in the way that it does not attend to the emergent nature of cultural 

meanings. As Liddicoat and Scarino (2013) noted, emergent situations were far more 

complicated and never completely matched people’s simplified and idealized 

descriptions. 

2.2.2.2 Culture as Public Resources 

The culture-as-public-resources conception pertains to the symbolic view of 

culture, within the frame of which culture is viewed as “a system of public meanings” 

shared “among those who could be said to have the same culture” (Roberts et al., 

2001, p. 51). The basic idea behind this conception is that while the shared public 

meanings carried by culture regulate how human actors construct and sustain 
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legitimate courses of action as previously discussed, they are also the very resources 

that human actors can draw on to develop creative courses of action and create new 

meanings in response to emergent circumstances.  

2.2.2.2.1 Defining Cultural Resources. 

Holliday (2019) defined cultural resources as the outcome of one’s socialization. 

According to him, the way one is brought up and educated map unique cultural 

resources onto the nationals of a country and distinguish them from people from 

another nation. These resources constitute what is referred to as “our culture” 

(Holliday, 2019, p. 3), otherwise known as the institutionalized national culture or a 

country’s “shared grand narrative” (p. 17). Another way to view culture as resources 

for social action is through Ann Swidler’s (1986) “tool kit” metaphor. According to 

her, culture is at service to human practices and provides human actors “‘tool kit’ of 

symbols, stories, rituals, and world-views” (p. 273) for social interactions. Claire 

Kramsch (2011) continued with the “toolkit” metaphor and noted that everyone had 

“a mental toolkit of subjective metaphors, affectivities, historical memories, 

entextualizations and transcontextualizations of experience, with which we make 

meaning of the world around us and share that meaning with others” (p. 355). 

Scollon, Scollon and Jones (2012) defined “cultural toolkit” as “consisting of four 

main kinds of things: ideas and beliefs about the world, conventional ways of treating 

other people, ways of communicating various kinds of texts, media and ‘languages’, 

and methods of learning how to use these other tools” (p. 8). In this study, the notion 

of cultural resources is used in the broad sense to refer to the entire cultural history of 
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an individual and all of its effects. It encompasses all dimensions discussed above. 

Perceiving culture as public resources is to emphasize human agency in effecting 

cultural meaning. It entails the idea that human agency not only constitutes the 

structure but also can modify the structure to unknown extent. From this viewpoint, 

human actors are not passive victims of culture and human history (Schudson, 1989). 

Instead, they are active cultural agents who “exhibit intricate, complex 

understandings of social conditions which influence, and are in turn influenced by, 

their personal decisions and private lives” (Elliot & Lement, 2014, p. 221). 

Individuals could draw on their cultural resources out of reflexive rational judgments 

to negotiate and create meaning in interactions within the cultural landscape. Culture-

as-resources conception pursues a dynamic understanding of culture and cultural 

meaning that is always in the making and inseparable from the exercise of human 

agency. 

2.2.2.2.2 Social Practices: Sites for Dialogues. 

Culture-as-public-resources conception presents culture and human actors in a 

dialogic relationship. Applied linguist Adrian Holliday (2019) pinpointed “small 

culture formation” (p. 3) (i.e., everyday culture) as the sites for dialogues between 

institutionalized culture and individual agency. It is through social engagement, or 

“culture in action” (Swidler, 1986, p. 274), that the antagonistic relationship between 

structure and agency can be reconciled to varying degrees. As Giddens (1979) argued, 

structure was both the constraining and the enabling conditions of human action that 

was “accomplished by, and consisting in, the doings of active subjects” (p. 121). 
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Institutionalized culture is such a structure with its meanings under constant 

construction and reconstruction when individuals with different cultural resources, 

historical trajectories, intentions, and interests enter interactions. Meanings cannot be 

separated from human social practices. Using Ilieva’s (1997) words, “culture is co-

constituent of the individuals using them” (p. 83), and the meaning of culture is 

subjected to change depending on who’s using it, how it is being used, and for what 

purposes. Cultural resources provide social beings “cultural cards” (Holliday, 2019, p. 

4) to play to negotiate their positions within the cultural landscapes. In this sense, 

culture is a “movable concept” (Holliday, 2000, p.1), and human actors can use the 

portable resources it provides to deal with emergent situations and serve individual 

purposes. In Swidler’s words, culture provides resources for “strategies of action” 

(Swidler, 1986, p. 273). People can negotiate and renegotiate meaning to serve their 

own intentions and interests through varying the configurations of their cultural 

resources. The principal merit of culture-as-resources conception is that it brings 

pedagogical attention to individual-level culture, learner agency, and local-level 

meaning-making. 

2.2.2.2.3 Strategic Use of Cultural Resources: Symbolic Competence. 

As one leading proponent of culture-as-public-resources approach, Kramsch 

(2011) proposed the notion of symbolic competence and argued for the importance to 

cultivate learners’ ability to strategically utilize their cultural resources in social 

interactions. She defined symbolic competence as “the ability to manipulate symbolic 

systems, to interpret signs and their multiple relations to other signs, to use semiotic 
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practices to make and convey meaning and to position oneself to one’s benefit in the 

symbolic power game” (Kramsch & Whiteside, 2015, slide 4). According to Kramsch 

(2008), symbolic competence exhibited itself in four ways: (1) subjectivity (i.e., one’s 

ability to draw on language and cultural resources to negotiate one’s subject-position 

in social interactions), (2) historicity (ability to understand “the cultural memories 

evoked by symbolic systems”), (3) performativity (i.e., the ability to “perform and 

create alternative realities”), and (4) reframing (i.e., the ability to shape and change 

the larger social context) (p. 401). Symbolic competence is a kind of productive 

agentive competence, which concerns one’s “symbolic self and its survival” 

(Kramsch, 2011, p. 356). Within the frame of symbolic competence, culture’s role as 

resources has been greatly emphasized.  

2.2.3 Culture as Value-Free vs. Culture as Value-laden 

Whether to present culture as value free or value laden concerns the issue of how 

cultural meaning is to be contextualized for exploration. Against treating culture as 

transparent bearers of meanings, scholars, informed by critical theory and the works 

of critical theorists (Freire, 1970; Giroux, 1987), adopt a discursive approach to 

culture and subject culture to its macro contexts for scrutiny.  

2.2.3.1 Culture as Value-Free. 

 Taking the stance of culture-as-value-free is to treat culture as a transparent 

bearer of meaning and pursue to interpret culture as patterns of essential meanings 

embodied in the symbolic forms. Following Thompson’s (1990) illustration, symbolic 

forms should be understood in the broad sense as referring to not only language, but 
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also other meaning-bearing symbolic systems such as “actions” and “meaningful 

objects of various kinds” (p. 132). The major critique of this stance is that it is 

dedicated to seeking within the symbolic systems for cultural “template”, “blueprint”, 

“programs”, and “control mechanisms” (Thompson, 1990, p.132) that construct 

people’s conceptual systems or mental representations about the world. The culture-

as-value-free stance fails to address the broader socio-historical contexts from which 

culture is produced, transmitted, and received. As was argued by Barthes (1967), 

representation was a multilayered myth, because the system of representation was 

always invaded by the “environmental world” (p. 92). Meaning is constantly deferred 

when we move further and further into the wider realms of social ideology. Meaning 

is never fixed in representation and therefore its interpretation cannot be 

decontextualized from its socio-historical contexts. 

Language and culture pedagogy, informed by this conception, assumes that 

language is unproblematically referential and denotative and culture is a neutral 

construct and value-free, whose meaning can be interpreted in referential ways. 

Taking a decontextualized and depoliticized way of looking at culture, inadequate 

pedagogical efforts are made to interrogate about what meanings are made available 

for use in a given society from the wider range of possible meanings and why these 

meanings are chosen and circulated instead of others; in other words, the politics of 

culture. Within this perspective, learners may uncritically adopt the values (or 

meanings) carried by culture, and instructors may risk being innocent transmitters of 

hegemonic cultural knowledge. Teaching culture as value-free is dangerous. It risks 
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perpetuating learners as consumers of hegemonic culture and victims of cultural myth 

– the subjugating knowledges and values circulated within culture.  

2.2.3.2 Culture as Value-Laden. 

Heavily influenced by postmodern discourse theory (Foucault, 1980) and critical 

literacy perspectives (Fairclough, 2014; Freire & Macedo, 1987; Giroux, 1987; Luke, 

2000; Wallace, 2003, 2013), since around the 1990s, language scholars (Byram & 

Grundy, 2003; Guilherme, 2002; Kramsch, 2011, 2016; Osborn, 2000; Reagan & 

Osborn, 2002) gradually realized the shortsightedness of treating culture in 

decontextualized ways as a natural given and began to contextualize culture in 

broader context to address its ideological dimension. Culture-as-politics conception 

conceives culture as “an ideological construct called into play by social actors to 

produce and reproduce social categories and boundaries” (Piller, 2011, p. 16). Within 

this frame, a macroscopic perspective on culture is promoted and great pedagogical 

emphasis is placed on revealing the politics of culture. Revealing the politics hidden 

in culture requires a contextualized dissection of culture within its socio-historic-

political contexts and interrogating the values implicated in culture. 

2.2.3.2.1 Through Discursive Lens: Politics of Cultural Representation.  

Culture-as-politics conception, emerged under the influence of Foucault’s (1980) 

discourse theory, directly points to the socially structured and value-laden nature of 

culture. Discourse is a complex construct. Cultural theorist and sociologist Stuart Hall 

(1997) explained discourse as referring to “a group of statements which provide a 

language for talking about – a way of representing the knowledge about – a particular 
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topic at a particular historical moment” (p. 291). From this perspective, 

representations are discourses in that representing practices use language to represent 

ideas about how things are. Cultural representations constitute discourses of culture 

that produce systems of meanings, defining cultural realities and formulating how 

people perceive and live culture.  

Socio-historically constructed representations of culture are never value-free. 

They are concurrent with the so-called “valorization” (Thompson, 1990, p. 154) 

process, the very process of ascribing certain value (representing a particular cultural 

group’s perspectives) to a cultural object or phenomenon. Working in tandem with 

power and valorizing strategies, such as idealization, demonization, marginalization, 

self-superiority, self-othering, polarization (Holliday, 2019), representations of 

culture construct regimes of truth (Foucault, 1980, p. 131) about cultural beings and 

their realities. Cultural groups with power institutionalize representations with certain 

values as truth about how things are. Representations (i.e., linguistic expressions of 

discourses) are the means of articulating the discursive truth about the world and reify 

as well as stabilize the meanings it carries. In this sense, cultural representations are 

implicated with values and always play a role in self and other politics by serving the 

interests of privileged cultural groups. 

2.2.3.2.2 Through Care of Self: Active Cultural Agents. 

In Foucault’s later works, there existed an ethical turn. It is rather clear that he has 

been seeking for an alternative way of interpreting subjectivity and would not agree 

with the idea that individuals are merely passive recipients of societal norms, 
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assuming the identity position prescribed for them by the hegemonic discourse of 

representation. While it remains a question in terms of to what extent individuals 

could function as active agents in their construction of self, Foucault argued there was 

room for individuals to practice freedom through a morally improved conduct – “the 

care of the self” (Foucault, 1984, as cited in Rabinow, 1997, p. 285).  

To Foucault, the chances to rise above the politics of cultural representation and 

resist the discourses around the “configurations of the body” (Elliott & Lemert, 2014, 

p.119) lies in a reflective inspection on “the relationship of the self to the other” 

(Foucault 1984, as cited in Rabinow, 1997, p. 299). The way to reduce the domination 

effect of the truth games is “not by playing a game that was totally different from the 

game of truth but by playing the same game differently” (Foucault 1984, as cited in 

Rabinow, 1997, p. 299) – by taking care of the self.  

Care of the self requires knowledge – both knowledge of the self and knowledge 

of the “truth” that prescribes one’s way of being and doing. Knowledge of the self can 

be liberating. Such knowledge can be gained by questioning the discursive practices 

that inscribe upon our bodies and contribute to the formation of our identity, by 

managing the space of power existing in all relations, and by pointing out that there 

are other reasonable modes of being. To take care of the self then is to equip oneself 

with sensitivity about the discursive representations surrounding one person so as to 

develop and transform oneself, and attain a different mode of being. The care of the 

self is a way to access the truth of the games so that one can play the power game 

differently. To care for the self is ethical in itself.  It involves a careful examination of 
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the truth of one’s own and others’ thoughts and conducts. It also involves a scrutiny of 

the complex practices of representing the self and the other, asking about their 

connections with power relations. 

Pedagogies based on culture-as-value-laden conception are oriented towards 

resisting reified discourses and established meanings that are suppressive. Such 

pedagogies aim to cultivate learners to be self-caring, reflective, and conscientious 

social actors, who can actively engage in “seeking cultural and linguistic legitimacy” 

(Muirhead, 2009, p. 243). Through a discursive lens, what is crucial to culture 

pedagogy is to help the learners to develop understandings of how cultural meanings 

(hegemonic knowledge) are produced through discourses, vocalized via 

representations, transmitted as differentiated knowledge to privilege or marginalize, 

and accepted, challenged, negotiated, or resisted through different ways of engaging 

in the power games.  

2.2.4 Conceptual Framework  

 Culture is multifaceted. The three-level theorizing issues discussed in this section 

provided multiple lenses to look at culture, with each revealing a unique landscape of 

the cultural prism. The six theoretical stances towards culture are by no means clear-

cut or mutually exclusive. The two distinctive stances each level involves are not to 

be understood as either/or options but as situated at the two ends of a spectrum of 

varied positioning. How to theorize culture is at the core of language and culture 

pedagogy. Different pedagogical positioning will influence, in a significant way, how 

teaching activities are designed and organized and what teaching outcomes are to be 
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expected. Figure 2-1 captures the major ways of conceptualizing culture-in-ELT 

emerged from the literature and the dimensions of culture each position centers 

around. It served as the conceptual framework for the study and guided the 

presentation and discussion of the findings of the research. 
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2.3 Approaches to Culture-in-ELT 

Language and culture pedagogy has a long-standing history of at least sixty years. 

Heavily impacted by multidisciplinary knowledges (cognitive psychology, 

sociolinguistics, cultural linguistics, anthropology, sociology, cultural studies, 

citizenship studies, social semiotics), language scholars and educators have explored 

myriad pathways to address the cultural dimension of ELT. Each path highlights 

different dimension(s) of culture and is oriented towards different kind of cultural 

competence. This section provides a comprehensive overview of a number of 

quintessential approaches to culture-in-ELT as discussed and explored by non-

Chinese academics. These approaches embody varied theoretical stances and are 

discussed in relation to their pedagogical emphases and debates around them. Via 

mapping the development trajectory of language and culture pedagogy, this section 

sketches out a broad background to understand the case participants’ pedagogical 

practices.  

2.3.1 Cognitive approach 

Cognitive approach to language and culture pedagogy is based on the conception 

of culture-as-knowledge, be it the factual survey knowledge about one nation and its 

people or the cognitive knowledge about culture-in-language (Liddicoat, 2004). 

2.3.1.1 Culture as Factual Survey Knowledge. 

Teaching factual survey knowledge as a primary way to address the culture 

dimension of ELT has a long tradition. Emerged during the 1960s, this approach 

focuses predominantly on the content dimension of culture and its major concern is to 
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provide clearly articulated survey knowledge about the target language society and its 

people. Two issues at the center of the pedagogical considerations are: what cultural 

content to teach and how to deliver it to language learners.  

Between the 1960s and 1970s, language scholars committed themselves to 

seeking ways to reduce culture into readily identifiable and manageable components 

for teaching purposes (Brooks, 1964; Nostrand,1975; Taylor & Sorenson,1961) and 

were enthusiastic about the so-called content-oriented thematic approach to culture. 

For instance, Taylor and Sorenson (1961) argued for attending to culture in terms of 

its “technology, economy, social organization, political organization, world view, 

esthetics, and education” (p. 351). Brooks (1964) categorized, in more nuanced way, 

the ought-to-be-taught cultural contents into sixty specified items. Nostrand’s (1975) 

influential “emergent model” (p.2) broke culture down into seven broad themes 

(values, traits, world picture, verifiable knowledge, art forms, language, as well as 

paralanguage and kinesics) for categorized descriptions and pedagogical attention.  

While the above scholars made significant attempts to decide what culture 

content to teach, considerable efforts were also made to develop specific teaching 

methodologies to deliver the well-compartmentalized cultural knowledge. Among 

them, the most well-known pedagogical techniques include cultural capsule (Taylor 

& Sorenson, 1961), culture assimilator (Fiedler et al., 1971), literature approach 

(Marckwardt, 1981), and comparative/contrastive approach (Debyser, 1968). All 

these approaches are oriented towards nationalized target language culture. More 

specifically, the technique of culture capsule “aims to provide a systematic survey of 
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referential knowledge about the target nationalized culture” (Meadow, 2016, p. 152) 

organized into domains. The common practice of the technique involves the instructor 

embedding in the culture capsule self-contained cultural scripts about a cultural topic 

written in the target language in accordance with the learners’ linguistic proficiency 

levels. Then the instructor then presents these cultural scripts to the learners with 

visual teaching aids, such as pictures, slides, and realia (Taylor & Sorenson,1961). 

Culture assimilator technique is used to serve the purpose of familiarizing learners 

with “the basic concepts, attitudes, role receptions, customs, and values” (Fiedler et 

al., 1971, p. 95) of the target language culture. The usual practice is that instructors 

provide learners with accounts of simulated intercultural encounters for them to 

interpret and respond to. These intercultural encounters are usually predetermined by 

the educators and considered as “critical incidents” in intercultural communication 

deserving learners’ due attention. Comparative/contrastive approach is another oft-

used technique, but analyses of native language culture and target language culture are 

usually conducted in generalized terms. 

The goal of this cognitive approach is usually couched in providing language 

learners panoramic knowledge about the target language society and developing 

among language learners a general understanding of it. One critique it often receives 

is that it helps to develop just “tourist-like” (Kramsch, 2006a, p. 251) understanding 

of culture, cultivating cultural tourists among language learners, and being 

“unproductive and inadequate” in terms of preparing learners to face “the staggering 

richness and complexity of human knowledge and experience” in real-world 
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intercultural communication (Keesing, 1974, p. 78).  

2.3.1.2 Culture as Cultural Linguistic Knowledge. 

Another branch of cognitive approach to language and culture pedagogy is 

largely influenced by cognitive linguistics (Langacker, 1987, 1994; Robinson & Ellis, 

2008) and applied cultural linguistics (Sharifian & Palmer, 2007). According to 

cognitive linguist Ronald Langacker (1999), language is “an essential instrument and 

component of culture, whose reflection in linguistic structure is pervasive and quite 

significant” (p. 16). As Palmer (1996) argued, it was the “concurrence of language-as-

culture and language-governed-by-culture” (p. 1) that warranted a linguistic approach 

to culture. Under the influence of cognitive linguistics, Sharifian and Palmer (2007) 

proposed the notion of applied cultural linguistics, focusing on the study of the 

relationship between “language, culture, and conceptualization” (p. 1) and the cultural 

codes embedded in language.  

While still retaining the conceptualization of culture as knowledge (Sharifian, 

2011; Sharifian & Palmer, 2007; Wierzbicka, 2006), this branch of cognitive approach 

is dedicated to developing among learners a different line of knowledge – 

metacultural knowledge about the cultural conceptualizations (Sharifian, 2007) 

encoded in language. According to Sharifian (2007), cultural conceptualizations is 

one’s “culturally constructed ways of conceptualizing experience” (p. 34) that are 

embodied in cultural “schemas, categories, models, metaphors and scripts” (p. 7). The 

accumulation of metacultural knowledge is considered as the prerequisite for 

developing what Sharifian (2013) calls “metacultural competence” (p.5) – the ability 
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to communicate and negotiate one’s cultural conceptualizations when engaged in 

intercultural communication.  

Drawing inspiration from the applied cultural linguistics, empirical efforts have 

been made to explore how language learners deal with new systems of cultural 

conceptualizations when learning a foreign language (Sharifian, 2007). They have 

also explored how the teaching of cultural schema facilitates language acquisition at 

lexical level (Dirven, 2001; Kövecses, 2001; Kurtyka, 2001), at the semantic level 

(Panther & Thornburg, 2001; Yu, 2007), at pragmatic level (Barcelona, 2001), and at 

discursive level (Palmer, 1996). 

One critique that the culture-as-cultural-linguistic-knowledge approach receives 

is that it focuses solely on the intrapersonal dimension of culture and conceives 

culture as a cohesive mental unit contained “in people’s heads” (Geertz, 1974, p. 2). 

However, the idea that cultural meaning is private is problematic. As Keesing (1974) 

argued, “meanings are shared by social actors – between, not in them; they are public, 

not private” (p. 79) and therefore, interpersonal/social dimension of culture also 

deserves attention within language and culture pedagogy.  

2.3.2 Communicative Approach 

In many aspects, the communicative approach to language and culture pedagogy 

treats culture as a form of social constraints. Emerged during the 1970s, 

communicative approach to language and culture pedagogy centers on developing 

learners’ communicative competence (Canale, 1983; Canale & Swain, 1980; Hymes, 

1972). Coined by the linguist and anthropologist Dell Hymes (1972), the notion of 
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communicative competence grew out of a reaction against Noam Chomsky’s 

decontextualized way of defining linguistic competence way as one’s “abstract 

knowledge of a particular linguistic system” (as cited in Bennet, 2015, p. 249). Hymes 

(1972) argued that it was inadequate for language learners to have just abstract 

grammatic, phonological, lexical, and syntactic knowledge; they also needed to have 

sociopragmatic knowledge – the context-sensitive knowledge of language use – to be 

able to use the target language in a culturally appropriate way when engaged in 

particular communicative contexts (Hymes, 1972). Communicative approach attends 

to the interpersonal/social dimension of culture and is context-oriented and functional 

in nature.  

Communicative-competence-oriented language and culture pedagogy addresses 

culture within its context, but only in the terms of within the “authentic” context 

associated with the “immediate physical, spatial, temporal and social environment in 

which verbal exchange takes place” (Kramsch, 1998, p.126). Following “native 

speaker model” (Alptekin, 2002; Canagarajah, 1999), Communicative approach 

prioritizes the “social milieu of the native speaker” (Alptekin, 2002, p. 57) over that 

of the language learners. The idea of acculturating learners into the target language 

speech community (the idealized “authentic” context) is the ultimate goal of the 

approach. As Breen and Candlin (1980) put it, the approach sought to help learners 

pick up “how to communicate AS a member of a particular socio-cultural group” (p. 

9). Culture is thus regarded as shared knowledge and learned behavior.  
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Alptekin (2002) deemed communicative-competence-oriented pedagogy as being 

utopian and constraining. It is utopian in the sense that native speaker model is but a 

“linguistic myth”, which portrays a “monolithic perception” (p. 57) of the native 

speaker’s language and culture. It is constraining in that it emphasizes learners’ 

knowing of (knowledge or the cognitive dimension of culture learning) and abidance 

by (the behavioral dimension of culture learning) the sociocultural rules of target 

language use, such as conventions about speech acts (e.g., speech acts of compliment, 

complaint, and request) and “turn-taking” (Savignon, 2001, p. 18). It gives little 

emphasis to one’s agency to creatively negotiate meaning within communicative 

interactions to fashion one’s cultural identity. As Kramsch (1993) pointed out that 

within the frame of communicative approach, culture was narrowly conceptualized as 

a fifth skill, alongside listening, speaking, reading, and writing, serving instrumental 

communicative purposes to help learners avoid cultural pitfalls when engaging in 

interactions with target language users.  

2.3.3 Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC) Approach 

During the 1990s, English established its status as a lingua franca and was 

increasingly used in transnational communications. Against this background, Byram 

(1997) proposed the notion of intercultural communicative competence (ICC) as a 

significant extension of the communicative competence conception. The ICC 

approach encompasses a knowledge dimension (i.e., “knowledge of self and other” 

and knowledge of interaction between the individual and societal), a behavioral 

dimension of culture learning (i.e., “skills to interpret and relate” and “skills to 
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discover and/or interact”), an affective dimension (attitudes that relativize self and 

value other), and a critical dimension (“political education” and “critical cultural 

awareness”) (p. 34). Different from the communicative approach, the ICC approach 

steers away from the native speaker model (Byram & Grundy, 2003; Piątkowska, 

2015) and the problematic portrait of language learners as “deficient native speakers” 

(Cook, 1999, p. 195). Instead, Byram and Zarate (1996) repositioned language 

learners as “intercultural speakers” (p.240) with legitimate authorial voices and 

redefined the ownership of English. Learners’ local cultures began to be treated as 

equally important contexts of language use as the social cultural milieu of the native 

speakers. Within this frame, the context within which culture is to be explored is 

largely expanded. It goes beyond the immediate context of verbal interactions. 

Culture is placed within its wider sociocultural, political, and historical context for 

scrutiny and the ideological dimension of culture began to attract increasing 

pedagogical attention. Empirical studies centering around developing ICC are 

numerous. The ICC approach has been the most predominant approach to language 

and culture pedagogy even to this day. 

2.3.4 Ethnographic Approach 

Ethnography can be broadly described as the study of a group’s social and 

cultural practices from an insider’s perspective. It is both a method involving the 

detailed observation and description of particular forms of behavior and a written 

(and sometimes audio-visual) account based on social and cultural theories. 

(Roberts et al., 2001, p. 3)           
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The tradition of the ethnographic approach to language and culture pedagogy 

came about under the influence of cognitive and cultural ethnography in the 1980s. 

Robinson (1985) was among the pioneering language scholars who introduced 

ethnographic methods into second language education as plausible strategies for 

culture teaching and learning. Atkinson and Sohn (2013), Barro et al. (1993), Barro et 

al. (1998), Harklau (2005), Lee (2012), Roberts et al. (2001), Robinson-Stuart and 

Nocon (1996), and Su (2008) have provided in-depth influential discussions at both 

theoretical and practical levels about the value of ethnomethodology as powerful 

pedagogical tools for deeper-level cultural learning. As internet provides rich 

resources for encountering otherness, the last two decades witnessed scholars 

attempting to educate language learners into virtual ethnographers (Altstaedter & 

Jones, 2009; Carel, 2001; Dervin, 2014; Liaw, 2006). Applying ethnographic 

principles and practices to culture teaching endeavors implies a revolutionary 

reconceptualization of culture as meaning-making that remedies, in important ways, 

the deficiencies of the cognitive approach.  

The ethnographic approach adds an experiential element to culture teaching and 

is hermeneutically oriented. The approach argues for the use of “realistic themes and 

projects” (Baumgratz-Gangl, 1990, as cited in Risager, 2011, p. 490) to promote 

learners’ cultural understanding and emphasizes learners’ experiencing of them and 

making sense of them from an insider’s view. Unlike the cognitive approach that 

adopts a detached outsider’s view on culture by trying to subject culture to objective 

description, the ethnographic approach emphasizes the idea of being there as an 



49 

insider and developing one’s own subjective understanding of culture. Learners are 

engaged in a continuous process of encountering “otherness” in real life contexts, 

reflecting on their cultural encountering, analyzing it, making sense of it, and 

representing it with “thick description” (Geertz, 1973). The outcomes of ethnographic 

culture learning are not factual knowledge about culture but individualized 

interpretations that are mediated all the time through learners’ own cultural lens. 

Viewing from this angle, the ethnographic approach opens up a dialogic space for the 

self and the other to engage in a dialogue, and learners therefore are not passive 

receivers of cultural knowledge or “bearers of culture”, but are active creators of 

cultural knowledge, “cultural mediators”, “border-crossers”, “negotiators of meaning” 

(Roberts et al., 2001, p.3). 

Through the use of ethnographic techniques, particularly participant observation 

and ethnographic interviewing, the ethnographic approach aims to cultivate learners’ 

higher-level capacity to “read into” culture for “complex interpretation” (Roberts et 

al., 2001, p. 121). However, to arrive at complex interpretation, learners need to be 

encouraged to interpret their cultural encountering in a context-sensitive way. The 

more they read contextual factors into their cultural encountering, the more likely they 

may get close to an in-depth reading of the cultural experience they intend to 

understand. In this sense, ethnomethodology is a holistic method, aiming at 

understanding culture-in-context (Risager, 2011).  

The ethnographic approach carries forward language and culture pedagogy in 

significant ways. It enables the exploration of one’s cross-cultural experiences at both 
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cognitive, subjective, and affective levels. It is proven to be conducive to promoting 

positive interactions between people with different cultural backgrounds, and 

developing positive attitudes towards target language culture and target language 

speakers. (Bateman, 2004; Roberts et al., 2001; Robinson-Stuart & Nocon, 1996).  

2.3.5 Critical Approach 

Influenced by the seminal works of postmodern critical theorists and educators 

(Fairclough, 2014; Freire, 1970; Freire & Macedo, 1987; Giroux, 1987; Luke, 2000; 

Wallace, 2003, 2013), modern language education began to exhibit a critical turn in 

the 1990s. The critical approach to language and culture pedagogy perceives culture-

as value-laden and repudiates the traditional pedagogical practices of teaching 

naturalized culture as a neutral construct. Within this approach, culture teaching is 

viewed as a social endeavor and great pedagogical emphasis is placed on the way that 

culture operates in relation to social practices and power relations (Byram & Grundy, 

2003; Guilherme, 2002; Kramsch, 2006a, 2008, 2011, 2016; Osborn, 2000; Reagan & 

Osborn, 2002). Resisting “all forms of prejudice, discrimination, inequality, and 

human rights abuses” (Linares, 2016, p. 130), the critical approach emphasizes the 

sociopolitical roles of language and culture education in developing democracy and 

cultivating critical citizens.  

The critical approach possesses several distinguishing features. First, it couches 

in a dialogic stance towards cultural knowledge (Guilherme, 2002; Kramsch, 1993). 

In other words, it starts from an inherent intercultural perspective. As Holliday et al. 

(2010) claimed, human beings define themselves through their relations with others 
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based on their perceptions of what is normal and familiar, or abnormal and foreign. 

The identification of one’s “self” may be accompanied by an othering process of 

objectifying, differentiating, simplifying, exotifying (Staszak, 2009) the “other”. The 

critical approach thrives on simultaneously encountering of the otherness and 

critiquing of the othering practices. Reflected in the pedagogical practices, there 

inevitably involve constant border-crossing meaning-making activities at the 

boundaries between the self-culture and the other culture.  

Secondly, the critical approach is also context-sensitive, but not in terms of the 

immediate context. The macro sociocultural, political, and historical contexts of 

culture are what the approach pays special attention to. Language educators 

supporting critical pathway consider it highly important to integrate text (language) 

with its context, and allow the learners to “play with the tensions between text and 

context” (Kramsch, 2011, p. 359) and explore “how texts work in contexts” (Luke, 

2000, p. 453). Bridging text with context helps reveal the ideology and values 

circulated across the texts, the unjust cultural positioning reified in the texts, as well 

as the identities fashioned by the texts.  

Thirdly, the critical approach adopts a “pedagogy of reflection” (Guilherme, 

2002, p. 35) that provides a distanced perspective for the learners so that they could 

defamiliarize the familiar and realize the pervasiveness and decisive effects of power 

relations on knowledge construction. This approach aims to promote 

“conscientization, problem-posing, dialogue, and reflection” (Houghton et al., 2014, 

p. 213) and guide the learners to reflexively interrogate their ingrained cultural 
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knowledge, practices, and beliefs (Byram, 1997; Kramsch, 1998; Lo Bianco et al., 

1999). It is through reflective interrogation that the learners could resist and decenter 

the dominant ways of being and perceiving (Muirhead, 2009) and act on their own 

and even others’ ways of being and perceiving. In this sense, what critical approach 

highlights is culture-in-action and learners’ competence to resist and transform their 

and others’ cultural realities.  

The critical approach attends particularly to the ideological dimension of culture 

and aims to achieve two-level educational objectives: raising critical cultural 

awareness (Byram, 1997) and developing critical cultural engagement among 

language learners. Critical cultural awareness primarily concerns learners’ awareness 

about the unbalanced recognition and acceptance of the self and the other culture in 

relation to the unbalanced power distribution. Critical cultural engagement is best 

captured by the idea of playing symbolic power game (Kramsch, 2011, 2016; 

Kramsch & Whiteside, 2015) that centers on the cultivation of learners’ ability to 

manipulate symbolic systems (e.g., language) to interpret, make, convey, and 

negotiate meanings and to formulate emancipatory discourses of self-fulfillment and 

social justice (Kramsch & Whiteside, 2015).  

2.3.6 Symbolic Approach 

Conceiving “language as symbolic power” (Kramsch, 2021, p. 8) and culture as 

meaning-making, the symbolic approach to language and culture pedagogy prioritizes 

the symbolic dimension of culture, and focuses on developing symbolic competence 

among language learners (Kramsch, 2006a, 2006b, 2011, 2021; Kramsch & 
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Whiteside, 2008). According to Kramsch (2011, 2021), symbolic competence consists 

of three-level competence: the ability to interpret symbolic representation, the ability 

to perform symbolic action, and the ability to manipulate symbolic power. Symbolic 

approach brings to culture teaching an ecological perspective (Kramsch, 2002, 2008; 

Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008; Larsen-Freeman, 2002) by redefining its departure 

point, rebuilding its core pedagogical constructs, and reimagining its pedagogical 

possibilities.  

Meaning and meaning-making are two core constructs of the symbolic approach. 

However, it is worth noting that the “meaning” that the symbolic approach deals with 

is not the referential meaning in form of cultural connotations embedded in language 

(what cognitive approach highlights), or the socio-pragmatic meaning in forms of 

societal norms/rules of interpersonal interactions (what communicative approach 

highlights), or the collectively shared meaning in form of practices of communities 

(what ethnographic approach highlights). It is, rather, the meaning in the symbolic 

sense, that is, the meaning constructed and reconstructed through the use of symbolic 

systems, most importantly, the symbolic system of language (Kramsch, 2006a, 2021). 

The symbolic approach attends to what cultural reality (or meanings) people construct 

through the use of language (symbolic representation), what ends (e.g., 

communication goals) people intend to achieve through the use of language (symbolic 

action), and what values and ideologies language indexes and how they create 

symbolic reality for the symbolic self and frame its symbolic survival (symbolic 

power).  
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2.3.6.1 Reflexive Exploration of Symbolic Meaning.  

The symbolic approach sets out from a reflexive stance towards meaning, oriented 

towards challenging the established normative meanings in form of “cultural myths” 

(Étienne & Vanbaelen, 2017, p. 75) deeply embedded in culture. Warner (2011) 

described this approach as a pedagogy of “destabilizing” (p. 14) that centered on 

assisting learners to explore the complexity of both meaning and one’s meaning-

making process. Manifested in pedagogy is a carefully and deliberately designed 

teaching process that aims to complexify (reveal power dynamics), multiply (unfold 

multiple lens), integrate (seek patterns at multi-timescales), and create (reconstruct) 

meanings (Étienne & Vanbaelen, 2017; Kern, 2000; Paesani et al., 2016). While 

language scholars working within cognitive (Brooks, 1968; Crawford-Lange & 

Lange, 1984; Nostrand, 1975; Sharifian, 2011), communicative (Canale, 1983; Canale 

& Swain, 1980; Hymes, 1972), and ethnographic (Heath & Street, 2008; Roberts et 

al., 2001; Robinson, 1985) approaches to culture tend to adopt problem-solving stance 

toward ambiguity and strive for coherent interpretations of cultural meanings, those 

committed to symbolic approach see the significant value of incorporating ambiguity 

into course designs as a strategic pedagogical tool to create encounters with cultural 

deviations and promote deep reflexivity (Kramsch, 2006a, 2011; Richardson, 2017).  

In terms of promising reflexive pedagogical tools to explore symbolic meaning 

and foster symbolic competence, literary texts (Richardson, 2017; Vinall, 2016), 

translation (Gyogi, 2019, 2020; Koshiba, 2017; Laviosa, 2014), film (Étienne & 

Vanbaelen, 2017; Kaiser & Shibahara, 2014), and cultural/ historical narratives 
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(Kearney, 2010, 2012) have been explored empirically in the literature. Among them, 

Koshiba (2017) explored how translation practices created meaningful space for 

university-level Japanese English learners to draw on multiple aspects of their 

symbolic competence to produce the translation and how stimulated recall interview 

played a significant role in assisting learners’ reflection on their own meaning-making 

processes. The study concluded that translation could inspire intercultural mediation, 

though to varying degrees. Gyogi’s (2020) study also involved Japanese English 

learners at university-level. She combined translation practices with classroom 

discussions as an assisting reflective learning tool. She found that peer discussions of 

their own translation processes not only enabled them to see multiple perspectives and 

ambiguity of meanings, but also helped them to understand how their own 

subjectivities (e.g., beliefs, memories, emotions, and values) influenced the way they 

constructed meanings. Using incomplete scenes of a French film as the pedagogical 

tool to raise learners’ semiotic awareness, Étienne and Vanbaelen (2017) explored 

how French-as-foreign-language learners constructed meaning and filled up the 

deliberately created semiotic gaps with imagination. The original scenes of the film 

were provided to the learners after they shared their meaning-making processes. It 

was found that the learners’ subjective realities and cultural imagination were deeply 

involved in their play with the symbolic games of meaning-making.  

2.3.6.2 Ecological Approach to Symbolic Meaning.  

Ecology is another core construct of the symbolic approach that compares the 

dynamic interaction between language users and the context as relations “between 
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parts of a living organism” (Kramsch, 2002, p.3). While cognitive, communicative, 

and ethnographic approaches tend to freeze-frame culture for interpretation at a 

certain timescale (usually the present), symbolic approach interprets meaning within 

its ecological system, seeking dynamic understanding of culture on a much larger 

timescale (encompassing not only the present, but also the past and the future 

dimension) and in much broader contexts (encompassing not only the immediate 

physical context of a cultural event, but also its socio-cultural, historical, and 

ideological contexts).  

Drawing inspiration from complexity theory and postmodern sociolinguistics, 

Kramsch and Whiteside (2008) pointed out five basic tenets undergirding their 

ecological perspective, which brings fundamental change to how culture is to be 

conceptualized and addressed in language education. The first tenet concerns the 

ecological perspective on the self-other relationship. Kramsch and Whiteside (2008) 

argued for relativizing the self and the other. According to them, within the complex 

ecological system of human relations, both the self and the other were not unitary or 

self-contained. Instead, they were “intrinsically pluralistic” (p. 659) and mingled in 

one another. One can observe oneself “both subjectively from the inside [emic 

perspective] and objectively through the eyes of the other [etic perspective]” 

(Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008, p. 659). Therefore, while being engaged in 

communication, a speaker considers both the emic perspective (anticipations of the 

speakers themselves) and the etic perspective (the anticipated expectations of the 

listeners) to decide how he/she likes to engage in the communicative interaction and 
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position his/her position in the self-other relationship.   

Secondly, ecological theory advocates a diachronic analysis of meaning that is 

believed to be operating on “multiple timescales” and encapsulated in “layers of 

historicity” (Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008, p. 659). As Blommaert (2005) stated, “the 

synchronicity of discourse is an illusion that masks the densely layered historicity of 

discourse” (as cited in Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008, p. 665). Verbal communications 

are inevitably influenced by the interlocutors’ personal cultural histories and therefore 

the meaning expressed is, in essence, “layered simultaneity” (Blommaert, 2005, as 

cited in Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008, p. 659). A fuller understanding of meaning 

could be gained when the layers of human histories influencing the production of 

meaning were subjected to scrutiny.  

Thirdly, meaning is not static or inherent in cultural phenomena. It is dynamic 

and emergent in the contact zone. Meaning is unpredictable since the production of 

meaning is not prescribed by structures in forms of cultural schemata or rules. Rather, 

meaning hinges on what “semiotic simultaneity” (Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008, p. 

659) the speaker intends to create and is contingent upon the speaker’ cultural 

imagination. In this sense, meaning production involves subjective choices. 

Blommaert (2005) argued that people were able to create multiple and sometimes 

contradictory temporalities depending on how they would like to perform their 

various historicities (their cultural resources) and construct meaning.  

The fourth is the idea of unfinalizability. Ecological theory does not consider 

cultural encounters as discrete well-bounded events from which stable meaning can 



58 

be discovered. Ecological system is an open system (open concurrently to the past, the 

present, and the future), within which meaning is open-ended and unfinalized. 

Seeking bounded-analyses of meaning is problematic and often in vain. Postmodern 

sociolinguists move beyond seeking meaning of culture within bounded speech 

communities and begin to consider communicative practices as being 

“deterritorialized” (Rampton, 1998) not belonging to any speech community and 

meaning as being emergent and open-ended suspended in incessant negotiation.  

Lastly, ecological theory considers meaning to be patterns across various 

timescales and contexts. In this sense, meaning is always fractal, as part of larger 

meanings, such as historical meaning (meaning at another timescale) and ideological 

meaning (meaning embedded within larger socio-political context). 

An example of ecological analysis (or context-oriented analysis) of symbolic 

competence can be found in Kramsch and Whiteside’s (2008) study, where 

conversations that took place among multilinguals in grocery stores were analyzed. 

The study showed how multilingual speakers with different positions in the symbolic 

spaces of groceries play with their positioning (subject-positioning) in the symbolic 

game, how their cultural memories (historicities) embodied in verbal and nonverbal 

language enabled them to gain equal footing with other interlocutors (performativity), 

and how wielding symbolic competence helped shape the environment they found 

themselves in and created alternative realities for themselves (reframing). Ecological 

approach to symbolic competence is a promising tool for conversational analysis. 

However, there are very few empirical studies addressing how it can be used in the 
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classroom culture teaching.  

Overall, the symbolic approach to culture explores meaning and meaning-making 

from an ecological perspective. However, as an emerging approach, the theoretical 

elaboration made on it is limited to the discussions of Kramsch (2008; 2021) and 

Kramsch and Whiteside (2008). More empirical explorations are needed (Kearney, 

2016; Kramsch, 2015) to give more nuanced accounts to reveal what kinds of 

teaching and learning interactions are more promising to facilitate the development of 

symbolic competence among learners.  

To sum up, this section analyzed six pedagogical approaches to culture as 

discussed in the literature outside of China and elaborated on the core issues each 

approach attends to as well as the quintessential practices that feature each approach. 

This pedagogical overview, on the one hand, unfolds the increasingly sophisticated 

conceptualization of culture and culture competence, and, on the other hand, reflects 

language scholars’ earnest desire to expand the potentials of culture teaching. It serves 

as a baseline to understand the research and practice status in China to be discussed in 

the following section. 

2.4 Overview of Culture Teaching in ELT in China 

This section is a critical review of the literature published in China to unfold the 

status quo of teaching culture-in-ELT in Chinese higher education.  

2.4.1 “Culture Introduction” Stage 

It was not until the late 1980s that Chinese foreign language scholars started 

initial theoretical discussions on incorporating culture dimensions into English 
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education in response to meeting the requirements that China’s 1978 Reform and 

Opening-up Policy posed for foreign language education. Around the late 1980s and 

early 1990s, the traditional form-based and grammar-oriented approach to ELT began 

to receive increasing challenges as they were critiqued for producing but “fluent 

fools” (Bennett, 1997) who might have considerable linguistic knowledge to use 

English but are not equipped with adequate sociopragmatic knowledge to use the 

language in culturally appropriate ways. In response to the critique, several seminal 

academic monographs came out elaborating on the relationship between language and 

culture as well as the significance of culture to English learning that exerted profound 

impacts on ELT in China. These influential works included Hu’s Intercultural 

Communication and English Learning and Intercultural Communication: Selected 

Readings, published respectively in 1988 and 1990, Deng and Liu’s (1989) Language 

and Culture, and Xu’s (1992) An Introduction to Contrastive Linguistics. These books 

were greatly influenced by the works of Canale (1983), Canale and Swain (1980), and 

Hymes (1972) and their theories on communicative competence. However, despite the 

promoted status of culture in foreign language education, during this early stage, 

Chinese scholars’ pedagogical focus was placed primarily on introducing target 

language culture into ELT and centered culture pedagogy on the teaching of 

homogeneous, essentialist, and decontextualized knowledge about target-language-

culture. Learners’ native language culture were left out of pedagogical concern that 

led to what Cong (2000) referred as “native culture aphasia” (as cited in Yang & 

Wang, 2013, p. 150). Language learners were treated as passive receivers taking in 
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essentialist culture knowledge transmitted to them in a top-down fashion and their 

individual culture and agency were largely ignored. 

2.4.2 The Intercultural Turn 

With the acceleration of globalization, the increasingly complicated nature of 

transnational communication posed new challenges for Chinese tertiary-level foreign 

language education. The inadequacy of focusing merely on nationalized target-

language-culture knowledge became more and more apparent. Between the late 1990s 

and the early 2000s, tertiary-level English education in China began to accentuate the 

intercultural dimension of ELT, reorienting its goals towards nurturing 21st century 

talents with both international vision and intercultural competence. In the years 

following 2000s, theoretical discussions about international approach to culture were 

carried out among Chinese scholars from varied angles. The angles included its 

significance and value (Han, 2000; Hu & Gao, 1997; Lu, 2002; Zhang, 2007), its 

general implementing principles (Sun, 2016), its pedagogical models (Gu, 2017; 

Huang, 2015, Peng, Fu, & Wu, 2020; Ren, 2012), and the role of Chinese culture in 

intercultural learning (Qian, 2018; Xiao, Xiao, Li & Song, 2010; Yang & Wang, 

2013).     

In Chinese academia, the recent years witnessed a gradual breaking away from 

the teaching of essentialist culture to the exploration of non-essentialist culture in 

theory. The signs can be found in Youzhong Sun’s (2016) theoretical discussions on 

the guiding principles of language and culture pedagogy for the 21st century. As the 

pioneering promoter and most important theorist of language and culture education in 
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China, Sun (2016) proposed five indispensable elements to be integrated into the 

pedagogical design – “critiquing, reflecting, exploring, empathizing, and doing” (p. 

19). Sun (2016) defines critiquing as an active process during which learners are 

provided opportunities to conceptualize, analyze, synthesize, and evaluate the cultural 

information they obtained via observation, experiences, reflection, inferences, or 

communication. Reflecting is a deep-thinking process, during which learners 

reexamine the values, beliefs, presumptions hidden behind their ideas, feelings, and 

behaviors, reveal latent stereotypes they have, and realize their own cultural strength 

and weaknesses. Exploring involves actively obtaining cultural information, exploring 

cultural resources, and thinking independently about and creatively resolving specific 

questions people confront in real-life intercultural scenarios. Empathy is viewed as the 

ability to enter and participate in the cultural world of others at the cognitive, 

emotional, and behavioral levels through cultural imagination. Doing is interpreted as 

the form of experiential learning that consists of experiencing, observing, 

conceptualizing, and experimenting. Sun’s (2016) five general principles are 

commonly viewed as the most authoritative voice, in which the principles of 

exploring and doing display explicit social constructivist points of view. However, the 

five principles are presented in general terms and there are not nuanced discussions 

about how language instructors could guide students through “critiquing”, 

“reflecting”, “exploring”, “empathizing” and “doing” (Sun, 2016, p. 20) processes 

towards non-essentialistic understandings of culture. The ideological dimension of 

culture and issues such as how to deal with cultural politics are underdiscussed. 
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Advocating a utopian co-existence of cultures of equal importance, Sun’s discussions 

reveal a tendency to depoliticize culture. 

2.4.3 Teacher Perceptions and Practices 

Empirical studies concerning Chinese English instructors’ perceptions and 

practices on language and culture pedagogy at the tertiary level are few. Only three 

CSSCI (Chinese Social Sciences Citation Index) journal articles conducted over the 

last decade have been located in the CNKI (China National Knowledge Internet) 

database, the most comprehensive database of academic publications in China. 

Among them, Han (2014) and Zhang (2014) had a strong post-positivist orientation 

and both used quantitative questionnaires as the sole data collection instrument. Guo 

(2014) employed a mixed methods research design.  

More specifically, Han (2014) conducted a large-scale questionnaire survey with 

1081 college English instructors from 39 universities throughout China. This study 

explored the teacher participants’ perceptions on ICC and intercultural English 

education. Han used closed-ended questionnaire to investigate instructors’ perceptions 

in four areas: teaching objectives, activities used for teaching culture, cultural aspects 

emphasized in their ELT, and ways to assess ICC. Zhang (2014) designed three close-

ended quantitative questionnaires and investigated three-level perceptions of 201 

English instructors from one university in Wuhan province: instructors’ ideas on the 

objectives of CET in general, their ideas on the objectives of teaching ICC, and their 

attitudes towards teaching ICC. Guo’s (2014) mixed-methods study examined the 

impacts of instructors’ cultural beliefs on students’ development of ICC. 186 college 
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English instructors and 462 undergraduates from eight universities across Shanxi 

Province participated in the questionnaire investigation. Guo interviewed eight 

instructors and eighteen students, and observed nine instructors’ classroom practices. 

Close-ended questionnaire was used to investigate instructors’ attitudes towards 

teaching ICC, their pedagogical strategies, and their evaluation on self-efficacy.  

The findings of all three studies revealed that there was a conspicuous gap 

between instructors’ positive attitude towards ICC and their inadequate pedagogical 

competence to address ICC in ELT. Most instructors held positive attitudes towards 

incorporating culture in language teaching (Guo, 2014; Zhang, 2014), but they at the 

same time have difficulties defining ICC in a clear way (Han, 2014) and had limited 

cultural knowledge (Guo, 2014). Accordingly, the actual language and culture 

teaching practices were unsatisfactory evaluated either by themselves (Han, 2014; 

Zhang, 2014) and/or by the students (Guo, 2014). 

In addition to the above-mentioned journal articles, three dissertations (Cheng, 

2007; Li, 2016; Qian, 2011) that addressed Chinese English instructors’ perspectives 

and practices at the tertiary level were located in the database of ProQuest 

Dissertations and Theses Global. Cheng’s (2007) qualitative case study research 

explored eight Taiwan college English instructors’ understanding of culture and 

intercultural competence and examined how their understanding of these concepts 

influenced their pedagogical practices. Li (2016) also conducted a qualitative case 

study research exploring four Chinese college English instructors’ attitudes towards 

and practices of integrating culture with language education. Qian’s (2011) 
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ethnographic study was conducted in three universities in Shanghai. All 36 

participants were interviewed about their perceptions on culture and the ways their 

perceptions were reflected in instructional practices in the classroom. Qian also 

observed, as non-participant observer, nineteen participants’ classroom practices.  

These dissertations yielded mutually confirmatory results and supported the 

findings reported in the journal articles. These studies reveled that instructors 

conceptualized culture and culture teaching in a “fairly circumscribed” (Qian, 2011, p. 

ii) way; they received little language and culture pedagogical training (Cheng, 2007; 

Li, 2016; Qian, 2011); had “little acquaintance with theories related to culture” (Qian, 

2011, p. iii); and were unable to build their lesson plans on solid theoretical basis 

(Cheng, 2007). Accordingly, it was hard for them to guide students to go beyond the 

surface understanding of culture (Qian, 2011, Tian, 2013). instructors in all the studies 

adopted instructor-led way of teaching culture and seldom involved student in self-

directed learning activities (Cheng, 2007; Li, 2016; Qian, 2011). As the chief 

mediators between educational policies and real-world classroom practices, the 

studies revealed Chinese college English instructors clearly faced difficulties in 

practicing meaningful language and culture pedagogy and achieving college English 

policy goals.  

To conclude, the few empirical studies (Cheng, 2007; Guo, 2014; Han, 2014; Li, 

2016; Qian, 2011; Zhang, 2014) conducted on Chinese instructors’ perceptions on 

culture and practices of culture teaching exhibited one major limitation. At the 

theoretical level, most studies located in the literature centered on exploring 
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instructors’ perceptions on the IC or ICC competence model and were not based on an 

in-depth discussion of the nature of culture. This fundamental issue of language and 

culture pedagogy received little attention from Chinese academia. To address this gap, 

I based this study on a comprehensive conceptual framework that highlighted the 

complex and dynamic nature of culture and focused on how conceptualization of 

culture influenced the way participants presented cultural and constructed pedagogical 

meaning-making space.  

2.5 Chapter Summary 

This chapter reviewed three strands of literature. The first strand was a 

comprehensive critical review of the multivoiced theoretical perspectives on the 

nature of culture, based on which the conceptualized framework for the study was 

derived. The second strand was an overview of six major pedagogical approaches to 

culture in language education as discussed and explored by non-Chinese academics. 

The third strand focused on the theoretical discussions on and practices of culture 

teaching in ELT in China. The next chapter presents issues relating to the research 

methodology adopted by the study. 
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CHAPTER 3: Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

 This chapter discusses research design issues related to the study. The discussions 

address the rationale for choosing a qualitative research approach and the embedded 

single-case study design as research methodology, the philosophical framework, Date 

procedure, data collection methods, data analysis and interpretation procedures, as 

well as trustworthiness issues related to the findings of the study.   

3.2 Qualitative Research Approach 

The major foci of the current study were to develop an in-depth understanding of 

how the participants gave meaning to language and culture pedagogy and how their 

ways of conceptualizing culture-in-ELT were being constructed within their 

immediate personal context, the institutional context of the targeted university, and the 

larger socio-political context of China. Given the research purposes to understand 

situated perceptions and practices, a qualitative stance was considered a good fit. 

According to Merriam (1998), qualitative research is especially suited to explore “the 

meanings people have constructed” and “how they make sense of their world and the 

experiences they have in the world” (p. 6). Qualitative research is rich in detail, 

sensitive to context, and capable of revealing the complex factors that are in play 

shaping the local perceptions and practices (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). 

Following an interpretive tradition and a qualitative research trajectory, this study 

bears a few distinctive features:  (a) a naturalistic and holistic approach to the subject 

matter – studying the subject matter in its natural settings and bounded contexts and 
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emphasizing the detailed workings of local factors, rather than restricting attention to 

the outcomes (Martyn, 2002); (b) an interpretive stance to data analysis – the 

researcher plays a significant role in interpreting the meanings the participants bring 

to the study and making sense of the phenomenon of interest; (c) a strong objection to 

quick conclusion and simplified understanding and a serious pursuit of in-depth 

understanding of the subject matter. This is achieved through an extensive collection 

of empirical data using multi-method to capture the nuanced meaning-laden moments 

in the participants’ lives; and (d) a gradual and iterative inquiry process – allowing 

research issues to evolve. Using the qualitative research approach, predominant 

emphasis of the study was placed on developing nuanced understanding of the subject 

matter. It does not attempt “to eliminate what cannot be discounted” nor “to simplify 

what cannot be simplified”. Rather, it embraces “paradoxes and acknowledges that 

there are no simple answers” (Shields, 2007, p. 13). 

3.3 Philosophical Orientation 

This qualitative study is situated within social constructivism that emphasizes the 

subjective and intersubjective construction of knowledge, the multivoiced 

reconstruction of “truth” (Lincoln et al., 2011), and the multiple ways of interpreting 

and negotiating meaning. Knowledge is not discovered. Rather, it is socially 

constructed by people who are socially, culturally, and historically embedded. 

Knowledge is neither independent of human knowing nor value free. Truth is 

subjective, relative, situational, partial, and incomplete. Truth is a locally specific state 

constructed either individually or collectively in the local context. Meaning is 
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interpretative. The meanings that individuals develop of their experiences are 

subjective, varied, and multiple. They are formed “through interaction with others  

and through historical and cultural norms that operate in individuals’ lives” (Creswell 

& Creswell, 2018, p. 50). Social constructivism emphasizes “the knowing subjects” 

instead of “the object to be known” (Maréchal, 2010, p. 220) . 

In this study, the participants were viewed as active agents and cognizing human 

beings. Their pedagogical conceptualizations were viewed as the results of their active 

construction of knowledge based on their experiences of teaching and their 

knowledge of the changing field of foreign language education in China. Their 

pedagogical perceptions were influenced by their everyday experiences, such as, their 

interactions with the teacher community, the students, and other social structures or 

conventions present in their professional lives. Seeking to unfold the complexity of 

the participants’ pedagogical conceptualizations needed a holistic reading of all the 

local realities where they located themselves.  

3.4 Embedded Single-Case Study Design 

This study uses an embedded single-case study design. According to Yin (2018), 

the distinctive need for case study research approach arises when the researcher is 

interested in investigating “a contemporary social phenomenon” as a bounded system 

over time and wants to employ multiple sources of evidence to “retain a holistic and 

real-world perspective” (p.5) about that phenomenon. Yin (2018) also argues that a 

single case study may involve “units of analysis” (p. 51), when the researcher pays 

attention not only to the “global nature” (p. 52) of a particular phenomenon but also to 
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the operational details of its “subunits” (p. 51). In order to obtain an in-depth 

understanding of how Chinese English instructors made sense of culture-in-ELT and 

how they develop perspectives on “appropriate” ways to carry out language and 

culture pedagogy in the local context, the study focused on the specific “case” of the 

College English Program provided by the targeted university. Within the single case, 

individual instructions were selected and studied as subunits of analysis. Embedded 

single-case design adds significant opportunities for extensive analysis of the issue 

under study and enhance the insights into the single case.  

3.5 Sampling and the Sample Characteristics 

Participants for the study were recruited from the School of Foreign Language 

Education of the targeted university, China. Among the approximately 3000 

universities nationwide, the targeted university ranks as the top twenty according to 

the 2021-2022 national university ranking list. It is located in an inland city, the 

capital city of a northeastern province. The level of internationalization of the city is 

relatively low. Given the above, the targeted university can be seen as a national high-

level university overall but with relatively poor external English learning environment 

in terms of the opportunities for language learners to be engaged in in-person 

intercultural communications with native English speakers. The School of Foreign 

Language Education consists of ten undergraduate English teaching units spreading 

across six campuses of the targeted university and has about 300 faculty members in 

total. This faculty offers general English courses to all undergraduate non-English-

majors. Given the large faculty size, the research site was considered easily accessible 
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to participants with diverse demographic background.  

I have been working at the targeted university as an English instructor since 2002 

and therefore, the participants recruited were technically my colleagues. However, 

since we were from different teaching units of different campuses, I did not have close 

relationships with most of the participants except one who was from the same 

teaching unit as mine. I was not in a position of authority with any one of them and 

the recruitment was based on absolute voluntariness. My position as an insider of the 

research site and colleague of the participants gave me an edge during the study 

process. It helped me to build rapport with them. It was found that most participants 

developed trust in me quickly. They were more willing to open up when they 

perceived me as someone who had shared experiences with them, was familiar with 

the institutional contexts and could understand their feelings.  

Two kinds of “purposive sampling” (Korzilius, 2010, p. 761) strategies, criterion 

sampling (Patton, 2015) and maximal variation sampling (Creswell, 2019, p. 205), 

were used to recruit participants with the dual desire to deliberately select 

information-rich participants to illustrate the phenomena of interest and to maximize 

the range of data collected to fairly represent the case and build complexity into the 

research. To achieve this end, efforts were made to recruit participants from across all 

six campuses, referred to as Campuses A, B, C, D, E and F.  

The initial recruitment was conducted based on two criteria to include 

participants who match a predefined profile (Patton, 2015). First, participants should 

be teaching general English during the course of the study. Secondly, participants 
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would describe themselves as interested in addressing culture in ELT. The rationale 

for using these two criteria was that instructors with interest in culture teaching were 

more likely to contemplate on the issue being studied and reveal more details about 

the subject matter than those who showed little interest in this area.  

After obtaining written permission for the study from the dean of the faculty, I 

posted a recruitment letter (see Appendix II) to the faculty’s WeChat group, which is 

the office platform for all faculty members. The recruitment letter outlined the 

essential information pertaining to the study – the purpose, the way that participants 

would be involved, and their rights. Seventeen faculty members responded to the 

recruitment invitation among whom fourteen taught intensive reading class and three 

taught academic writing classes. According to the three instructors themselves, culture 

was rarely addressed in academic writing classes and few opportunities were available 

to me to conduct observations of their classroom teaching at a later date. Given that 

situation, I decided to exclude these three volunteer instructors from the participant 

pool.  

To fulfil the second sampling purpose to cover maximal variation and a wide 

range of experiences, opinions, and concerns, further screening of candidates was 

conducted. At this stage of sampling, other characteristics of the 14 remaining 

instructors were taken into account. These include their gender, age, academic status, 

professional titles, years of teaching, length of overseas experiences, and campus 

location. To represent all six campuses in a balanced way, I excluded two volunteers 
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from one over-represented campus that had five volunteers, based on the rationale that 

they shared very similar profiles with two other instructors from other sites.  

As the result, twelve participants were selected for the study. Three of them came 

from campus A, one from campus B, two from campus C, two from campus D, one 

from campus E, and three from campus F. Table 3-1 charts the sampling 

characteristics of the participants. Overall, the sample displays variation in all the 

aspects except in gender and overseas experiences. English teaching at the targeted 

university is predominantly a female profession, with about 80% of the faculty being 

female. The quotient of the male participants in the pool fairly reflected the male-

female ratio at the faculty. In the aspect of overseas experiences, the majority of the 

participants (n=10) had overseas experiences. This did not reflect the reality of the 

faculty, where over half of the faculty members did not have any overseas 

experiences. Therefore, what this study mainly revealed are the perspectives and 

practices of instructors who have overseas experiences. To ensure anonymity, each 

participant was given a code that indicated the campus s/he came from. For instance, 

CAP1 was used to represent participant one from Campus A, CAP2 represented 

participant two from Campus A, CAP3 represented participant three from Campus A, 

and so on in a similar fashion. 
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Table 3-1. Overview of Demographics of the Participants 

Participants Gender Age Academic 

Status  

Professional 

Title 

Years of 

Teaching 

Overseas 

experiences 

Campus 

CAP 1 Female 44 M.A. Lecturer 22 24 months A 

CAP 2 Female 42 Ph.D. Associate 

Professor 

16 0 A 

CAP 3 Female 39 Ph.D. Lecturer 12 24 months A 

CBP 1 Female 51 M.A. Associate 

Professor 

29 12 months B 

CCP 1 Female 38 Ph.D. Lecturer 11 12 months C 

CCP 2 Female 44 M.A. Lecturer 22 12 months C 

CDP 1 Female 40 M.A. Lecturer 20 0 D 

CDP 2 Male 54 Ph.D. Full 

professor 

32 36 months D 

CEP 1 Female 46 Ph. D. Associate 

Professor 

24 24 months E 

CFP 1 Male 44 M. A. Lecturer 22 1 month F 

CFP 2 Female 48 M.A. Associate 

Professor 

26 2 months F 

CFP 3 Female 31 M. A. Lecturer 7 24 months F 

3.6 Data Collection Methods 

The ability to use multiple sources of evidence is the most important advantage of 

doing a case study. For this study, semi-structured interviews, non-participant 

structured observations, and documentation were used to explore participants’ 

perceptions and practices of integrating culture into tertiary-level English education. 

Data were collected in an intensive way from May 15th, 2021 to June 30th, 2021 (see 

Appendix V for the data collection timelines).  

3.6.1 Semi-Structured Interview 

In this study, semi-structured qualitative interview was used as a major data 

collection instrument. Qualitative interviews create engaging and rich social 

encounters (Mann, 2011, p. 8) for the interviewer and the interviewees to explore and 

co-construct meaning and knowledge (Talmy & Richards, 2011). The participants 

were positioned with the researcher as meaning-making agents in the production of 
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knowledge. The findings of the study were considered as the co-interpretations of data 

made by the researcher and the participants. The participants’ experiences, 

knowledge-base, academic background, and worldviews, as well as those of the 

researcher all contributed to the interpretations of the case.  

The semi-structured interviews were guided by a preprepared semi-structured 

interview protocol (see Appendix VI) to cover the key topic areas and frame the areas 

to be explored. Given the exploratory nature of the study, the interview questions 

were designed to be “sufficiently open” (Wengraf, 2001, p. 5), serving mainly as a 

prompt to guide the interviews. The actual interviews were not restricted by the 

protocol. As the interviews progressed, interview questions evolved and were 

“improvised in a careful and theorized way” (Wengraf, 2001, p. 5), which allowed 

richer, more nuanced, and more in-depth information from participants to emerge. 

Each semi-structured interview was planned to last for about 90 minutes. Most 

interviews were in line with the time frame, with only two participants taking less 

time (a little more than 50 munities) and one exceptionally longer (about two hours). 

The total number of hours of interviews was 16 hours and 54 minutes. The primary 

interview language was Chinese with the aim to solicit fuller explanations from the 

participants whose native language was Chinese. Interviewees were also given the 

freedom to switch to English whenever they felt comfortable; however, the actual use 

of English in the interviews was rare. All interviews were conducted via Zoom and 

audio-recorded with a laptop recorder. All the recordings were transcribed by hand 

verbatim in Chinese before being translated into English by the researcher for 



76 

analysis.  

As Kitzinger (2004) puts it, there is no “uncovering ‘facts’, ‘realities’, or ‘truth’ 

behind the talk” (p. 128) and the interview should not be taken as hard evidence of 

one’s experience. Interview data are to be viewed as fallible evidence of extra-

interview realities (Maxwell, 1996) and it is reasonable to “corroborate interview data 

with information from other sources”, because “interviewees’ responses are subject to 

the common problems of bias, poor recall, and poor or inaccurate articulation” (Yin, 

2018, p. 121). Given the limitations of the interview, I employed two other data 

collection instruments.  

3.6.2 Non-Participant Observation 

After the initial semi-structured interviews, non-participant classroom 

observations were conducted, where I observed the participants’ pedagogical 

behaviors as an external observer and did not participate in any classroom activities 

(Gay et al., 2012). The observations were guided by a semi-structured observation 

protocol (see Appendix VII) and aimed to unfold the methodological details of how 

the participants (dis) engaged students in real-life classroom meaning-making. With 

written consents obtained from the instructors and their students (see Appendices III 

and IV), each participant’s classroom was observed for once and audio-recorded with 

the researcher’s laptop recorder. Each observation lasted for exactly 90 minutes and 

was spread out over two sessions. The total length of the observations was 18 hours. 

During the observations, I carefully took fieldnotes to document the process of how 

participants contextualized culture and scaffolded classroom meaning-making. The 
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fieldnotes contained both descriptive information about what I observed on-site and 

reflective information that captured my reflections, feelings, thoughts, and 

experiences during the observation (Bogdan & Biklen, 2016). After each observation, 

I approached the participants to seek further clarifications about any questions I might 

have, which took place either immediately after the observation or after the initial 

analysis of the observation data has been done.  

3.6.3 Documentation 

 Two kinds of documents were used in this study: policy documents related to the 

cultural dimension of ELT as well as the culture-related teaching materials (slides and 

other audio-visual aids) provided by the participants. The national policy documents 

reviewed for the study included The National Medium- and Long-Term Plan for 

Education Reform and Development (2010-2020), The 2017 Guidelines on College 

English Education, and The State Standards for Undergraduate Education in Regular 

Institutions of Higher Learning (2018). All these documents were issued by China’s 

Ministry of Education. The institutional policy document reviewed was The 2015 

College English Curriculum Requirements of the case school. While the national and 

institutional policy documents provided larger contexts for the study, the teaching 

materials provided by the participants shed important insights into how well the 

policy requirements were translated into local practices.  

3.7 Data Analysis and Interpretation 

The study employed a thematic approach to data analysis and interpretation. 

According to Boyatzis (1998), thematic analysis is a way of making sense of 
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qualitative information through a process of encoding, category-building, theme-

generating, concept-mining, and theory-developing. Thematic analysis is a flexible 

research tool that simultaneously allows for “a rich and detailed; and yet complex 

account of data (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 5). However, the traditional thematic 

approach may be flawed in the way that it tends to conflate the two concepts – 

“recurrence and importance” (Buetow, 2010, p. 123). Buetow (2010) challenges the 

traditional practice and claims, “the mere recurrence of codes is not necessarily a 

sufficient criterion of their importance” (p. 123). In view of this, while following 

Boyatzis’ (1998) coding development procedure, the study also drew on Buetow’s 

(2010) “saliency analysis” as a helpful enhancement of the thematic approach and 

paid due attention to the kind of codes and themes that were highly important but 

might not be recurrent. The study involved three forms of qualitative data – interview 

transcripts, classroom observation transcripts, and culture-related teaching materials. 

The data were analyzed separately before they were converged at the interpretation 

stage. 

3.7.1 Combining Deductive and Inductive Approaches 

Boyatzis (1998) distinguishes three primary approaches to systematical coding 

and theming. The first is the “theory-driven” approach, which is a deductive 

approach, in which thematic coding and theming are framed by a theory. The second 

is the “prior data or prior research driven” approach, which is also a deductive 

approach, in which thematic coding and theming are framed by prior research 

findings. The third is the “inductive” approach, in which thematic coding and theming 
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are generated directly from the raw data (p. 29). Both deductive and inductive 

approaches have some drawbacks. Deductive approaches may allow too many 

preconceptions and rigid interpretations from prior theories and research findings to 

shape the coding and theming process. Inductive approach may generate dispersive 

and vague codes that are hard to make sense of. To address these pitfalls, I combined 

the deductive and inductive approaches in the data analysis and interpretation process. 

The development of the codes and themes for the study was best characterized as 

theory-informed and yet data-driven.  

While the overall coding and theming process was oriented to addressing the four 

research questions, the process was also been informed by the conceptual framework 

proposed in Chapter 2. The framework captured the existing knowledge base of the 

literature about pedagogical conceptualization of culture and played important roles in 

the coding and theming processes in at least two ways. 

First, the framework provided an analytic angle from which I looked at the 

subject matter. I conceived the framework as a conceptual structure to introduce the 

important conceptual issues in the field of interest into the current study. Following 

Stake’s (1995) ideas of using issues as conceptual framework, the six conceptual 

constructs could be viewed as the “etic issues” (the researcher’s issues brought from 

the larger research community), which needed to be incorporated when exploring and 

interpreting the “emic issues” (issues of the case participants) (p. 20).  

Second, the framework reflected my knowledge base about the research topic and 

influenced in significant way the process of knowledge construction. As Kincheloe 
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(2001) contended, “the angle from which an entity is seen, the values of the researcher 

that shape the questions he or she asks about it, and what the researcher considers 

important are all factors in the construction of knowledge about the phenomenon in 

question” (p. 342). Participants’ meaning-making activities will interact with the 

researcher’s priori knowledge about the issue represented by the framework before 

new knowledge could be co-constructed.  

While the framework provided some kind of structure, in the sense that it 

provided “an initial image, a vague starting point for looking at empirical evidence” 

(Boyatzis, 1998, p.37), it was used in a flexible manner, open to emergent situations, 

and sensitive to what else the raw data might say. In the study, I made significant 

efforts to keep the data analysis process adaptive and emerging as much as possible. I 

collected and analyzed data simultaneously allowing the preliminary analysis of the 

data to lead to possible alterations in the ensuing phases of data analysis.  

3.7.2 First Cycle Coding  

In view of the research characteristics (theory-driven) and the research objectives 

(situated perceptions & behaviors), I drew on a combination of coding methods to 

analyze the raw data. Following Saldana’s (2009) categorization of coding methods, 

the main methods used included Attribute Coding, Holistic Coding, Provisional 

Coding, and Protocol Coding. The following coding scheme illustrates how they were 

used for the First Cycle Coding and the Second Cycle Coding.   
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At the beginning of coding process, Attribute Coding was used to capture the 

“basic descriptive information” of the study (Saldana, 2009, p. 55). This included the 

participant demographics (gender, age, academic status, professional title, overseas 

experiences, professional training) and the setting information (student backgrounds 

and campus location). 

Holistic Coding is used during the first cycle of coding, where I applied “a single 

code to each large unit of data in the corpus to capture a sense of the overall contents 

and the possible categories that may develop” (Saldana, 2009, p. 118). To be more 

specific, instead of analyzing data line by line, at the initial stage of data analysis, I 

grouped basic themes and “chunk” the data into three broad topic areas: perceptions, 

practices, and contexts. For further refined analysis, I then used Provisional Coding to 

process each of the three categories of data. Provisional Coding starts with a 

predetermined “‘start list’ set of codes prior to the fieldwork” (Miles & Huberman, 

1994, p. 58, as cited in Saldana, 2009, p. 120). “These codes can be developed from 

anticipated categories or types of responses/actions that may arise in the data yet to be 

collected” (Saldana, 2009, p. 120). Informed by the conceptual framework proposed, 

the perception data were further coded as culture as knowledge, culture as meaning-

making, culture as social constraints, culture as resources, culture as value-free, 

culture as politics, culture as moral/citizen education, and others. Context data were 

coded as personal-level context, institutional-level context, and sociopolitical-level 

context. Referencing to the predesigned observation protocol, behavior data were 

further coded using Protocol Coding as ways of contextualizing culture and ways of 
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engaging students with culture.  

3.7.3 Analytic Memo Writing 

Memos are the sites where researchers have conversation with themselves about 

the data they are analyzing. According to Saldana (2009), analytic memo writing 

helps researchers to document and reflect on their “coding process and code choices”, 

“how the process of inquiry is taking shape” (p. 32), and how the patterns, categories 

and subcategories, themes, and concepts emerged from the data possibly lead toward 

theory. During the entire data analysis process of data analysis for the study, I 

constantly wrote analytic memos, as Mason (2002) recommends, to help me reflect 

and think critically about my coding and theming process, challenge my own 

assumptions, projections, and biases, contextualize my thoughts and decisions as an 

analyst of the data, and recognize the extent to which my thoughts, actions and 

decisions shaped how I researched and what I saw.    

As to how to write an analytic memo, I followed the guidance provided by 

Saldana (2009) and mainly reflected on: (1) the way I related to the participants and 

the phenomenon; (2) the way the codes related to the research questions; (3) the 

operational definition of a code; (4) the way the patterns, categories, themes, and 

concepts emerged; (5) how possible networks among the codes, patterns, categories, 

themes, and concepts could be created; (6) if there was a  moment that involved any 

personal/ ethical dilemma; (7) what might be the future directions for the study; (8) 

the analytic memos generated so far; and (9) how to write the final report for the 

study.  
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3.7.4 Second Cycle Coding  

The Second Cycle Coding involved a theme developing process that permitted 

emerging initial codes from the First Cycle Coding to be “segregated, grouped, 

regrouped and relinked in order to consolidate meaning and explanation” (Grbich, 

2007, p.21). Here the researcher drew on the analytic memos, and the Pattern Coding 

method to pull together initial codes into more meaningful and parsimonious units of 

analysis, and to, in the words of Miles and Huberman (1994), develop “a smaller 

number of sets, themes, or constructs” (p. 69).  

3.7.5 Consistency Check 

Consistency check was done several times to see if the themes could be subsumed 

by other themes, relabeled, or dropped all together and if “there may be some 

rearrangement and reclassification of coded data into different and even new 

categories” (Saldana, 2009, p.10). As a solo coder, I consulted the participants about 

the appropriateness of the themes I used to describe their data as a way of validating 

the coding process. I sought clarification from the participants when they disagreed 

with certain themes I developed and brought the revisions back to them to make sure 

they considered the revised themes fairly described their ideas.  

3.7.6 Data Converging and Interpreting 

At the interpreting stage, I converged the data to generate understanding and 

obtain insights. Data convergence occurred at two levels: within-unit convergence and 

across-unit convergence. At the individual level, within-unit convergence was carried 

out. While making sense of data of each individual, I converged and compared their 
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perception data obtained from the interview, practice data obtained from the 

interview, and practice data obtained from the observation to see whether they were 

(in)consistent with one another.  

At the collective level, across-unit convergence was carried out. Efforts were 

made to see (1) whether patterns could be observed across the units, (2) whether the 

themes would present an “analytic priority” (Yin, 2018, p. 168) with one theme being 

more important than others and therefore deserving more attention, or (3) whether 

connections among the themes could be described and interpreted within larger social 

and institutional context. Patterns of all twelve participants were compared 

comprehensively. Special attention was paid to each pair of philosophical stances 

outlined in the conceptual framework to see if one stance received more attention than 

the other from the participants in general and how the tendencies exhibited could be 

explained by the contextual conditions.  

3.8 Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness issues in a qualitative study relate to credibility, 

generalization/transferability, dependability, and confirmability of the findings of the 

study (Guba, 1981; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Each of this area is discussed below in 

terms of how they were addressed in the current study.  

3.8.1 Credibility 

  Credibility is the most critical feature in evaluating the quality of a qualitative 

inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) and it refers to “the extent to which a research 

account is believable and appropriate” (Tobin, 2010, p. 242). Credibility involves 
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researchers’ efforts to obtain reliable data and evolve data into persuasive and truthful 

narrative (Creswell & Miller, 2000). To enhance credibility, care was taken following 

Shenton’s (2004) suggestions. First, I adopted an appropriate and well- established 

research methodology (case study) for the current study. Secondly, I made efforts to 

develop “an early familiarity with the culture of participating organization” (Shenton, 

2004, p. 65). As an English instructor myself with 18 years’ teaching experiences at 

the targeted university, I am equipped with insider knowledge of the research site. 

Before entering the field to collect data, I familiarized myself with the institutional 

policy document (The 2015 College English Curriculum Requirements) to further my 

understanding of the local culture. Thirdly, I positioned myself at proximity to the 

case under study and immersed myself in the context where language and culture 

pedagogy took place and gathered information personally through non-participant 

observations. The close-up view helped to develop a holistic and in-depth 

understanding of the circumstances that contextualize the subject matter. Fourthly, I 

drew on three instruments to collect data to limit the weak points of one single 

instrument. Also, I used embedded single-case study design to allow individual 

viewpoints and experiences to be cross-referenced with others. Therefore, “a rich 

picture of the attitudes, needs or behavior of those under scrutiny may be constructed 

based on the contributions of a arrange of people” (Shenton, 2004, p. 66). Fifthly, to 

ensure genuine willingness to take part in the study (Shenton, 2004), I made it clear to 

the participants that their participation was on a voluntary basis and they could 

withdraw at any point and refuse to answer questions they feel uncomfortable with. 
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Sixthly, to obtain reliable data,“iterative questioning”(Shenton, 2004, p. 67) was 

used to detect suspicious data. While analyzing the data, I was wary of the 

disconfirming or negative evidence and opened to dissonant voices (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994; Creswell & Miller, 2000).  Sixthly, while writing up the findings, I 

made deliberate efforts to provide a thick description of the case under scrutiny and 

relate the findings of this study with the existing body of literature in the field. All 

these tactics helped to boost the credibility of the study.  

3.8.2 Generalization/Transferability 

Generalization/transferability involves the issue of seeking broader implications 

of the findings of a qualitative inquiry. It refers to the extent to which “the findings 

can be ‘generalized’ to other studies or situations” (Yin, 2010). According to Stake 

(1995), qualitative case studies follow a process of “naturalistic generalization” and 

the extent to which a researcher’s subjective construction, or interpretation, of the 

“reality” can be generalized beyond the immediate case depends on how it is filtered 

through the reader’s cognition and to what extent it can cause empathetic resonance in 

the reader’s heart. Naturalistic generalization is thus “located within the realm of 

private knowledge” (Hamilton, 1979, as cited in Lincoln & Guba, 2000, p. 37) and 

embedded in the reader’s experience (Stake, 1995, p. 86). Stake’s approach to 

naturalistic generalization stresses heavily the reader’s role in producing knowledge 

and the researcher’ role to illuminate understanding for the reader. Whether the 

reader’s naturalistic generalization can be confirmed depends on how well the 

researcher creates “vicarious experiences” (p. 85) for the reader to help them sense of 
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the meanings that the researcher obtained through the study.    

Following Stake’s (1995) suggestion, research findings of this study were 

reported in an engaging manner, providing nuanced accounts, or “thick description”, 

of the meaningful moments of the case study, as well as the salient features of the 

case, including the local-specific contexts (including the personal, instructional, and 

socio-political contexts) that demarcate the case. The hope was that the detailed 

accounts of the qualitative evidentiary data would help recreate in the reader’s mind 

the contexts, the feelings, the thoughts, the interactions, the tensions, and motivations 

of the case under study and facilitate experiential understanding and naturalistic 

generalization on the reader’s side. This recreation would let the outside readers see 

whether their own experiences and contexts bear any resemblance with the case being 

studied and whether naturalistic generalization was possible based on their judgment 

calls. 

3.8.3 Dependability  

Dependability refers to the consistency and “stability” (Guba, 1981, p. 86) of the 

qualitative research findings. It attends to the degree to which the findings of a 

qualitative inquiry could be “consistently repeated” (Guba, 1981, p. 80) when its 

research procedure is repeated by an outside researcher with the same or similar 

participants in the same or similar context. Establishing dependability concerns how 

well the process of the study is documented. To enhance dependability of the current 

study, a clear “audit trail” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 323) was created for an external 

researcher to develop a thorough understanding of the research design and its 
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implementation. The operational details of data collection and analysis procedures 

were carefully documented with a research log and detailed memo writing, which 

allowed the reader to trace through the researcher’s logic and inquiry process and 

repeat the research process.  

3.8.4 Confirmability 

Confirmability refers “to the degree to which the findings of an inquiry are a 

function solely of the subjects (respondents) and conditions of the inquiry and not of 

the biases, motivations, interests, perspectives and so on of the inquirer” (Guba, 1981, 

p. 80). In a qualitative inquiry, the researcher is the data collection instrument and the 

pilot of data analysis process. The researcher’s philosophical and epistemological 

position, subjective decisions, perspectives, and self-reflexive ability are closely 

relevant in establishing confirmability in the findings of a study.   

The current study was informed by the conceptual framework proposed in 

Chapter 2. The conceptual framework represented the researcher’s onto-

epistemological understanding of culture-in-ELT and influenced in significant ways 

what research questions to ask, how to design interview and observation protocols to 

collect data, and how to analyze and interpret data. To reduce researcher biases and 

extend confidence in that the findings were grounded in the data and properly 

represented the participants’ perspectives (Tobin, 2 010), the following strategies were 

used. First, multiple data collection methods were employed to allow different sources 

of data to shed light on participants’ perspectives. Secondly, a coding-recoding 

procedure was employed to allow the researcher to frequently revisit data and 
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reexamine the appropriateness of codes and reflect on the quality of category labels. 

Thirdly, “member checking” (McGinn, 2010, p. 243) was employed to give research 

participants opportunities to confirm the information and meaning they provided. I 

“involve[d] participants in assessing whether the researcher’s interpretation accurately 

represent them” (Creswell & Miller, 2000, p. 125) in two scenarios. During the 

interview, I constantly sought confirmation and clarification from them by 

summarizing or rephrasing their ideas to them to see if I accurately captured their 

thoughts. After data analysis, I took the emergent themes back to the participants for 

them to confirm the credibility of my theme choices, that is, whether the themes were 

accurate and made sense to them. Fourthly, an audit trail was provided. The original 

source data (interview and observation transcripts, teaching materials provided by the 

participants, policy documents), a detailed account of the research procedures, as well 

as the thematic codes used were all available to be scrutinized. They allowed the 

outside readers to decide how accurately the researcher’s accounts represented the 

participants’ realities.  

3.9 Chapter Summary 

This chapter discussed the rationale for adopting qualitative case study as the 

research methodology for the current study. A full coverage of research procedure was 

provided, followed by a detailed discussion on the trustworthiness issues as well as 

the tactics employed to enhance the trustworthiness of the findings of the study. 

Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7 presents the findings of data analysis.  
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CHAPTER 4: Findings: Conceptualizing Culture-in-ELT 

4.1 Introduction 

The first research question asked how the participants perceived culture-in-ELT. 

Culture, as a comprehensive and sophisticated notion, can be taught based on many of 

its definitions. To understand participants’ perceptions on culture involves two 

processes: identifying the cultural dimensions participants perceived as most closely 

related to ELT and analyzing their self-depicted ways of dealing with those 

dimensions. While citing the participants, I italicized words, phrases and sentences 

that were considered information-rich for emphasis.  

4.2 Cultural Dimensions Perceived as Most Relevant to ELT 

The participants perceived four cultural dimensions as most relevant to ELT. 

They were culture related to national survey, language and language use, societal 

conventions, and ways of perceiving. Table 4-1 below provides an overview of these 

dimensions identified and the cultural themes that emerged within each category. A 

more comprehensive overview of these dimensions is provided in Appendix VIII, in 

which all specific cultural topics mentioned by each participant were charted. 
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Table 4-1. Cultural Dimensions Perceived as Most Relevant to ELT 

Cultural Dimensions                                          Cultural Themes and Subthemes 

Culture related to…  

National Survey                                                  History 

                                   Geography 

Political system  

Educational system 

Cultural artefacts 

National Symbols  

Language & Language Use                               Cultural Connotations behind Language 

                                                                             Socio-pragmatic Conventions of language   

                                    Communicative conventions 

  Written conventions 

Societal Conventions                                         Practices that typify the inhabitants of a nation  

Ways of Perceiving                                            Values, beliefs, attitudes, and assumptions that 

typify the inhabitants of a nation 

 

4.2.1 Culture Related to National Survey  

The participants agreed that survey knowledge about a nation was an essential 

part of ELT and it was their responsibility to equip language learners with knowledge 

of the outside world. They recalled having taught various forms of cultural knowledge 

about English-speaking countries, predominantly America and UK, to their students in 

their classroom teaching. Table 4-2 charts the cultural themes mentioned by the 

participants in the interviews that were related to this dimension. The themes were 

summarized under history, geography, education system, cultural artefacts, pop 

culture, and national symbols. A figure, placed within the square bracket, was 

assigned to each topic to show the number of participants who mentioned the 

particular topic in the interviews. This number might be viewed as an indicator of the 

significance level of a certain topic to the participants.  
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Table 4-2. Cultural Topics Related to National Survey 

History 

the history of the civil rights movement in America [2]; the origin of Thanksgiving 

Day [1]; the history of Napoleon’s and Hitler’s war against Soviet Union [1]; Feminist 

movement and pastoral feminism [1] 

Geography 

geographical location of San Diego [1] and Davos [3] 

Educational System  

educational system of America and UK [1] 

Cultural Artefacts  

tea culture [1], silk culture [1], embroidery culture [1] 

Pop Culture 

hippie culture [1] 

National Symbols  

symbols of Donkey and Elephant for American political parties [3] 

Most topics (n=8) listed in Table 4-2 were reported to be related to textbook 

contents and culture related to national survey was usually taught as objective 

“background knowledge” to “facilitate text learning” (Example 4.1, line 1-2). In 

CFP1’s words, 

Example 4.1 

1. Culture is the background information that I need to provide to the students to 

2. facilitate their text learning. For instance, the text we will be dealing with next 

3. week is about Davos man and I think students need to know where is Davos 

4. and what is Davos man. I will introduce to them this information so that they 

5. could better understand the text. 

In addition to textbook-prescribed cultural knowledge, participants indicated they 

also touched upon some survey knowledge about a nation that they conceived 

language learners needed to know. The teaching of this line of knowledge was 

spontaneous and usually depended on the opportunities, such as whether it is related 

to the “current events” (Example 4.2, line 1). In due course, the participants would 

bring about or present about the line of knowledge in a factual way in the class. An 
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example is found in CFP3’s accounts of how she decided to introduce the symbols of 

American political parties in her classroom. As she explained in this example: 

Example 4.2 

1. I’d like to include something that is relevant to the current events…During  

2. the American presidential election, I showed my students some cartoon 

3. pictures…you know the funny images of donkey and elephant fighting with 

4. each other. I told them that the donkey and elephant are widely known as 

5. symbols of the Democratic Party and the Republican party. Many students 

6. don’t know about it. I told them why the democrats are donkeys and 

7. republicans are elephant.” 

This cultural point was not textbook related. However, it was included in the class 

because the particular class was held during the 59th American presidential election 

and CFP3 considered it an opportunity to introduce the line of cultural knowledge 

about American political parties to enlarge students’ survey knowledge repertoire. 

Here, the participant, as the major source of cultural knowledge, “showed” (Example 

4.2, line 2) her students the cultural information with visual aids – cartoon pictures 

(Example 4.2, line 2-3) – and “told” (Example 4.2, line 4 and 6) them her knowledge 

of the symbols.   

4.2.2 Culture Related to Language and Language Use 

The idea that instructors should prioritize culture that is related to language was 

another commonly shared viewpoint among the participants. A careful examination of 

the cultural topics emerged in the interviews pertaining to language revealed that, for 

the participants, culture was related to language two main ways: cultural connotation 

behind language and socio-pragmatic conventions of using language. 

4.2.2.1 Cultural Connotations behind Language.  
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Some participants described moments when they drew students’ attention to the 

cultural connotations behind English words and expressions. CAP2 recalled there was 

a time when she was talking about racial discrimination against Asians, she also 

mentioned the expression “red neck” to convey the idea that working-class white 

people might also be the object of discrimination. According to CAP2, she would tell 

her students: “Red in red neck contains derogatory cultural meaning, as it is the result 

of too much exposure to the wind and sun. So, the expression red neck indicates one’s 

lower social status as a farmer”.  

Similarly, CDP1 reported that when she came across Waterloo and Watergate in 

the textbook, she also considered it necessary to explain to her students the origins of 

the terms (Example 4.3, line 3-4) and their cultural connotations (Example 4.3, line 5-

8): 

Example 4.3 

1. Culture teaching is a matter of teaching it when encountering it. I remember 

2. that in the first unit of the textbook last semester, there was the word 

3. Waterloo. I showed students where Waterloo was in the map and how 

4. Napoleon was defeated by the British army in the Battle of Waterloo in 1815. 

5. Then I asked students to pay attention to this word. It doesn’t have very 

6. pleasant cultural meaning. Whenever we use this word, it must have 

7. something to do with failure. For Example, a place where one fails you know. 

8. Or in life or career, one is out of luck and suffers a setback… also Watergate, 

9. I will tell students about it too, the extended meaning of it.” 

Four other participants (CCP2, CDP2, CFP1 and CFP3) indicated that when they 

came across the English expression no rest for the wicked in the textbook, they 

introduced students to its religious origin and its relation with Bible in a way of 

“learning while selling” (Example 4.4., line 11-12). According to CFP3,  

 Example 4.4  
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1. In the text we have just learned last week, you know, Mr. Doherty Builds His 

2. Dream Life, there is such a sentence “No rest for the wicked on a place like 

3. this and not much for the virtuous either.” Some students noticed this 

4. sentence. The notes to the text told them the expression “no rest for the 

5. wicked” was taken from the Bible. However, they may not think about it at a 

6. deeper level such as why the author borrowed this sentence from the Bible 

7. and the religious background of American society. Therefore, I prompted my 

8. students to think a little bit about this aspect, such as how Christianity and the 

9. Bible influenced the social life and the country life of the Americans, things 

10. like these. However, I’m not an expert and I had to surf the Internet and find 

11. some materials before I told my students about it. You know learning while 

12. selling.  

The teaching of cultural connotation behind language predominantly centered 

around English language. No Example was given in the interviews concerning the 

teaching of cultural meaning of Chinese. The line of knowledge was mainly being 

presented to the learners and taught in a random way as culture-rich English words 

were scattered in the textbooks. As CDP1 pointed it out, it was “a matter of teaching it 

when encountering it” (Example 4.4, line 1).   

4.2.2.2 Socio-pragmatic Conventions of Using Language.  

As explicitly stated by most participants, teaching socio-pragmatic conventions of 

using English, be it communicative or written conventions, was the “serious business” 

(Example 4.5, line 1) of their culture instruction. To them, it was very important for 

language learners to pick up these conventions and learn to use language in culturally 

appropriate ways. As CAP1 explained in this example,  

Example 4.5 

1. One thing that I consider as the serious business of cultural teaching is to 

2. familiarize students with the appropriate ways of using English. There is a 

3. lot of differences between Chinese ways of expressions and English ways 

4. of expressions. For Example, we make requests and greet others in 

5. different ways. When posing questions, we tend to be more 

6. straightforward, while native English speakers may be more tactful. All 
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7. these linguistic level differences reflect cultural differences, I think. We 

8. should teach students about the native ways of expressions and let them 

9. know what should be said in this situation and why not express in other 

10. ways. They should know the rules so that they wouldn’t commit low-level 

11. mistakes in future intercultural communications.  

The comment in Example 4.5 suggests CAP1 put great emphasis on the native 

speaker’s model and depicted the socio-pragmatic rules as norms that “should” 

(Example 4.5, line 7-11) be observed and obeyed so as to avoid cultural pitfalls 

(Example 4.5, line 10-11). Her emphasis on the teaching of normative ways of using 

language was echoed by many other participants. CFP1, for instance, suggested “it 

would be ideal if instructors could use some pictures or video clips to describe certain 

scenarios for the students and ask them to consider what a native speaker would react 

or say in those occasions.”  

To develop a general understanding of what specific socio-pragmatic conventions 

the participants were concerned most, Table 4-3 is provided, capturing all the cultural 

topics that merged in the interviews and were related to language use. Again, for each 

cultural topic a figure was assigned to show how many participants mentioned the 

topic in the interviews and indicated how much attention each topic received from the 

participants.  

Table 4-3. Cultural Topics Related to Socio-Pragmatic Conventions 

Communicative Conventions 

Greeting [5]; making request [3]; inviting people [1]; refusing people [1]; disagreeing 

with people [3]; expressing gratitude [2]; making persuasive sales speech [2]; taboos 

[5]; directness vs. indirectness of expressions [3]; making small talks with native 

speaker [1]; addressing people [1]; interview language [1]; body language [2] 

 

Written Conventions 

Email writing [1]; resume writing [1] 
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The topics listed in Table 4.3 were the ones that came first to the participants’ 

mind during the interviews when they were asked about the cultural dimensions that 

they considered most related to language use. One interesting thing about these 

emerged topics was that many of them were repeatedly mentioned by the participants. 

The relatively high number of times the participants mentioned these topics reflected 

their overtly shared beliefs about what socio-pragmatic conventions were most 

relevant to language learners. More importantly, it also reflected, in an indirect way, 

participants’ imagination of what intercultural communication was mainly concerned 

with.  

For the participants, the most important socio-pragmatic knowledge of English 

needed in intercultural communication scenarios were that about greeting, making 

request, inviting people, refusing people, expressing disagreement and gratitude, 

making persuasive speech, making small talks with native speakers, avoiding taboo, 

using body language, addressing others, direct and indirect ways of using English, and 

cultural ways of writing a resume and email. As to the participants’ attitudes towards 

the socio-pragmatic conventions, most of them perceived intercultural communication 

as communicating according to the rules. Six participants mentioned, “When in 

Rome, do as Romans do” as the best policy for intercultural communication and 

another participant commented “the more native, the better”.  

There were two participants, however, seemed to have gone beyond 

conceptualizing intercultural communication as mere rule-following and they 

conceptualized learners as autonomous speakers rather than rule followers. CBP1 
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used a avatar metaphor to express her idea, which revealed her understanding of the 

relationship between intercultural communication and identity building: 

Example 4.6 

1. Intercultural communication always has its goal. It is about using language 

2. in an appropriate way to achieve one’s goal. It’s like playing a video game. 

3. The Internet provides miscellaneous cultural experiences for people. When a 

4. person is playing online games, he or she can become a hero or a monster. 

5. Within a blink, one’s identity changes and he or she performs the role of the 

6. character. This change of identity gives pleasure to the ones who play games. 

7. Intercultural communication is like an identity game. Imagine that you want 

8. to appear to be someone else, an avatar, and then you go in that direction 

9. using verbal language, body language, and the like to build the image and 

10. make it real. 

CBP1 seemed to hold a more creative and playful attitude towards socio-pragmatic 

rules. Her stance contained a more sophisticated understanding of the nature of 

intercultural communication. To her, intercultural communication was not just about 

rule following, it also concerned goal-oriented identity building (Example 4.6, line 1-

2). According to CBP1, one could conjure up an image or “avatar” and then create 

that image via drawing on (non-)linguistic tools as resources and via playing with the 

rules (Example 4.6, line 7-10). In this quote, CBP1 mentioned the utilization of one’s 

(para)linguistic tools (Example 4.6, line 9) but didn’t mention how the cultural 

resources one has could contribute to one’s identity building. However, one thing 

worth noting is that she showed a shifted attention from national-level culture to 

individual-level culture that involved a dynamic process of negotiating meaning. 

Another exception was CCP2 who also expressed an unconventional response in 

terms of her attitude towards following communicative rules in intercultural 

communication. When asked if she thought students should be given opportunities to 
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reflect on and challenge well-received cultural rules and norms in both native and 

target language society, she said,  

Example 4.7 

1. I should say I am a rebel and I always tell my students to challenge rules. For 

2. instance, I will say to them that law is a convention agreed upon by all people 

3. in the society. But even law can be changed, then what is unchangeable? 

4. Nothing is fixed, including sociocultural rules. But there is a problem here, if 

5. something is agreed upon by all, everyone needs to abide by it. This is what is 

6. called social rules…you can choose not to comply with them. It’s your 

7. personal choices, but you need to know the consequences… If you are in a 

8. foreign culture, you don’t like to follow the cultural rules there, it’s ok, but 

9. you need to think about the consequences and whether you’re willing to take 

10. them. 

CCP2 encouraged learners to imagine other potential meanings than the ones we grew 

up with (Example 4.7, line 1-4). She appreciated a variationist frame of mind and 

viewed obeying/disobeying established cultural rules as a personal option (line 4-10). 

4.2.3 Culture Related to Societal Conventions 

Societal conventions are the arbitrary rules and norms handed down from history 

that govern the behaviors of people in a society and the way in which they engage in 

everyday activities. They can be understood as the behavioral conventions or 

normative ways of performing that typify the inhabitants of a nation. All the 

participants considered this line of knowledge as something language learners should 

know about the target language society. Table 4-4 captures the specific topics emerged 

in the interviews. The topic list provides a general idea of what societal conventions 

were on the top of the participants’ minds as most related to ELT.  
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Table 4-4. Cultural Topics Related to Societal Conventions 

food culture [4]; drinking culture [1]; table manners [1], dressing codes [5]; social 

distance [3], punctuality [], appointment making [3], lady first [2]; leader first [1]; 

afternoon tea [1]; gift giving [2]; seat offering [1]; volume of talking in public [2]; 

ways of mourning the deceased [1]; normative ways of celebrating Thanksgiving Day 

[10], Christmas [9], Black Friday [4], and Halloween [5] 

As was reflected by the self-recalled ways of dealing with these topics, the 

teaching of societal norms involved largely descriptive work. Instructors often 

described for their students orally or showed them using visual aids the normative 

ways of performing in a foreign society.  

Many participants’ self-recalled teaching practices involved using experience-

based knowledge as a resource to teach about societal conventions. A typical instance 

was found in the Example 4.8, where CCP2 drew on her cross-cultural experiences in 

Dutch to lecture on the different social conventions of practicing social distance in 

Dutch and in China:  

Example 4.8 

1. I will give them (students) Examples (when discussing about social distance) 

2. distance)…Dutch is actually a very populated country…In some busy areas, it 

3. feels like in China…But I feel more comfortable there. This is because Dutch 

4. people have a habit of keeping social distance. When I was waiting for the 

5. bus, for Example, or at a bank handling some financial business, I find people 

6. will automatically keep distance from you…I didn’t feel right when I got 

7. back to China, especially when I’m at the railway station… people are so 

8. close to each other… when you are standing in a queue, you move one step 

9. and the one behind you will follow one step…I’ll tell my students that you 

10. should keep distance from others if you go abroad, or people will frown at 

11. you and think you’re impolite. 

Experience-based understanding described in generalized terms, as indicated by the 

frequent use of collective concepts like “Dutch people” (Example 4.8, line 3), China 

(Example 4.8, line 3 and 7), and “people” (Example 4.8, line 5 and 7), seemed to be a 
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common way of presenting cultural understanding related to societal conventions. 

Such use of generalized terms was prevalent in many other participants’ self-accounts.  

Visual aids (pictures and/or videos) were found to be another important 

pedagogical tool to teach societal conventions. The most common way of using visual 

aids was exemplified in the following two excerpts, where CCP1 described how she 

attempted to familiarize her students with the procedure for carrying out the cultural 

act of eating spaghetti and CFP1 described how she taught about the ritual behaviors 

of Americans during Thanksgiving. According to CCP1 in this example: 

Example 4.9 

1. In the teacher’s reference book, there is a short text (referring to the 

2. reference material provided by the reference book), describing the procedure 

3. of eating spaghetti. I find it very specific and detailed. I will ask a student to 

4. come to the front (of the classroom), give the student a fork and a plate, and 

5. ask him/her to demonstrate to the class how to eat spaghetti step by step while 

6. I’m reading this text for him/her…Students should know about the basics of 

7. table manner. It will come in handy one day. 

Similarly, CFP1 indicated in this example: 

Example 4.10 

1. Family Album U.S.A. has a very detailed description of the activities of 

2. Thanksgiving. Each time when I teach about Thanksgiving, I’ll find it out and 

3. let students read it. After reading it, they’ll have a very good idea about what 

4. Americans do and eat to celebrate the festival. 

In both comments, the participants’ pedagogical efforts were made primarily to locate 

descriptive materials concerning a certain social behavior, be it the proper way of 

eating spaghetti or traditional way of celebrating Thanksgiving, as well as to deliver 

the conventionalized cultural meaning contained in the behavior. Students did not 

have much voice in the whole process nor were there any moments recalled where 

reflecting on or negotiating cultural meaning on the students’ side seemed necessary. 
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Students were expected mostly to heed these cultural rules for future use. This point 

was best summarized by CCP1, when she indicated, “students should know about the 

basics of table manner. It will come in handy one day” (Example, 4.9, line 6-7). All 

the above three Examples seemed to suggest that knowing about how to behave or get 

things done “appropriately” in a foreign society were considered essential knowledge 

by the participants. 

4.2.4 Culture Related to Ways of Perceiving 

Another dimension of culture considered as most relevant to ELT is ways of 

perceiving that fall into the category of subjective culture and are conceived as sets of 

values, beliefs, attitudes, and assumptions that typify the inhabitants of a nation. The 

findings revealed the ways of perceiving was considered as an important (Example 

4.11, line 1), and yet a tricky aspect of culture teaching, because, as CAP1 explained, 

subjective culture was less tangible and difficult to describe (Example 4.11, line 4-6). 

She explained the issue this way: 

Example 4.11 

1. What I consider as the most important is spiritual culture. for instance, 

2. values and beliefs. The cultural aspects we now teach are largely observable 

3. culture, that is what unfolds before our eyes. Ways of living, such as food 

4. culture, drinking culture, table manners, are superficial stuffs. I think ways of 

5. thinking behind them is the deeper – level stuffs that we need to address. But 

6. they are also the most difficult stuffs to convey to students. 

Despite that a considerable number of cultural topics emerged from the interviews 

pertained to cultural perspectives (see Table 4-5), the participants did not seem to 

share many of these topics as indicated by the figure assigned for each topic. 

However, one thing worth noticing was the high similarity the participants exhibited 
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when they described the topics in the interviews; more often than not, in a generalized 

way and in contrastive terms.  

Table 4-5. Cultural Topics Related to Ways of Perceiving 

Confucius idea of “harmony is the most precious” [4] vs American “argue for it” 

culture [2]; American and Chinese family ethics [1]; American and Chinese views on 

death and graveyard [1];views on aging [1]; collectivism vs. individualism [1]; views 

on the 911 event [1]; values reflected in food presentation [1]; American’s attitudes 

towards work [2]; American and Chinese attitudes of child rearing [2]; Israelite and 

Chinese views towards China’s One Child Policy [1]; socialist core values of China 

[8]; Different views on the “melting pot” character of English language [1]; different 

views on housewives and househusbands [1]; perspectives reflected by cultural ways 

of representation [3] 

Generalized ways of describing nation-based cultural differences and contrastive 

approach to demonstrating the differences seemed to go hand in hand. The 

participants always unfailingly combined these two when talking about cultural ways 

of perceiving.  

In Example 4.12, CFP3 commented on Chinese and American philosophy of life 

and described the differences in terms of national characters.  

Example 4.12 

1. We Chinese always show high tolerance and seldom argue with others even 

2. if we are already unhappy about things. We swallow misapprehension and 

3. believe “silence is golden” and “harmony is the most precious”. This is how 

4. Americans look at us. We are very diligent and obedient…I’m the same way. I 

5. seldom point out the things that are unfair. I choose to swallow and digest 

6. them on my own. It is deeply rooted in our culture I guess…Americans are 

7. not like us. They’re fighters. They argue. They speak up. They’re good at 

8. expressing their ideas and fight for whatever they think they deserve. It is an 

9. argue-for-it culture. 

In Example 4.13, CBP1 talked about different Chinese and American family 

ethics.  

Example 4.13 
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1. When I was in America, I noticed that many old people lead a solitary life. I 

2. knew one old lady, very independent. She’s about 83 or 84, I guess. I didn’t 

3. dare to ask. She drives herself to places…She’s not rich and her husband died, 

4. but she refused to live with her children. She thinks it’s a disgrace to live with 

5. children. This is their values I guess, freedom and independence…In China,  

6. old people won’t think it’s disgrace living with their children. It’s not unusual 

7. to see three generations live together. We believe in “bring up sons to support 

8. parents in their old age”. It is perfectly justified, though some people may 

9. choose not to…I guess not many Americans can understand our family ethics, 

10. like what is reflected in A Dream in Red Mansion (one of China’s four 

11. greatest novels). You know distant relatives come to you and live under your 

12. roof. And also, the maze-like kinship and the complicated and dazzling 

13. kinship terminology, most foreigners will get lost there. 

In Example 4.14, CDP2 commented on the different views on death and 

graveyard.  

Example 4.14 

1. Americans and Chinese have very different views about death. Americans 

2. have religious beliefs. They think one goes to the heaven after death, 

3. therefore, they don’t think death is so scary… In Christian culture, graveyard 

4. is not a spooky place. Even in the downtown area of Boston, there are 

5. graveyards. Some people were even buried near their home…it is a blessing 

6. to live nearby a graveyard … For us, we don’t believe in afterlife. We fear of 

7. death…Graveyard is an ominous place and is usually built outside of the city. 

8. We seldom bring young kids to graveyard. 

In Example 4.15, CDP1 described the differences between Western and Chinese 

views on aging. 

Example 4.15 

1. I remember that one unit in our textbook is on aging. It says that we Chinese 

2. take aging as a natural thing and we accept it with grace. We accept being 

3. addressed by honorific titles with pleasure, such as uncle, aunt, grandma, and 

4. grandpa. We know using such titles is a way for others to show their respect 

5. for us. However, foreigners are not like that. They shy away from discussing 

6. age and you can even irritate someone by asking about his or her age. Age is 

7. considered as a private matter. They don’t like being called aunt or uncle by 

8. strangers. They prefer to be called by name, which doesn’t indicate a range of 

9. age. 

All the excerpts presented above exhibited inaccurate, equivocal, or even biased 
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understanding of self and other culture that was based on a homogeneous view of 

culture. The extensive use of collective concepts (Example, 4.12, line 1, 4, 6 and 7; 

Example 4.13, line 6 and 7; Example 4.14, line 1, 2, 3, 6 and 8; Example 4.15, line 1, 

2, 4, 5 and 7) and inadequate use of hedges while contrasting American (or another 

foreign culture unspecified) and Chinese culture reinforced self/other dichotomy. 

Most participants described culture in relation to values, beliefs, attitudes, and 

assumptions as normative ways of perceiving that feature all the members of a 

society. As the tendency became clear in the initial interviews, questions were added 

to the interview protocol. The questions asked participants about the extent to which 

they taught beyond the generalized way of portraying culture and the extent to which 

they thought instructors should differentiate between national-level culture and 

individual-level culture. These questions caught most participants off guard and most 

of them admitted they never thought about them, even though they realized the 

inappropriateness of teaching generalized culture when being confronted with the 

question.  

4.3 Perceptions on “Being Critical” 

Another line of inquiry crucial to understanding how participants conceptualized 

culture was to explore the extent to which they viewed culture as a construct, which 

was not only social but also value-laden. To that end, I asked them a series of 

questions about their understanding of a critical stance towards culture during the 

interviews. The findings revealed the participants’ perceptions on the meaning of a 

critical stance towards culture varied considerably. These perceptions were grouped 
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into three categories: being critical as acknowledging cultural differences, as building 

critical self-cultural awareness, and as identifying ideological agendas behind culture. 

4.3.1 Being Critical as Acknowledging Cultural Differences 

Many participants focused on the attitudinal level of “being critical” to culture. 

For them, being critical meant the recognition of other cultural ways of being 

(Example 4.16, line1-2) and the adoption of a tolerant and open attitude towards 

cultural differences when looking outward at other cultures (Example 4.16, line 4-6). 

These were the most commonly held perceptions among the participants about what it 

meant to take a critical stance towards culture. The view was well captured in CFP2’s 

words in this example,  

Example 4.16 

1. Being critical means understanding that foreign cultures are different from 

2. our culture. I think we can help students arrive at this understanding via 

3. showing students in what way foreign cultures are different from our  

4. culture...Being critical does not mean to negate other cultures. Instead, it’s 

5. about recognizing and tolerating the differences as being equal and respect the 

6. cultures of others. 

It is worth noticing that CFP2 explained what it meant to be critical from an emic 

perspective. She took self-culture as the frame of reference and looked at the world 

cultures through the learners’ native cultural lens and presented the equal co-existence 

of diverse cultures (Example 4.16, line 4-6). 

4.3.2 Being Critical as Building Critical Self Cultural Awareness 

Several participants emphasized the awareness-level of “being critical” to culture 

in the interviews and described it as building learners’ self-cultural awareness. Among 

the four participants who emphasized the issue, three of them suggested the way to 



108 

critical awareness of self-culture was through looking inward from an etic perspective 

(Example 4.17, line 9-10). The idea was best captured in CPF1’s comment in 

Example 4.17.  

Example 4.17 

1. To my understanding, being critical is mainly about how one looks at the 

2. perspectives that are different from one’s own. Everyone has his opinion and 

3. every opinion has his bias. Each opinion can be a bias. Our perspectives are 

4. shaped by the education we received – family education, school education, 

5. and social education. If we cannot jump out (of our perspectives) and look 

6. from the opposite side at ourselves, then our perspectives can be very much 

7. biased. We collect evidence from the things we see, feel, and hear to form an 

8. opinion. The starting point is always OUR head. What we think is right may 

9. not be right from a different cultural position… We should see ourselves 

10. through different lenses and then we may better understand ourselves. 

Here, CPF1 suggested to examine the opposite perspectives and take others’ cultural 

lenses to build self-awareness (Example 4.17, line 9-10). She verbalized her 

realization that opinions were socially constructed and shaped by one’s education 

(Example 4.17, line 3-5), and any opinion can be a bias (Example 4.17, line 2-3) if it 

came only from one’s own head without being tested by other frames of reference 

(Example 4.17, line 5-9).  

However, the fourth participant, CCP2, suggested decentering one’s own cultural 

beliefs to arrive at critical self-awareness via homing in on one’s self culture and 

interrogating one’s cultural ways of doing and thinking. She argued for making 

constant inward reflection,   

Example 4.18 

1. I always ask my students to constantly think about one thing: there are so 

2. many ideas in your brains. Behind everything you did, there is an idea 

3. supporting it. You need to ask: Is this idea coming from you? Or someone told 

4. you about it? Where do all the ideas come from? You have an opinion about a 



109 

5. foreign culture, let’s say American culture. you need to ask where your idea 

6. comes from? Is it from you, the media or something else? 

4.3.3 Being Critical as Identifying Ideological Agenda   

In unison and without hesitation, all participants concurred with the idea that 

culture served political and ideological purposes. However, from the way they 

explained their beliefs, it seemed the majority of them misinterpreted politics of 

culture as the line of cultural knowledge about the political system of a society. In 

addition, the participants tended to make general remarks (Example 4.19, Line 1-3) 

instead of providing concrete examples that arguably indicated their blurry and 

limited understanding of the ideological dimension of culture. One such example was 

found in CAP1’s response. She commented on the ubiquitous nature of ideology 

below: 

Example 4.19 

1. Ideology is part of culture. Political system gives birth to ideology. Ideology 

2. is reflected in all aspects of culture, such as in mainstream culture, literature, 

3. and our words and deeds. It is everywhere. 

Among the twelve participants, only three participants came up with some 

concrete examples while illustrating their understanding of the politics of culture. It 

was interesting to find that all the examples mentioned seemed to focus on the politics 

of cultural representation. Among them, CFP1 talked about the BBC perspectives and 

how BBC used regional filter (Example 4.20, line 3-7) while reporting issues related 

to China.  

Example 4.20 

1. BBC perspective is a hot topic of late. You know a jolly scene of people 

2. dancing together in a park in China can be made into a gloomy scene after 

3. BBC reported it using a gloomy color filter and with a gloomy voice…Some 
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4. foreigners post videos on Bilibili (a popular video website in China)  

5. specifically to decipher BBC filter. They made videos to show what it is like 

6. before BBC used the regional filter and what it is like after using it. Quite 

7. interesting. 

CFP3 also self-recalled that she would occasionally select articles from American 

journals or newspapers and ask her students to read them and see how the images of 

China were presented in biased ways (Example 4.21, line 2-4) and how people’s ideas 

about another country could be shaped by the media-fed images of that country 

(Example 4.21, line 4-5):  

Example 4.21 

1. Sometimes I will buy American journals and newspaper from our almighty 

2. Taobao (a popular online shopping website), like Atlantic Monthly. I’ll use 

3. their articles to show how absurd and biased their reports can be when they 

4. are portraying China…Why do Americans have so many negative viewpoints 

5. about us? Because they grow up consuming these biased ideas. 

CDP2 also realized in a clear way that newspaper representation could be biased to 

serve interests and purposes. This realization was revealed in his accounts of his 

experiences of teaching at Confucius Institute in America:  

Example 4.22 

1. Actually, culture always serves the interests of one’s country. It is definitely 

2. political…when I was in America, I taught Chinese at Confucius Institute. I 

3. taught Chinese history and every week I asked my students (Chinese as a 

4. foreign language learners) to tell me their impressions on China... They went 

5. to read New York Times the first week and when they came back the next 

6. week, what they told me was all about what’s wrong with China, such as air 

7. pollution, food insecurity issues, soccer fraud and so on. They asked me a lot 

8. of questions concerning these and I answered each of it… At the end of the 

9. class, I made a suggestion. I asked them to read China Daily for a change. 

10. When they came back the next week, what they reported totally changed. All 

11. was about the good sides of China. 

4.3.4 How “Critical” Will One Be? 

It seems the participants of this study realized to varying degrees how cultural 
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representations could be used in a biased way to serve purposes. However, it was 

interesting to find that when asked about how language learners could be taught to 

appreciate that culture was not only social but also political, they expressed concerns 

about how critical they could be and how they would like to enact a critical stance in 

the real-world classroom settings (Example 4.23, line 1-4). CFP1 commented, 

Example 4.23 

1. We cannot afford to be too critical. There are many constraints you know. I 

2. would be satisfied if students can compare on surface level differences 

3. between Chinese and western culture, you know in general terms…a little 

4. critical thinking is adequate for test purposes. College English Tests Band 

5. Four and Six only require students to analyze possible reasons for a 

6. phenomenon and provide simple suggestions. 

Culture was not at the center of the national college English test (CET) and CFP1 did 

not conceive it as a curriculum objective to develop critical cultural awareness. “A 

little critical thinking” (Example, 4.23, line 3-4) was sufficient for passing the CET 

writing test, which seemed to be how far he would like to go. 

4.4 Chapter Summary  

The chapter focused on understanding participants’ perceptions on culture-in-ELT 

as reflected in the semi-structured interviews. The findings suggested that culture 

related to national survey, language and language use, societal conventions, and ways 

of perceiving were the four dimensions the participants perceived as most relevant to 

ELT. In view of their self-reported approaches to these cultural dimensions, a few 

features were revealed about how they generally conceptualized culture-in-ELT. First, 

most participants tended to conceive culture as a nation-based concept and there was a 

strong generalizing tendency in presenting and discussing culture. Secondly, most 
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participants were oriented towards the native speaker model and placed more 

emphasis on culture as norms to be heeded in forms of standardized ways of using 

language (sociopragmatic norms), performing (behavioral norms), and perceiving 

(collectively shared values, beliefs, attitudes, and assumptions that typified the 

inhabitants of a nation), than on culture as resources that can be used to negotiate 

identity and meaning. Thirdly, there was limited critical cultural awareness among the 

participants and a general resistance to teaching culture as politics within ELT. The 

apolitical view of culture predominated and culture was narrowly conceptualized as 

an unproblematic construct. The next chapter presents the findings on the perceived 

approaches to teaching culture in ELT. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



113 

CHAPTER 5: Findings: Perceived Approaches to Culture-in-ELT 

5.1 Introduction 

The second research question asked how the participants perceived their current 

culture teaching practices within ELT. The data analysis revealed that their 

perceptions were primarily related to three areas: culture teaching goals, appropriated 

ways to create pedagogical space, and instructor roles in classroom meaning-making. 

5.2 Perceived Culture Teaching Goals  

Overall, the participants exhibited remarkable similarity in their responses to the 

question concerning culture-teaching-goal setting. They indicated they had not given 

much serious thought to setting general goals for teaching culture (Example 5.1, line 

1; Example 5.2, line 1). While all of them were familiar with the concept of 

intercultural communicative competence (ICC) and understood developing ICC was 

the policy-prescribed goal for ELT, they did not feel that their ELT was oriented 

towards teaching ICC (Example 5.2, line 3-5). For them, culture teaching was 

peripheral and secondary to the teaching of linguistic skills (Example 5.2, line 5-6).  

While asked to describe the role of culture in their ELT, CFP1 said, “Culture is 

the background information that I need to provide to the students to facilitate their text 

learning”. For some other participants, culture teaching was the “flavoring agent”, 

“lubricant”, or “entertainment” that was supposed to create “fun moments” in the 

classrooms. What culture to teach, according to all of them, was contingent upon 

textbook (Example 5.1, line 2) content and highly improvised and sporadic (Example 

5.1, line 3-6). The two excerpts presented below were typical of the views expressed 
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by all 12 participants. According to CAP2,  

Example 5.1 

1. I don’t have a systematic plan for teaching culture. I didn’t really think about 

2. it, to tell the truth. I teach whatever culture that is related to our textbook. You 

3. know if there is something in the passage related to culture and it reminds me 

4. something in my knowledge base, I’ll talk about it…cultural contents are 

5. scattered in the textbooks and I should say that my culture teaching is not 

6. systematic at all. 

CFP3 also commented his culture teaching was not clearly goal-oriented in the 

following example: 

Example 5.2 

1. I don’t have a general goal for teaching culture. I’m confused what we are 

2. doing here. What these passages are for? Is it all about teaching a few new 

3. words? They don’t seem to be oriented towards culture…We always talk 

4. about intercultural communicative competence. I mean in the policy. But I’m 

5. not sure how much our teaching contributes to that… Our class is always 

6. about language skills first. Cultural elements are sporadic.” 

5.3 Creating Pedagogical Space   

How to present and position self and other culture and what meanings are made 

possible in the classroom settings determine the nature of the pedagogical place built 

for intercultural encounters. To develop insights into the participants’ general ideas 

about how to create pedagogical space (or contextualize culture) for (inter)cultural 

learning, they were asked questions concerning what they perceived as appropriate 

ways to present self and other culture to their students. Interesting findings emerged in 

participants’ responses to the incorporation of generalized meanings, ambiguous 

meanings, and destructive meanings for pedagogical purposes. 

5.3.1 Perceptions towards Generalized Meanings 

Generalized ways of presenting culture highlights shared homogeneous national 
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traits. It was noticeable that during the interviews, all the participants have made 

generalized statements about self and other culture on more than one occasion. 

Describing and discussing culture in general terms was the most common way 

that the participants could think of to talk about culture and, likely, to teach 

culture. The findings revealed the participants realized that culture was not 

homogeneous and cultural generalization was but a “cultural shorthand” 

(Example 5.3, line 6) and teaching generalized culture was a “slacking” (Example 

5.3, line 5) and “oversimplified” (Example 5.3, line 6) approach. They all agreed 

that generalized statements about culture would never fully capture the nuances 

of individual experiences and understandings (Example 5.3, line 2-4). As CAP1 

explained in this example, 

Example 5.3 

1. When we teach American culture, we always say Americans are like this or 

2. that in general terms. But when I arrived at America, I find not everyone was 

3. like that. America has various subcultures, like Mexican cultures and 

4. Hispanic culture. Everyone is different too. Talking about culture in 

5. general terms, as I see it, is a slacking way of teaching culture. It’s simply 

6. oversimplified and only provides cultural shorthand so that we can compare 

7. cultures easily. 

However, when I asked them about the extent to which they distinguished national-

level culture (cultural generalization) and individual-level culture (individual 

meaning-making), most participants admitted that it was hard to teach beyond cultural 

generalization. CAP1 stated, “Culture is always related to a group you know. It’s 

impossible to touch every individual.” CFP1 echoed her ideas saying, “It’s very 

difficult for instructors to teach individual-level culture. I guess we have to be general 

and introduce what America and UK are like in general terms.” Another participant, 
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CCP1, considered it justifiable and sufficient to teach culture in terms of 

generalization (Example, 5.4, line 2-3). As she explained in the quote below:  

Example 5.4 

1. I don’t see it (generalized perspective) as a big problem. I think within 

2. College English, it’s alright to teach about national-level culture. What 

3. students need is but a general idea of a foreign culture. That’s sufficient. I 

4. won’t pay much attention to individual-level culture. I’m not so sure what it 

5. means to teach individual-level culture. 

Similar to CCP1’s comments, few participants could imagine other pedagogical 

possibilities beyond teaching cultural generalizations and most of them were confused 

about what it meant to involve individual-level culture in culture learning (Example 

5.4, line 4-5) and dismissed the idea of teaching it immediately after being asked 

about it.   

5.3.2 Perceptions towards Ambiguous Meanings  

Problematizing meaning is commonly argued as a way to promote deep-level 

meaning-making (Kramsch, 1993; Guilherme, 2002; Luk & Lin, 2007; Richardson, 

2017). To understand to participants’ willingness to tolerate ambiguity and 

problematize meaning and meaning-making process, I asked them about their 

willingness to incorporate ambiguous meanings into ELT.  

The findings revealed the majority of participants were not keen on the idea of 

involving conflictual meanings in teaching culture. Rather than seeking ways to 

expose learners to conflicting perspectives, they preferred an understated way to 

present dissonant cultural voices as merely “differences” (Example 5.5, line 2). As 

CAP2 put it in this example: 

Example 5.5 
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1. I prefer the word ‘differences’ to ‘conflicts’ (when talking about culture) and I 

2. will tell my students these are just differences…conflict is a word that can be 

3. too radical and may startle students…I’d like to stand on the middle ground 

4. and be objective, neutral, and tempered. 

To CAP2 therefore, conflictual representations of culture were “too radical” (Example 

5.5, line 3). Her inclination to downplay conflicts as “differences” and stay on the 

“middle ground” and be “objective, neutral and tempered” (Example 5.5, line 4) when 

presenting culture to students was shared by most participants. They preferred to 

portray harmonious and peaceful coexistence of cultures and considered incorporating 

conflicting perspectives charged with tensions in ELT as undesirable. For that same 

reason, little pedagogical attention was given to the possible stresses and tensions of 

communicating across borders and few participants recalled to have done much in that 

aspect.  

Concerning the participants’ perspectives towards contextualizing culture to 

present multiple perspectives, they generally showed “conditional acceptance”. They 

seemed to have realized the pedagogical value to expose learners to different voices 

and angles concerning the same cultural phenomenon but, at the same time, most of 

them also had varied concerns. An example was found in CCP1’s remarks. She clearly 

realized that “presenting univocal values may prevent students from developing 

critical cultural awareness” and suggested that instructors needed to expose students 

to multiple perspectives to reveal biases (Example, 5.6, line 1), put them off quick 

approvals just because certain ideas conform with their conventional ways of 

perceiving, and help them arrive at well-contextualized understanding (Example, 5.6, 

line 2-11). As she put it: 
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Example 5.6 

1. I feel sometimes the texts in our textbook can contain biased ideas. They may 

2. be misleading… I always tell my students that people tend to consider 

3. something is right when an author’s opinions resemble theirs…for instance, 

4. we have a text about gun control. It says a lot about the bad consequences of 

5. possessing a gun. We Chinese readers may accept the ideas quite easily when 

6. first reading it. We may not question the ideas…It is just because that China 

7. controls guns and we’ll find it easy to agree with these ideas. Subjective 

8. conclusions can be made if contextual information is not being taken into 

9. consideration. American society is different from ours. People may live far 

10. away from each other and there are serious racial problems in some areas, and 

11. so on. So, conclusions cannot be drawn this easily...We as instructors need to 

12. expose students to these difference perspectives. 

However, CCP1 also admitted that presenting multiple perspectives might be 

pedagogically challenging, as she thought clearly explaining multiple perspectives to 

students could be time-consuming (Example 5.7, line 1) and “tiring” (Example 5.7, 

line 2) and instructors might be trapped in the predicament between clarity and 

complexity (Example 5.7, line 1-3) as well as between linguistic and cultural goal 

(Example 5.7, line 3-5). As a resolution, she suggested circumventing multiple 

perspectives for the sake clarity (Example 5.7, line 5-8). According to CCP1 in the 

example below: 

Example 5.7 

1. You know limited class time does not allow thorough explanation. After a 

2. tiring trying, you may end up confusing your students rather than clearing 

3. their mind. Their cognitive and linguistic competence are both limited. If you 

4. use Chinese, it contributes nothing to foreign language learning. If you use 

5. English, they cannot understand fully…Teachers are supposed to clear up 

6. confusion…my thumb rule is that unless you are crystal clear about what 

7. you’re saying, better avoid involving multiple perspectives, as sometimes it 

8. results in something unexpected and opposite to what you wish. 

CCP1’s “thumb rule” (Example 5.7, line 6) represented most participants’ viewpoints 

on the issue. The striving for pedagogical clarity and not to confuse students 
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(Example 5.7, line 2) was so strong that it greatly undermined participants’ tolerance 

of ambiguity. 

5.3.3 Perceptions towards Destructive Meanings 

Cultural representation can be destructive if the meaning it carries is different 

from or contradicts the mainstream meanings or the conventionalized meanings. A 

general reluctancy to incorporating destructive meanings while presenting culture was 

identified among most participants. The reluctancy was particularly noticeable in their 

rejection to adopt etic perspectives when presenting learner culture. Addressing 

learner culture from an etic perspective was to show them how their native culture is 

interpreted and perceived by members of cultural outsiders. It was about looking at 

self-culture through others’ cultural lens.  

Although participants generally agreed that etic perspectives could contribute to 

one’s understanding of one’s own culture, few of them accentuated its pedagogical 

value in their actual culture teaching. Many of them recalled that they seldom 

provided students with etic perspectives on China, Chinese, or Chinese culture. The 

discrepancy between their perception and practices was striking. One possible reason 

behind the discrepancy was explained by CBP1 that an etic perspective never struck 

her as indispensable because her pedagogical focus was usually on the target language 

culture (Example 5.8, line, 1-2). Chinese culture was addressed but often as a frame of 

reference with which participants could compare a foreign culture to show similarities 

and differences (Example 5.8, line 2-4). CBP1 explained her ideas in the following 

quote: 
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Example 5.8  

1. I seldom did it (incorporating etic perspective on Chinese culture)…I always 

2. teach target language culture I guess…I may touch upon Chinese culture too, 

3. but only when there are big differences between the foreign culture and our 

4. Chinese culture. I will ask students to pay attention to these differences and 

5. respect these differences.  

Another reason for participants’ reluctance and ambivalence to adopt etic 

perspectives was that they were under the impression that most of the outsider 

perspectives contained negative viewpoints on China (Example 5.9, line 2-3). One 

principle that participants repeated many times about how to present self-culture was 

to “present positive images” (Example 5.10, line 3-4) that spread “positive energy”, 

(Example 5.10, line 4). CDP2, CEP1 and CFP1explicitly expressed their concerns 

about exposing students to biased outsider perspectives. They thought outsiders’ 

perspective might harm learners’ “cultural confidence” (Example 5.10, line 7) and 

“national pride” (Example 5.11, line 3-4), undermine their positive attitudes towards 

both self-culture and world culture (Example 5.9, line 5-6), “misguide students”, or 

even “arouse hostility” among them (Example, 5.11, line 2-3). CDP2 further pointed 

out that the primary purpose of teaching culture in ELT was to “prepare students to 

live and study abroad” and she won’t “guide students to see negative perspectives on 

China, as it was of “no practical good”. She further explained her ideas in the quote 

below: 

Example 5.9 

1. I seldom talk about how people from other cultures look at us, because from 

2. my experiences of living in America (for two years), I felt that Americans are 

3. always charged with negative views when looking at us. Like they picture us 

4. as eating everything, cats, dogs and insects you know…I don’t like to present 

5. to the student negative images of China or Chinese culture. It’s important they 
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6. remain positive to Chinese culture and open-minded to the cultures of others. 

CFP1also expressed similar ideas in the following quote: 

Example 5. 10  

1. Usually, I refrain from using negative images of China in classroom even 

2. when it’s for educational purpose. I don’t think they are pedagogically 

3. appropriate materials. I’d rather stay on the positive sides and present positive 

4. images of China and positive energy. Students may not know about the 

5. negative portraits (of China), but once you show them in class, they’ll know. 

6. You never know how they (the negative portraits) will influence them…It’s 

7. not good I feel…not good for building cultural confidence. 

Another example was found in CEP1:  

Example 5. 11  

1. I don’t think it is appropriate to show students negative descriptions of China. 

2. It may misguide students. They are easily to be misled…It may arouse 

3. hostility among students…It’s more important to build national pride and 

4. cultural confidence.  

CCP2 was the only participant who exceptionally recognized the pedagogical 

value of using etic perspectives, positive or not. To her, hearing out cultural 

dissonances was the very basis of making sensible judgment. As she put it in the 

example below: 

Example 5.12 

1. BBC is often criticized as having its angles. It usually portrays us using filters. 

2. Some may say ‘BBC is not objective and let’s not watch it’. But I think just 

3. because it has angles and political agendas, we should watch it to get some 

4. ideas about what it says, then look at what is really happening here in China, 

5. then we would have a better understanding of the fact. It is not something that 

6. we can avoid. In the information age, students have access to all kinds of 

7. perspectives, good or bad. What we need to do is to confront it. This should be 

8. how we deal with biased perspectives. 

5.4 Perceived Instructor Roles  

How instructors perceive their roles in teaching culture influences how meaning-

making is defined and realized in the classroom settings. The participants in this study 
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described multidimensional roles they perceived they should perform in culture 

teaching. Their perceived roles could be summarized under cultural transmitter, 

cultural elicitor, Chinese cultural bearer/promoter, and culture analysis guide.  

5.4.1 Cultural transmitter 

Most participants presented strong affiliation with the role of cultural transmitter. 

They indicated that at various points of classroom teaching, they found themselves 

serving as the providers, usually the primary ones, of culture information. As a 

cultural transmitter, they decided on what culture to teach, collected relevant teaching 

materials, and/or even fed the learner with their interpretations of culture. Describing 

himself always as the primary source of cultural information, CDP2 gave a detailed 

account of how the role was usually delivered in his classroom in this excerpt: 

Example 5.13 

1. I remember that last semester, we had learned a text entitled Civil Rights 

2. Heroes. In order to teach my students about the history of American slavery, I 

3. asked them to watch four movies. They are Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 12 Years a 

4. Slave, Green Book and Gone with the wind. I select these four movies as they 

5. show a fairly complete picture of the history of American slavery. The first 

6. movie shows what it is like to be a slave at the height of slavery. The second 

7. one describes the tragic life of a free-man-turned slave when slavery was 

8. abolished in the north but remained in the south. The third one shows how an 

9. African-American still suffered severe racial discrimination even after slavery 

10. has been completely abolished in all America. And the last one describes a 

11. story of how Scarlett, a white woman, rebuilt her family in the south after the 

12. Civil War. We always focus on how miserable life has been for African- 

13. Americans were, but in fact, after the civil War, the white people in the South 

14. also led difficult lives and the southern economy was destroyed pretty badly. I 

15. want to show my students the two sides of the story. 

In this case, CDP2 encouraged students to watch movies because, as he saw it, these 

movies well displayed historical development of American slavery and, more 

importantly, they presented multi-perspectives. What he transmitted to his students 
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was not just cultural facts about the Civil Right Movements but also the personalized 

cultural meanings or interpretations he developed from watching these movies 

himself. CDP2 said he did not require all students watch these movies. “If you’re 

interested, you can watch these movies”; he would say after assigning the homework 

to his students. CDP2’s practice demonstrated the most distinctive features related to 

playing the role of cultural transmitter – the instructor was the main contributor to 

meaning-making and students’ meaning-making was viewed as something 

dispensable and largely a matter of laissez-faire. CDP2 explained the reasons why he 

did not involve students in the meaning-making process in classroom in Example 

5.14: 

Example 5.14 

1. I usually just told them (his students) what I wanted them to know. It always 

2. takes time for students to arrive at a meaningful interpretation. Many times, 

3. they may just scratch the surface or make ambiguous statements. 

Here, CDP2 pointed out two reasons that were found to strike a chord with most of 

the other participants: limited class time (Example, 5.14, line 1-2) and lack of 

confidence in students’ critical thinking ability (Example, 5.14, line 2-3).  

5.4.2 Cultural elicitor 

The role of cultural elicitor is performed when the instructors make deliberate 

efforts to invite students to verbalize their interpretations of culture. Group 

discussions among students and instructor-student dialogues were recalled to be the 

most common techniques used to involving students in meaning-making process, 

where instructors would use prompt questions to elicit students’ opinions about or 

understanding of a certain cultural topic, predetermined by the instructor. The depth of 
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meaning-making rests mainly with the quality of prompt questions and how skillful 

the instructors are to engage students in conversations. In this study, five participants 

expressed confusion about the kinds of questions that were more likely to provoke 

deep-level thinking. In CFP3’s words:  

Example 5.15 

1. It’s very hard to figure out what questions might better motivate my students 

2. to learn culture. Sometimes I asked questions but didn’t get many responses 

3. from my students. I have the feeling that instead of keeping the conversation 

4. going, students seem to be eager to close the discussion. Is it because my 

5. questions are not intellectually challenging? What questions to ask so that  

6. students don’t consider answering questions is but a formality of 

7. classroom teaching? I’m not sure. 

What CFP3 brought up was an unthought issue and prompted me to ask if superficial 

cultural learning had anything to do with instructor’s inability to raise good questions. 

CFP3 could not offer an answer. To understand other participants’ ideas about this 

issue, I asked them to describe the features of questions they considered more likely 

to elicit in-depth responses from students during culture teaching. In one of the very 

few instructive responses to this question, CCP2 put it this way: 

Example 5.16 

1. I’m not sure. It’s hard to say, but one thing that I can say is that we got to 

2. make sure questions we ask are all linked with one another. Sometimes in my 

3. classroom, there will be students making you feel that they have some ideas, 

4. but cannot put them nicely in English. In this case I will keep asking them 

5. follow-up questions, linking one question to another question you know. I 

6. would keep pushing their thinking until an idea emerges. I’d like to put 

7. students on a challenging journey. 

Contrary to the “laissez-faire” attitude, CCP2 argued for pushing students to 

their intellectual limit (Example 5.16, line 4-7) and beyond. For her, it was more 

likely for one to discover new meanings when s/he was put on a “challenging 
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journey” (Example 5.16, line 7). Strategic scaffolding moves were needed to deepen 

classroom meaning-making. However, most of the participants did not have many 

ideas about what scaffolding strategies were more likely to facilitate student meaning-

making at a deeper level.  

5.4.3 Chinese Cultural Bearer/Promoter 

Adopting the role of Chinese cultural bearer and promoter was found to influence 

how the participants positioned and mediated self and other cultures. Perceiving 

themselves as guardians of socialist core values/morals, most participants emphasized 

their responsibility to promote excellent Chinese culture and enhance cultural 

confidence among the learner. As CFP1 put it, “We are the moral guides for students. 

It is our responsibility to spread Chinese culture, reinforce national identity and 

strengthen national cohesion.” CFP2 also explained that to “cultivate socialist 

worldviews, view of life, and values” and to “spread positive energy” were 

instructors’ primary role. As value guardians, CBP2 believed that “we should pay 

special attention to what students say and their viewpoints. If something is beyond 

what our values allow…instructors need to bring them back to the right track”. 

Assuming the role of Chinese cultural bearer/promoter among the participants led to 

an elevated status of Chinese culture in ELT and enhanced sense of nationalism. Many 

participants were found to consciously incorporate Chinese cultural elements into 

their culture instruction, which fueled up the comparative approach to culture and 

exclusive positive portraits of Chinese culture.  

5.4.4 Culture Analysis Guide  
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The findings revealed the ability to assist students with culture analysis was 

desirable for most participants, but they indicated that they performed very limited 

role as culture analysis guide (Example 5.17, line 1-2; Example 5.18, line 1). They did 

not have many ideas about how to guide students to analyze culture or facilitate their 

meaning-making about culture (Example 5.17, line 3-4; Example 5.18, line 5-6). 

Some participants attributed the inadequacy to their lack of knowledge in cultural 

theories. Although they were willing to draw on other disciplinary knowledges to 

improve their culture teaching, they did not have adequate access to such 

professionalism development opportunities (Example 5.17, line 5-7; Example 5.18, 

line 3-4). As CAP3 put it, 

Example 5.17 

1. I don’t have many ideas as how to guide students to analyze culture. I’m very 

2. deficient in this aspect…I haven’t received any training in cultural theories 

3. and it would be hard even for myself to develop deep understanding of 

4. culture…I’m sure knowing cultural theories will help my teaching, but we 

5. seldom have the opportunities…There are all kinds of webinars available held 

6. by high-prestige universities, but I notice, there are not very few related to 

7. culture instruction. 

When asked about her attitudes towards cultural theories and the use of cultural 

theories to guide students to analyze culture phenomena, CFP3 expressed similar 

ideas: 

Example 5.18 

1. Cultural theories will sure help students to understand culture better, but I’m 

2. not so clear…I don’t have much clue about what cultural theories really refer 

3. to myself…unfortunately, I never had opportunities to learn about 

4. them…When I talked about Feminism in my class, I only introduced some 

5. historical facts of the four waves of the feminist movement. I felt without 

6. much theoretical knowledge myself, I may give wrong ideas. It’s no 

7. good…Students are very eager for knowledge. Cultural theories may broaden 
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8. their horizon, but if we cannot explain things in simple language, if we use 

9. too much terminology, express too many abstract ideas, they may get lost and 

10. question the purposes of the class…I guess I’d better let students know what a 

11. cultural phenomenon is first before I’m confident to explain why it is so. 

5.5 Chapter Summary 

The chapter focused on understanding participants’ perceptions on their current 

culture teaching practices. The findings suggested that culture was generally 

perceived as secondary to language learning and there was no systematically-planned 

and well-articulated curriculum goals in place to guide participants’ culture teaching. 

What motivated their culture teaching practices were the pressing needs they felt to 

present cultural diversity and to cultivate tolerance and open-mindedness towards 

cultural differences among language learners. The participants expressed varying 

degrees of prudence about problematizing meaning and meaning-making and low 

tolerance of ambiguity seemed to feature most participants’ perspectives on this issue. 

Etic perspectives received limited pedagogical attention due to the destructive 

meanings they might contain. Teaching beyond generalized culture was considered as 

equally challenging as addressing the contingent, emergent, and fluid nature of 

culture. Bringing in multiple perspectives to expose learners to different voices and 

angles concerning the same cultural phenomenon was locally embraced, and yet 

limitedly performed. In terms of instructor roles, the participants associated 

themselves primarily with the roles of cultural transmitters and cultural 

bearer/promoter and self-recalled to have played limited roles as cultural elicitors and 

culture analysis guides. The next chapter presents the findings on the approaches to 

culture-in-ELT based on the classroom observations.  
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CHAPTER 6: Findings: Observed Approaches to Culture-in-ELT 

6.1 Introduction 

The third research question asked how the participants approached to teaching 

culture in the real-world classroom settings. To gain insights into this, semi-structured 

classroom observations were conducted on each participant after the initial interviews. 

The semi-structured observation protocol (see Appendix VII) developed served as a 

guide to delimit the cultural teaching episodes that were observed. The primary 

purposes of classroom observations were to capture the dynamics of real-life culture-

teaching episodes and the details of how the participants create meaning-making 

space for (inter)cultural learning. In other words, how meanings were conveyed, 

constructed, and negotiated in the classroom settings.  

Classroom observations were conducted from May 24th to June 30th, 2021. The 

cultural themes the participants were dealing with during the observations exhibited 

much overlap because most of them were using the same textbook series. Nine of 

them were using New College English Integrated Course IV and three participants 

were using New College English Integrated Course III. Table 6-1 maps the 

relationship between the participant codes, the textbook and text titles, and the 

cultural points identified by each participant during the classroom observations.  
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Table 6-1. Participant Codes, Textbook and Text Titles, and Cultural Points Identified 

Participant 

Codes 

Text & Textbook Title Cultural Points Identified 

CAP1  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Search of Davos 

Man 

(New College English 

Integrated Course, 

Book 4) 

 

✓ signs of cultural globalization  

(referential meaning) 

✓ defining cultural homogenization  

(referential meaning) 

✓ defining culture identity  

(referential meaning) 

CAP2 ✓ signs of cultural globalization  

(referential meaning) 

✓ resume writing in English  

(normative meaning) 

CAP3 ✓ pros and cons of cultural globalization  

(personalized meaning) 

✓ cultural ways of responding to a 

compliment  

(normative meaning) 

✓ location of Davos and denotative 

meaning of Davos man  

(referential meaning) 

CCP1 ✓ distinguish national identity and 

nationality  

(referential meaning) 

✓ defining personal identity  

(referential meaning) 

CCP2 ✓ Cultural identity  

(personalized meaning) 

CDP1 

 

✓ Location of Davos and defining Davos 

man  

(referential meaning) 

✓ Signs of cultural globalization  

(referential meaning) 

✓ pros and cons of cultural globalization  

(personalized meaning) 

CDP2 

 

✓ meaning of building Confucius Institute  

(personalized meaning) 

✓ location of Davos and defining Davos 

man 

(referential meaning) 

✓ proper use of statesman vs. politician in 

context 

(normative meaning) 

✓ proper ways of writing resume in English  

(normative meaning) 

✓ locations of Princeton university and 

Stanford University.  

(referential meaning) 
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CFP1 

 

✓ definition of culture  

(referential meaning) 

✓ defining cultural globalization  

(referential meaning) 

✓ signs of cultural globalization  

(referential meaning) 

✓ impacts of cultural globalization  

(personalized meaning) 

 

 

 

 

CEP1 

 

 

 

 

A Friend in Need 

(New College English 

Integrated Course, 

Book 4) 

 

✓ CNN perspective  

(ideological meaning) 

✓ bridge and Chinese card games  

(referential meaning) 

✓ social distance: American vs Chinese way 

of being a friend  

(generalized meaning) 

✓ The Gentlemen’s club in UK  

(referential meaning) 

✓ cultural stereotypes about Americans and 

Chinese  

(generalized meaning) 

✓ varied perspectives on relationship 

between appearance and ability  

(personalized & generalized meaning) 

CBP1  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Writing Three Thank-

You Letters 

(New College English 

Integrated Course, 

Book 3) 

 

✓ Thanksgiving  

- origin of Thanksgiving  

(referential meaning) 

- foods and activities  

(normative meaning) 

✓ Chinese vs. American ways of expressing 

gratitude (generalized meaning) 

CFP2 

 

✓ Thanksgiving  

- Origin of Thanksgiving  

(referential meaning) 

- foods and activities  

(normative meaning) 

- Video watching: American Indians 

are Still Getting a Raw Deal 

(non-conventionalized meaning) 

CFP3 

 

✓ Thanksgiving  

- pardon turkey tradition  

(referential meaning) 

- foods and activities  

(normative meaning) 

- native Americans  

(referential meaning) 

- Indians and native American  

(normative meaning) 
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Overall, 34 cultural teaching episodes were collected during the classroom 

observations and I was able to cluster them into five kinds of meanings of culture that 

were at play in the classroom settings. They were referential meaning, normative 

meaning, generalized meaning, personalized meaning, and ideological meaning. To 

develop insights into how the participants engaged students with these meaning forms 

and created pedagogical space for (inter)cultural learning, the instructional scaffolding 

moves used in each cultural teaching episode were placed at the center of the 

classroom observation. That placement allowed me to get an overall idea of the 

typical features of the classroom discourse environment and the participants’ typical 

approaches to organizing meaning-making activities. The findings revealed the 

classroom discourses were predominated by monologic meaning-making and real-

sense dialogic meaning-making was rare. The participants engaged students mainly in 

delivering referential meaning and expressing expected normative (conventionalized) 

meanings, sometimes in interpreting meanings, but only occasionally in negotiating, 

generating, and transforming meanings. 

6.2 Referential Meaning  

Among the 34 cultural teaching episodes, nineteen involved treating culture in 

referential ways where instructors emphasized the presenting or exchanging of 

objective survey knowledge about culture, usually the target language culture. Table 

6-1 presents the cultural themes of all the teaching episodes that fell into that 

category. 
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Table 6-1. Cultural Themes of Teaching Episodes Highlighting Referential Meanings 

geography 

geographical locations of Princeton university and Stanford University [1]; location of 

Davos [3]  

history 

the origin of Thanksgiving [1]; the tradition of turkey pardon speech [1]; the origin of 

Native Americans [1]; the origin of the Gentlemen’s club in UK [1]; the origin of 

Davos man [3] 

cultural artefacts 

the rules of playing bridge [1]; the scenic spots, foods, and poems related to the 

Westlake [1]; signs of cultural globalization [4]  

cultural concepts 

the definition of culture identity [1]; the definition of culture [1]; the definition of 

cultural globalization [1]; differences between national identity and nationality [1] 

Teaching objective cultural knowledge was most prioritized in the participants’ 

cultural teaching practices, given that the majority of the teaching episodes 

highlighted the referential meanings of culture, where the primary pedagogical focus 

was to find out culture’s referent.   

Most referential-meaning-oriented teaching episodes were instructor-centered, 

where the instructors were engaged in delivering to students, usually with audio/visual 

aids, the following four kinds of cultural information: geographical locations of sites, 

origins of holidays, traditions, or cultural groups, cultural artefacts, and the 

denotative meanings of cultural concepts. Instructor-learner dialogue was also 

observed as another mode of teaching but only for the purpose of bringing learners’ 

notice to or testing learners’ knowledge of the referential meaning of culture. There 

were cases that were learner-centered, where learners were placed at the center of 

classroom activities as the primary sources of information. However, no matter the 

forms of the instruction, active meaning-making was missing from these teaching 



133 

episodes as the pedagogical goals were conceptualized primarily as to collect and 

present referential-meanings of culture to the class more than anything else.  

In Episode 6.1, CBP1 showed students one short video that provided concise 

factual knowledge about the origin and the celebration activities of Thanksgiving (see 

Appendix IX for the contents of the video). After watching the video, CBP1 checked 

students’ reception of cultural knowledge about the holiday by involving them in a 

brief question-and-answer activity.  

Episode 6.1  

1. CBP1: In which year was the first Thanksgiving held? 

2. Students: ... 

3. CBP1: Did you catch the year? 

4. Student: 1621. 

5. CBP1: Right. It was in 1621. Who made Thanksgiving Day a national 

holiday? 

6. Student: Abraham Lincoln  

7. CBP1: Who are Native Americans? Why are they called native Americans? 

… 

8. Student: Because they lived there earlier than Americans. 

9. CBP1: Yes. What is the main dish of thanksgiving?   

10. Students: Turkey. 

11. CBP1: You’re right. What do people do on this day? 

12. Student: They watch parades 

13. CBP1: Yes. What else? 

14. Student: They watch football games on TV. 

15. CBP1: Right. And some of them also go out and perform as volunteers to feed 

16. the homeless and hungry. So, the only purpose of thanksgiving is what?  

… 

17. CBP1: Why do people travel all the way back home for what? We travel from 

18. Guangzhou to Ha’erbin during our Spring Festival for what?   

19. Student: family reunion 

20. CBP1: remember this word – family reunion. So, the purpose of 

21. Thanksgiving is to be family reunion. Which Chinese festival is it similar to?  

22. Students: Spring Festival. 

23. CBP1: some people also think thanksgiving is like our Mid-Autumn Festival. 

24. It depends on how you understand it. There’s no standard.  

The way CBP1 engaged students with the video reflected her pedagogical 
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considerations. Encouraging productive meaning-making was not the purpose of this 

teaching episode. As was confirmed by the instructor herself in our after-class 

conversation, she considered it “sufficient for students to have some objective 

knowledge of Thanksgiving”. The meaning transmitted by the videos was the 

referential meanings embodied in a neutral and detached voice and students were 

expected to redeliver the information they had learned from watching the video. 

Based on my observations, students did not seem to be very intrigued by the video or 

willing to get involved in the question-and-answer activity. From an observer’s 

perspective, the information was nothing new to them and the questions were not 

intellectually challenging either.  

Episode 6.2 was a student-centered teaching episode that highlighted the origin of 

the card game bridge. Again, the pedagogical activity was oriented mainly towards 

cultural information exchange.   

Episode 6.2 

1. CEP1: What do you find about the culture points?  

2. student: I want to talk about the background of bridge. Bridge was originated 

3. in Europe, developed in the United States. It is popular all over the world. 

4. So far, bridge is the only poker game in the world with uniform rules. The 

5. biggest difference between bridge and other poker games is that “pier” is the 

6. basis of scoring. When playing cards, four people each play a card and 

7. become a pier and the largest family with the same cards should get next 

8. round of power with their piers to get the trick. China’s…The card game 

9. “tractor” is a bit similar to bridge. But more rigorous and more fiercely 

10. competitive.  

11. CEP1: Interesting. What is “tractor”, by the way? 

12. Student: my parents both know how to play “tractor”. We play a lot in 

13. Shandong Province 

14. CEP1: I see, it is a local game. A local poker game, right? Ok, good. Next 

group… 

What was worth noting was that the classroom atmosphere was noticeably livelier, 
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compared with the above Thanksgiving episode. Students appeared to be better 

engaged when the game of bridge was discussed in relation to their own poker 

tradition.  

6.3 Normative (Conventionalized) Meaning 

Among the cultural teaching episodes collected, five involved the teaching of 

normative meaning of culture, in forms of socio-pragmatic rules. These teaching 

episodes were considered as normative in the sense that the conventional ways of 

using language were not just presented but also emphasized as the norms to be abided 

by. Table 6-2 captures the cultural themes of teaching episodes that fell into that 

category.  

Table 6-2. Cultural Themes of Teaching Episodes Highlighting Normative Meaning 

Language and language use 

resume writing in English [2]; cultural ways of responding to a compliment [1]; 

cultural connotation behind statesman & politician [1]; cultural connotation behind 

Indians & Native American [1] 

Societal norms 

Conventions concerning celebrating Thanksgiving [1] 

In general, socio-pragmatic knowledge was taught as norms to regulate one’s use of 

linguistic resources. These five teaching episodes were all found to be centered on 

bringing the learners’ attention to certain norms of using English.  

English resume writing was brought up by two participants. Similar pedagogical 

moves were identified in both participants’ teaching practices, where the rules of 

resume writing in English were presented in a comparative manner with the Chinese 

resume-writing rules (Episode 6.3, line 3-6) and in terms of dos and don’ts (episode, 

line 7-9). Both participants emphasized the importance of knowing and following 
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these cultural norms of using English for the practical purpose of writing a resume. 

Episode 6.3 exemplifies the way normative meaning related to language use was 

taught. As CAP2 explained: 

Episode 6.3 

1. I saw you’ve made a couple of mistakes in writing your resume (an 

2. assignment). I want to remind you that writing a resume in Chinese and in 

3. English are very different. How do we write a resume in Chinese? We usually 

4. provide very detailed information about our age, our gender, our ethic 

5. belonging, you know like if you belong to Han or some minority ethnic 

6. group. Things like that. And we will include a photo in the resume too, right? 

7. But if you’re writing a resume in English, remember that providing your 

8. name is ok. do not reveal your age, do not reveal your gender, do not reveal 

9. your ethnicity and don’t even use photo. Why? To…avoid…prejudice. All 

10. these information might bring you unfair treatment. 

Episode 6.4 was concerned with the teaching of normative knowledge of cross-

cultural interactions, where CAP3 discussed with her students the possible ways of 

responding to a compliment. She contextualized the occurrence of compliment and 

compliment response within three scenarios to solicit students’ responses.  

Episode 6.4 

1. CAP3: Here I would like to ask you a question. If a Chinese gives you a 

2. compliment, what would be your response? would you respond differently 

3. depending on who you are talking to?  

4. Student: if we don’t know each other so well, maybe I will say “I’m not so 

5. good”. If we are we are... 

6. CAP3: very close 

7. Student: Yes, very close. I will say “It’s a piece of cake for me.” 

8. CAP3: So you will respond to a compliment in different ways considering 

9. the person who you’re interacting with. What if the one who gives you a 

10. compliment is a foreigner? What would be your response? For Example, an 

11. American says “your English is very good or you speak very good English!”. 

12. What would be your reply?  

13. Student: I would say “thank you”. 

14. Instructor: Yes. Thank you it is. We don’t need to be too modest in English. 

15. Just accept the compliment with pleasure and say “thank you”. 

After three possible compliment response strategies were brought up by the students, 



137 

CAP3 summarized the communicative rules: whether to respond in a modest way or a 

proud way or simply accept it with the concise response “thank you” depended on the 

social distance between the interlocutors as well as the social context in which the 

compliment speech act took place. She clearly pointed out that it was a social norm to 

accept a compliment in a foreign context such as in America (line 14-15). However, if 

the conversation took place in China, one had two options. One could follow the 

Chinese convention to deny the compliment to show modesty or brag about it, if one 

was very familiar with the compliment giver.  

The episode positioned culture within the immediate communicative context and 

the primary emphasis was placed on the learners’ knowing of and abidance by the 

communicative conventions of responding to a compliment in different socio-cultural 

contexts. CAP3 exemplified a communicative approach to culture (Canale, 1983; 

Canale & Swain, 1980; Hymes, 1972) with the teaching of communicative cultural 

norms at its core. The learners’ agentive competence to negotiate with cultural 

conventions to create meaning was given way to picking up communicative rules and 

expressing the expected meanings. 

6.4 Generalized Meaning 

Generalized meaning was usually at play when culture was discussed in terms of 

national cultural traits. Table 6-3 presents the cultural themes of three episodes that 

epitomized the teaching of generalized meaning. What was not listed in the Table 6-3 

were the many other occasions where sporadic generalized statements were made in 

combination with other remarks.    
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Table 6-3. Cultural Themes of Teaching Episodes Highlighting Generalized Meaning 

American vs Chinese way of being a friend [1]; cultural stereotypes about Americans 

and Chinese [1]; Chinese vs. American ways of expressing gratitude [1] 

In Episode 6.5, CBP1 compared American and Chinese ways of expressing 

gratitude. In Episode 6.6, CFP3 engaged students in conversations about American 

and Chinese ways of being a friend. Although the two episodes exhibited two modes 

of teaching, instructor-lecture versus instructor-student dialogues, a similar feature 

was identified in terms of the generalized ways of presenting and exchanging one’s 

cultural knowledge about self and other culture at the national-level.  

Episode 6.5  

1. CBP1: American practices individualism which emphasizes independence. 

2. Americans express gratitude in a straightforward way and a fairly simple way. 

3. A card, a box of chocolate, or a bunch of flowers will do…They say thank 

4. you a lot and say “love you” much more than we do. We Chinese are too shy 

5. to speak out the very phrase of “thank you”, we may smile to indicate that we 

6. get it and appreciate someone’s kindness. We feel reluctant to say “love” and 

7. “thank you” to acquaintances especially to our families. We buy presents for 

8. our moms, we give them red envelops (containing money), help them around 

9. the house to show we care about them, but feel reluctant to say “thank you” or 

10. “I love you” to her. Deep down we believe that no words can express our  

11. thanks to her great kindness and deep love. Chinese have so many ways to 

12. express gratitude, such as sending constant greetings, giving more attention, 

13. buying expensive gifts, inviting to fancy expensive restaurants. We prefer a 

14. “grand” way to express gratitude, but may feel embarrassed to say the very 

15. word “love”. In a word, the means of expressions are so different…Chinese 

16. are more indirect. Asians are like this. For instance, recently someone is 

17. especially nice to me, inviting me to dinner, being warm to me when we meet, 

18. and taking care of me whenever possible, I wonder why. I think hard and 

19. suddenly it came to my mind that I helped him a while ago. See, Chinese way 

20. involves a lot of guess work. Americans are not the same. A simple thank you 

21. card and several sentences express everything clearly. 

Episode 6.6 

1. Student: I want to talk about the way, Americans and Chinese er…treat their 
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friends. 

2. CFP3: Ok.  

3. Student: According to what I have found, Americans treat their friends 

4. friendly but they also focus on their friends’ privacy. But the Chinese always 

5. try to help out their friends, but sometimes maybe too concerned (about) their 

6. problems… 

7. CFP3: You mean that Americans respect social distance and personal privacy 

8. more than us?  

9. Student: Yes.  

10. CFP3: And we may be get too deeply involved in our friends’ personal 

11. affairs? 

12. Student: absolutely. And…and we also sometimes do something alike because 

13. our friendship. 

14. CFP3: Yes. We don’t usually display individuality. Instead, we hide it for 

15. harmonious relationship. We don’t want to be the exceptional ones. I think 

16. that’s why we sometimes follow the others and do things together. Good! You 

17. may want to know more about how Americans make friends, you can watch 

18. the soap series “Friends”. In America, they have to keep distance between 

19. friends. Social distance, ok? So maybe in China, it’s very very different… 

20. For Example, when we walk around on the road. If you walk with your 

21. girlfriend, I mean your female friends. How do you walk? 

22. Students: hand in hand  

23. CFP3: Or arm in arm. But in America, it’s so different. They should keep 

24. social distance between the same sex. If girls are hand in hand or arm in arm, 

25. that means what? 

26. Students: lesbians 

27. (laugh) 

28. CFP3: What if boys are shoulder to shoulder? No way, right? So that’s very 

29. very different. So, this is about the walking distance. Friends should keep 

30. definite distance, but in Chinese we can be very very close… 

Episode 6.7 captured the classroom discussions between CEP1 and her students 

on generalized cultural stereotypes. Before the class, CEP1 assigned several students 

the role of culture collector. Their jobs were to identify one cultural element from the 

text they were going to learn in class and present about that cultural element. Cultural 

collectors were encouraged to proceed from a comparative perspective and link the 

cultural element to their own culture. For CEP1, the purpose of the task was to 

improve students’ sensitivity about cultural similarities and differences. After one 
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student briefly talked about his stereotypical ideas of US, CEP1 picked up the 

conversation by asking the whole class to brainstorm more stereotypical ideas about 

both Americans and Chinese.  

Episode 6.7 

1. CEP1: What cultural point do you want to share with us? 

2. Student: I want to talk about stereotype (stereotypical) image. We think of the 

3. United States as a country of democracy, freedom and equality, but in fact the 

4. United States has serious racial discrimination and it’s a country full of 

5. Discrimination 

6. CEP1: ok good job. About stereotype. Do you know what stereotype is? 

7. Stereotype means what? if you have a, you know, judgment on something, for 

8. the first time or several times, you always think he or she is the same. If one 

9. person is like this and believe the whole group is like this. What do you think 

10. of American people? They are very…  

11. Students: very lazy 

12. Student: open 

13. Instructor: What else?  

14. Student: direct 

15. Instructor: and what else?  

16. Student: fat 

17. CEP1: but actually, they are not lazy (laugh), they are not so direct or open.  

18. Sometimes they are very direct, but sometimes they are not very direct. What 

19. else? Your stereotypes on American people? 

20. Student: Energetic  

21. CEP1: do you think so? yes, they are energetic. They jog a lot; they play balls 

22. all the time. But you know some of them are very fat, very lazy, they are not 

23. energetic. What are Chinese like? How do you describe Chinese? 

24. Student: Diligent 

25. Student: Modest 

26. Student: not everyone knows kongfu. 

27. Student: traditional 

28. CEP1: and shy, especially in the public place. When instructors ask you to 

29. answer questions, most Chinese students will look down [students 

30. laugh]…very shy to speak publicly and openly, right? And what else? Do you 

31. know what American people like to eat? 

32. Student: Sweet 

33. CEP1: Sweet 

34. Student: everything should be sweet. 

35. CEP1: everything should be sweet. What else? […] they love chickens. 

36. Student: fried… 
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37. CEP1: they love fried chicken, right? Ok. And what else? Do you like 

38. American food? 

39. Student: yes 

40. CEP1: Do you like Chinese food? 

41. Students: yes  

42. CEP1: Ok, you are very open. Just enjoy. That’s good for you. Ok good job.  

43. Don’t look at people and things with stereotypes. Things are changing. 

44. Everything is flexible.  

The conversation was pleasant mingled with laughter and most students were engaged 

in the conversation. It ended with the instructor’s brief warning, “don’t look at people 

or things with stereotypes” (Episode 6.7), which can be taken as a gesture to model 

open-minded intercultural attitude. However, from the observer’s angle, the final 

comment seemed to be inadequate to resolve cultural stereotypes or render any deeper 

understanding of cultural generalization other than that one should not stereotype 

other people. Culture was contextualized in a way that encouraged highly subjective 

and biased emic perspectives. The representations of self and other culture bore 

obvious emotional tinge, with self-culture being portrayed with predominantly 

positive descriptors and American culture with derogatory ones. CEP1 tackled the 

complicated culture issues in an casual and entertaining manner. Limited efforts 

however, were made to build in complexity and create “moments of doubts”. As 

observed, no further discussions were made concerning the possible sources of these 

stereotypical cultural understandings (e.g., media-fed images), how cultural 

generalizations could be used to serve ideological purposes and cultural politics 

(Byram & Grundy, 2003; Guilherme, 2002; Hall, 1997; Kramsch, 2006, 2008, 2011, 

2015, 2016; Osborn, 2000) as well as the perils of stopping at totalized and 

generalized cultural descriptions (Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013; Risager, 2007). 
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6.5 Personalized Meaning 

Personalized meaning was at play when the primary pedagogical focus was on 

individual-level meaning-making to develop personalized interpretations on a certain 

cultural phenomenon. Table 6-4 captures the cultural themes of seven teaching 

episodes that highlighted personalized meaning. According to who was at the center 

of classroom meaning-making and whether culture was contextualized in a way that 

enacted a dialogic stance, the episodes were organized into monologic meaning-

making and dialogic meaning-making.  

Table 6-4. Cultural Themes of Teaching Episodes Highlighting Personalized Meaning 

Monologic meaning-making 

Understanding the meaning of cultural homogenization [1]; understanding the 

purposes of building Confucius Institute [1]; pros and cons of cultural globalization 

[2]; understanding the impacts of cultural globalization [1]; understanding cultural 

identity [1] 

Dialogic meaning-making 

understanding varied perspectives on relationship between appearance and ability [1] 

6.5.1 Dialogic Meaning-Making 

Among all teaching episodes in the category, only one episode was identified to 

be based on dialogic meaning-making, where meaning was co-constructed 

intersubjectively between instructor and learners and culture was contextualized in a 

way that promoted dialogues across timescales. In Episode 6.8, CEP1 resorted to 

diverse instructional scaffolding moves to engage students in the meaning-making 

process. As mentioned earlier, CEP1 assigned students as culture collectors and her 

cultural teaching was rather spontaneous, depending on what cultural points were 

brought up by the culture collectors. Here in this episode, CEP1 exhibited relatively 
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high cultural sensitivity and was able to capture the meaningful moments for culture 

teaching and turned those fleeting moments into a rich space for meaning-making. 

The following excerpt captured the classroom discourses carried out after one culture 

collector raised the issue of how Chinese usually thought of delicately dressed man in 

his broken English.  

Episode 6.8 

1. CEP1: What cultural point did you find (talking to one culture collector)? 

2. Student: uh, the man is well dressed (referring to the hero in the text). If he 

3. was in our country, we will think the man is all about appearance. 

4. CEP1: What do you mean? Worry too much about his appearance? 

5. Student: Yes. But I think it is understandable. He’s well-dressed is just for the 

6. job. But we have a thinking, we think I have ability, not appearance. We think 

7. chasing appearance is not necessary.  

8. CEP1: Who think? 

9. Student: Traditional Chinese thinking. We have a saying 金玉其外败絮其中 

(switched to Chinese). 

10. CEP1: Oh, I see what you mean. I know that saying. In English we say “gold 

11. on the outside, bad wadding inside”. It’s originally used to describe 

12. a pillow which has an embroidered case but with bad wadding inside. Ok 

13. good job. Do you agree with him? What other sayings do you know about 

14. appearance and ability? I mean Chinese sayings… 

15. student:人不可貌相，海水不可斗量 

16. CEP1: Yes. How do we translate it?  

17. Student: We cannot judge a person by the appearance nor measure the sea 

18. with a dou (switched to Chinese Pinyin)… 

19. CEP1: Haha, pretty much like that. We know that dou is a measuring tool and 

20. it’s not big. The sea cannot be measured with a bushel. Good! What else? 

21. Student: 秤砣虽小压千斤(switched to Chinese).  

22. CEP1: Right. How do you translate it? 

    … 

23. Student: The sliding weight of a steelyard, though small in volume, may hold 

24. down a thousand pounds (reading a translation from an online dictionary). 

25. CEP1: Yes. It seems that our Chinese sayings emphasize ability over 

26. appearance. When we judge a man, we focus more on his ability than his 

27. appearance or dressing. I can understand the negative feeling you described 

28. towards dedicatedly dressed man. But your point of view is a bit old 

29. fashioned I should say. What about in modern times? In our old times, in 

30. China, we were poor. We didn’t have the money to dress up. But we have 
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31. Changed. We care more about dressing now… 

Besides providing constant prompts and reflective commentary (Episode 6.8, line 4, 8, 

13, 14, 16, 20 and 22), CEP1 also created moments of inward inspection. She homed 

in on learner’s cultural history and initiated a dialogue across timescales, where 

learners’ self-culture embodied in Chinese idioms and sayings was explored and 

learners were able to see how the values and beliefs passed down through the idioms 

and sayings could shape the way they perceived the relationship between ability and 

appearances. Traditional and modern cultural perspectives were brought together to 

create a richer meaning-making space (line 25-31) that was engaging and interesting 

and gave students a chance to examine the historical dimension of cultural meaning 

and understand its impact on the ongoing present. 

6.5.2 Monologic Meaning-Making  

Monologic meaning-making featured most personalized-meaning-oriented 

teaching episodes in this study, where instructors were at the center of classroom 

meaning-making imposing their interpretation on the students and the latter only 

occupied marginal positions, not intensely engaged in meaning construction. Episode 

6.9 exemplifies the instructor-centered way of monologic meaning-making. Here, 

CAP3 asked her students to think about the pros and cons of cultural globalization. 

However, briefly after she posed the question, she put forward her own interpretation 

to the class that was preprepared, as she disclosed in our after-class conversation.   

Episode 6.9 

1. CAP3: First, let’s talk about the pros of cultural globalization. For Example, 

2. the general public, the people around the world. They can get access to 

3. cultural products. Nowadays they have more choices in selecting which 
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4. movies or TV series to watch, which books to read, and which music to listen 

5. (to). You can get access to new cultural products. Second one, people foster… 

6. can foster better understanding of foreign values and attitudes. There will be 

7. less stereotyping and fewer misconceptions about other cultures…These are 

8. the advantages resulted from cultural globalization. There are also some 

9. drawbacks, some cons. One is cultural assimilation also called cultural 

10. homogenization. It causes the problem of the reduction of cultural diversity. 

11. Nowadays if you are in the capital cities or big cities, for Example, Beijing, 

12. Shanghai, New York city, you will get lost. You don’t know where you are, 

13. because they are more and more alike. And another problem is westernization 

14. or cultural imperialism or cultural colonialism. This is another issue. Some 

15. industrialized countries, the influential countries, they would like to impose 

16. their norms, their customs, their values, their ideology on other developing 

17. countries. The small countries may lose their distinctive features. These are 

18. some problems of cultural globalization. 

It was interesting to see that CAP3 used quite a few culture-related terms (Episode 

6.9, line 9, 10, 14 and15) to convey her personalized interpretation and I labelled this 

way of scaffolding as theoretical scaffolding. The terms – cultural assimilation, 

cultural homogenization, westernization, cultural imperialism, and cultural 

colonialism appeared to be fresh to the learners and the instructor provided brief, and 

yet student-friendly explanations for them that captured the core ideas of each term. 

Students seemed intrigued by these terms and their interest and curiosity seemed to be 

aroused as most of them fixed their eyes on the instructor and paid serious attention to 

what she said. I was unable to confirm further, how well students digested the terms 

and whether they might be able to draw on them to analyze other cultural phenomena 

in the future, as the instructor moved on immediately after her presentation to address 

other issues and did not provide space for students to carry forward the discussion in 

any way. Another thing that caught my attention was that CAP3 made a controversial 

statement in her presentation that cultural globalization led to “less stereotyping and 

fewer misconceptions about other cultures”. There could be other interpretations 
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concerning the viewpoint. Transnational communications engendered by globalization 

might engender cultural stereotyping and misconceptions too, as scholars 

(Kumaravadivelu, 2008) have pointed out. That, to me as the observer, was a rich 

cultural point that could have been further discussed but left unaddressed.  

Another such example was found in episode 6.10. While explaining to the 

students the meaning of cultural identity, the core concept of the textbook passage In 

Search of Davos Man, CCP2 made deliberate efforts to decenter students from their 

own deeply held cultural beliefs.  

Episode 6.10 

1. CCP2: “Local” means within a limited local area. “National” means 

2. belonging to one country. When we mention cultural identity, this would be 

3. local or national? Think about it. Let me give you one Example…China is a 

4. big country, right? So, we may consider we have some traditions as our 

5. cultural things. For Example, during the Chinese traditional New Year, we 

6. may believe all people would try to eat dumplings. But do you really think 

7. this has a very strong cultural basis? I know from one of my friends that the 

8. southern part of China may not be taking dumplings as a traditional food 

9. (during Chinese New Year). If you have the chance to ask them, you’ll see. 

10. This is the same country. There are differences even in something that, 

11. generally speaking, would be believed like (as) the symbol of our culture. So 

12. that means the cultural things may be very limiting in certain area…How do 

13. you understand culture again? What is your cultural identity? Just now I take 

14. (took) dumpling as an Example. I want to tell you that in China, in Chinese 

15. culture, food is a very important aspect of culture. So that’s why when we talk 

16. about the Chinese culture, you cannot be away from the delicious foods. 

17. When we have so many, including documentary TV series and a lot of… 

18. shows and video clips discussing about those food-related cultural things. Just 

19. now I just gave you one Example. I want to tell you that the cultural identity 

20. cannot be separated from the way you’re eating and what else you’re doing in 

21. your life? Eating…what else? 

22. Student: wearing. 

23. CCP2: Yes, In Chinese we would say Chi (i.e. eat) and Chuan (i.e., wear) 

24. Student:衣食住行 (meaning clothes, food, living, and behaving).  

25. CCP2: yes, 衣食住行 is better. All those aspects. What you’re wearing, what 

26. you’re eating, and how we behave, Ok? That’s why we say when we talk 
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27. about cultural things, the very very important principle I always emphasize is 

28. what? Do we talk about it is right or it is wrong? Can we say ok this culture is 

29. better than that one. Never say so. So for cultural things, there are only 

30. differences. Again, there are only differences when we talk about the cultural 

31. things. So you like some foods here, you may say this is my culture and it’s 

32. really good. You may recommend this one to others. They may accept or they 

33. may not accept. Depends on them. You cannot force them to say I like it, 

34. clear? What you believe to be good and wonderful may be something others 

35. believe to be very ugly or disgusting. So, there is no right or wrong. Like I 

36. hear some people in southern area in China, they would eat some worms, 

37. right? They would take worms as the food. But I think in this place, as a local 

38. here, we cannot bear that kind of thing, to tell the truth. But I don’t say they 

39. are eating worms and they are really bad, I don’t mean that. I just can’t do 

40. that, but I accept they can do that. See that is the attitude I want to say... 

41. That’s why pay attention to the words local and national…Think about it.  

As revealed by the after-observation conversation, CCP2 was well-aware of the goals 

of her cultural teaching captured by this episode: to model open-minded intercultural 

attitudes towards culture and to relativize self-culture. To achieve those ends, CCP2 

selected two examples from learners’ native culture (Episode 6.10, line 3-9; line 35-

40) and reexamined them through others’ cultural lenses. Homing in on students’ self-

culture helped to connect them personally and emotionally to the topic under 

discussion that noticeably aroused learners’ interest and attention. By destabilizing the 

perception of dumpling eating as a national tradition during Chinese New Year, the 

participant unfamiliarized the familiar and highlighted a subversive inward inspection 

of one’s own cultural belief. By bringing up the unconventional tradition of worm 

eating, the participant displayed an open-minded attitude towards the unfamiliar and 

at the same time successfully created an attention catcher for her students. However, 

like CAP3’s class, instructor presentation was the primary teaching mode in the 

episode and students were left largely uninvolved in the meaning-making process. 

CCP2’s real-world pedagogical practices confirmed what she said about her preferred 
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approach to culture in the interview – “I prefer to present what I want my students to 

learn myself”.  

6.6 Ideological Meaning 

Among the teaching episodes collected, only one episode touched upon the 

ideological meaning of culture. In the following episode, CEP1 encouraged her 

students to identify and interpret the values implicated in a piece of CNN news on 

Japan-UK collaboration to uphold and reinforce a free and open Indo-Pacific in the 

realm of security and defense.   

Episode 6. 11 

1. CEP1: I would like you to look at closely the pictures CNN chose to put on 

2. the news. Compare the pictures of the UK defense secretary Wallace and the 

3. Chinese official of Defense Ministry. What do these pictures tell you? 

4. Students:… 

5. CEP1: Pictures can tell…What is your impression of this picture (pointing to 

6. Wallace)? How does he look?  

7. Student:… (seem lost and not sure what to say) 

8. CEP1: Is he ugly?  

9. Student: No, he’s not ugly.  

10. Student: He seems cool with his gesture (referring to the waving hand before 

11. Wallace’s chest) 

12. Student: From his eyes, he seems affirmative. 

13. Student: right…righteous…too. 

14. CEP1: Do you mean he seems to represent righteousness?  

15. Student: yes…the way he speaks you know 

16. CEP1: Right. what about this picture then (pointing to the Chinese official 

17. from Defense Ministry)? Does he also seem cool to you? 

18. Student: not really. He seems gloomy…I mean…his expression 

19. Student: Ugly  

20. CEP1: Yes, I agree. It is not a cool picture.  

21. Student: He frowns. Seems as if he’s angry.  

22. Student: not very polite expression… 

23. CEP1: Good observation. I believe there must be many pictures of this 

24. Chinese official. Why did CNN pick this one? What I want to say is that 

25. picture-picking tells the ideas of the editor of the news report and where they 

26. stand. What do you think? Is CNN on the Chinese side or on the British side? 
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27. Students: British side. 

28. CEP1: Yes. You should try to develop the capacity of independent thinking 

29. when you are reading or watching news reports. Find out the standing point of 

30. the news. What it aims to express. Many times, the news seems to be 

31. objective and righteous about everything. They are trying to be neutral but 

32. they are biased. When you read the news, you should have your own 

33. judgment.  

Here, through guiding students’ attention to the details of the images selected for the 

news, CEP1 attempted to reveal the hidden CNN perspective behind the news report 

to her students and the possible bias it held against China. “Pictures can tell” 

(Episode, 6.10, line 5). The way the Chinese official was represented reflected CNN’s 

standpoint that was influenced by complex social forces.  

6.7 Chapter Summary 

The chapter focused on understanding participants’ perceptions on culture-in-ELT 

through their real-world pedagogical practices: the meanings that were made possible 

in the classroom settings and how they engaged their students with those meanings. It 

was revealed that participants predominantly treated culture in referential ways as a 

noun and great pedagogical emphasis was placed on presenting what culture was in 

the referential sense rather than on exploring what culture did in the symbolic sense. 

For most participants, culture was not taught in its own right. Revealing to students 

how culture worked on people and through people was seldom a pedagogical focus 

and culture was primarily taught as the background knowledge to facilitate language 

learning or as sociopragmatic norms to acquire for future use. Culture was usually 

presented and discussed within the (bi)national paradigm in a generalized way. 

Developing general understanding of nation-based cultural similarities and differences 

as well as fostering an open-minded attitude towards cultural differences were the two 
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pedagogical foci most emphasized. Personalized meaning occupied a place in 

classroom settings, where participants addressed individual-level culture in terms of 

how a cultural phenomenon was to be interpreted. However, instructors were always 

at the center of classroom meaning-making and monologic meaning-making featured 

most personalized-meaning-oriented teaching episodes. Students only occupied 

marginal place in classroom meaning-making and were seldom engaged in active 

dialogic meaning-making. The next chapter presents the findings on the contextual 

conditions that shape the participants’ locally formed perceptions and practices. 
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CHAPTER 7: Findings: Contextualizing Perceptions and Practices 

7.1 Introduction 

The fourth research question explored how contextual conditions influenced the 

participants’ perceptions on culture and practices of incorporating culture into ELT. 

Three themes emerged from the data: the personal-level conditions, the institutional-

level conditions, and the sociopolitical-level conditions. Table 7-1 provides an 

overview of the themes and the subthemes that emerged from the data.  

Table 7-1. Contextual Conditions 

Themes                                             Subthemes 

 

Personal-level conditions               Overseas experiences 

                                                          Academic background 

                                                          Perceived learner capacity   

 

Institutional-level conditions         Textbook 

Institutional Curriculum Requirements 

                    

Sociopolitical-Level  conditions    Perceived “proper” pedagogical foci 

                                                     Perceived “safe” & “forbidden” pedagogical zones 

                                                         Perceived “appropriate” ways to present culture 

 

 

7.2 Personal-Level Conditions 

On the personal level, the data highlighted how the participants’ overseas 

experiences, culture-related academic and professional background, as well as their 

perceptions on learner capacity influenced the way they perceived culture and 

practiced culture teaching.  

7.2.1 Overseas Experiences 

Overseas experiences included any intercultural experiences the participants had 

as a result of studying, working in or travelling to another country. All ten participants 
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who had been abroad indicated their overseas experiences had influenced their views 

of culture and culture teaching in one way or another.  

7.2.1.1 A “Real” Taste of the Foreign Culture. 

The majority of the participants with overseas experiences indicated that these 

experiences gave them a “real” taste of the foreign culture. In CCP1’s words, they 

“gained first-hand knowledge of the target language society and developed an 

intuitive impression of its culture”. Their overseas experiences reconstructed their 

knowledge of the foreign culture to varying degrees. According to CCP2, one major 

cognitive development was her realization that what she learned from books, movies, 

and the Internet might not be the “real culture of the English-speaking society”. What 

she saw and experienced from the inside “either confirmed or disconfirmed her 

previous understanding of the foreign culture”. In addition, CDP2 further pointed out 

that in-person overseas experiences provided him glimpses of unique cultural 

phenomena that could only be seen in the western cultures and did not exist in the 

Chinese culture – the so called “cultural vacancy”.  

Reflected in the participants’ pedagogical practices, the developed understanding 

of the foreign culture made them more discreet and critical about what materials to 

select for their culture teaching. Most participants suggested that they often referred to 

their intercultural experiences as touchstones to assess the “reliability” and 

“authenticity” of the cultural resources they use. Besides, the link between having 

overseas experiences and “effective” culture instruction was more emphasized by 

many of them. CAP1commented that:   
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Example 7.1 

1. It is hard to teach culture if instructors themselves never had in-person 

2. intercultural experiences as the second-hand information obtained from media 

3. can be problematic and even misleading. 

CBP1 further expressed her serious concern about the teachability of culture and 

importance of experiencing culture before truly understanding it (Example 7.2, Line, 

1). In Example 7.2 below, she commented: 

Example 7.2 

1. Culture is not teachable. It is to be experienced, especially when we are 

2. talking about views, values, and behavioral patterns...one can never truly 

3. understand a culture without experiencing it in person. 

Clearly, first-hand overseas experience was considered as a valuable asset that 

facilitates teaching culture.  

7.2.1.2 A glimpse of Self-Culture from an Etic Perspective. 

The idea expressed by CAP2 below was echoed by many of the other 

participants. They all indicated that experiencing a foreign culture allowed them to 

take a new look at Chinese culture and contributed to their understanding of self-

culture. As CAP2 put it in Example 7.3 below: 

Example 7.3 

1. I remember someone says something like I don’t know who discovers water, 

2. but I’m sure it’s not the fish… We have similar saying in Chinese too – ‘the 

3. true face of the mountain is always lost to our sights, for it is right in this 

4. mountain we reside’. You don’t realize many things when you’re in one 

5. culture all the time. We can have a better look at our own culture when we 

6. jump out of it. 

Some participants also suggested intercultural experiences helped strengthen their 

sense of culture identity and national loyalty (Example, 7.4, line 3). According to 

CCP2 in this Example:   



154 

Example 7.4 

1. It (living in a foreign country) greatly aroused my interest in Chinese culture. 

2. It’s just so true that no comparison, no discernibility. When I’m abroad, I’m 

3. more patriotic. And I realize what it is means to be a Chinese. What it means 

4. to be a Chinese.  

However, despite the strong agreement among the participants that self-culture could 

be better understood through a foreign cultural lens, interestingly, as was discussed 

previously, they indicated that they seldom provided etic perspectives for students in 

their actual classroom teaching. This incongruity suggested a missing link in culture 

teaching that was picked up later under the discussion about Perceived Learner 

Capacity. 

7.2.1.3 Experience-Based Pedagogical Envisions.  

The majority of the participants with overseas experiences reported they did not 

experience many tensions and stresses in their communication with the locals. They 

blended well into the foreign culture and found the communication across borders 

very “pleasant” (Example 7.5, line 4). In CEP1’s words,  

Example 7.5 

1. I stayed in America for a long time (two years) you know, and I didn’t feel. 

2. much tension in individual-level communications… everyone knows and 

3. follows the communication rules and the everyday communications with the 

4. locals are always pleasant…national-level cultural conflicts, as I see it, are 

5. man-made and politics. I don’t see it necessary to discuss with students about 

6. cultural conflicts. It only confuses students and arouses negative feelings. As 

7. long as they know the universal cultural rules of communication, like 

8. avoiding taboos and using polite expressions, it suffices. 

CEP1’s overseas experiences seemed to influence, in significant ways, her 

pedagogical understanding of what intercultural communication entailed. To her, 

following the universal cultural rules would guarantee “pleasant” cross-border 
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communication at the personal-level (Example 7.5, line 6-8) and the cultural conflict 

existed at the national-level was but the result of the man-made transnational politics 

(Example 7.5, line 4-5). These views were shared by CFP3, who described what it 

was like to communicate with her classmates with varied cultural backgrounds when 

she was studying in Germany. She said, “Everyone knows well to avoid sensitive 

topics, such as politics and religion, and communication seems to be tension-free.” At 

the same time however, she also commented on the superficial nature of their 

communication. “We usually keep respectful distance from each other and seldom had 

deep conversations with each other”, she said. 

Most participants tended to picture intercultural communication as mostly 

conflict-free and did not envision the existence of many cultural conflicts in everyday 

individual-level communication. This “pleasant” imagination about the intercultural 

influenced how they perceived culture teaching and what competence they considered 

as required for intercultural encounters and needed to be taught. When being asked 

how they would prepare students for the possible tensions and stresses arose from 

intercultural communications, most of them did not appreciate the need for doing it. 

This might be explained partly by their common belief in the non-confrontational 

cross-border communications and partly by a shared concern. That is, bringing up 

tensions and stresses in the classroom might, in CEP1’s words, “confuse students and 

arouse negative feelings about both the foreigners and the foreign culture” and “it is 

important for students to keep a positive attitude towards the foreign culture”. 

However, questions remain: Are intercultural communications truly conflict-free? 
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How far does picking up “universal cultural rules of communication” enable language 

learners to go beyond surface-level ritual intercultural communication? How much 

does a culture pedagogy based on such “rosy” belief contribute to cultivating agentive 

intercultural competence? Is a positive attitude the solution for all the issues arising 

from intercultural communication? 

7.2.1.4 Cultural Experiences as Controversial Pedagogical Resources. 

Overseas experiences always, as CEP1 commented, “ended up being handy 

teaching resources” that could be drawn on in classrooms. They brough to classroom 

teaching a personal interpretive dimension. However, when being asked about how 

well they considered their overseas experiences could serve as a pedagogical tool, 

participants held varied ideas. 

Many participants considered their overseas experiences as valuable resources for 

culture teaching and mentioned that they drew on their experiences in many occasions 

and for various purposes, such as for fun, for modelling intercultural stances, or for 

rectifying a cultural misconception contained in the textbook. To quote CAP1, “when 

the cultural meaning conveyed by the textbook clashes with my personal 

understanding (of the cultural phenomenon), I will tell students what I experienced 

and what my perspectives are to correct the ideas”.    

However, the participants were also concerned that intercultural experiences 

might be inadequate as teaching resources (Example 7.6, line 4-6) and students might 

view them as nothing but “some fun stuffs” (Example 7.6, line 4). CAP2 pointed out 

the inadequacy by saying: 
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Example 7.6 

1. Indeed, my intercultural experiences provided me intuitive impressions of the 

2. foreign culture. I could feel the culture through my senses. I will tell my 

3. students about my experiences of living in Holland in class, but somehow, I 

4. feel it is not enough. Students are more like listening to some fun stuffs and 

5. that’s it. I didn’t feel overseas experiences help my teaching (of culture) that 

6. much. 

The two participants (CAP2 and CDP1) with no overseas experiences expressed their 

ambivalence towards intercultural experiences. On the one hand, they had high 

expectation for relying on first-hand experiences to “rescue” their classrooms 

(Example 7.7, line 5-6). On the other hand, they also realized that experiences might 

not be the ultimate rescue due to the “subjective” nature of any experiences (Example 

7.7, line 6-7). CDP1 participant described her ambivalence and said:  

Example 7.7 

1. I have a friend who just came back from abroad. She plans to start a new 

2. course on culture. You know, she plans to use her personal experiences as 

3. the major teaching sources. But when I found out what she’s about to teach, to 

4. tell the truth, I don’t think her experiences present a true picture of American 

5. culture. I’m conflictive. I long for experiencing another culture, but how well 

6. will it help to improve culture teaching? My understanding could be very 

7. subjective and even one-sided. 

Similar to CDP1, a few participants pictured overseas experiences as a controversial 

pedagogical tool and their responses led to a series of questions needed to be 

addressed. What is the limitation of using personal experiences as culture teaching 

resources? How far does experience-sharing with language learners go in terms of 

triggering in-depth understanding of culture? What else is needed for a deeper-level 

culture learning?  

7.2.2 Academic/Professional Background 

 It was revealed the participants’ lack of academic and professional background 
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related to culture teaching was another factor in problematizing their 

conceptualization of and approach to culture-in-ELT. Only CBP1 and CDP2 said they 

had attended one or two conferences related to intercultural language education. The 

majority of participants indicated that they had never attended any workshop, seminar, 

or conference related to culture teaching and very few of them had read about cultural 

theories and culture instruction.   

Among the participants, CDP2 was the only one who seemed to have a good 

theoretical background about culture. He had been teaching Intercultural 

Communication to master students for four years. He raised a notable point about 

using cultural theories in culture teaching: 

Example 7.8 

1. I teach the course of Intercultural Communication to master students and I’ve 

2. read a lot about cultural theories. I found theories were very helpful. When 

3. you’re equipped with theoretical knowledge, cultural differences between 

4. foreign and Chinese culture exhibit themselves in a seemingly natural way. It 

5. feels like staring at a three-dimensional stereogram, theories bring the hidden 

6. image right to your eyes. With theories, it is much easier for you to get your 

7. head around cultural phenomenon and cultural differences, compared with 

8. those who don’t know theories. 

To CDP2, theories brought images out of the “three-dimensional stereograms” 

(Example 7.8, line 5-6) and enabled him to see through befuddled cultural 

phenomenon to arrive at its core (Example 7.8, line 6-8). In the interview, CDP2 also 

provided an example of using theories of high- and low- context culture to explain 

cultural behaviors. He said, 

 Example 7.9 

1. ...For Example, I will tell my students that people from high context culture, 

2. like Chinese and Japanese, do not speak in a direct way. They hint a lot. To 



159 

3. understand them, you need to be able to read between lines and capture the 

4. unsaid. People from low context culture like Americans however are 

5. different. They express their ideas more explicitly. They go straight to the 

6. point. 

CDP2 supported moderate use of cultural theories in culture instruction and believed 

that providing theoretical scaffoldings for language learners could lead to deeper-level 

culture learning. The idea was shared by many of the other participants who viewed 

theoretical knowledge as an important thing missing from their culture teaching and 

could promisingly improve their practices. However, one thing worth noticing was 

that judging from CDP2’s descriptions of how theories were used in his classroom, it 

seemed that he used theories primarily to promote understanding of the nation-based 

cultural differences in generalized way. How theories could be used to develop more 

nuanced and complicated understanding of culture was not discussed in the interview 

with him. 

7.2.3 Perceived Learner Capacity  

 It was revealed that many participants shared some perceptions on learner 

capacity. These included that student may lack critical thinking capacity and “political 

acumen”, and “can be easily influenced” by the “destructive voices” that were against 

the mainstream (Example 7.10 line 3-4, line 8-9). Those perceptions influenced how 

they represented culture for pedagogical purposes. The participants’ general discretion 

in using controversial and ambiguous materials to contextualize culture for ELT was 

exemplified in CAP1’s comment. 

Example 7.10 

1. In our culture, most kids are over protected. They grow up with parents’ and 

2. teachers’ protection in a purified environment. Chinese university students are 
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3. politically immature. Lack of judgment and political acumen. They can be 

4. easily influenced…Therefore, whatever it is, whether it is designing textbook 

5. or lesson plan, I think it is not desirable to expose them to too many non 

6. mainstream influences and conflicting viewpoints. We should guide them to 

7. follow the mainstream and stay on the main road…I am very discrete in this 

8. aspect…I seldom talk about non-mainstream culture that include destructive 

9. voices. 

To CAP1 therefore, guiding students to “follow the mainstream and stay on the main 

road” (Example 7.10, line 6-7) was the guiding principle of culture teaching. This 

perception offered an explanation for participants’ reluctancy to problematize cultural 

meaning as well as for their tendency to stay with the positive voices when presenting 

culture in the classroom setting.   

Another perception held about students was that it was unlikely for the student to 

arrive at in-depth interpretation of culture on their own, especially when they were not 

equipped with relevant knowledge base (Example 7.11, line 4-6). This commonly 

held perception influenced how students were engaged in the classroom meaning-

making. When asked how much space he usually provided for students to explore 

cultural meaning themselves, CDP1 said, 

Example 7. 11 

1. That depends on students, I guess. If who you’re facing are students majored 

2. in humanities and social sciences, you may have good responses because they 

3. may have knowledge about world politics, economy, history and culture. 

4. The knowledge they need may be in their textbooks…but if they are majored 

5. in natural sciences, no matter what questions you ask, challenging or not, they 

6. may not be able to come up with an answer in English, let alone insights. So 

7. more often than not, I ask questions and I answer them myself. It’s efficient 

8. and saves time. Less threatening and I guess students feel more comfortable 

9. to be fed with ideas. 

CDP1’s comment provided some explanations for the prevalent monologic classroom 

meaning-making. These included perceived “high-efficiency” of instructor-centered 
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meaning-making (Example 7.11, line 7-8), a reluctancy to cause tension in the 

classroom meaning-making (Example 7.11, line 8), and most importantly, a lack of 

confidence in learners’ ability to “read into” culture for “complex interpretation” 

(Roberts et al., 2001, p. 121).  

7.3 Institutional-level Conditions 

At the institutional level, textbook and institutional curriculum requirements were 

found to influence participants’ pedagogical conceptualization. 

7.3.1 Textbook  

Textbook was at the center of participants’ culture instruction and all of them 

indicated they organized their pedagogical activities around textbook-contents. 

Textbooks prescribed for them what culture to teach. As CFP1 put it,  

Example 7.12 

1. My (culture) teaching is highly textbook-centric and I teach whatever topics 

2. our textbook involves. I may extend the textbook materials sometimes, but 

3. won’t go too far away from that...My cultural teaching is very spontaneous I 

4. should say. I teach whatever in my knowledge base that is related to the 

5. (culture-related) topics in the textbook. 

The majority of the participants echoed what was described by CFP1 that textbooks 

were the primary sources from which they identified cultural points (Example 7.12, 

line 1-2) and they might use supplementary materials, but what materials were added 

usually depended on what was in the instructor’s knowledge base and what the 

textbook topic brought to their mind (Example 7.12, line 2-5). In that sense, culture 

teaching was both confined (textbook-centric) and spontaneous (unplanned). Most 

participants said they did not really give much thinking to what cultural knowledge to 

teach, as it was largely determined for them by the textbook they used.  
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In this study, all the participants were using the College English Integrated 

Course, published by Shanghai Foreign Language Education Press in 2010. To 

understand how textbooks influenced their culture teaching, I asked the participants to 

describe their overall impressions of the culture-related contents presented in the 

textbooks they used. Considerable similarities were found in their responses to the 

question as presented below.  

7.3.1.1 Non-Systematic Sporadic Cultural Elements. 

All the participants claimed that their textbooks were not culture-oriented. To 

quote CFP2, “I should say the cultural elements in the textbook I use are implicit…We 

(instructors) need to dig out these elements and make them explicit to students.” Most 

participants also agreed the culture knowledge contained in the textbooks were 

“scattered”, and covered “a little bit of this and a little bit of that”. Some participants 

used different words to describe their general impressions of the cultural contents 

included in the textbooks. Those included “limited”, “sporadic”, “fragmented”, and 

“non-systematic”. Most of them agreed that “self-initiated deliberate efforts” were 

needed for incorporating culture into their language instruction.  

7.3.1.2 Ill-articulated Culture Instruction Goals. 

The participants also strongly agreed that developing intercultural communicative 

competence (ICC) did not seem to be the primary goal of the textbooks they used 

(Example 7.13, line 3-4) and developing linguistic competence was all the time 

prioritized over ICC (Example 7.13, line 1). As CAP1 put it: 

Example 7.13 
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1. As I see it, our textbooks emphasize more on language teaching. Many times, 

2. I don’t quite get the purposes of choosing these articles. The teaching goal is 

3. not clearly set. Is it for developing intercultural communicative competence? I 

4. don’t think so. 

CDP1 echoed the same idea when she said, “Whether to teach ICC or not is an option 

for us instructors. It’s totally a matter of willingness and predominately relies on 

instructor’s guidance and the use of supplementary materials.”  

7.3.1.3 Unbalanced Cultural Representations. 

To understand how cultures were presented and positioned in the textbooks, 

questions were asked concerning textbook presentation of culture. It was revealed the 

participants thought their textbooks presented culture in highly unbalanced ways.  The 

textbooks were Anglo-American-culture-centered (Example 7.14, line 6), containing 

limited Chinese culture (Example 7.14, line 5-6), always reflected universal values 

(line 7-8), and rarely presented multiple perspectives or conflicting values (line 1-2). 

CBP1 commented on the above aspects in the following quote: 

Example 7.14 

1. Not much content contains conflictual information. I can only remember one 

2. text we taught contains some contents relating to cultural differences. The one 

3. about Chinese and American ways of learning. Do you remember? It says 

4. something like Chinese tend to teach their kids by holding the hand and 

5. Americans allow their kids to explore... Most texts, I should say, is not about 

6. Chinese culture. It’s always about American culture or British culture… 

7. Always reflects universal values. You know the kind that is always right and 

8. valid everywhere.  

In addition, mainstream culture was overemphasized over non-mainstream culture. As 

CFP3 commented,  

Example 7.15 

1. Sure, it’s natural that the textbooks are all about the mainstream. Less popular 

2. stuffs seldom get into the textbooks. Like the one you said…what was it? 
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3. L…GB…T…Q issues？It’s impossible for them to get into the textbooks I 

4. guess.  

7.3.2 Institutional Curriculum  

The 2015 College English Curriculum Requirements of the institution prescribed 

developing intercultural communicative competence as the culture teaching goal for 

undergraduate ELT. Three-level objective requirements were articulated as translated 

below:  

⚫ The Requirements of the Basic Objectives: 

When communicating with people from different cultural backgrounds, students 

should be able to identify differences between cultures and draw on limited 

communication strategies to meet the communication needs. 

⚫ The Requirements of the Enhanced Objectives 

When communicating with people from different cultural backgrounds, students 

should be able to deal with differences in cultural values and draw on appropriate 

communication strategies to meet the communication needs. 

⚫ The Requirements of the Advanced Objectives 

Students should be equipped with cultural common senses and be able to apply 

them freely in intercultural encounters and communicate with little pragmatic 

errors. When communicating with people from different cultural backgrounds, 

students should be able to deal with differences in cultural values and draw on 

appropriate communication strategies to meet communication needs according to 

the communicative scenarios, contexts, and interlocuters.  

It was revealed that four participants (CAP2, CCP2, CDP1, CFP1) have never read 
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the institutional guidelines. Among the participants who have, the majority 

commented the institutional curriculum for undergraduate college English courses 

offered little guidance for their culture teaching practices, because, in CFP3’s words, 

“they are too general and cannot be translated into specific pedagogical practices”. 

CCP2 also commented on the vagueness and inadequacy of the institutional 

curriculum:  

Example 7.16 

1. I’ve read the curriculum requirement of our school, but I didn’t find it very 

2. helpful (to her teaching practice). It says things only in general terms and very 

3. briefly, like it mentions intercultural communicative competence but does not 

4. really say what it means. It all depends on our (instructors) interpretation, I 

5. guess. I’m not sure how to teach intercultural communicative competence 

6. exactly. I need more guidance, I feel.   

7.4 Sociopolitical-Level Conditions 

In 2020, the Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China issued The 

Guidelines for Ideological and Political Construction of All Courses in Higher 

Education (referred to below as The Guidelines). The policy document articulated 

new requirements for tertial-level ELT, which related to reinforcing learners’ 

identification with traditional Chinese culture and developing national cultural 

confidence among them. The Guidelines document was found to exert far-reaching 

impacts on ELT, as it was a reoccurring topic constantly brought up by the 

participants during the interviews. Accordingly, I explored the effects of The 

Guidelines on participants’ perceptions on culture pedagogy during the interviews. It 

was revealed the participants interpreted the meaning of integrating ideological and 

political elements into foreign language education and the spirits of The Guidelines in 
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varied ways. Some participants interpreted it as a gesture of enhancing moral and 

patriotism education and others paid more attention to its political overtone. The 

varied interpretations influenced in significant ways what they perceived as “proper” 

pedagogical foci, “safe” and “forbidden” pedagogical zones, and “appropriate” ways 

to present culture within ELT. 

7.4.1 “Proper” Pedagogical Foci 

The recently issued guidelines greatly enhanced the moral and patriotic role of 

ELT and instructors’ role as Chinese cultural bearers and promoters. All the 

participants indicated they recognized the need to assume these new roles. To quote 

CAP1, “Foreign language education is not just a platform to teach a foreign language, 

but also a platform to cultivate people – people who love our country and our cultural 

traditions…and our socialist cause.” 

Under the influence of The Guidelines, the pedagogical foci of culture teaching 

shifted towards elevating the status of Chinese culture in culture teaching (Example 

7.17, line 4-5; Example 7.18, line 3-5). The shift was captured by the following two 

quotes from CFP1,  

Example 7.17 

1. The biggest change that the policy brings to me is that I used to teach culture 

2. in a casual way and talk whatever comes to my mind…I didn’t pay much 

3. attention to whose culture I teach more, western culture or Chinese culture, 

4. but now I think I won’t teach that much western culture. If I teach about it, 

5. I’ll teach it in comparison with Chinese culture. 

And she continued: 

Example 7.18 

1. This policy, to me, is a reminder that I need to do this thing, I mean teaching 
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2. Chinese culture in a more conscious way. Previously, I feel it doesn’t matter 

3. much to teach it or not. Now I’ll make more efforts to dig out Chinese 

4. cultural elements and spread the Chinese socialist core values when teaching 

5. culture. 

The need to “make more efforts to dig out Chinese cultural elements and spread the 

Chinese socialist core values when teaching culture” (Example 7.18, line 3-5) was 

readily recognized by the participants. It was clear The Guidelines urged a 

repositioning of western culture and Chinese culture included in the classrooms. 

Under its influence, reduced ways of teaching western cultures (Example 7.17, line 4), 

increased emphasis on Chinese culture (Example 7.18, line 3-5), and the promotion of 

comparative approach (Example 7.17, line 4-5) became the new common practices.  

7.4.2 “Safe” and “Forbidden” Pedagogical Zones 

How to incorporate the ideological and political elements into language 

classrooms was commented by the participants to be a blurry area. As CAP3 pointed 

out, it “largely relies on instructors’ own interpretation, intuition, and pedagogical 

imagination”. Speculating on the political overtone of The Guidelines, most 

participants began to contemplate in a serious way about how to remain, in CAP3’s 

words, “ideologically and politically correct”. This discretion, reflected in the 

teaching practices, was a self-sanctioned way of choosing “appropriate” cultural 

topics for pedagogical use. As CCP1 put it, “It’s the instructor’s obligatory duty to 

screen the cultural topics and make sure they were appropriate”.  

In addition, the participants exhibited high-level of uncertainty (Example 7.19, 

line 1-2; Example 7.20, line 1-2), prudence (Example 7.19, line 3-4; Example 7.20, 

line 2-3), and concern (Example 7.19, line 5-7) while defining the safe or forbidden 
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pedagogical zones. CCP1 commented: 

Example 7.19 

1. I’m not sure anymore what’s sayable and what’s not. Not sure how to say it. 

2. Whether I said too much or not. So, I try to stay away from topics related to 

3. religion, ideology, and sensitive political issues. I will not touch sensitive 

4. topics that may trigger social debates, such as the topic of LGBTQ that you 

5. mentioned earlier. I fear that what’s said being distorted and misunderstood 

6. by the students, thinking I’m spreading something that is against socialist core 

7. values. 

CDP1 expressed similar concerns by saying: 

Example 7.20 

1. I’m not sure where the school administrators draw the line between what’s 

2. allowed and what’s not allowed to teach, but for the sake of safety, I’ll cut the 

3. sensitive cultural topics to save the trouble, such as religion…I’ll teach about 

4. architecture, history, and arts. These are relatively safer topics. 

Both CCP1 and CDP1 were seriously concerned about what were safe topics that 

could be discussed in classrooms and they both resorted to the same strategy, which 

was falling back onto perceived impeccable topics that were not sensitive and cutting 

off all that is potentially risky and controversial (Example 7.19, line 3-5; Example 

7.20, line 3-4). “Topics that may trigger social debates” (Example 7.19, line 3-4), 

such as politics and religion were generally regarded by the participants as 

pedagogically forbidden territory.  

7.4.3 “Appropriate” Ways to Present Culture 

The majority of the participants emphasized being “positive” and “objective” as 

the two golden rules they perceived as appropriate ways to present self and other 

culture for pedagogical purposes. In response to The Guidelines’ requirements to 

cultivate national pride and national cultural confidence among language learners, 

most participants refrained from involving destructive and conflictual voices about 
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self-culture ((Example 7.21, line 23-25). There was a general tendency to present 

cultural facts (Example 7.21, line 21) and suspend value judgment about self and 

other culture (Example 7.21, line 22-25). During the interview, CFP3 recalled a 

classroom incident that shed some light on her preference of referential meaning over 

ambiguous personalized meaning while contextualizing culture for pedagogical 

purposes. 

Example 7.21 

1. CFP3: I don’t remember which year exactly, but it was soon after Emma 

2. Watson (UN Women Goodwill Ambassador) made her “He for She” speech at 

3. the United Nations that I showed my students the video and brought up the 

4. topic of feminism in class. I expressed some of my ideas about the feminist 

5. movement in China and mentioned that some Chinese feminists are rather 

6. radical…students discussed with me in a heated way and a female student 

7. challenged my idea. She said our feminist movement is not radical at all. It 

8. could be more radical… 

9. Interviewer: What do you mean by “radical”? 

10. CF3: There was a word, an Internet buzzword by then…pastoral feminism to 

11. describe the Pseudo-feminist movement in China…I can’t say I am an expert. 

12. I read some articles on the microblog saying that some domestic discussions 

13. on feminism…twisted the true meaning of feminism and advocated “putting 

14. women first” and maximizing female rights…I feel it…it gave me a feeling of 

15. overcorrection…the core idea of feminism is gender equality, I think… 

16. Interviewer: Interesting incident. What did you respond to your students then? 

17. CFP3: I told them they could reserve their opinions…but after this incident, I 

18. don’t talk too much about this issue any more… 

19. Interview: Why? Are you afraid of conflicts in class? 

20. CFP3: Ya. Students can be radical…when I talk about this issue, I won’t go 

21. too deep. I’d rather present more factual knowledge, such as when did 

22. feminist movement start and where, things like that, and I express less 

23. personal viewpoints…to maintain a harmony in class…especially after the 

24. latest policy (referring to The Guidelines), I’m more careful about criticizing 

25. domestic cultural practices. Factual knowledge is impeccable. 

CFP3 made changes to her ways of contextualizing culture based on her speculation 

of the requirements of The Guidelines. It was found her concern of the possible 

destructive effects of including personalized meaning, her resistance towards 
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ambiguous meaning, and her emphasis on creating harmonious classroom were shared 

by many participants.  

7.5 Chapter Summary 

This chapter focused on understanding how participants’ conceptualization of and 

approach to culture-in-ELT were influenced by three-level mediating factors, which 

constituted the contextual dimensions of their pedagogical conceptualizations. At the 

personal level, participants’ intercultural experiences were found to be valuable, and 

yet inadequate assets to engender quality culture teaching. Theoretical knowledge of 

poststructuralist perspectives on culture appeared promising to expand instructors’ 

pedagogical imagination, but most participants had limited theoretical literacy due to 

their academic background and the insufficient in-service education. At the 

institutional level, textbooks, as the primary tool the participants relied on to mediate 

their culture instruction, were not oriented towards culture and equally mismatched 

was the institutional curriculum that provided vague and general culture instruction 

goals. At the sociopolitical level, more burning issues were resulted from the newly 

issued Guidelines for Ideological and Political Construction of All Courses in Higher 

Education that influenced how participants perceived as proper pedagogical voices 

and proper ways to represent and position self and other culture. The concern of being 

“ideologically and politically correct” had limiting impact on the participants’ 

willingness to problematize meaning and engage students in deeper-level meaning-

making. The next chapter discusses the findings of data analysis in relation to the 

literature reviewed.  
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CHAPTER 8: Discussions 

8.1 Introduction  

This chapter converges three sources of data (semi-structured interviews, non-

participant classroom observations, and documentation) and discusses the significant 

findings of the study in a comprehensive way in relation to the overarching research 

questions and the literature reviewed for the study. Based on the four research 

questions, three level-issues were explored, which were participants’ pedagogical 

conceptualization of culture-in-ELT, their culture teaching practices (self-depicted and 

implemented), and the impacts of contextual factors on their perceptions and 

practices. Figure 8-1 captures the major findings of the study.  

Figure 8-1. Findings Summary 
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8.2 Conceptualization of Culture-in-ELT 

Because of the complicated and multifaceted nature of culture, it is safe to 

suggest there are no ready-made solutions to addressing culture in ELT. At the center 

of any endeavor to incorporate culture into language education is the instructors’ 

pedagogical imagination, the breadth and depth of which, as I have argued, is 

predominantly impacted by how they conceptualize culture-in-ELT. Instructors’ 

pedagogical conceptualization determines what meanings are made possible in the 

classroom settings. Overall, it was revealed the participants in this study conceived 

culture in ways that highlighted its referential, normative (conventionalized), and 

generalized meaning. These were the sorts of meaning they perceived as most 

relevant/crucial to (inter)cultural teaching and as most achievable/appropriate 

concerning their immediate local contexts. In many cases, they recalled or were 

observed to engage learners with these lines of cultural meaning in their classrooms. 

Considerable emphasis was placed on the teaching of survey knowledge of a nation 

(referential meaning), sociopragmatic conventions of using the target language and 

carrying out intercultural communication (normative meaning), societal (behavioral) 

conventions of the target language society (conventionalized meaning), and/or 

national cultural traits described in general terms (generalized meaning). The 

Personalized meaning of culture was moderately touched upon, but mostly with 

instructors at the center of meaning-making. What remained largely under-explored in 

the classrooms were the symbolic and ideological meaning of culture. Reflected in the 

pedagogical practices recalled or observed, students were not found to be provided 
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many opportunities to explore and analyze culture phenomena on their own to arrive 

at in-depth personalized interpretation, to be engaged in creating, negotiating and 

experimenting with meaning that transcended the conventionalized cultural norms, or 

to comprehend the liaison between culture and ideology within broad sociopolitical 

contexts.  

The prioritized status of the referential, normative (conventionalized), and 

generalized meaning in culture teaching revealed the participants’ conceptual 

understanding of culture. Generally speaking, the participants conceptualized culture 

more as a noun with its referential meaning ready to be transmitted to the learner in 

certain form of knowledge rather than as a verb with its meaning to be explored and 

interpreted in the dynamic social interactions and the dialogic relationship between 

self and other culture. They also tended to perceive culture more as social constraints 

in form of cultural norms and conventions that demanded conformity from the learner 

rather than as public symbolic resources that could be used strategically to serve 

purposes and enable possibilities. In addition, they viewed culture mostly as value-

free that could be grasped at the denotative level than as value-laden with its barely 

known face hidden under the veil of “myth” (Barthes, 1957). These implicit onto-

epistemological level conceptualizations of culture expressed themselves in the 

following aspects, as will be discussed below.  

8.2.1 Native Speaker or Intercultural Speaker Model? 

Due to the rapid rising of intercultural language education in China in the last two 

decades, ICC (intercultural communicative competence) has become a “well-known” 
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notion for Chinese English instructors. However, despite the participants’ familiarity 

with the term, the finding of the study seemed to suggest their pedagogical practices 

may not always be oriented towards the intercultural stance. The native-speaker 

model, in form of English native speakers’ normative ways of being, living, 

communicating, and perceiving, were often found to be the foci of the teaching 

episodes recalled and observed.  

Native speaker model has long been critiqued as a problematic way of 

conceptualizing culture-in-ELT (Atkinson, 1999; Byram, 1997; Kramsch, 1993, 

2006a; Jenkins 2006). Language scholars generally consider it as a roadblock to 

developing sophisticated levels of agentive cultural competence. Among the critiques, 

Alptekin (2002) deems the native-speaker model as being “utopian, unrealistic, and 

constraining” (p. 57). Kramsch (2002) criticizes pedagogies based on the native-

speaker model as devaluing the speakerhood and agency of the learners and treats 

them as “deficient native speakers” (Cook, 1999, p. 195) who strive for getting tuned 

up with the native speaker norms instead of as legitimate “creator[s] of meaning” who 

agentively seek for “authorial voice” (p. 207).  

While native speaker model was widely recognized as running counter to 

fostering agentive intercultural speakers, the participants in this study did not exhibit 

clear recognition of its limiting effects on their culture teaching. “If not native speaker 

model, then what?” Many participants expressed difficulties in envisioning alternative 

possibilities as well as in understanding what an intercultural speaker model might 

look like and could open up for language and culture pedagogy. “Native-likeness” 



175 

seemed to be embraced by most participants, though admittedly “hard to realize” but 

“highly desirable”. “The more native like, the better!” appeared to be almost a natural 

goal for culture learning. Conceptualizing culture within a standardized native-

speaker model and overemphasizing culture as social constraints rather than as 

symbolic resources are not unusual. Engrained in language instructors’ pedagogical 

conceptualization, the native speaker model has long been the “golden” pedagogical 

standard framing ELT in China (Hu, 2013; Cheng, 2007; Qian, 2011).  

Explicit theoretical discussions are needed to reveal to the practicing instructors 

what fostering agentive cultural competence entails. Primarily, it means to embrace 

culture more as public resources than as social constraints. This could only be made 

possible via adopting an intercultural speaker model that not only allows and 

legitimizes the retaining of language learners’ “social, linguistic, and cultural 

baggage” (House, 2007, p. 63), but also emphasizes the very use of such unique local 

assets and realities as pedagogical resources to facilitate intercultural learning. The 

intercultural speaker model brings to the fore the personalized (subjective) and 

symbolic meaning of culture, within which intercultural communication is not just 

about rule following. More importantly, it involves effectively engaging oneself in the 

ever-changing “subtle semiotic practices” (Kramsch, 2006a, p. 250). Following an 

intercultural speaker model, the foci of culture teaching would be on, as Kearney 

(2016) argued, raising learners’ awareness of meaning-making itself as well as 

developing their agentive “meaning-making repertoires” (p. 14). Within the 

intercultural speaker model, the nexus between language, culture, and the cultural 
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construction of one’s “socio-linguistic reality” (Jenkins, 2006, p.173) is explored. The 

cultural teaching goal becomes to develop learners’ competence to draw on symbolic 

forms available to them – their “embodied experiences, emotional resonances, and 

moral imaginings” (Kramsch, 2006a, p. 251) – to engage in the production and 

exchange of symbolic meanings in the complex and unpredictable communicative 

encounters across cultures.  

8.2.2 (Bi)national or Transnational Paradigm? 

Going hand in hand with the native speaker model is perceiving culture within the 

“national paradigm” (Risager, 2007, p. 191) and as bounded to a national community. 

This was another noticeable feature revealed about most participants’ ways of 

conceptualizing culture. There was a tendency, as reflected in their self-disclosed and 

real-world pedagogical activities, to focus on the teaching of knowledge, whether 

objective or subjective, about national-level culture. Admittedly, focusing on teaching 

systematically categorized nation-based knowledge has its pedagogical “strength”. It 

allows clearly modularized pedagogical designs and provides learners with panoramic 

cultural snapshots of a nation and its people. However, homogenizing culture as 

“national attributes” (Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013, p. 18) is often critiqued as a narrow 

and reductionist conceptualization of culture, providing “tourist-like” (Kramsch, 

2006a, p. 251) static portrait of a nation’s culture. As scholars have pointed out 

teaching culture as systems of coherent meanings always renders “monolithic, 

undifferentiated understanding” (Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013, p. 18) of culture on the 

learners’ side. Learning culture as reliable and consistent patterns about a national 
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group’s way of speaking, performing and perceiving could set learners up for 

frustrations when they find themselves engaged in real-life emergent intercultural 

encounters (Whalley,1995) that are far more complicated and dynamic than could 

possibly be captured by homogenized descriptions. Within the national paradigm, the 

contingent nature of culture and the individual-level culture often remain 

underexplored and fall out of the pedagogical foci. Pedagogies situated within the 

national paradigm produce learners with cultural knowledge but not necessarily with 

agentive ICC. National paradigm confines what language and culture education can 

possibly achieve. 

Another important finding of the study was that the recent policy requirement to 

foster national pride and national cultural confidence fueled up the 

comparative/contrastive approach to culture among the participants. In many 

moments of the interviews, the participants compared and contrasted self and the 

target language culture in general terms to express their, mostly experience-based, 

cultural understandings. They were also observed, on many occasions in the 

classrooms, to prompt students to articulate their perceptual understanding about the 

similarities and differences between Chinese culture and a foreign culture (mostly 

American culture). The finding of many empirical studies (Debyser, 1968; Risager, 

2007) that comparative/contrastive approach was the most commonly used 

pedagogical strategy to teach culture was echoed by this study. However, to 

understand the effectiveness of this pedagogical method, more discretion is needed to 

interrogate what motivates the use of it and how it is being guided by the instructor. 
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The extensive use of the method in the study reflected a prevailing misbelief among 

the participants that addressing self and foreign culture simultaneously made it an 

intercultural approach to culture. It is rarely the case when this approach is rooted 

within the binational paradigm and stops at intuitive understanding of surface-level 

cultural differences/similarities in generalized terms. Juxtaposing cultures as parallel 

systems that are “distinguishable, homogeneous and objectively describable” (Byram 

& Grundy, 2003, p. 95) does not necessarily engender effective intercultural learning 

or significant development of “intercultural personhood” (Kim, 2008) among learners, 

if the purpose of using it is not to decenter the self-culture but to emphasize the 

boundedness of cultures and their mutual distinctness as a way to strengthen national 

cultural confidence and superiority.  

8.2.3 “Being Critical” or “Being Ideologically Right”? 

It is worth noting that while no participant described culture as value free, most of 

them seldom addressed culture as value-laden in the classroom settings. Transmitting 

the referential, conventionalized (normative), and generalized meaning of culture was 

always prioritized over revealing its politics as the legitimate goals for culture 

instruction. The sociopolitical aspects of culture, envisaged and accentuated by 

critical theorists and educators (Fairclough, 2014; Freire, 1970; Freire & Macedo, 

1987; Giroux, 1987; Luke, 2000; Wallace, 2003, 2013), were seldom recognized and 

addressed by the participants. If being recognized, they were often considered as 

constituting a forbidden pedagogical zone. The critical approach to culture, informed 

by the critical theory, requires an in-depth sociological analysis of culture in relation 
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to its symbolic power and a context-sensitive exploration of meaning “over broader 

social scopes and longer timescales” (Kearney, 2016, p.66). Many participants in this 

study however, expressed a downplayed interpretation of “being critical”.  As 

revealed by the interviews, they tended to perceive “being critical” as being able to 

identify cultural differences or as having critical awareness about self-culture rather 

than as exploring the ideological agendas behind culture and confronting the othering 

practices. 

Several reasons were found to give rise to these downplayed understandings of 

“being critical”. Above all, most participants did not have a strong academic 

background in sociology or cultural studies. There exhibited a general lack of 

sociological knowledge of culture and keen awareness of language ideology among 

them. They taught what was within their knowledge base. Second, for the few 

participants who did display more sophisticated understanding of cultural politics, 

they expressed a shared concern that addressing cultural politics implicated risks of 

challenging the state power and the dominant culture. This prevailing concern, along 

with the deeply held desire to be “politically and ideologically right”, added to their 

discretion and resulted in their dismissing of the ideological dimension of culture as a 

“pedagogical taboo”.  

Apart from the circumscribed understanding of the critical approach to culture, 

another possible reason behind the ideological meaning of culture being underrated 

was that, in the participants’ language classrooms, culture was not valued or analyzed 

for its socio-political roles in the first place. Zhou’s (2011) finding that culture is 
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usually taught “to the extent that it supports and facilitates language learning” (p. 178) 

was echoed by the study. The participants, like many other ML educators in other 

contexts, tended to treat culture as background information and an add-on to language 

teaching (Drewelow, 2012; O’Dowd, 2011; Tsou, 2005). Culture was not a “serious 

business” in its own right. As clearly described by some participants, culture 

instruction is the “flavoring agent”, “the fun moments”, or “the entertainment” in their 

classrooms, secondary to language teaching. The sociological reading of culture and 

the critical approach to exploring ideological meaning of culture were not considered 

as their pedagogical concern. In general, the participants felt “comfortable” and “safe” 

with the reductionist and essentialist conceptions of culture, which were 

“manageable”, within their “intellectual capacity”, and “not risky”, according to them.  

As scholars have pointed out, “incorporating a sociopolitical aspect of culture is 

often challenging” (Kubota et al., 2003, p. 308) and it usually goes beyond ML 

educators’ comfort zone (Montiel, 2019; Young & Sachdev, 2011). The current study 

echoed these findings. The politically sensitive nature of the critical approach 

confined its application in countries with less liberal political and educational 

environment, such as in China. The conception of culture based on postmodern 

critical social theories posed great challenges for Chinese language instructors. 

During the interviews, three participants expressed a few ideas that were compatible 

with the postmodern critical theories, such as CFP1’s comments on the BBC regional 

filter, CDP2’s and CFP3’s comments on biased newspaper representation of China. 

Reflected in their classroom practices, recalled, and observed, efforts were made to 
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reveal to the students the politics of cultural representation: how cultural 

representations could be used to serve purposes and interests and how consuming the 

biased ideas circulated by them could significantly influence one’s way of looking at 

the cultural other. For most participants however, whether to enact a critical stance to 

attend to the ideological dimension of culture and how critical they could be depended 

on the social political atmosphere of China, which they perceived as largely 

restraining. The consequences of these perceptions are the idea that “a little critical 

thinking is adequate” for language learning and a general reluctance to problematize 

meaning and address the politics of culture. 

8.3 Approaches to Culture-in-ELT 

Creating pedagogical space for (inter)cultural learning is central to language and 

culture pedagogy, the very nature of which influences the level of meaning-making 

learners may be engaged in. Arguably, classroom meaning-making may take place in 

various depths. It could be, delivering meaning in terms of presenting or exchanging 

cultural information, expressing expected normative meaning in either oral or written 

form, interpreting meaning to exhibit personalized understanding of a certain cultural 

phenomenon, negotiating meaning with people holding different cultural perspectives, 

generating meaning that goes beyond conventionalized cultural viewpoints, and 

transforming meaning to reframe the naturalized oppressive meaning. Different 

pedagogical affordances engender different forms of meaning-making. How 

instructors envisage what rich meaning-making (Kearney, 2016) means and what kind 

of pedagogical space fosters rich meaning-making matter most in any pedagogical 
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design.  

In this study, participants were found to engage learners mainly in the first two 

levels of meaning-making where students were asked to find out culture’s referents 

using online resources and convey in the target language referential cultural 

knowledge they collected to the class or reproduce normative cultural meaning using 

the target language. Examples could be found in many of the classroom culture-

related tasks. To name but a few, there were tasks asking learners to find out signs of 

cultural globalization using the Internet, present on the origins and celebration 

activities of Thanksgiving, locate the geographical location of Davos, define the 

denotative meaning of Davos man, and respond to a compliment as well as write an 

English resume in culturally appropriate ways. This section is dedicated to discussing 

the nature and most salient features of the pedagogical space created by the 

participants so as to understand what conceptualizations might be behind participants’ 

pedagogical practices and how likely these practices were to engage learners in rich 

meaning-making.  

8.3.1 Contextualizing Culture: Purified Cultural Representation 

Language scholars espousing a transnational intercultural approach to culture 

(Byram, 1997, 2009; Byram & Feng, 2005; Byram & Zarate, 1996, 1997; Kramsch, 

1993; Moran, 2001; Risager, 2007, 2011) over a national cultural approach 

conceptualize culture teaching as a dialogic process of mediating the encountering of 

different cultures. They share the consensus that cultural meaning is better to be 

explored during “dialogic engagement” (Kearney, 2016) and creating a “liminal 
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experience” (Kramsch, 1993, p. 30) is the predominant task of culture teaching. Most 

participants in the study however, did not show much sophisticated understanding of 

what dialogic engagement meant or consciously presented culture in ways that 

promoted dialogic engagement. These manifested themselves in participants’ purified 

ways of representing culture that usually discouraged dialogic meaning-making on the 

side of the learner. 

Interculturally orientated, Kramsch (1993) theorized the pedagogical space for 

intercultural learning as the “third place” (p. 210) and defined it as a dialogic space. 

Her notion of the third place was proposed in allusion to the prevalent problematic 

national approach to culture. Under the third place theory, she located the learner 

between the traditional dichotomies of native language/target language, native 

language culture/target language culture, Native Speakers/Non-Native Speakers, 

Us/Them, and Self/Other as an intercultural speaker, who constantly negotiated 

his/her subject positions by wielding his/her semiotic resources in the intercultural 

encounters. Kramsch (2011) suggested seeing the third space “less as a PLACE than 

as a symbolic PROCESS of meaning-making” (p. 355). She (1993) enumerated four 

steps to build a path towards “cross-cultural understanding” that provided some 

general ideas about what she meant by “dialogic” nature of the third place and could 

add to one’s understanding of how to contextualize culture for dialogic meaning-

making.   

1. Reconstruct the context of production and reception of the cultural codes 

within the foreign culture (C2, C2’).  
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2. Construct with the foreign learners their own context of reception, i.e., find an 

equivalent phenomenon in C1 and construct that C1 phenomenon with its 

own network of meanings (C1, C1’).  

3. Examine the way in which C1’ and C2’ contexts in part determine C1” and 

C2”, i.e., the way each culture views the other.  

4. Lay the ground for a dialogue that could lead to change. (p. 210)  

What Kramsch (1993) brings to the fore here is a multiperspectival approach to 

contextualizing culture. To her, building the third place involves engaging learners in 

a cross-examination of how the foreign culture (C2) is perceived in its own context 

(C2’) and in the learner’s context (C2’’) as well as how the learner’s culture (C1) is 

perceived in its own context (C1’) and in the foreign context (C1’’). In Kramsch’s 

(1993) own words, the third place is “a sphere of interculturality that enables language 

students to take both an insider’s (emic perspective) as well as an outsider’s view (etic 

perspective) on both their first and second cultures’” (p. 355). The transnational and 

intercultural approach to culture starts from a dialogic stance, where meaning is 

constructed and reconstructed during the full dialogues between C1 and C2. Adopting 

an intercultural approach involves providing multi-perspectives on culture to create 

a maximum dialogic interface that helps to construct a rich meaning-making space at 

the boundaries of languages and cultures. 

Referencing to Kramsch’s (1993) third place theory and her multiperspectival 

approach to building the third place, culture teaching episodes collected in this study 

were found to be seldom dialogue-oriented. Current classroom meaning-making was 
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largely anchored in emic perspectives of culture, that is, looking at and evaluating 

both self and other culture from the learners’ cultural lens. Etic perspectives (looking 

at self-culture from others’ cultural lens), especially destructive etic perspectives, 

were seldom included in classroom teaching. Equally undesirable were the conflictual 

multi-perspectives that were dissonant with Chinese mainstream cultural vintage 

points or that, as participants perceived, might engender stresses and tensions in the 

classroom. In general, instructors tended to contextualize culture in a self-sanctioned 

purified way, revealing smooth cultural landscape and presenting perspectives 

considered as “appropriate”. This way of contextualizing culture can be problematic 

in the way that it may inhibit productive dialogic engagement on the learner’s side. 

Representing culture from pure emic perspectives and shutting out multiple dissonant 

voices are more likely to reinforce one’s own frame of reference as the righteous 

starting point of understanding the world than to “decenter one’s existing, culturally 

constructed, framework of interpretation” (Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013, p. 58) to 

develop deeper-level critical cultural awareness.  

The issue of contextualizing culture can also be looked at from an ecological 

perspective. For the scholars endorsing an ecological approach to culture (Kramsch, 

2002, 2008; Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008; Larsen-Freeman, 2002), meaning operates 

on “multiple timescales” and therefore an in-depth understanding of meaning also 

requires a diachronic analysis of culture, that is, exploring how one’s histories and 

cultural imagination influence the production of meaning. Informed by ecological 

theory, creating dialogic engagement also entails contextualizing culture in ways that 
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allow the past, the present, and the imagined future dimension of culture to interplay 

and engage learners in dialogues across timescales (Kramsch, 2008). The study found 

only one teaching episode (Episode 6.8), where culture was contextualized in a way 

that enabled the interplay between the past and the present. CEP1 drew on Chinese 

idioms as a way to explore the historical dimension of culture and as a scaffolding 

strategy to reveal to learners how their sedimented cultural history might influence 

their ways of looking at the relationship between appearance and capacity. The 

majority of the participants did not exhibit awareness to explore meaning across time 

by purposefully creating dialogues between the immediate, the historical and the 

imagined. Few efforts were observed to be made to reveal the effects of “layered 

historicity” (Blommaert, 2005, p. 131) or the imagined future on one’s cultural 

understanding. In that sense, participants’ ways of contextualizing culture were not 

dialogic either and they tended to freeze-frame culture within here and now for 

interpretation.   

8.3.2 Engaging with Meaning  

8.3.2.1 Monologic Meaning-Making. 

In terms of who was at the center of meaning-making, the study found that, 

classroom discourses were predominated by monologic meaning-making and real-

sense dialogic meaning-making was rare. Teaching episodes observed may take the 

forms of instructor-student dialogue, but in a way that the instructors’ stance or 

meaning-making was seldom challenged or overturned during the “dialogues”. In that 

sense, the participants did not really enact a dialogic stance to culture and allowed 
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meaning to be co-constructed intersubjectively between the instructor and the learner. 

Rather, classroom dialogues served more as a way of transmitting authoritative voice 

of the instructor than as a thinking booster to promote new ways of meaning-making 

among the student. “I prefer to present what I want my students to learn myself” best 

summarized how the monologic classroom meaning-making worked. 

Students’ marginal position in classroom meaning-making and their lack of 

productive engagement with meaning might be the residual of the long-sustained 

classroom tradition of teacher-centeredness in China, where students, in CDP1’s 

words, felt more comfortable being “fed with ideas” (Example 7.11, line 7-8) rather 

than being pushed to their intellectual limit to produce meaning. The situation might 

also be related to how the participants envisaged students’ capacity as critical analysts 

of culture and how they conceptualized their roles in classroom meaning-making. 

Most participants in this study expressed a general lack of confidence in students’ 

ability to analyze culture. They suggested within the limited classroom hour, it is hard 

for the students to arrive at in-depth cultural interpretation on themselves, especially 

when they were not equipped with relevant knowledge of doing cultural analysis. 

Given these perceptions, it seemed to be a natural choice for the participants to take 

over classroom meaning-making and assume the role of culture transmitter. Reflected 

in their classroom practices, many participants habitually placed themselves at the 

center of meaning-making and as the major player of meaning. Kramsch (1993) 

pointed out that it was not instructors’ role to impose their interpretation on the 

students; rather, their role was to contextualize and recontextualize culture to promote 
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deeper-level meaning-making on the learners’ side. The results of this study seemed to 

suggest the opposite was true. Classroom discourses, more often than not, were not 

dialogic in essence, and therefore not oriented towards engendering productive 

meaning-making.  

In the literature on teacher perceptions and practices, many scholars have 

critiqued the instructor-led way of teaching culture and advocated involving students 

in self-directed learning activities (Cheng, 2007; Li, 2016; Qian, 2011) as a way to 

improve culture instruction. However, as indicated in the study, the form of activity, 

whether instructor-led or student-initiated, was not what mattered most for culture 

teaching. A more important indicator of quality culture learning is the depth of 

meaning-making engendered by various pedagogical contextualization of culture. 

Apart from asking who is placed at the center of meaning-making, instructors need to 

pay more attention to questions such as the following: Do I contextualize culture in 

ways that provide multi-perspectives or reveal ambiguous meanings that engender 

rich meaning-making? Do I contextualize culture in ways that enable dialogues across 

timescales? Do I contextualize culture in ways that allow students to experiment with 

meanings and create meanings that could go beyond conventionalized cultural 

viewpoints? Do I contextualize culture in ways that may guide students to discover 

how culture is implicated with values? Do I contextualize culture in ways that may 

guide students to challenge their previously formed cultural beliefs? Arguably, the 

relationship between culture contextualization and the depth of meaning-making 

engendered is what should be on the top of pedagogical concern, deserving primary 
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attention from the practicing instructors.  

8.3.2.2 Reluctancy to Problematize Meaning. 

In most recent years, a few scholars provided important discussions around the 

issue of dealing with “ambiguity” in culture teaching, and as I see it, such discussions 

shed important light on how a richer meaning-making space about culture teaching 

could be built. Sercu’s (2004) notion of “effective interculturalist” (p. 76) is a classic 

example representing problem-solving stance to ambiguity. He defines the concept as 

someone who develops sufficient cultural awareness to help “reduce the ambiguity 

and uncertainty that are inherent in intercultural interaction” (p. 76). Standing on the 

opposite side to the stance represented by the “effective interculturalist”, Kramsch 

(2006a) argues for the “tolerance of ambiguity” (p. 251) as a prerequisite for symbolic 

competence development. She endorses enthusiastically the integration of conflicting 

and historically contingent meanings in teaching materials and suggests that educators 

should “bring up every opportunity to show complexity and ambiguity” (Kramsch, 

2011, p. 364) of meanings. Richardson (2017) feverishly embraces ambiguity as a 

powerful pedagogical tool. He argues that the “multiplicity or indeterminacy of 

meaning is not to be reduced, solved, or overcome” (p. 12). The ambiguous input, the 

uncertainty and doubt, has a creative and productive side that can be, should be, and 

better be utilized to improve learners’ symbolic competence. From resistance to 

ambiguity to tolerance of ambiguity to appreciation for ambiguity, scholars exhibit a 

more open and inclusive posture to the deviation of the cultural norms.  

Dialogic space is the premise for intercultural learning to occur. To create richer 
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meaning-making space, scholars argue for teaching culture along the “fault lines” 

(Kramsch, 2003, p. 26), problematizing cultural representation (Menard-Warwick, 

2009; Kubota, 1999), and complexifying meaning and meaning-making (Étienne & 

Vanbaelen, 2017; Kern, 2000; Paesani et al., 2016) as ways to engender deeper-level 

intercultural dialogues and expand meaning-making potentials. Cultural conflicts and 

tensions as well as culturally divergent viewpoints and ambiguity are believed to 

index areas that contain rich meaning (Atamanova & Bogomaz, 2014; Kramsch, 

1993; Richardson, 2017). Being sensitive to cultural fault lines, open to paradox, 

ambiguity, and contradiction, and able to negotiate cultural conflicts arguably 

constitute important aspects of the critical dimension of intercultural competence.  

However, despite the claimed pedagogical value of problematizing meaning and 

meaning-making during dialogic engagement, participants in this study did not seem 

to embrace the idea of engaging learners in struggles over meaning. Instead of seeking 

opportunities to “show complexity and ambiguity” (Kramsch, 2011, p. 364), most 

participants tended to deal with meaning in much-reduced ways. They exhibited a 

general resistance towards addressing ambiguous meanings and little willingness to 

problematize cultural meaning. There was a strong tendency to stay “objective”, 

“neutral” and “tempered” (Example 5.5) rather than to reveal conflictual cultural 

meanings to confuse learners. Low tolerance of ambiguity typified most of the 

classrooms observed. It was easy to find teaching episodes and interview moments 

that featured reduced meaning-making, where participants made elaborative efforts to 

resolve cultural conflicts or to balance oppositional meanings, if any, to arrive at a 
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moderate co-existence of pluralistic viewpoints.  The preference of downplaying 

conflicts as “differences” and staying on the “middle ground” (Example 5.5), the 

portrait of individual-level communications as “pleasant” and conflict free (Example 

7.5), the deliberate avoidance of making conflictual remarks in class as well as the 

preference over cultural facts (Example 7.18) all showcased such efforts. The 

consequences were that limited room was provided for the learners to confront 

paradoxical meanings and few opportunities were given for them to practice and 

refine their meaning-making skills to address conflictual cultural perspectives. The 

participants preferred “cultural differences” to “cultural conflicts” (Example 5.5) to 

describe culturally varied ways of doing, being and perceiving. They generally 

adopted problem-solving stance to ambiguity and opted for standing on the “middle 

ground” (Example 5.5), where they could suspend judgment calls on cultures and the 

values embedded within them. The low tolerance of ambiguity among the participants 

was be due to their confined pedagogical imagination about what intercultural 

communication is about and their lack of critical cultural awareness. Most of them did 

not seem to realize how the power was at work in all intercultural encounters. It may 

also be related to how they conceived the ideological environment that contextualized 

their culture teaching that is discussed later in this chapter.  

Portraying univocal smooth cultural landscapes and circumventing cultural fault 

lines and ambiguous cultural meanings may present a considerable roadblock to truly 

exploring the complexity of meaning and actively engaging with meaning-making. 

Meaning is never univocal or value-free. Meaning is believed to be especially rich at 
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the interstices of varied (even confronting) cultural views. Dissonant voices prompt 

deeper-level reflection (Conway & Richards, 2018; Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013). 

However, instead of capitalizing on ambiguity and ambivalences to foster inquiry and 

develop critical intercultural competence, participants shun away from the din of 

diverse cultural voices and are eager to resolve conflicts and restore “harmony” in the 

classroom. They seldom assumed the role of “devil’s advocate” who brought up 

oppositional viewpoints to problematize meaning and meaning-making. The 

participants showed great unwillingness to “confuse” the learners and end up with 

“unexpected” results (Example, 5.7). They did not like the sense of insecurity when 

they were not sure where things would end, which explained why they tended to fall 

back on safe topics such as highlighting the referential, normative (conventionalized), 

and generalized meaning of culture, and avoiding bringing up topics that were 

controversial. As Richardson (2017) notes, accepting and integrating ambiguity into 

language curriculum remains a rather complicated pedagogical attempt. There exists a 

tension “between the pedagogic desire for clarity, and the intellectual desire for 

acknowledging complexity” (Quist, 2013, p. 27) waiting to be reconciled with more 

innovative and carefully-designed pedagogical practices. This assertion was echoed 

by the study, where the participants strove for clear and coherent interpretations of 

cultural meanings while teaching culture, which greatly limited classroom meaning-

making potentials. 

8.3.2.3 Underexplored Symbolic Meaning.   

Language teaching has traditionally seen the link between language and culture as 
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meaning indexical, i.e., it has seen language as referring to the stable, 

undifferentiated reality of national cultures and identities. It has not paid much 

attention to the symbolic link between language and culture, i.e., the use of 

language in discourse as enacting social roles and representing perceptions and 

misperceptions (Kramsch, 2003, p. 21). 

Kramsch’s (2003) assertion that the symbolic link between language and culture has 

received little attention from ML educators was confirmed by this study. Expanding 

learners’ meaning-making repertoire and developing agentive symbolic competence 

were seldom conceptualized by the participants as main pedagogical goals for culture 

instruction. Generally, culture was dealt with separately from language and the 

poststructuralist notion of identity. Among all the participants, only one touched upon 

the symbolic dimension of culture. During the interview, CBP1 revealed her 

understanding of the relationship between language, culture, and identity building via 

her identity-as-avatar metaphor. However, she did not discuss in any detailed way 

what pedagogical methodologies could be used to allow learners to effectively 

explore the links among them in the classroom settings. This finding echoed Liddicoat 

and Scarino’s (2013) claim that culture always remains external to the learner and 

culture teaching is not intended to “confront or transform the learner’s existing 

identity, practices, values, attitudes, beliefs and worldview” (p. 28).  

The symbolic link being underrated might be linked to the participants’ confined 

conceptualization of real-world cross-cultural communication as information 

exchanges or rule following. Most participants positioned learners as “cultural 
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consumers”, “cultural tourists” or “cultural-rule-followers”, instead of game players 

of meaning or informed agentive decision-makers. Taking into account the symbolic 

dimension of culture requires a spirit of game playing and a conscious understanding 

of the mechanism of the symbolic game on the learner’s side. This awareness is the 

prerequisite for learners to exercise agency in using language and draw on their 

sociocultural belongings to create symbolic meaning in the intercultural encounters. 

However, providing this line of knowledge seldom occurred to the participants as a 

legitimate goal for culture instruction. This may be because, they themselves were 

also found to lack awareness and knowledge about the symbolic dimension of culture 

teaching. 

8.4 Contextualizing Perceptions and Practices 

Instructors are at the center of the educational enterprise. Their pedagogical 

conceptualizations of culture-in-ELT shape the entire educational process from setting 

general culture teaching goals, to deciding what cultural dimensions to highlight, to 

contextualizing culture for (inter)cultural learning, and to engaging students with 

meaning-making process. As situated social beings, the participants worked within the 

environment’s limitations. How they negotiated with the complex contextual 

conditions inside and outside of the classroom influenced how they perceived and 

approached to culture. In this sense, they are themselves the products of these local 

conditions. This section of the chapter is dedicated to discussions about three-level 

conditions contextualizing and problematizing the participants’ locally formed 

perceptions and practices. 
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8.4.1 Personal-Level Struggles: Between Intuitive Understanding and Theoretical 

Literacy 

Reducing culture instruction to the teaching of the referential, conventionalized, 

and generalized meaning of culture was a reflection of the participants’ local 

struggles. At the personal level, there was a critical missing of theoretical literacy on 

the participants’ side. As revealed by interviews, most of them had barely received 

any theoretical training in culture and culture teaching and were therefore unfamiliar 

with the cultural theories as well as the methods for analyzing culture. This finding 

echoed several previous studies conducted on Chinese English instructors (Cheng, 

2007; Li, 2016; Qian, 2011). This missing theoretical element from the participants’ 

knowledge background was found to have significant impact on the depth of their 

culture teaching. Most importantly, it influenced the quality of the scaffolding they 

could afford to facilitate student meaning-making. While CDP2 recognized theories 

as powerful pedagogical tools to help reveal cultural meaning, most participants fell 

back onto their experience-based intuitive understanding as the only mediating tool to 

pursue meaning. Without a theoretical lens, the participants could only perform 

limited roles as culture solicitor or culture analysis guide. They tended to give their 

students too much independence or too little modeling or feedback while teaching 

culture. Students’ meaning-making was not emphasized. It was treated as something 

dispensable and largely a matter of laissez-faire. Sophisticated meaning-making 

requires intricate scaffolding. Low theoretical literacy and self-efficacy in providing 

effective scaffolding were found to be prevailing problems afflicting the participants. 
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The connection between instructors’ theoretical literacy and the quality of culture 

instruction has been discussed by some scholars. Among them, Watson-Gegeo (1988) 

suggested that complex interpretation of culture and deep-level meaning-making 

always involved varying degree of conceptual development on the learners’ side that 

emerged only from a constant reflexive interrogating process carefully guided by a 

theoretical framework. Holliday (1999) also expressed a similar viewpoint on theory 

use when commenting on how to effectively implement ethnographic approach to 

culture. He suggested that ethnographic methods provided promising tools to help 

language learners to analyze everyday cultural phenomena from a non-essentialist and 

non-culturist perspective. However, efforts to detect cultural patterns in the everyday 

small cultures should be combined with theory to provide guidance for learners’ 

observing, interpreting, and reflexive interrogating processes.  

Arguably, the culture instruction informed by theoretical knowledge could offer a 

better blueprint and have a better chance to succeed. What instructors ask learners 

about their encountering with culture guides the direction of learners’ reflexivity and 

determines the depth of their cultural learning. It is believed that insightful theory-

based questions are more likely to render the familiar strange, the strange familiar, 

and the invisible visible. An enhanced theoretical literacy on the instructor’ side is 

promising to help them ward against their intuitive beliefs (bias and stereotypes), 

increase their sensitivity to detect rich cultural points, and equip them with better 

scaffolding skills to guide students towards deeper-level meaning-making. However, 

the links between the bewildering pluri-vocal theoretical discussions surrounding 
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culture and language and culture pedagogy are not self-evident. There is an urgent 

need for more scholastic efforts to be taken to bridge the two. 

8.4.2 Institutional-Level Struggles: The Confinement of Textbooks 

Textbook is commonly a primary mediator for culture teaching (Cheng, 2007; Li, 

2016; Qian, 2011; Huang, 2019; Troncoso, 2012). For the participants, textbook 

materials were the central sources from which they identified cultural points to teach. 

Whose culture are to be included? Whose values are to be promoted? How to 

contextualize culture? How foreign culture and local culture are to be positioned? The 

way textbooks respond to these questions is bound to influence in significant ways the 

nature and texture of the pedagogical space built for (inter)cultural learning. New 

College English Integrated Course, as state-approved authoritative teaching materials, 

should be responsive to the national and institutional curriculum requirements to 

develop ICC and provide effective instructional guidance for practicing instructors. 

However, according to the participants, the textbook series did not display a clear 

culture orientation. The features identified about the culture-related textbook contents 

were perceived as having confining effects on their culture teaching and had led to 

some local tensions.  

The first feature revealed was the textbook’s unbalanced ways of representing self 

and other culture. Despite the widely shared consensus that focusing on western 

cultures in unitary way was not conducive to developing ICC, the textbook series 

currently used were found to be Anglo-American-culture-centered, containing limited 

Chinese culture and world culture. Therefore, teaching ICC required “self-initiated 
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deliberate efforts” to be made by the instructors themselves. To address the 

intercultural, they must use supplementary materials to balance the cultural 

representations. Teaching ICC was largely an instructional choice. The missing of 

Chinese cultural elements in the textbooks was not conducive to developing 

intercultural speakers and could lead to what Cong (2000) referred to as “native 

culture aphasia” (as cited in Yang & Wang, 2013, p. 150).  

Another feature revealed was the textbooks’ sanitized ways of representing 

culture. Many scholars have argued (Fairclough, 2014; Luke, 2000; Tomlinson, 1998; 

Wallace, 2003, 2013) that apart from teaching linguistic knowledge, language 

instructors were also in the position of addressing the sociocultural issues, such as 

social injustice, racial problems, and gender issues. However, these topics seldom 

found their way into the texts participants currently taught. In addition, in terms of 

how culture was presented, the participants indicated that textbooks rarely presented 

multiple perspectives or conflicting values and mainstream cultural values were 

always prioritized over non-mainstream cultural values. They noted that what the 

textbooks contained were seemingly unassailable “universal values” and provided 

little room for students to confront the ambiguous meanings. Because of these 

features, the textbook series used could only contribute to fostering students’ critical 

cultural awareness to limited extent and were more likely to produce “naïve fools” 

who might have objective cultural knowledge but were not equipped with socio-

political sensitivity to realize how othering processes were at work through 

unbalanced cultural representation. Fostering critical cultural awareness or not is 
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again a self-assumed responsibility, depending on each instructor’s personal choice.  

8.4.3 Sociopolitical-Level Struggles: The Changing Ideological Landscape 

Understanding the ideological landscape where ELT takes place is the key for an 

in-depth reading of instructors’ pedagogical conceptions. As pointed out by Kearney 

(2016), educational failure may mask “the ideological forces supporting hegemony at 

work in the field while also feeding into stagnation in terms of the evolution of 

instructional practices or shifts in participants’ attitudes” (p. 8). Following Kearney’s 

suggestion of seeking for interpretation in the ideological environment about what 

shapes instructors’ attitudes, beliefs and practices, this section discusses the 

challenges posed for the participants by the recently changing ideological landscape 

in China.   

In most recent years, the moral and political roles of higher education have been 

unprecedentedly emphasized. In December 2016, at the National Conference on 

Ideological and Political Work in China’s Tertiary Institutions, Chairman Xi Jinping 

specifically pointed out that Chinese universities and colleges should shoulder 

significant responsibilities for nurturing qualified and reliable successors for China’s 

socialist cause and that the ideological and political elements should be integrated into 

the entire process of higher education. Xi’s call for strengthening ideological work in 

all tertiary-level curricula became institutionalized with the issuing of The Guidelines 

for Ideological and Political Construction of All Courses in Higher Education in 2020 

(referred to as The Guidelines in the following). According to The Guidelines, 

upgrading ideological and political education is essential to realizing the great dream 
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of rejuvenating the Chinese nation. It provides an important guarantee for cultivating 

future generations who support and uphold socialist values and identify with the fine 

spirits of traditional Chinese culture. As a response to The Guideline, nation-wide 

educational efforts have been made seeking ways to translate the guideline 

requirements into practical pedagogical designs.  

Under The Guidelines, new requirements have also been articulated for tertiary-

level foreign language education – reinforcing learners’ identification with traditional 

Chinese culture and developing national cultural confidence and pride. The socio-

political climate in China has veered towards a national outlook and participants 

found themselves caught in the ideological tensions between the rising nationalism 

and internationalization. The findings revealed the changing ideological landscape 

influenced the participants’ pedagogical conceptualization in subtle ways and prompts 

a rethinking among them about the meaning, purposes, and ways of incorporating 

culture into ELT. To respond to The Guidelines, most participants started to question 

the usual classroom practices of focusing predominantly on foreign language culture 

and began to make efforts to build a new equilibrium between Chinese culture and the 

target language culture.  

However, given the general phrasing of The Guidelines, what integrating 

ideological and political elements into foreign language education means was largely 

open to interpretation. Teaching fact-based, normative, and unproblematized culture 

could also be seen as an expedient act made by the participants out of their careful 

consideration of what constituted appropriate pedagogical practices that conformed 
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with the spirits of The Guidelines. These acts helped them to reconcile and manage 

the ideological tensions they felt and manifested their ideological ambivalence. The 

participants expressed high-level anxiety for being “deviant” and “abnormal” and a 

strong desire for being “ideologically and politically correct”. Great discretion was 

expressed when selecting cultural teaching materials and deciding on how to present 

and position self and other culture. Specifically, more efforts were found to be made 

to seek for “insurances against pedagogical malpractice” (Kramsch, 1993, p. 2) than 

to expand meaning-making potentials, to portray smooth cultural landscape than to 

reveal complexity and ambiguity, to maintain harmonious classroom discourses than 

to learn from dissonant voices. Local embrace of neutral voices as well as local 

resistance to ambiguous and destructive meanings could be better understood when 

taking into account participants’ consideration to be in line with the official 

requirements and be pedagogically appropriate. This finding corroborates with Le 

Fevre’s (2014) argument that instructors tend to avoid risks associated with political 

issues. The participants managed to reconcile tensions “through the construction of a 

tourist gaze” (Vinall & Shin, 2019, p. 186). They preferred light and safe topics and 

placed at the central stage referential and normative meanings of culture because in 

doing so, it was easier for them to maintain control of the pedagogical voices and 

steer away from the unexpected, the sensitive, and the uncertain as well as from the 

punitive consequences resulted from “risky attempts”.  

8.5 Chapter Summary 

This chapter discussed participants’ pedagogical conceptions of culture and 
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practices of addressing culture-in-ELT within the local specific contexts. All three 

sources of data confirmed the same conclusion that the participants locally embraced 

a reduced conception of culture and generally addressed culture in its referential, 

normative (conventionalized), and generalized sense. They tended to endorse a native 

speaker model, (bi)national paradigm, and culture as a neutral construct. 

Poststructuralist concerns about culture, the personalized, symbolic, and ideological 

meaning of culture, were largely underexplored in their classroom practices observed 

and were conceived as less achievable or desirable in their immediate local contexts. 

In practice, participants exhibited blurry ideas about what “dialogic engagement” 

entailed and what “rich” meaning-making looked like. Therefore, most of them were 

unable to contextualize culture in ways that fostered deep-level meaning-making or 

provided effective pedagogical affordances to facilitate dialogic meaning-making. the 

participants tended to represent culture in purified ways and resisted to problematize 

meaning in culture teaching. Learners were peripherally engaged in exploring culture. 

Three-level local conditions were found to problematize participants’ pedagogical 

conceptualizations and practices. They were low theoretical literacy on the 

participant’s side, sanitized and unbalanced cultural representations in the textbooks 

and the rising nationalism that featured the changing ideological environment of 

China. The next chapter presents the implications arising from the study as well as the 

recommendations and suggestions for further research.  
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CHAPTER 9: Implications, Recommendations and Future Research 

9.1 Introduction 

Unfolding Chinese English instructors’ conceptualization of culture-in-ELT, 

delineating the most salient features of their classroom practices, as well as revealing 

the contextual factors that problematized the real-world language and culture 

pedagogy were the purposes of the study. This study was a meaning-based 

exploration that focused on what meanings were made possible in the classroom 

settings of the targeted university and how instructors contextualized cultural meaning 

and engaged students with meaning-making. The challenges suggested by the 

participants, such as their low theoretical literacy level, insufficient in-service 

education, sanitized culture-related textbook contents, sensitive issues resulting from 

the changing ideological landscape in China added novel insights to the small body of 

literature that has explored Chinese English instructors’ perceptions and practices in 

relation to culture instruction. The implications as well as recommendations arising 

from the study are discussed below.  

9.2 Implications  

The implications of the findings of the study are multi-layered and this section 

discusses how the research findings may contribute to theory building, practice 

improvement, and policy making relating to teaching culture in ELT.   

9.2.1 For Theory Development  

As revealed by the study, at the center of the long-sustained tourist kind of culture 

teaching was the instructors’ circumscribed conceptualization of culture. While the 
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participants harbored the earnest desire to seek innovative pedagogical 

methodologies, they seldom made inquiries about their pedagogical philosophies. 

They rarely realized how their onto-epistemological beliefs about culture set them 

onto different pedagogical pathways and how they could benefit from a clear 

understanding of this fundamental issue. Lacking awareness of their own pedagogical 

positions on the instructors’ side prevents cultural teaching from being carried out at a 

deeper level and achieving its full potential as a promising tool of humanistic 

education. However, as noted previously, there lacks a comprehensive theoretical 

clarification on the notion of culture that is specifically pedagogically oriented to 

inform language instructors. The need is urgent to address the huge gap between the 

bewildering plurivocal cultural theories of social sciences and pedagogical practices 

in the field of language education. To address this neglected aspect, at the theoretical 

level, significant efforts were made to sort out the theoretical discussions surrounding 

culture and identify the tenuous links between the various conceptions of the nature of 

culture and their implications for language and culture pedagogy. As the result, a 

comprehensive conceptual framework was developed that charted six conceptual 

possibilities for theorizing culture-in-ELT. The gap between theories and practices 

was greatly narrowed with each conceptual stance being carefully discussed in terms 

of what cultural dimension(s) it is oriented towards, what core concepts and critical 

thoughts it included, and what it might suggest about the general principles for 

language and culture pedagogy. This conceptual framework is of significant 

theoretical value and could serve as a theoretical lens to explore teacher perceptions 
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and practices, evaluate teacher training program, and guide textbook development.  

9.2.2 For Practice Improvement 

In practice, the findings of this study can be applied to multiple groups of 

stakeholders, particularly for language instructors, trainers of instructors, textbook 

developers, and institutional administrators.  

9.2.2.1 For Language Instructors  

Addressing culture-in-ELT is a complex endeavor. Practicing instructors need to 

be fully aware of their pedagogical philosophies before well-informed pedagogical 

decisions could be made. At the macro level, the conceptual framework could serve as 

a self-reflexive tool to help instructors to develop this line of understanding. In 

addition, at the micro level, the study has made significant efforts to unfold to readers 

the connections between cultural contextualization, meaning activated, and 

pedagogical potentials of meaning-making. Examples were provided showing how 

ways of contextualizing culture might influence the meanings made possible in 

classroom settings and contribute to or undermine the meaning-making potentials of 

culture exploration. Perusing these descriptions and analyses, language instructors 

should be able to develop nuanced understanding about what it means to create 

“dialogic” and “rich” meaning-making space for intercultural learning and reflect on 

their own classroom practices. Furthermore, the problems confronting the participants 

in this study are likely to challenge other practicing instructors in general as well and 

getting prepared and having awareness of these challenges may avert the future 

direction of other instructors’ language and culture pedagogy.  
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9.2.2.2 For Trainers of Instructors  

As the findings indicated, essentialist conception of culture does not contribute 

much to developing productive and agentive cultural competence on the learners’ 

side. Unfamiliarity with non-essentialist conception of culture and postmodern 

concerns about culture greatly limited how far the participants’ efforts to address 

culture-in-ELT could go. It is through beliefs that language instructors make 

pedagogical decisions and organize pedagogical practices (Borg, 2015). Teacher 

education programs have many opportunities to shape and stretch instructors’ 

perceptions on culture-in-ELT and improve their practices. At the theoretical level, 

there is a much-needed impetus to familiarize language instructors with non-

essentialist conception of culture to broaden their pedagogical imagination. Without a 

proper level of theoretical literacy, it is unlikely for them to develop any 

sophistication in their understanding of culture, let alone to fairly address its 

complexity and expand the meaning-making potentials of culture teaching. Enhanced 

theoretical literacy would transform the way they look at their teaching and rediscover 

the meaning of culture teaching. At the practical level, there is urgent need for trainers 

of instructors to delineate the complex roles instructors could play in culture teaching 

and explore ways to support them to fulfill those roles. It is difficult to accomplish 

much unless practicing instructors receive high quality training that targets at 

exploring not just a methodological but also a theoretical way out of the current 

dilemma of culture teaching. The study provides a theoretical clarification for the 

complicated notion of culture and would be informative for trainers of instructors 
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when they come to conceptualize culture for training purposes.  

9.2.2.3 For Textbook Developers 

Textbook-centeredness is a long tradition that typifies most ELT classrooms in 

China. As is evidenced in this study, textbooks used by the participants provided 

primary resource materials for their culture teaching and prescribed, to a large extent, 

what cultural themes to teach. The findings of the study might be useful for textbook 

developers in several ways. Firstly, it is crucial for textbook developers to be trained 

in theories about culture and culture teaching. The findings of the study may help 

them to develop an in-depth understanding of postmodern concerns about culture and 

initiate a paradigm shift in the conceptualization of culture for textbook development. 

Secondly, in this study, culture was incorporated into ELT in a way that was largely 

“self-initiated”, “spontaneous” and “poorly goal-oriented”. To address this limitation, 

textbook developers might consider providing holistically planned and explicitly 

articulated cultural teaching goals for language instructors that would support well-

targeted pedagogical decision-making and better direct pedagogical efforts to 

systematically addressing cultural elements within ELT.  

In addition, how textbooks contextualize culture determines how learners are to be 

engaged with cultural meanings. This aspect requires serious attention from textbook 

developers. Sanitized and unbalanced ways of contextualizing cultures usually have 

limiting impacts on the pedagogical meaning-making potentials in terms of fostering 

critical cultural awareness and promoting agentive cultural competence. The text 

developers might consider providing more balanced cultural representations and more 
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diverse perspectives via using multimodal resources. Due attention should also be 

given to resources containing ambiguous, even disruptive meanings, which are, as 

argued by many language scholars (Guilherme, 2002; Ilieva, 2001; Menard-Warwick, 

2009; Kramsch, 2006a; Richardson, 2017), conducive to inspiring deeper-level 

meaning-making. Ambiguous meanings could be valuable resources and should be 

used in more constructive ways.  

9.2.2.4 For Institutional Administrators  

As the findings of the study indicated, in the endeavor to incorporate culture into 

ELT, participant instructors were generally in a position of having to grope their ways 

almost completely on their own without much guidance provided by the textbooks or 

support from the institution. Institutional level support is vital in alleviating the real 

and immediate challenges confronting practicing language instructors in China and 

the tensions between national policy requirements and local needs. The institutional 

administrators could contribute in at least the following aspects: supporting practicing 

instructors at both theoretical and methodological level via providing them with high 

quality professionalism development programs, selecting textbook series that provide 

systematic guidance for integrating language and culture, promoting teaching- 

resources development, and providing instructors with more transnational 

experiences, such as resources and opportunities to attend international conferences, 

study abroad, and participate in international scholar exchange programs.  

9.2.3 For Policy Making 

National and institutional level policies play pivotal roles in culture teaching, as 
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they direct, to a large extent, how practicing instructors set their pedagogical goals, 

interpret their roles, and develop their implicit theories on addressing culture in their 

immediate contexts (Sercu et al., 2005). Policy making for culture teaching in ELT 

should be based on a strategic long-term vision, an in-depth understanding of the 

nature of culture, a profound realization of the sociocultural roles that culture 

instruction could play, and keen insights into the local struggles of the stakeholder 

groups. For policymaking, the key implication of the study is that greater attention 

should be directed to facilitate dialogues between policy makers, academic 

researchers, and the stakeholder groups.  

The findings of the study indicated a severe lack of dialogues between the three. 

Both scholarly discussions on culture and the voices, experiences, concerns, and 

struggles of stakeholder groups were largely unheeded by the policy makers. 

Inadequate dialogues between policy-making and research discourse resulted in the 

reproduction of circumscribed views on culture and what culture teaching is all about. 

Manifested in the institutional level policy documents, the current curriculum of the 

case school reflected a functionalist view of culture learning. It has been narrowly 

focused on developing students’ cultural sensitivity to identify cultural differences 

and capacities to resolve cultural differences in intercultural encounters via using 

appropriate communicative strategies. The institutional policy was communicative-

competence-oriented and reflected distinctive features of the communicative approach 

to culture (Gumperz, 1982a, 1982b; Hymes, 1974), which was the dominant approach 

favored by the world of ML education during the 1980s. At the national level, the 
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current policies, including The National Medium- and Long-Term Plan for Education 

Reform and Development (2010-2020) and The 2017 Guidelines on College English 

Education, also reflected circumscribed conceptualization of culture and defined 

intercultural communicative competence more as a static cognitive concept which is 

value-free than as a dynamic concept that is agentive and value-laden. Inadequate 

dialogues between policy-making and the stakeholder groups resulted in the local 

struggles remain unattended. This study has allowed policymakers to rediscover 

culture within ELT from the poststructuralist perspectives and voices of practicing 

instructors to reach policy makers. It also offered guidance on where to put priorities 

when setting the culture teaching goals so that official policies could be made in a 

way that serves as a more effective mediator to alleviate the local tensions.  

9.3 Recommendations 

Because of the status quo, deepening current culture instruction approach requires 

culture-in-ELT to be carefully redefined with all its dimensions to be addressed in a 

balanced and fair way. These include the cognitive, performative, subjective, 

symbolic, and ideological dimensions of culture. Culture teaching can take various 

forms, but some guiding principles should be understood before promising attempts 

can be made to restructure ELT classroom and reconstruct pedagogies that go beyond 

teaching the essentialist conception of culture in its referential, normative 

(conventionalized) and generalized sense. Based on the findings of this study, several 

recommendations are made to address the local struggles facing Chinese English 

instructors and to build complexity in their pedagogical conceptualization and culture 
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instruction. Expanding meaning-making potentials of culture teaching requires 

shifting pedagogical foci on at least three levels.  

9.3.1 Towards Individual-Level Culture 

Teaching culture within a national paradigm is a long-sustained tradition in the 

field of ELT (Risager, 2007). Engendering deeper-level culture learning beyond the 

tourist kind (Kramsch, 2006) might start from a realization of the inadequacy and 

limitation of knowledge-based culture teaching (culture in its nominal sense) and the 

necessity of exploring culture as symbolic meaning-making processes (culture in its 

verbal sense). This shift in perception requires going beyond teaching nation-based 

culture as homogeneous national attributes to address individual-level culture within 

social symbolic practices. Spotlighting individual bottom-up meaning-making or 

“small culture formation” (Holliday, 2019, p. 3) and exploring differentiated emergent 

meanings within human interactions represent a more refined, sophisticated, and 

nuanced way of understanding culture. From focusing on what knowledge of culture 

is to be taught to attending to what cultural experiences certain pedagogical activities 

may activate for the learner represents strikingly different pedagogical philosophy and 

reflects different pedagogical priorities. Subscribing to the former, instructors’ 

pedagogical efforts, as suggested by this study, are usually put on locating and 

presenting teaching resources that contain clearly-articulated and easily-

comprehensible factual knowledge of culture. To uphold the latter, however, 

pedagogical consideration should be placed, more importantly, on the effects of 

different ways of using teaching resources. Instructors need to care predominantly 



212 

about the quality of learners’ liminal experiences and ask whether these experiences 

lead to learners’ cognitive development.  

Teaching culture as meaning-making requires a less structured way of organizing 

classroom discourses to allow unpredictable meaning to emerge, to evolve, and to 

confront the conventionalized meaning. In such classrooms, instructors could address 

the emergent meaning of culture in its dynamics and create space for learners to 

explore how cultural meanings are produced from, circulated through, interpreted in, 

and shaped by human interactions (Newton et al., 2010).  

9.3.2 Towards Problematized Meaning 

Making self-initiated attempts to problematize meaning is indispensable in 

expanding classroom meaning-making potentials. One way to refuse to be limited by 

sanitized textbooks containing seemingly unassailable universal values is to provide 

students with supplementary materials that bring different voices and perspectives to 

the classrooms. As the participants of this study revealed that cultural elements 

selected into the canonical textbooks were more or less deficient in terms of assisting 

students to confront ambiguous meanings or examine the ideological and symbolic 

dimensions of culture that greatly limited the development of critical cultural 

awareness among students. Instructor-carefully-selected supplementary teaching 

materials in their various forms, be it audio, video, or textual, might help to create 

richer pedagogical space and engage students with deeper-level meaning-making to 

explore the personalized, the non-normative, the subversive, and the hidden meaning 

of culture. Based on previous discussions about what dialogic engagement entails and 
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what ways of contextualizing culture tend to engender rich meaning-making, the 

study suggests that meaning can be problematized through exposing learners to multi-

perspectival cultural representations, through exploring cultural fault lines suffused 

with ambiguous meanings, through taking others’ cultural lens and through using 

theoretical scaffoldings.  

9.3.2.1 Through Exploring Multi-perspectives and Cultural Fault Lines. 

At the center of a symbolic approach to culture is the conceptualization of culture 

as resources and the notion of representation, that is, “the production of meaning 

through language” (Hall, 1997, p. 16). Raising awareness about representing practices 

is one way to problematize meaning. To guide students to recognize the subjectivity 

and intentional nature of cultural representation and examine how one’s stance and 

intention shape the way one constructs a cultural representation of self and other, 

language instructors can contextualize a cultural phenomenon within multi-

perspectival texts. For instance, when teaching about Thanksgiving, instructors can 

use materials representing not only the perspectives of the white but also the 

Indigenous perspectives and the perspectives of people of color to show students how 

different representing practices could position one’s thinking about the same cultural 

phenomenon in different ways. Presenting multiple perspectives and the ambiguous 

meanings embedded in them can problematize how learners interpret culture and 

encourage them to see cultural meanings as being situated and relative, never being 

outside of subjective construction.  

Moreover, contextualizing Thanksgiving in broader historical contexts and 
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confronting students with conflicting perspectives could also provide space for them 

to interrogate how culture is implicated with values. In this way, learners are given 

opportunities to consider the ideological positioning of each way of representation, 

such as whose perspective it represents, why it is being constructed as such, and how 

the voice embedded within one cultural representation gains dominant status, silences 

the other side of story, and finally influences the way people interpret Thanksgiving 

and its meaning. For instance, when discussing a Thanksgiving tradition of providing 

a free meal to the public, multi-perspectives could be brought in by asking who 

represent the population that provides the food and who are on the receiving ends and 

why. Multi-perspectival cultural presentations could serve as a promoting pedagogical 

tool to create rich meaning-making space for intercultural learning and as a 

springboard for developing critical cultural awareness. Multi-perspectival materials 

create space for disruptive meaning-making and for students to explore and examine 

the multiple meanings by peeling away the layers of multivocal perspectives, varied 

positionings, and latent power relations reflected by these perspectives and 

positionings.  

9.3.2.2 Through Taking Others’ Cultural Lens. 

Instructors’ role is not to use resources to mold the thinking of the learner and it 

would be considered a negligence of their responsibility for them if they could not 

promote a critical reading of cultural phenomenon and help students to develop a 

resistant perspective that challenges the self-centered cultural position. A cultural text 

can be interpreted from various positions, and one way to decenter one’s own cultural 



215 

beliefs is to develop an etic perspective and looking at a cultural phenomenon from 

others’ cultural lens. Encouraging students to arrive at an interpretation from an 

alternative frame of reference or to take on an unfamiliar identity allows them to see 

how shifted angle of view and identity form different versions of interpretations of the 

same cultural phenomenon and develop a better understanding of others’ cultural 

imagination about China. It is based on such understanding that one makes well-

informed decisions to negotiate one’s position in the cultural landscape. 

9.3.2.3 Through Theoretical Lens.  

Another way to complexify meaning and problematize meaning-making could 

come from a transdisciplinary perspective. As the focus of contemporary debates in 

social sciences, considerable theoretical discussions have been carried out about 

culture. The discussions have been informed by, among others, cultural theories, 

intercultural communicative theories, ethnographic theories and methodologies, 

critical theories, mass media theories, and social semiotic theories Transdisciplinary 

theories are promising cognitive tools that could deepen one’s understanding of 

culture and its complexity. The use of terminologies, that is the abstract encapsulation 

of meaning, is likely to enable one to perceive the very essence of culture. 

Disciplinary knowledges also provide well-developed research methodologies that 

learners could draw on to conduct cultural observation and interpretation. Initiatives 

have been taken by language scholars (Eisenhart, 2001; Erickson, 1996; Heath, & 

Street, 2008; Roberts et al., 2001; Robinson-Stuart & Nocon, 1996) to encourage 

language learners to become ethnographers themselves and use ethnomethodology 
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(ethnographic interviews and observation) to explore their encountering of 

“otherness” in real life contexts. However, the pedagogical value of 

ethnomethodology has been barely recognized and explored by Chinese language 

instructors. Following a critical approach to culture and the methodological tradition 

of critical discourse analysis (CDA) (Fairclough, 1992; Kress, 1990), a few scholars 

(Hazaea, 2020) have discussed ways to use CDA in promoting critical cultural 

awareness, with an emphasis on examining the ideological meaning of cultural texts. 

Compared with traditional knowledge-oriented approach to culture, proper use of 

theoretical scaffoldings is more likely to reveal the little-known cultural landscapes 

for language learners and expand what culture instruction can achieve.  

9.3.3 Towards Agentive Cultural Competence 

The symbolic approach (Kramsch, 2006a; 2006b; 2011; 2021; Kramsch & 

Whiteside, 2008) to culture with an ecological orientation is very likely to expand the 

meaning-making potentials of culture instruction. The symbolic approach conceives 

of culture as public resources and interprets meaning within its ecological system. It 

seeks a dynamic understanding of culture on a much larger timescale (encompassing 

not only the present, but also the past and the future dimension) and in much broader 

contexts (encompassing not only the immediate physical context of a cultural event, 

but also its socio-cultural, historical, and ideological contexts). Addressing the 

symbolic dimension of culture requires pedagogies to be oriented towards a more 

agentive competence than Hymes’ communicative competence model that is confined 

within a native speaker model and a banal national paradigm.  
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At the center of the conception of symbolic competence (Kramsch, 2006a, 2008) 

is the notion of agency, through which cultural agents decide how to engage with or 

disengage from the social world. Agency is intrinsically social and interpersonal 

(Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). It highlights the individual-level meaning-making in 

everyday interactions and allows three time-dimensions (the past, present, and future) 

to converge on the human agents. As Emirbayer and Mische (1998) note, human 

agency is “a temporally embedded process of social engagement, informed by the past 

(in its ‘iterational’ or habitual aspect), but also oriented toward the future (as a 

capacity to imagine alternative possibilities) and toward the present (as a capacity to 

contextualize past habits and future projects within the contingencies of the moment)” 

(p. 963). To help language learners become perceiving, evaluating, and sensible 

agentive cultural agents, instructors need to orient lesson plans simultaneously 

towards the three agentic dimensions and provide learners with different ways of 

experiencing the world: reflecting on the past, evaluating the emergent present, and 

imagining and possibly reconstructing a rising future. In the words of Emirbayer and 

Mische (1998), it is to engage learners in the so-called “interplay of habit, judgment, 

and imagination” (p. 970). 

Orienting teaching activities towards the past centers around awareness-raising 

about the self as a cultural being. It may entail, broadly speaking, bringing to the 

conscious level how one develops what cultural resources via socialization and how 

one’s cultural resources structure one’s way of seeing, doing, and being. Claire 

Kramsch (2011) notes that everyone has “a mental toolkit” consisting of “subjective 
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metaphors, affectivities, historical memories” (p. 355), with which one makes sense 

of the world and shares meaning with others. The past-oriented dimension of agency 

is to develop learners’ reflective understanding about the working mechanism of their 

mental toolkit and the “cultural cards” (Holliday, 2019, p. 4) they have at their 

disposal.  

Orientating towards the present entails evaluating one’s cultural reality and 

cultural practices in a self-reflexive fashion. Pedagogical activities may involve 

guiding learners to evaluate and problematize the current reality and ask what 

culturally specific ideas and patterns of behavior are entailed in that reality. It is 

through interrogating and challenging received ways of perceiving and acting that one 

can start to make rational “situationally based judgments” (Emirbayer & Mische, 

1998, p. 994).  

To orient teaching activities towards the future emphasizes the “creative, 

improvisational and foresightful dimensions” (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, p. 983) of 

agency. As Kramsch (2015) stresses, human actors do not just perform culture; they 

also, as agentive cultural agents, reconstruct culture and their relationship with the 

world that involves varying degrees of imagination and creativity. The reconstructing 

process starts with imaginative distancing from the received structures and is realized 

by utilizing innovative symbolic strategies to creatively reconfigure personal 

expressions. Teaching culture in language classrooms involves raising learners’ 

awareness about the effects of their use of language and their ability to create through 

language certain symbolic cultural reality. This competence is more agentive.  
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9.4 Future Research 

Future research is needed in two main areas. First, more process-oriented and 

meaning-based studies are needed to explore instructor perceptions and practices 

centering around how cultural meaning is represented, conveyed, circulated, 

negotiated, and reconstructed in classroom settings. There exists limited studies that 

were dedicated to exploring the dynamic relations between language instructors’ 

pedagogical conceptualization of culture, ways to contextualize culture (or cultural 

meaning), and ways to build up meaning-making space (providing affordances) for 

intercultural learning. This study represents the limited efforts made to reveal aspects 

of the interconnection among the three and might serve as a point of departure. 

Meaning-based research is more likely to develop better understandings on the 

instructor’s side about what rich meaning-making entails and how different ways of 

contextualizing culture influences classroom meaning-making potentials. This line of 

knowledge is crucial and at the core of language and culture pedagogy.  

Secondly, more theory-based innovative studies that explore from a 

transdisciplinary perspective language instructors’ perceptions and practices of 

addressing the culture within language education may be essential. There is a much-

needed impetus to familiarize practicing instructors with the postmodernist theories of 

culture and to unfold and address the local problems confronting them while 

developing person-centered pedagogies that address the postmodern concerns about 

culture in the Chinese setting. This is a promising area, underexplored. This area is 

likely to be charged with surprises, opportunities, and challenges. What cultural 
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theories could be used to facilitate culture instruction within ELT? How could 

practicing instructors tailor abstract theories for local use? What purposes could be 

expected to be achieved by using theories? What are the challenges of bridging 

theories and practices? And how these challenges could be reconciled? These are 

questions that invite future research. 

9.5 Concluding Comments 

In the present educational climate at the targeted university that is ruled by the 

triad of curriculum standards – textbook-centeredness – standardized tests, the 

implementation of culture instruction in the English classrooms is but an exciting 

teaching exploration being carried out on the periphery of educational landscape. 

Most practicing instructors approached to culture and addressed its complexity 

through reductionism such as native speaker model, (bi)national paradigm, and 

neutral unproblematized culture. It is unlikely that such reductionist way of 

addressing culture-in-ELT could be anywhere near sufficient to foster agentive 

language speakers who are capable of coping with the increasing complexity of 

transnational communication, which is nothing short of tensions and stresses. Seeking 

sophisticated approaches to language and culture and to preparing language learners 

for the global context featured by rapid changes and turmoils requires language 

instructors to pay balanced attention to all dimensions of culture - cognitive, 

performative, subjective, symbolic, and ideological dimension – and fairly address its 

complexity. However, simple answers to the question, “how does one incorporate 

culture into language education?” will never be forthcoming. As the point of 
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departure to seek for promising solutions, it is crucial for practicing instructors to 

critically examine their philosophies to understand what onto-epistemological beliefs 

they secretly hold, how those beliefs influence the way they perceive culture, and 

what kind of competence is likely to come out of the classroom meaning-making 

organized based on such understandings. This self-reflexive interrogation represents 

deeper questioning and could serve as a starting point to help reveal new avenues for 

pedagogical explorations. Moreover, the responsibility of carrying on and promoting 

deep-level intercultural learning not only lies with the instructors’ improvement in 

cultural literacy, theoretical literacy, and creative pedagogical practices, but also with 

the institution, the textbook developers and those who prepare and educate the future 

teachers. For intercultural language education to thrive, a supportive environment in 

all its aspects should be developed by all stakeholders. 
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Appendix II Recruitment Letter 

 

 

Dear instructors,  

 

I am writing to solicit your participation in my doctoral research which focuses on 

teacher perceptions and practices of integrating culture into tertiary-level English 

education. The university of Regina Ethics Board has approved the research project in 

May 2021. The proposal was found to be acceptable on ethical grounds. 

 

Your participation will involve one semi-structured interview via Zoom (about 90 

minutes) and one classroom observation (90 minutes) in the first semester of 2021 

academic year. You will also be asked to submit culture-related teaching materials to 

the researcher and given opportunity to review the interview transcripts (will take you 

about 15-20 minutes) and themes emerged from data analysis to confirm the credibility 

of researcher’s theme choices (will take you about 20-30 minutes). 

 

Your participation is completely voluntary, and you can drop out at anytime. If you 

are willing to participate, please contact me through Wechat and ask for a consent 

form which outlines the details of your participation. Please kindly send a picture of 

the signed consent form back to me via Wechat. I will arrange for interviews and 

observations at your convenience.  

 

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact via Wechat. Thank you for 

considering this request,  

 

Kind Regards,  

 

Sincerely, 

 

Yueming Liu 

Doctoral Candidate 

Faculty of Education 

University of Regina 
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Appendix III 

Consent Form for Instructor Participants 

Project Title:   

 

Exploring Chinese teachers’ perceptions and practices of integrating culture into 

tertiary-level English education: A case study 

 

Researcher:  

 

Yueming Liu, Ph.D. candidate, Adult Education, Faculty of Education, 

liu438@uregina.ca. 

Supervisors:  

Dr. Abu Bockarie, Faculty of Education, 306-585-5601, Abu.Bockarie@uregina.ca  

Dr. Dongyan Blachford, International Languages, 306-585-4139, 

dongyan.blachford@uregina.ca  

Purpose(s) and Objective(s) of the Research:  

• The research project is part of the requirement of the researcher’s Ph. D. 

dissertation. 

• The object of this research is to reveal teacher participants’ perceptions and 

practices of integrating culture into tertiary-level English education and what 

contextual factors influence their perceptions and practices.  

• The data collected from this research project will be used for dissertation and 

publishing purposes.  

 

Procedures: 

 

• Your participation will involve one semi-structured interview via Zoom (about 

90 minutes) and one classroom observation (90 minutes), both of which will 

be and only be audio recorded. Zoom servers are located outside of Canada, 

and zoom store users’ name and usage data outside of Canada. Zoom cloud 

recording will be disabled before the interview. 

• You will be asked to submit e-versions of your culture-related teaching 

materials (lesson plan, slides, handouts, etc.) to the researcher after the 

classroom observation if and only if you are willing to do so. The teaching 

materials you submit will be seen as a reflection of your actual classroom 

practices and analyzed to reveal teachers’ perceptions of language and culture 

teaching. They will only be used for this doctoral research project and will not 

be used elsewhere for other studies. 

• Participants have access to their own data. You will be given opportunity to 

review the interview transcripts (will take you about 15-20 minutes) and the 

themes emerged from data analysis to confirm the credibility of researcher’s 

theme choices – whether these themes are accurate and make sense to you 

mailto:liu438@uregina.ca
mailto:Abu.Bockarie@uregina.ca
mailto:dongyan.blachford@uregina.ca
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(will take you about 20-30 minutes). During the participant review, you are 

entitled to make changes to your data where appropriate. 

 

Potential Risks:  

 

• There are no known or anticipated major risks to you by participating in this 

research (social, psychological, or economic). However, you may experience 

mild stress due to the interview or the classroom observation.  

 

Potential Benefits: 

 

• It is hoped that the research will reveal the local-specific situations of 

practicing language and culture pedagogy in China and shed some light on the 

future direction for practices in this field.  

• There may not be direct benefit to be gained from participating, but the 

participants can ask for an e-copy of the final research report, which will help 

the teacher participants to gain more insights into their own pedagogical 

perception and practices. Upon request, the researcher will direct the 

participants to the OUR space repository at the U of R library at 

https://ourspace.uregina.ca and the research report will be posted on May 1st, 

2022. 

• The data will be used as part of a doctoral dissertation and the information 

obtained will be shared publicly to inform the scholarship of language and 

culture education. 

 

Storage of Data: 

 

• All documents (e.g., the consent forms, teaching materials, interview 

recordings and transcripts, and observation recordings) for this research will 

be stored in sophisticatedly encrypted file folders on the researcher’s personal 

computer, which is protected by the researcher’s fingerprint ID.  

• My supervisors (Dr. Abu Bockarie and Dr. Dongyan Blachford) are also 

responsible for data storage. The e-version documents stored in brand-new 

USB flash drives with password protection and the hard-copy documents 

locked in storage bins will be sent to my supervisors in person and locked in 

their respective office filing cabinets.  

• All the data will be stored for six years after the completion of the study and 

then destroyed. 

 

Confidentiality:  

 

• Every attempt will be made to keep your identity confidential. Quotations 

from the interviews and observations will be used in the final report using 

pseudonyms to protect participants’ identity. However, quotations related to 
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the participants’ overseas educational experiences may render them 

identifiable as not many teachers have this kind of experiences in the research 

site. To minimize the confidentiality risk, I will remove the name of the 

country where they have pursued or are pursuing any degree in the final 

report. 

• Wechat will be the primary tool for contact in this study. Please make sure you 

use pseudonyms for your Wechat account to protect your own identities. 

 

Right to Withdraw:   

 

• Your participation is voluntary. Should you wish to withdraw, the researcher 

will destroy all documents. 

• Your right to withdraw from the research project will apply until June 30th, 

2020. After this date, it is possible that some results have been analyzed, 

written up and/or presented and it may not be possible to withdraw your data. 

 

Questions or Concerns:   

 

• Contact the Researcher using the information below: 

Any questions regarding the research project may be addressed to the researcher 

at liu438@uregina.ca.  

• This project has been approved on ethical grounds by the University of Regina 

Research Ethics Board on (insert date). Any questions regarding your rights as 

a participant may be addressed to the committee at (306-585-4775 or 

research.ethics@uregina.ca).  Out of town participants may call collect. 

 

Consent  

 

I have read and understood the description provided. I have had an opportunity to ask 

questions and my questions have been answered. I consent to participate in the research 

project. A copy of this Consent Form has been given to me for my records. 

 

 

________________________     ______________________     _______________ 

Name of Participant                    Participant’s Signature                Date 

 

 

________________________     ______________________    ________________ 

Name of Researcher                       Researcher’s Signature                Date       

 

 

 

 

  

mailto:liu438@uregina.ca
mailto:research.ethics@uregina.ca
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Appendix IV 

Consent Form for Student Participants 

Project Title:   

 

Exploring Chinese teachers’ perceptions and practices of integrating culture into 

tertiary-level English education: A case study 

 

Researcher:  

 

Yueming Liu, Ph.D. candidate, Adult Education, Faculty of Education, 

liu438@uregina.ca    

Supervisors:  

Dr. Abu Bockarie, Faculty of Education, 306-585-5601, Abu.Bockarie@uregina.ca  

Dr. Dongyan Blachford, International Languages, 306-585-4139, 

dongyan.blachford@uregina.ca  

Purpose(s) and Objective(s) of the Research:  

• The research project is part of the requirement of the researcher’s Ph. D. 

dissertation. 

• The object of this research is to reveal teacher participants’ perceptions and 

practices of integrating culture into tertiary-level English education and what 

contextual factors influence their perceptions and practices.  

• The data collected from this research project will be used for dissertation and 

publishing purposes.  

 

Procedures: 

 

• Your participation will involve one to two classroom observations (90-180 

munities). Your classroom activities that are culture-related may be observed 

(e.g., class presentation, group discussion, etc.) and audio recorded. The data 

collected will only be used for this doctoral research project and will not be 

used elsewhere for other studies. 

 

Potential Risks:  

 

• There are no known or anticipated major risks to you by participating in this 

research (social, psychological, or economic). However, you may experience 

mild stress due to the classroom observation. 

 

Potential Benefits: 

 

• There may not be direct benefit to be gained from participating. 

mailto:liu438@uregina.ca
mailto:Abu.Bockarie@uregina.ca
mailto:dongyan.blachford@uregina.ca
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• The data will be used as part of a doctoral dissertation and the information 

obtained will be shared publicly to inform the scholarship of language and 

culture education. 

 

Storage of Data: 

 

• The audio recordings of student classroom discussions will be stored in 

sophisticatedly encrypted file folders on the researcher’s personal computer, 

which is protected by the researcher’s fingerprint ID.  

• My supervisors (Dr. Abu Bockarie and Dr. Dongyan Blachford) are also 

responsible for data storage. The audio recordings will be stored in brand-new 

USB flash drives with password protection and sent to my supervisors to be 

kept in their cabinets.  

• Six years after the completion of the dissertation, I will use file shedder to 

permanently remove all electronic data stored in my personal laptop. My 

supervisors will format the USB flash drives around the same time.  

 

Confidentiality:  

 

• No names will be collected for the student participants. 

• While observing group discussions, the researcher will undertake to safeguard 

the confidentiality of the discussion. However, the researcher cannot guarantee 

that other members of the group will do so.  Please respect the confidentiality 

of the other members of the group by not disclosing the contents of this 

discussion outside the group, and be aware that others may not respect your 

confidentiality. 

 

Right to Withdraw:   

 

• Your participation is voluntary and there are no consequences, in any form, for 

those who choose not to participate in the research. You may participate in 

group discussions concerning topics that you are comfortable with. You may 

withdraw from the research project for any reason, at any time without 

explanation or penalty of any sort.  Should you wish to withdraw, you may 

leave the discussion group at any time. Due to the nature of discussion groups 

your data cannot be withdrawn from the study after it has been collected as it 

forms part of the context for information provided by other participants. 

 

Questions or Concerns:   

 

• Contact the Researcher using the information below: 

Any questions regarding the research project may be addressed to the researcher 

at liu438@uregina.ca.  

mailto:liu438@uregina.ca
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• This project has been approved on ethical grounds by the University of Regina 

Research Ethics Board on (insert date). Any questions regarding your rights as 

a participant may be addressed to the committee at (306-585-4775 or 

research.ethics@uregina.ca).  Out of town participants may call collect. 

 

Consent  

 

I have read and understood the description provided. I have had an opportunity to ask 

questions and my questions have been answered. I consent to participate in the research 

project. A copy of this Consent Form has been given to me for my records. 

 

 

_________________________    ______________________    _______________ 

Name of Participant                     Participant’s Signature               Date 

 

 

_________________________    ______________________    _______________ 

   Name of Researcher                     Researcher’s Signature               Date    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

mailto:research.ethics@uregina.ca
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Appendix V Data Collection Timelines 

 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

Participants         Interview Dates             Length of Interviews   

CAP1                     May 17th, 2021                           76” 

CAP2                     May 19th, 2021                           68”  

CAP3                     May 15th, 2021                           89” 

CBP1                     May 20th, 2021                           132” 

CCP1                     May 21st, 2021                            50” 

CCP2                     May 24th, 2021                            92” 

CDP1                     May 23rd, 2021                           90” 

CDP2                     May 18th, 2021                           83” 

CEP1         May 28th, 2021                           85” 

CFP1                      May 22nd, 2021                          52” 

CFP2                      May 15th, 2021                           82” 

CFP3                      May 24th, 2021                           85”     

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Total time of interviews: 16 hours 54 minutes 

 

 

 

 

Semi-Structured Classroom Observations 

Participants              Observation Dates                                Length of Observation 

CAP1                 May 24th, 2021 (8:00-8:45; 8: 55-9:40)                        90” 

CAP2                 May 24th, 2021 (10:00-10:45; 10:55-11:40)                 90” 

CAP3                 May 24th, 2021 (13:30-14:15; 14:25-15: 10)                90” 

CBP1                 May 31st, 2021 (8:00-8:45; 8: 55-9:40)                        90” 

CCP1                 May 28th, 2021 (10:00-10:45; 10:55-11:40)                 90” 

CCP2                 May 28th, 2021 (13:30-14:15; 14:25-15: 10)                90” 

CDP1                 June 7th, 2021 (8:00-8:45; 8: 55-9:40)                          90” 

CDP2                 June 8th, 2021 (13:30-14:15; 14:25-15: 10)                  90 

CEP1                 June 10th, 2021 (10:00-10:45; 10:55-11:40)                 90” 

CFP1                 May 25th, 2021 (8:00-8:45; 8: 55-9:40)                        90” 

CFP2                 June 30th, 2021 (8:00-8:45; 8: 55-9:40)                        90” 

CFP3                 June 17th, 2021 (10:00-10:45; 10:55-11:40)                 90” 

Total time of classroom observations: 18 hours 
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Appendix VI 

Semi-Structured Interview Protocol 

Demographic Information 

1. Could you tell me your age? 

2. Could you tell me your highest degree? 

3. Could you tell me your professional title? 

4. How long have you been teaching English in tertiary educational institution(s)? 

Which campus are you from? 

5. Have you ever been in a foreign country (English speaking or not)? For how long 

in total? Do your overseas experiences, if any, influence your understandings of 

culture or culture teaching in any way? Explain. 

6. Do you ever have any academic or professional background related to culture or 

culture instruction in ELT? 

Research Question One: Conceptualization of Culture 

7. What dimensions of culture do you consider as most closely relevant/important to 

your English teaching? How do you usually address these cultural dimensions? 

8. What does “being critical towards culture” mean to you? Do you think that 

culture serves political and ideological purposes? What does “politics of culture” 

mean to you? How can foreign language learners be taught to appreciate that 

culture is not only social but also political? How comfortable and confident are 

you to address the politics of culture? 

Research Question Two: Perceived Culture Teaching Practices 

9. How would you describe the way you teach culture in general terms?  

Perceived teaching goals 

a. How would you describe your overall culture teaching goals in ELT??   

Perceived teaching contents 

b. How do you decide what culture to teach?  

c. What textbooks do you use and how would you describe your overall 

impression of the culture-related content presented in the textbooks you 

use?  

Perceived Teacher Roles 

d. How do you engage students in culture learning? How would you describe 

your roles in culture teaching?  

How to contextualize culture 

e. Conventionally, language teaching has tended to generalize the cultural 

traits of different nationalities with expressions like “American culture or 

Americans…” or “Chinese culture or Chinese…”? How do you comment 

on teaching generalized national traits? To what extent do you think 

teachers should differentiate between national-level culture and individual-

level culture?  

f. What do you think of bringing in other cultural groups’ perspectives on 

China, Chinese and Chinese culture to ELT? How often do you do that? 

g. What do you think of bringing in cultural misunderstanding and conflicts to 

ELT? How often do you do that? 
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h. What do you think of bringing in multiple perspectives when discussing a 

cultural phenomenon in classroom? How often do you do that?  

To what extent culture is treated as public resources 

i. To what extent do you prepare learners for the stresses and tensions of 

communicating across borders? How?  

j. To what extent do you teach learners how to achieve ends and negotiate 

their position in intercultural communications? 

k. What role does the learner’s own culture play in language and culture 

teaching? How would you describe your efforts to develop learners’ 

understanding of their cultural upbringing and of how it influences the way 

they perceive others?  

To what extent culture is treated as social constraints 

l. Do you think that foreign language learners need to know and abide by the 

sociocultural rules (communication styles, non-verbal communication 

styles) of the target language in order to communicate and behave 

effectively in that language? Explain. Do you think students need to reflect 

and challenge the received cultural rules and norms in both native and 

target language society? How might they learn this?  

Research Question Four: Contextual Conditions 

10. What do you know about the national- and institutional-level college English 

curriculum requirements concerning culture teaching? Do policy requirements 

influence your cultural teaching in any way? How? 

11. What are your biggest challenges in incorporating culture into English education? 

What do you perceive as possible ways to improve culture teaching?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



268 

Appendix VII 

Semi-Structured Classroom Observation Protocol 

 

Observation Objective 

The primary purpose for classroom observation is to explore the typical features 

of the classroom discourse environment by capturing the fine details of how the 

participants create space for (inter)cultural learning. 

 

Areas of Observation 

➢ Section I  Cultural Dimension(s) Highlighted 

✓ Culture related to national survey 

✓ Culture related to language and language use  

✓ Culture related to societal conventions 

✓ Culture related to ways of perceiving 

✓ Others  

Note: This section is informed by the interview findings, with the aim to see whether 

there is a discrepancy between what the participants perceived as most important 

cultural dimensions to ELT and what they actually addressed in practice. 

 

➢ Section II  Ways of Contextualizing Culture  

✓ modes of teaching resources  

✓ contents of teaching resources  

 

➢ Section III  Instructional Scaffolding Moves 

✓ Providing multiple frames of reference  

✓ Homing in on learners’ cultural background 

✓ Providing prompts or reflective commentary 

✓ Repositioning into different times, scenarios, and subjectivities 

✓ others 

note: This section is informed by Kearney’s (2016) meaning-based approach to culture, 

which provides a frame for analyzing instructional scaffolding moves 

 

➢ Section IV  Types of Classroom Discourse 

✓ Instructor-centered 

✓ Student-centered 

✓ Instructor-student interaction 

✓ Others 

 

➢ Section V  Quality of Instruction 

✓ Engaging instruction  

✓ Disengaging instruction 

✓ In-between  
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Appendix VIII 

Cultural Dimensions and Topics Raised by the Participants 

CAP1  Culture related to national survey 

a. History 

b. Architecture 

c. Geography 

(e.g., geographical location of San Diego; geographical location of 

Davos) 

Culture related to language (use) 

a. Communicative conventions 

(e.g., American and Chinese expressions of greeting and making request)  

Culture related to societal conventions 

a. Food culture, drinking culture, and table manners 

b. Dress codes 

c. Festivals 

(e.g., celebration activities of Thanksgiving, Christmas and Halloween) 

 Cultural Ways of perceiving  

a. Values, beliefs and attitudes reflected in ways of living 

CAP2  Culture related to national survey  

a.  Political system  

(e.g., symbols of Donkey and Elephant for American political parties) 

Culture related to language (use) 

a.  Connotation behind English words and expressions 

(e.g., red neck) 

b.  Communicative conventions 

(e.g., Culturally appropriate way of greeting) 

c.  Culturally appropriate way of resume writing 

Culture related to societal conventions 

a. Food culture 

b. Dressing codes  

c.  Festivals 

(e.g., celebration activities of Thanksgiving) 

Cultural Ways of perceiving  

a. American’s attitudes towards work  

b. Israelite and Chinese views on China’s One Child Policy 

c.  Socialist core values of China  

(e.g., respect the old and cherish the young; impartial; justice) 

CAP3  Culture related to national survey  

a. History  

(e.g., the history of Civil rights movement) 

b.  Geography 

(e.g., geographical location of Davos) 

Culture related to language (use) 

a. Cultural connotation behind English words and expressions 
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(e.g., from salesman to salesperson) 

b. Communicative conventions 

(e.g., how to make persuasive sales speech in English)  

Culture related to societal conventions 

a. Customs 

b. Festivals  

(e.g., celebration activities of Thanksgiving Day) 

Cultural ways of perspectives 

a. Different views on the “melting pot” character of English language  

b. American and Chinese ways of child rearing  

(e.g., trial-based teaching vs. teaching by holding the hand) 

   c.  socialist core values of China 

CBP1   Culture related to national survey  

a. Geography 

(e.g., geographical location of Davos) 

Culture related to language (use) 

a. Communicative conventions 

a. (e.g., culturally appropriate ways of writing emails; culturally 

appropriate ways of making small talks with native speakers, such as 

how to address, greet, invite people and expressing gratitude to people 

in English; body language) 

Culture related to societal conventions 

b. social distance 

c. volume of speech in public 

d. gift giving  

e. Festivals 

(e.g., celebration activities of Thanksgiving Day, Christmas and 

Halloween)     

Cultural ways of perceiving 

a.  Confucius idea of “harmony is the most precious” and obedient national 

character 

c.  different family ethics  

(e.g., America old people living alone vs. Chinese old people living  

with children, Chinese reflected in literary work – a Dream in Red 

Mansion) 

e  Socialist Core Values of China 

(e.g., filial piety and diligence)         

CCP1   Culture related to survey culture 

a. history 

(e.g., the origin of Thanksgiving Day) 

b. geography 

c. pop culture  

(e.g., hippie culture) 

Culture related to societal conventions 
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a. punctuality  

b. Festivals  

(e.g., celebration activities of Halloween and Thanksgiving Day) 

c. Ways of mourning the deceased 

(e.g., American and Chinese ways of mourning the deceased)         

Cultural ways of perceiving 

a. Collectivism vs. individualism 

b. American and Chinese ways of child rearing 

(e.g., free-range parenting vs. highly supervised parenting) 

        c.  socialist core values of China 

CCP2   Culture related to national survey 

a. history 

(e.g., the origin of Thanksgiving Day)  

Culture related to language (use) 

a. cultural connotation behind English words and expressions 

(e.g., no rest for the wicked) 

b. Communicative conventions  

(e.g., taboos; direct vs. indirect ways of expressions) 

Culture related to societal conventions 

a. punctuality  

b. appointment making 

c. social distance keeping 

d. food cultures  

(e.g., Dutch eat cold foods vs. Chinese eat hot foods; Chinese southern 

food culture vs. northern food culture) 

e.  dressing codes 

f.  Festivals  

(e.g., celebration activities of Thanksgiving Day, Christmas, and 

Halloween)         

Cultural ways of perceiving 

a. Confucius idea of “harmony is the most precious” 

CDP1   Culture related to national survey 

a. history 

(e.g., the origin of Thanksgiving Day) 

               b.  cultural artefacts  

(e.g., tea culture, silk culture, embroidery culture) 

               c.  architecture  

Culture related to language (use) 

a. cultural meaning and origin of English words and expressions 

(e.g., yahoo, Frankenstein, waterloo, and Water gate) 

b. communicative convention 

(e.g., courtesy expressions; body language) 

Culture related to societal conventions 

c. Behavioral etiquette  
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(e.g., offering seats to disadvantaged groups on transportation; lady first) 

e.  dressing code 

f.  Festivals  

(e.g., celebration activities of Thanksgiving Day, Christmas and 

Halloween)         

Cultural ways of perceiving 

a. Western and Chinese views on aging  

b. different views on housewives and househusbands 

c. socialist core values of China 

CDP2   Culture related to national survey 

a. history 

(e.g., the history of civil rights movement in America) 

Culture related to language (use) 

a. cultural connotation behind English words and expressions 

(e.g., no rest for the wicked) 

b. communicative convention 

c. (e.g., body language; courtesy expression; taboos; directness vs. 

indirectness) 

Culture related to societal conventions 

a. Public behavior 

(e.g., Lady first vs leader first) 

b. dressing code 

b.  Festivals  

(e.g., Thanksgiving Day, Christmas and Black Friday)        

Cultural ways of perceiving 

a. Western and Chinese views on death and graveyard  

b. Confucius idea of “harmony is the most precious” vs “argue for it” 

culture 

c. Varied views on the 911 event 

d. Perspectives reflected by cultural representation 

CEP1      Culture related to national survey 

a. history 

(e.g., the origin of Thanksgiving; the history of Napoleon’s and Hilter’s 

war again Soviet Union) 

Culture related to language (use) 

a. Communicative convention 

(e.g., Culturally appropriate interview language in English; culturally 

appropriate sales speech in English) 

Culture related to societal conventions 

a. Afternoon tea  

b. Gift giving 

c. Food culture 

a. Festivals  

(e.g., celebration activities of Thanksgiving Day, Christmas and Black 
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Friday) 

Cultural ways of perceiving 

a. Confucius idea of “harmony is the most precious” vs “argue for it” 

culture 

b. Socialist core values of China 

CFP1      Culture related to national survey 

a. Geography 

b. Educational system of American and UK 

c. Symbols of Donkey and Elephant for American political parties 

Cultural related to language (use) 

a. Cultural connotation behind English words and expressions 

(e.g., no rest for the wicked) 

                b.  Communicative convention 

Culture related to societal conventions 

a. Festivals  

(e.g., celebration activities of Thanksgiving and Christmas) 

Cultural ways of perceiving 

a. socialist core values 

b. BBC perspectives 

CFP2      Cultural related to language (use) 

a.  Communicative conventions 

(e.g., linguistic strategy to avoid being rude when refusing someone or 

disagreeing with someone) 

Culture related to societal conventions 

a. Festivals  

(e.g., celebration activities of Thanksgiving, Christmas and Black 

Friday) 

 b.  Behavioral etiquette in public 

   (e.g., volume of talking in public)  

Cultural ways of perceiving 

a. National characters reflected in foods 

(e.g., Chinese pie and Western pizza) 

b. socialist core values 

CFP3      Culture related to national survey 

a. history 

(e.g., the origin of Thanksgiving; civil rights movements; Feminist 

movement and pastoral feminism) 

                b.  political system 

                      (e.g., American presidential election and the battle between Donkey and 

Elephant) 

Culture related to language (use) 

a. Communicative conventions 

(e.g., directness vs. indirectness; taboos) 

b.  cultural connotation behind English words and expressions 
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                     (e.g., no rest for the wicked) 

Culture related in societal conventions 

a. Social distance keeping 

b. Punctuality 

c. Festivals  

(e.g., celebration activities of Thanksgiving Day, Christmas, and Black 

Friday) 

Cultural ways of perceiving 

a.  Socialist core values of China 

a. Perspectives reflected by cultural ways of representation 

(e.g., biased portrait of the image of China on Atlantic Monthly) 
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Appendix IX Video Contents for Episode 6.1   

Video Title: What is Thanksgiving 

Source: https://www.bilibili.com/video/BV1fh411f7ma 

  

  

  

  

  

 

https://www.bilibili.com/video/BV1fh411f7ma



