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are j/ou studying? "
" Why do you dislike English? ”
“What do you want to do in the future? ”
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No time for routimsation, boredom or burn-out, three curses of teaching.
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In the feedback at the end of the course several of my students said something like

ame course possible in Tokyo. It was not necessary to come to UK.

I went home shattered that Friday evening- the earth had moved under my feet
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Inger closes the HLT article with these words:
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How come your frame of though, and feeling is so narrow that wed He outside of

IEéhSEsIe:
sEEssEESESF5i—r
I1Sh=E-ss5&-
In my frustration, 1 pleaded with the class:

request :
■ Give me MISTAKES andcdded. lo confirm my unprecedented

‘ Was it safe?
“ Did she really mean it? 
“ And why?



Wììat would she do with mistakes? ”
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This form of in-service training is offerd to everybody, whether they like it or not. 
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Bio data

Mario Rinvolucri has worked with Pilgrims for 30 years and edits HUMANISING LANGUAGE 
TEACHING, that you can find ( for free) at www.hltmag.co.uk.
He is a frequent contributor to Tessa Woodward’s THE TEACHER TRAINER, www.tttj.co.uk 
He has a book on NLP exercises, co-written with Judy Baker, coming out with Delta Books in mid 
2004.
His most recent books are USING THE MOTHER TONGUE, written with Sheelagh Deller, and 
HUMANISING YOUR COURSEBOOK, written all on his own. Both books came out with Delta 
Books in 2002.

TEACHING CULTURE AND TEACHING LANGUAGE 
Mario Rinvolucri, www.pilgrims.co.uk

I am pretty sure that I have strong personal reasons for being very interested in matters cultural.
I say “ pretty sure” because the ideas I want to share with you have only come to the fore in my mind 
over the last 10-15 years. My father was a North Western Italian ( Piedmont, Turin) while my mother 
hailed half from Aachen in Germany and half from Liverpool. One area of permanent discord between 
these two people was negotiation of anger. My father, conforming to his own choleric Italian cultural 
norms, would flare up in blazing anger over quite small things. My mother would not know what had 
hit her, would feel extremely upset, and would retire into her sulky shell like a snail. Half an hour later 
he would want to kiss and make up but she would have none of it.
Amazingly, these two repeated this pattern over twenty five years; no cultural learning took place.
They both, basing themselves on their own societal norms, found the other’s behaviour intolerable. In 
their view, only the other needed to change their behaviour.

At this point in the talk I asked people to bring up a painful inter-cultural situation that they had 
experienced. I did not want to be left alone with my own!

I then modelled a positive, cultural learning experience. Once, in Turkey, a male colleague and I went 
to pick up a thirty five year old female colleague from her fiat I was sitting in the front of the car with 
Ahmet. As we sat waiting for her to come down, I moved to the back seat. Ahmet turned round and 
said: “ Mario, why have you moved to the back?”

“ Well, so that Bahar can sit in the front with you. She is a lady”
Long pause
“ Mm, well, she might be a little bit embarrassed.”

“ How come?”
“ In Turkey we tend to feel that the guest should have the best place. We also feel that 

an older person should have precedence over a younger person.”

It didn’t take me long to get back into that front seat. Thank you, Ahmet, for teaching me to 
behave adequately and for doing it with the gentleness and lightness of touch that is so central to 
Turkish culture.

At this point in the talk I asked people to talk to each other about a good cultural learning experience 
they have had.

Having, I hope, established the fact that cultural differences run deep and enshrine strong differences 
in belief systems, and that cultural misunderstandings can seriously affect human relationships I then 
went on to outline a thinking frame that helps to make sense of the jungle of cultural confusion.

I proposed these four basic attitudes to cultural difference:



UNIVERSALIST In this frame of mind you notice the reality of the other culture being different 
from yours, but you maintain that such differences are superficial and that deeper investigation of the 
seeming differences will reveal basic sameness.
When I watched my wife giving birth to our daughter in Greece in the 1960’s , I heard the other 
women in the ward screaming “ Panagia, then boro!” ( Holy Mary, I can’t!) while Sophie tried to read 
a book between contractions, but I was sure that the biology and the feelings of the situation were such 
that there was 1 % difference and 99% sameness. This is a clear example of the UNIVERSALIST state 
of mind.

EVOLUTIONIST UPWARDS
Within this mindset you look admiringly at the other culture, sigh and say “ If only we could somehow 
manage to do things as well as they do them.” In the area of generosity and hospitality I have this 
attititude towards people in the Arab World. I have been bowled over by the givingness, unstintingness 
and inter-personal warmth of my Arab students. I wish my own mixed Latin-English-German culture 
were less mean and bounded in the area of giving and hospitality. I feel ashamed of Northern European 
meanness. Arabs are better than us in this area.

EVOLUTIONIST DOWNWARDS
A good illustration of this attitude comes in the area of eating foreign food.

Italian Student in Edinburgh. “ these Scots cook pasta to death- has nobody told them that
pasta should be al dente?”

Chinese student: “ Breakfast after breakfast and not a grain of rice. Don’t they
have steamers?”

Japanese student: “ Heavy stuff- they never have fish.”

It might be fair to say that many teenagers, on their first trip abroad look down on foreign food.
“ My Mum cooks better”.

One of the biggest cultural transitions and adjustments most of us have to make is entering our in-law 
family. Aren’t some of our both initial and later established reactions EVOLUTIONIST 
DOWNWARDS?

RELATIVIST
In this frame of mind you are able to behave one way in culture A and differently in culture Bina 
similar situation, and the change of behaviour costs you nothing. An example: when I am paying for 
something in Italy I lay down the money on the surface between me and the recipient; when I am in 
UK , I put the money into the person’s hand. I feel equally at ease in both situations.
A second example: in Germany I happily pay for my own drinks in a pub, while in UK I am happy to 
stand the people I with a round of drinks.

The above four positions carry no moral connotations- in anthropological thinking they are merely 
descriptive of four different attitudinal realities. A pacifist may have an EVOLUTIONIST 
DOWNWARDS attitude towards people who voluntarily join the SAS commandos. We are not 
judging either group, we are describing an attitude.

You may experience all four states of mind within half an hour, and we have all experienced each at 
different times. Nobody is purely one or the other.

If you wish to use this thinking framework, you may want to pause and think of times when you 
personally have experienced each feelings/ state of mind.

Culture is linked to language, and I find it hard to thinking of learning a language without also wanting 
to plunge myself into the culture to which it is vehicular . This is very clear if I am learning a Papua-



New,Guinean language, Sephardic Spanish or Maltese. It is less clear if I am learning an international 
language like Spanish or English, which are vehicular to many diverse cultures.

If you have cultural experiences or cultural thinking you would like to share, the Scottish Tesol 
Newsletter may want to ofifjpp what you write a home. The web zine which I ecjit, HUMANISING 
LANGUAGE TEACHING, www.hltmag.co,uk would ceflaifily welcome suçji contributions.



Relating to Language
The Joy of Speaking and Writing the T.L.

Mario Rinvolucri, Pilgrims, UK
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Teachers of "minority languages".

their belief 
their skill
their preferred behaviour.

To be invited to do training work with "minority language" teachers 
is perhaps the greatest honour and joy I know as a trainer.

Teachers of English who are natives of the students' MT * 
command of the TL. ’ and who have a good



long. They are often 
still have have three 
language Everest.

very modest about their language skills and let you feel that thev 
more base camps to reach on their way to the summit of their

These teachers are a gift and a privilege for a trainer to work with.
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These teachers fall into at least three categories:
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Korean teachers were highly motivated to climb the Everest of English- in their 
belief system it was clearly a right thing to do. But not all of them were bom 

s^guage learners and for some there was a fierce problem at the level of linguistic

children they teach. They hate the thought ofbeing a faulty language model.

Teachers who are not natives of their students' MT but who are natives of the
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Modern Language Teachers working in countries where there 
aversion to learning any foreign language. is socio-linguistic
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