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This paper attempts to explore various strategies such as the role of L1 knowledge, 
contextualizing technique and concordances through which vocabulary can be taught in 
English as a Second Language context. The possibilities of extending this strategy 
training to homogeneous teacher education context will be explored. It also argues that 
apart from developing language skills socio-cultural competence should be integrated in 
all ESL practice. Such inclusion would foster a broad cross-cultural awareness and 
understanding in addition to encouraging tolerance for other cultures. First, I explain 
general concepts of pragmatics, culture and need to raise awareness about pragmatic and 
cultural aspects in language teaching. Second, I identify and present an inventory of 
‘culture in the everyday life of the native speaker. Third, based on the inventory, I devise 
cross cultural activities which will include vocabulary to develop pragmatic and socio-
cultural competence. 

 

Definition of Pragmatics 

“Pragmatics can be usefully defined as the study of how utterances have meanings in situations.” 

(Leech 1).Pragmatics is a subfield of linguistics developed in the late 1970’s pragmatics studies 

how people comprehend and produce a communicative act while speaking which is usually a 

conversation. It distinguishes two intents or meanings in each utterance. One intent is utterance 

meaning and the other one is speakers meaning. (Leech 8). The ability to comprehend and 

produce a communicative act is referred to as pragmatic competence which is often includes 

one’s knowledge about the social distance, social status between two the speakers which also 

includes the cultural knowledge such as politeness and implicit and explicit knowledge of 

linguistics. (Kasper 6). 

According to Linguistic knowledge or choices will be guided by cross cultural norms. For 

example for a second language learner linguistic or pragmatic expressions and their 

interpretations (reactions to the expressions) may have different meaning in native language and 
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second language. These differences are referred as cross-cultural or cross linguistic difficulties. 

The most typical assumption by second language learners is that they can just transfer 

vocabulary and grammar and understand language functions from their native language to the 

target language. This assumption often causes difficulties in L2 communication. Although what 

learner says may be grammatically correct, it may not be acceptable pragmatically.  

As it is stated appropriateness of a speech act is measured against the social norms. The norms 

may vary somewhat within a given of society, but they are generally recognized within the 

society as a whole. However, the same speech act in one society’s cultural may not be considered 

appropriate in another’s what are the possible repercussions of a learner saying that would be 

viewed as inappropriate in another culture and society? If repeated many times, the learner 

would probably be viewed negatively by the native speakers in that culture and society. For this 

reason, the learner should be made aware of possible cross-linguistic problems. Sometimes the 

same speech act in one language elicits a completely different response than that which would be 

expected in another language, illustrating cross cultural differences. 

In such classroom situations it is suggested to use strategies which will make the learners to 

aware of the cross cultural and linguistic differences between native and foreign language and for 

making the teaching and learning process effective certain strategies will be useful for comparing 

and contrasting the learners’ own language habits. For example, contextualizing technique may 

be used to encourage the learner find out similarities and differences between their own language 

and cultural context and L2 cultural context. To extend the contextual knowledge of a particular 

expression or word learners may be provided concordances which will have more contextual 

clues.Frankenberg 2012 suggest that “When learner already know the meaning of a word and 

simply need to check how it is used in different contexts then it is suggested to use judiciously 

selected corpus examplesthat will be more helpful to the learners to know the contextual 

meaning of the expressions or words.”(287). 
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Hence, there is a need to develop materials and methods which will include the above stated 

strategies and learners’ cultural and linguistic knowledge that helps the learners to make 

effective communication.  

In the past language experts believed that all the natural human languages are identical and one 

could say the same thing in two different languages by accurately translating the vocabulary and 

grammar. Today perceptions of languages have been changed radically. Research in 

anthropology, ethnography, socio-linguistic and cultural linguistics in particular convincingly 

point out that language and its socio-cultural contexts are not distinct categories to be addressed 

separately. Benjamin Lee Whoorfstudied the language of the Hopi people and it revealed 

interesting discoveries. For example, Hopi language had more words referring to snow than the 

English language because the areas where the Hopi lived were very cold. Whorf also learnt that 

the Hopi did not know how to count time like one o’ clock or two o’ clock because for them time 

was one continues event that couldn’t be broken into units. There were no words to distinguish 

seasons like summer, autumn and winter as they experience only one season, winter- and the 

language had no past or future tenses. Observations such as the above ones prompted Whorf to 

draw conclusions that revolutionised the way people thought about language and culture. (BBC 

2) 

Influenced by Whorf’s linguistic theory, Rebecca Fong saysthat “Languages are different and 

not just in the way they sound, or the words they use. The customs of a language, its grammar, 

the words themselves, are a product of the way the people of a culture experience the world and 

we do not all experience the world in the same way.”(BBC 5). Rebecca statement meant to be 

that accurately translating words from one language to another may not be enough to understand 

the underlying meaning words in a particular culture context. 

Expanding the Whorf’s observations, David Crystal says that there really ought to be a word 

‘languaculture’ because language and culture are fundamentally tied together.(BBC 

1)Langackerdescribes language as “An essential instrument and component of culture, whose 

reflection in linguistic structure and use is all pervasive and quiet significant.”(16) He suggests 
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that language and culture are two sides of a coin; inseparably intertwined to the extent that one 

cannot be understand without the other. He indirectly says that the structure the structure of 

language is itself not devoid of cultural context.  

A new paradigm of conceptualising language views language as not just as a tool to help people 

from the same culture to communicate effectively but also as a window to the way people from 

that culture are able to see the world. In a language teaching-learning situation in general and 

teaching English as a second language (ESL) or as a foreign language (EFL) in particular, the 

culturally embedded view of language as expressed by Whorf, Crystal, Langacker and Rebecca 

is significant because it suggest that language is entrenched in cultural contexts. When language 

and culture are closely related, how can a language to be taught in the absence of its culture? 

Thus, teaching English for ESL or EFL learners should not be limited to equipping learners with 

lexical, grammatical competencies alone. Alongside these abilities, cultural competence should 

also be developed for an appropriate use of language. That is why there is a need to find ways 

and means to offer a sense of the cultural context in language learning situations.   

 

Definition of culture  

The term ‘culture’ is a complex term filled with numerous connotations. Kalpan  says that “We 

do not have good definitions for either culture or language; because we are enmeshed in both, it 

is hard to get outside them enough to try to define them.”(95).The difficulty is caused by the fact 

that certain manifestations of culture are visible and explicit, whilst others are implicit. Harris 

sees this through an analogy of an iceberg saying lifestyles. Food, music, artefacts, architecture, 

forms of discourse, routine, leisure activities and so on are explicit or visible forms of culture 

and attitudes, norms, values, customs, basic assumptions and beliefs are implicit or deep 

structures of culture.  

An inclusive and comprehensive definition suggests that culture consists of ideas, values and 

assumptions about life widely shared among people and guides behaviour and language of the 
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people who are a part of that culture. A practical way of looking at culture is to say that “culture 

is the sum total of the way of life of people.” 

Against the backdrop of this argument on the nature of language, as language teachers we stand 

at a vantage point from wherein we could develop the students’ broad cross-cultural awareness 

and encourage tolerance as well as acceptance of members of other cultures, while at the same 

time, as an intrinsic part of language teaching, we need to make students aware of how cultural 

elements can affect communication in a foreign language. 

Cultural competence 

Language is a social product wherein a society’s symbolic practices are conditioned by its verbal 

repertoire. English speakers cannot think and produce linguistic actions more than what their 

vocabulary permits. Similarly Indian speakers’ linguistic action is limited by the number of 

words their vernacular language has. Learning the other tongue with the help of cultural content 

is essential to avoid miscommunication. To define cultural competence we need to go back to 

communicative competence. Cultural competence is precisely “plus communicative 

competence” or “communicative competence PLUS.” The plus element is “Socio-cultural 

competence” of the language. 

As Tiradosuggests a learner to become culturally responsive needs to acquire the knowledge of 

the culture, history, traditions, values, and family systems of culturally diverse people. These in 

turn have an impact on behaviour, attitudes, values and lifestyles. (15).Hanleydefined cultural 

competency as “The ability to work effectively across cultures in a way that acknowledges and 

respects the culture of the person or organisation being served.” (10). 

Gaye says that teaching cultural competence is to take cultural knowledge, prior experiences and 

performance styles of heterogeneous group of students into account to make learning more 

effective and appropriate.(19). Such a holistic approach, an approach that integrates both the 

culture of the target language and the culture of the learners into the structural and the 

communicative aspects of language use must find its way in ESL classrooms. It is a surprise to 
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know that in India a large amount of ESL activity displays a lack of understanding of this 

phenomenon. As a result most of the ESL teaching materials, methodology, teachers and learners 

are unaware of the socio-cultural competence.  

Why teach culture in the language classroom  

Tomalin and Stempleskisays that “If we teach language without teaching culture in which the 

language should be operated then we are teaching meaningless symbols to which the student 

attaches the wrong meaning.(13).Besides, Tomalin and Stempleski(7-8) quoted in 

DimitriosTanasoulas, offer seven goals of culture instruction: 

 To help students develop an understanding of the fact that all people exhibit culturally-

conditioned behaviour.  

 To help students develop an understanding that social variables such as age, sex social 

class and place of residence influence the way in which people speak and behave.  

 To help students become aware of conventional behaviour in common situations in the 

target language.  

 To help students increase their awareness of cultural connotations of words and phrases 

in the target language. 

 To help students develop the ability to evaluate and refine generalisations about the target 

culture, in terms of supporting evidence. 

 To help students develop necessary skills to locate and organise information about the 

target culture. 

 To stimulate students’ intellectual curiosity about the target culture and to encourage 

empathy towards its people. 

Classroom activities that develops pragmatic and cultural sensitivity 

The study follows the comparative method of cultures suggested by Kramsch,Travares and 

Cavalkanti says that to devise learning activities. Kramsch says that “Putting the target culture in 

relation with one’s own.”(205). “The aim of teaching culture is to develop learners’ curiosity 
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towards the target culture and their own, helping them to make comparisons among cutures.” 

Tavares &Cavalkanti.(19).  

Everyday activities are the cultural forms/themes around which learning activities can be built in 

a comparative way. For example themes and language functions of learners’ can be compared 

and contrast with the learners’ own language habits are as follows: Greetings, apologising, 

complementing, appreciation, thanking, leave taking, enquiring, narrating, describing; 

routineand many other activities.  

A sample activity 

    Stage I Class plan.  

S.No Item               Explanation  

1 

2 

3 

4  

5 

6 

7 

Skill 

Sub skill 

Cultural component 

Grammar item 

Vocabulary/formulaic expressions 

Pronunciation 

Activity 

Speaking 

Dialogue 

Complementing 

Use of adjectives 

Good dress, nice bag, look pretty, look fresh etc 

Contractions 

Pair work 

 

Stage II 

The teacher explainsthat the members of the pair are not strangers known to each other well. One 

member of the pair compliments the other saying “nice dress.” The other will have to say, ‘thank 

you.’ 

 

Stage III 
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Learners are told to check if the practice of complimenting is there at all in their culture. They 

are encouraged to list out the occasions and the language used to respond to a compliment. They 

are also encouraged to study that who in their culture is socially entitled to compliment whom 

and for what effects. When they compare the socio-cultural act of complimenting between 

English and their first language, Telugu learners’ of English find that ‘complimenting’ isa phatic 

formulaic communicative act in their culture. The comparative learning of ‘language-culture’ 

helps learners understand that complimenting is an important element of speech in English 

culture. 

In this paper I worked on the rationale that language is not atransparent medium that act as a 

disinterested tool of communication. On the other hand, I have shown that language is an 

inflected tool with cultural certainly being the most noteworthy inflection. Language curriculum 

must indispensably create place for thinking about culture. I propose that ESL teaching activities 

be activated against the backdrop of the proper cultural content in a comparative manner for a 

more inclusive inter-cultural communication.   
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