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ABSTRACT 

 In recent times, multiculturalism is a much discussed phenomenon in political and 

educational arenas consequent upon globalization.  Multicultural education is an idea in 

education that enables all learners, regardless of their gender, ethnicity, race, culture, social class, 

religion, or exceptionality, to have an equal opportunity to learn at school.  By including the 

multicultural perspective into the practice of ELT, the learners will acquire attitudes, knowledge, 

and skills needed to successfully function within their own micro-culture, mainstream culture, 

and the global community. 

 The focus of culture in ELT has traditionally been on the target culture of English 

speaking countries.  However, the new status of English as an international language (EIL) has 

led to significant changes in the practice of teaching and learning culture in ELT.  Rather than 

relying on the paradigm of native speaker competence and target culture, the culture teaching in 

ELT now, aims at cultural diversity to develop learners as intercultural speakers in a globalised 

context. 

 This paper attempts to make a critical examination of the implications of multiculturalism 

and its relevance to ELT. 

*** 

Multicultural education is an idea in education that enables all learners regardless of their 

gender, ethnicity, race, culture, social class, religion, or exceptionality, to have an equal 

opportunity to learn at school. The concept of ‘cultural awareness’—understanding of different 

cultures—has been emphasized as an essential part of English learning and teaching. Every 

teacher believes that learning a second language necessarily accompanies understanding a 
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different culture. It is generally agreed that language cannot be separated from culture. According 

to Rajend Mesthrie, Joan Swann, Ana Deumer and William L. Leap, culture can be defined as in 

the technical, sociological and anthropological sense. The culture of a society refers to ‘the way 

of life of its members; the collection of ideas and habits which they learn, share and transmit 

from generation to generation’. Culture in this sense is a ‘design for living’, which defines 

appropriate or acceptable ways and forms of behavior within particular societies (Mesthri, 

Swann, Denmer & Leap, 2009:28), while language can be considered as a cultural activity and, 

at the same time, an instrument for organizing other cultural domains (Sharigan & GB Palmer, 

2007:1). 
It is generally agreed so far that the practice of teaching English will not be effective 

without discussing its culture. Most educators agree that teaching the language will be 

impossible without teaching the culture. Every sentence, expression, and word needs to be put in 

the context of culture of the language. In other words we may say that an English teacher could 

act as a cultural agent as well. Teachers need to consider the fact that their students come from 

different cultural backgrounds, have different levels of proficiency, speak their own first 

language, and also may have different social and economic backgrounds. Therefore, they need to 

have a critical analysis of the materials as well as the learning resources to be given to the 

students in terms of western cultural content. Unfortunately, some or even most English teachers 

do not have such awareness and sensitivity regarding issues of cultural content in English 

language teaching practice. 

Educators need to have awareness and sensitivity regarding issues of cultural diversity 

between English and the local languages. One of the best solutions to overcome this may be by 

improving the educators' interest in incorporating multicultural approaches into educational 

settings. The multicultural education may be an alternative way of improving the cultural 

awareness (Tanaka (2006:37) in the practice of English language teaching. Sinagatullin defines 

multicultural education as an idea stating that all students, regardless of their gender, ethnicity, 

race, culture, social class, religion, or exceptionality, should have an equal opportunity to learn at 

school (2003: 83). He also states that one of the major goals of multicultural education is to help 

students acquire attitudes, knowledge, and skills needed to successfully function within their own 
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micro culture, mainstream culture, and the global community (Sinagatullin 2003:114). 

This definition indicates the main concept of multicultural education – that the need for 

multicultural education may not only be conventionally associated with societies containing 

ethnic, racial, and linguistic diversity, but also with differences in ability, social class, gender, 

religion, or residence (rural versus urban). Grant and Lei (2001: 10-11) provide three reasons 

why culture matters in education. They mention that in the theoretical conceptions of 

intercultural education, “culture” is mentioned as relevant at one or more of the following 

different levels: 

 The cultural and social backgrounds of students, teachers, and parents should be taken 

into account in order to understand their attitudes, actions, and learning problems as well 

as personal and social needs. 

 

 The international and multicultural character of society as a consequence of migration 

and other phenomena related to globalization should be included as topics in order to 

change the cultural contents of the curricula.  

 

 The cultural contents of education should be revised altogether in the name of a 

universalist idea of education, free from any form of ethnocentrism, so the contents 

include different perspectives on  pluralism and relativism. 

Concerning the notion of culture within the intercultural education, they suggest four 

main elements for an education respectful of sociocultural and linguistic diversity (Grant and 

Lei, 2001: 13). Those are: i) Subjective and objective support of the identity of socio-cultural and 

linguistic minority students; ii) Constructing curriculum contents implying and reflecting the 

positive value of the plurality of cultures and languages; iii) Building communicative, action-

oriented skills; iv) Accepting socio-cultural diversity and the plurality of ideas as a challenge for 

democracy. 

One of the definitions of multicultural education mentioned by Banks and Banks (2001) 

in the Handbook of Research on Multicultural Education is that: 
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Multicultural education is a field of study designed to increase educational equity 

for all students that incorporates, for this purpose, content, concepts, principles, 

theories, and paradigms from history, the social and behavioral sciences, and 

particularly from ethnic studies and women’s studies. 

 

The dimensions of multicultural education, developed by Banks and Banks described in the 

Handbook, provide the conceptual framework for the multicultural education involving a variety 

of dimensions. They are: content integration, the knowledge construction process, prejudice 

reduction, an equity pedagogy, and an empowering school culture and social structure. To 

implement multicultural education effectively, teachers and administrators must attend to each of 

the five dimensions of multicultural education. They should use content from diverse groups 

when teaching concepts and skills, help students to understand how knowledge in the various 

disciplines is constructed, help students to develop positive intergroup attitudes and behaviors, 

and modify their teaching strategies so that students from different racial, cultural, linguistic, and 

social-class groups will experience equal educational opportunities. The total environment and 

culture of the school must also be transformed so that students from diverse groups will 

experience equal status in the culture and life of the school. Although the five dimensions of 

multicultural education are highly interrelated, each requires deliberate attention and focus. 

The multicultural education perspective also requires better quality of human resources to 

conduct the teaching and learning processes, namely the educators, particularly language 

teachers. This particular perspective on education requires teachers who are multiculturally 

competent in the corresponding subject area. Multicultural competency includes, but is not 

limited to, competency in culture and related issues and socio-historical, socio-geographical, 

sociological, and technological competency. A teacher competent in culture studies is expected 

to know that cultural peculiarities of some minority students often prevent them from 

progressing equally with the mainstream part of the group, so that they are considered slow 

learners or even mentally retarded in this social system; whereas in other social systems – for 

example, in home and ethnic community environments – these children may be considered 

normal or even gifted. Sociohistorical competency requires that the social studies teacher know 
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about different ethnic and cultural groups their historical developments and historical heritages, 

their indigenous customs and habits, folk pedagogy heritages, and modes of interethnic 

interaction. The teacher’s multicultural competency may also include at least three components: 

attitudes, knowledge, and skills. 

Since there is an intertwined relationship between language and culture, cultural 

components have been incorporated into language skills in foreign/second language education. In 

ELT, cultural content has been subsumed under language teaching so that learners would use the 

English language competently and have in-depth understanding of cultures embedded in that 

language. As the concept of native speaker (NS) competence is used to prescribe all aspects of 

ELT, culture teaching was correspondingly constructed on the paradigm of target culture 

associated with the language being learnt. In accordance with that model, English as Foreign 

/Second Language (EFL/ESL) learners were provided with knowledge about geographical and 

historical facts, life and social institutions of English speaking countries, mainly Great Britain 

and the United States. Nevertheless, the emergence of English as International Language (EIL) 

or English as lingua franca has challenged the ELT pedagogy because English is used by more 

nonnative English speakers (NNS) in the expanding circle than native speakers in the inner circle 

(Jenkins, 2012; McKay, 2010). The NS norms that previously determined the ELT pedagogy in 

general and culture teaching in particular are considered inappropriate with the English use in 

multilingual and multicultural contexts (Kramsch, 2008). Therefore, culture teaching must be in 

line with the new goal of ELT which trains learners not to become NSs, but “to use this language 

as a tool for interaction among many other languages and cultures” (Soler & Jorda, 2007: 1). 

In response to the new status of the English language, culture teaching and learning in 

ELT has also been subject to change. Soler and Jorda (2007: 1) describe English learners as 

intercultural speakers “with knowledge of one or more cultures and social identities, and who 

enjoy discovering and maintaining relationships with people from other cultural backgrounds, 

although s/he has not been formally trained for that purpose”.  

Professor Holliday argued that the English language can foster intercultural 

communication among the children from diverse cultural as well as linguistic backgrounds. 
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Focusing on the importance of children’s prior knowledge, he reiterated that teachers of English 

should capitalize on multicultural experiences that children bring into the classroom while 

teaching English. He also made a significant point that teaching of English should be contextual 

and we need to educate children about the nature of English in relation to society. This clearly 

indicates that to address the expectations and experiences of children from diverse cultural 

backgrounds, teachers’ role as a passive-technician is not enough, rather they have to be a 

transformative intellectual. Teachers should understand that classroom is socially constructed 

and historically situated and they should create such an environment where students from various 

backgrounds can get opportunities to utilise their prior knowledge. In general, English teachers 

are not simply in-charges of classroom but also agents for social change. They can also 

contribute to the fostering of democracy and critical thinking skill by creative inclusive learning 

environment where students can exercise their values, assumptions and identities shaped by 

local, national and global socio-cultural settings and expectations. 

In a study by Nguyen Due Chinh (2013),  the Vietnamese learners thought  that it is 

crucial for diverse cultures to be addressed in the ELT practice. From their perspective, multiple 

cultures are windows “to look beyond our own culture and identity” even though specific reasons 

for support vary from individual to individual. Byram (2008: 68) speaks of the need, “to see how 

different cultures relate to each other – in terms of similarities and differences – and to act as 

mediator between them, or more precisely between people socialized into them”. It is easy to 

understand their desire to learn varied cultural content because culture was often ignored by most 

teachers in English classes during their school time. This phenomenon is still common because 

both teachers and learners think that it is more practical and important to focus on language skills 

and grammar:  

Despite the neglect of cultural components in many English classes, some teachers are 

aware of culture as an integral part in foreign language teaching, so they make attempts to 

accommodate cultural elements with language skills. However, they still adhere to the model of 

NS competence. 
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In many ESL/EFL contexts culture was not favoured in the ELT practice at secondary 

and tertiary education. However, the emergence of EIL and the spread of globalisation help them 

find it necessary to study different cultural contexts. In ESL the scope of diverse cultures is 

extended to countries of the expanding circle rather than the target countries in the inner circle; 

for example, India, Singapore and Hong Kong are using both English and an official language at 

the same time. Teaching and learning the cultures of these countries is essential.  

On the one hand, teaching native culture will be an advantage because teachers and 

learners would find themselves familiar with things said in the texts. On the other hand, some 

believe that teaching home culture does not motivate learners because they already know every 

detail of the sociocultural content about their own country. While expecting to explore something 

new and meet their interests and curiosity, learners may feel fed up with this kind of practice in 

classroom. 

The limited amount of class time allocated to English, usually three periods (45 minutes 

each) per week, is another obstacle to teaching cultures effectively; hence, teachers often give 

priority for language skills and ignore cultural content. However, a more serious problem is 

teachers’ lack of diverse experience and in-depth knowledge of cultures to raise learners’ 

interests: This constraint also happens in other ELT contexts of Europe and America; as Sercu 

(2005:162) states, “teachers tend to take little account of their pupils’ abilities, needs and 

interests, and adopt teacher-centred approaches to culture teaching”. Some are keen on teaching 

cultures, but are not given much autonomy in adapting the materials and curriculum. 

Diverse cultures should be taught in varied approaches rather than traditional methods 

that many teachers are currently using in the ELT practice. The teachers’ role is, therefore, 

addressed as inspiring their students, using any technique possible, and the textbook is only one 

of many resources to draw on. It is necessary that lessons of cultures should be interactive rather 

than a “fixed formula” taken by most teachers; that is, a reading passage followed by simple 

practice activities.  
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Students should be encouraged to discuss and exchange ideas with their classmates and 

teacher. Ideologically, English learners recognize that the objective of second/foreign language 

learning is not only acquiring the language skills, but also familiarising them with “a new pattern 

of thinking”. They also need to be involved in debate, discussion, critical reading and writing, 

media and text analysis. 

To help teachers have such a role, innovation should begin in teacher education (both 

pre-service and in-service) by addressing issues such as including EIL, diverse cultures, 

intercultural competence, and interculturality (Dogancay-Aktuna, 2005).  Secondly, to raise 

students’ interests and motivation in culture learning, material development should not be 

overlooked. Despite strong resistance from researchers and language educators concerning the 

dominance of target cultures and stereotypical representation of Asian and African cultures in 

English textbooks used in many ELT contexts (Yuen, 2011), many teachers and learners prefer 

these sources because there are a variety of communicative activities, interactive orientations, 

and high quality of images and illustrations. If cultural diversity including local culture is 

actually added to ELT materials, it is necessary to include emotional, critical and reflective 

elements instead of informative and factual presentation. 

Students or learners may have a new perspective towards their own culture. Therefore, 

the multicultural approach in the practice of English language teaching will be crucial as one 

alternative way in maintaining our own culture. Teachers need to make sure that this lesson will 

not lead to the belief that the new culture is better than one’s own culture. They need to be more 

careful in explaining materials containing cultural content in order to not make their students 

have a new semantic frame of their own culture. Teachers also need to, wherever possible, 

promote the local content to the students by integrating the local cultural aspects or local wisdom 

during their teaching and learning process. This will be important in maintaining the students’ 

understanding towards their own culture.  

 

Finally by applying this multicultural perspective in the practice of English Language 

Teaching, the learners will hopefully acquire attitudes, knowledge, and skills                                 
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needed to successfully function within their own micro-culture, mainstream culture, and the 

global community. 

 

References 

Aguilar, M. J. C. (2007). Dealing with intercultural communicative competence in the foreign 
language classroom. In E. A. Soler, & M. P. S. Jorda (Eds.), Intercultural Language Use 
and Language Learning. Dordrecht: Springer, pp. 59-78. 

 
Baker, W. (2012). From cultural awareness to intercultural awareness: Culture in ELT. ELT 

Journal, 66(1), 62-70. Retrieved from http://eltj.oxfordjournals.org/content/66/1/62.abstract 
 
Banks, J.A. & C.A.M. Banks (eds.). (2001). Handbook of Research on Multicultural Education. 

San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
 
Byram, M. (2008). From foreign language education to education for intercultural citizenship. 

Clevedon: Multilingual Matters. 
 
Byram, M. (2012). Language awareness and (critical) cultural awareness – relationships, 

comparisons and contrasts. Language Awareness, 21(1-2), 5-13.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09658416.2011.639887 

 
 
Carl A. Grant, Carl A. and Joy L. Lei (eds). (2001). Global Constructions Of Multicultural 

Education: Theories And Realities. New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc. 
 
Corbett, J. (2003). An intercultural approach to English language teaching. Clevedon: 

Multilingual Matters. 
 
Dogancay-Aktuna, S. (2005). Intercultural communication in English language teacher 

education. ELT Journal, 59(2), 99-107. 
http://eltj.oxfordjournals.org/content/59/2/99.abstract 

Guilherme, M. (2002). Critical citizens for an intercultural world. Clevedon: Multilingual 
Matters. 

 
Jenkins, J. (2012). English as a Lingua Franca from the classroom to the classroom. ELT 

Journal, 66(4), 486-494. Retrieved from 
http://eltj.oxfordjournals.org/content/66/4/486.abstract 

 
Kramsch, C. (2008). The multilingual subject. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 



 

              Scholar Critic                                            ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                                                                         

                    Vol-03, Issue-01, April 2016                                               ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 
 
 

10 
 

McKay, S. L. (2010). English as international language. In N. H. Horberger, & S. L. Mackay 
(Eds.), Sociolinguistics and Language Education. Bristol: Multilingual Matters. 

 
Mesthrie, Rajend, Joan Swann, Ana Deumer, and William L. Leap. (2009).  Introducing 

Sociolinguistics. Edinburgh:  Edinburg University Press.  
 

Nguyen Due Chinh. 2013. “Cultural Diversity in English Language Teaching: Leaners’ Voices”. 
English Language Teaching 6(4), 1 – 7,. ISSN: 1916-4742 E-ISSN: 1916-4750. 
(Canadian Center of Science and Education). 

Nieto, S. (2002). Language, Culture and Teaching: Critical Perspectives for a New Century. 
Hillsdale, NJ: Laurence Earlbaum Associates.  

 
Norton, B., & Toohey, K. (2011). Identity, language learning, and social change. Language 

Teaching, 44(04), 412-446. http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0261444811000309 
 
Risager, K. (2008). Language and Culture Pedagogy. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters. 
 
Sercu, L. (2005). Foreign language teachers and intercultural competence: An international 

investigation. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters. 
 
Sharifian, Farzad and Gary B. Palmer. (2007). Applied Cultural Linguistics Implications for 

Second Language Learning and Intercultural Communication. Amsterdam & Philadelphia: 
John Benjamins Publishing Company. 

 
Sinagatullin, Ilghiz M. (2003). Constructing Multicultural Education in A Diverse Society. 

London: The Scarecrow Press, Inc. 
 
Soler, E. A., & Jorda, M. P. S. (2007). Introduction. In E. A. Soler, & M. P. S. Jorda (Eds.). 

Intercultural Language Use and Language Learning. Dordrecht: Springer, pp. 1-6. 
 
Tanaka, Shinegori. (2006). “English and Multiculturalism—From the Language User’s 

Perspective “, in RELC Journal (37).  
 
Young, T. J., & Sachdev, I. (2011). Intercultural communicative competence: Exploring English 

language teachers’ beliefs and practices. Language Awareness, 20(2), 81-98. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09658416.2010.540328 

 
Yuen, K.-M. (2011). The representation of foreign cultures in English textbooks. ELT Journal, 

65(4), 458-466. Retrieved from http://eltj.oxfordjournals.org/content/65/4/458.abstract 
 


