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THE CULTURAL AND HISTORICAL ISSUES AT
FOREIGN LANGUAGE DEPARTMENTS: A
SERIES OF SMALL SERENDIPITIES'

Abstract: This paper argues that it is high time for the ongoing public debate of whether Western
Balkans’ foreign language departments should be transformed or not to be steeved in a different direction
— that on focusing on how to use the positive experiences of current teaching practices in order to improve
existing foreign language teaching processes. 1o illustrate, this paper provides examples of restructured
teaching approach practices, which are followed at the English Department of the University of Banja

Luka’s Faculty of Philology.
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Introduction

eing a teacher of a foreign language, espe-
B cially of English, involves choosing on a

daily basis between the positive outcomes
of the recent globalisation process and the ever-
growing need for indroducing specifically tar-
geted aims for individual learners. Therefore, the
role of a teacher working with non-native speak-
ers within the tertiary sector of education is un-
der constant scrutiny of the native-speaker teach-
ing community. The need for the actual transfer
of positive teaching results at home departments
sometimes can be understood too literally. The
good tradition of existence of parallel modern
languages versus linguistic departments has re-
sulted in foreign language teachers who present
excellent role models for teaching practices, but
cannot respond to the problems faced by both
students and teaching staff in relation to teaching
at a tertiary level.

Modern languages, linguistics, literature —

one or three departments?

' This paper was presented under the title Proactive Syn-

ergy Incorporation at the conference New Approaches ro
Foreign Language Didactics, which was held at the Uni-
versity for Foreigners (Universita per Stranieri di Peru-

gia) in Perugia (Italy) in 2013.

The unnecessary and unnatural exclusion
of the teaching of cultural issues from linguistic
and literary courses was viewed by many as out of
date, but rarely challenged publicly. The insis-
tence on teaching ‘purely’ grammatical problems
within linguistic courses, especially at the univer-
sity level, seems inappropriate, if not utterly fu-
tile. Language cannot be taught without all the
cultural nuances, which are exhibited in every
sentence spoken and uttered. Therefore, this pa-
per focuses on proving that in foreign language
didactics the issues of language, literature and
culture are so finely and inextricably interwoven
that it is time to stop separating them and to em-
brace this ‘old’ synergy with a proactive attitude
and with new enthusiasm. The days of labelling
things as linguistic, literary or cultural are long
gone. The full merger of this tripartite division in
foreign language classes means providing stu-
dents with opportunities to get involved in real-
life situations of language use, thus enhancing
the acquisition process in general.

In trying to cast some light on problems ad-
dressed on a daily basis, let us first discuss the un-
derlying basis of foreign language programmes in
general. When talking about teaching and learn-
ing of languages, Halliday (1987) proposes that

if language learning is to be discussed at all, one
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has to bear in mind its three-part structure:
learning language, learning through language
and learning about language. A quick glance at
some of the foreign language programmes in the
Western Balkans shows that usually some addi-
tional focus is given only to one of these issues. In
some unofficial small talk, I have heard proposals
which left me flabbergasted: our students have
poor language skills, let us do something about it
— let us rid ourselves of all the literature classes
whatsoever and increase the number of language
classes. It hurt even more to hear this because the
persons involved had actually been fellow-lin-
guists. The plain fact that through literature
classes our students acquire not only the target-
language culture, but also linguistic structures
has somechow escaped the ever-so-scrutinous
mind of the proposal maker. Slobin (1992: 6)
emphasises the fact ‘[...] that language acquisi-
tion ALWAYS takes place in cultural and inter-
personal contexts.

Still, one must take into consideration the
argument that is always presented in such cases:
linguistics is separated from modern languages in
most of the Western universities. Moreover, there
is a more than plausible chance that if you enter,
for example, English departments in the UK and
the USA, you will actually study literature. Of
course, there is nothing controversial in using
such an approach in countries where English is
spoken as the first language. The positive history
of foreign language teaching, at least in the area
where I live, presents a basis that should not be
changed just because someone thinks it neces-
sary. Changes are definitely needed; and they are
welcome too. However, the question one has to
ask oneself is this: Must changes be radical? My
answer: Hopefully, not. One can change things
by introducing radical measures, but there is no
need to do so here. All experiences so far have
shown that the concept of putting together lin-
guistics, the literature and culture of the target
language into something that is called the foreign
language curriculum, works perfectly. There is no
need to change the ingredients; some adjustment
in the measurement of specifics, i.c. course ele-
ments, would do the trick, bearing in mind that
such adjustments must always be made in accor-

dance with students’ needs and the needs of the
market these students are going to work in.

What about culture?!

Contemporary didactic and methodologi-
cal researchers and authors take it for granted
that culture must be taught in foreign language
classes. One can find some extreme examples, like
Damen, who claims that culture is ‘the fifth di-
mension’ of language teaching, in addition to the
other four language skills. (Hall and Hewings
2001: 186) Even though he uses the term dimen-
sion, he still treats culture as a skill. One cannot
but wonder about the amount of importance
cultural issues will be dealt with if addressed in
such a way. The main concern, which immedi-
ately arises from such an approach, is the attitude
towards culture as an additional material, a sec-
ondary aid in the process of language teaching
and learning, not as a means of widening the
overall knowledge. Another problem is, of
course, the choice between a culture and cul-
tures, which inevitably every course developer
has to face.

Other authors embark on a further voyage
of setting goals and aims when involvement of
culture in classes is concerned, again treating it as
a means or an apparatus used for enabling lan-
guage acquisition.

Tomalin and Stempleski (1993: 7) set a list
of goals that the teaching of culture should follow:

- help students to develop an under-
standing of the fact that all people ex-
hibit culturally conditioned behav-
iours,

- help students to develop an under-
standing that social variables such as
age, sex, social class and place of resi-
dence influence the ways in which peo-
ple speak and behave,

- help students to become more aware of
conventional behaviour in common
situations in the target culture,

- help students to increase their aware-
ness of the cultural connotations of
words and phrases in the target lan-

guage,
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- help students to develop the ability to
evaluate and refine generalisations
about the target culture, in terms of
supporting evidence,

- help students to develop the necessary
skills to locate and organise informa-
tion about the target culture,

— stimulate students’ intellectual curiosi-
ty about the target culture, and encour-
age empathy towards its people.

Again, the emphasis is on raising awareness
on the fact that certain features actually exist in
the foreign language. The introduction of raising
awareness or consciousness raising may bring
some positive effects, but it is just the tip of the
iceberg when thinking about attacking the es-
sence of the problem. Still, the key phrase here is
still raising awareness, which is learner centred,
but time consuming. To be honest, I am aware of
the fact that foreign language teaching mainly
focuses on future teachers in primary and sec-
ondary schools. Academia is left to its own de-
vices, or, at least, to the learning environment
called English for Specific Purposes, which is vast
in its variety of types and approaches towards the
problem of attacking language teaching topics
that it evidently cannot address at all - most of
the problems related especially to English de-
partments.

Methodological literature is so closely fo-
cused on prescribing and describing the entire
foreign language teaching process that it some-
how misses a valid point: a different methodolo-
gy ought to be developed for students at English
departments in countries where English is not
their native language. Communicative language
learning argues that culture and language are not
separate. Kramsh (1993: 1) claims that culture is
always in the background, right from day one,
ready to unsettle the good language learners
when they expect it least, making evident the
limitations of their hard-won communicative
competence, challenging their ability to make
sense of the world around them’ Again, it seems
completely useless to prescribe a self-evident
need. The mere transference of experiences from
Western universities is not possible, because stu-

dents in Western Balkans countries are not
obliged to spend at least a year in the country
whose language they have been studying as their
major, thus having a personal experience in the
target culture. Most of the students must be
taught cultural nuances because they do not have
opportunities to experience them personally. As
long as the present state of the studies stays as it
has been up to now, it will be necessary to pro-
vide some kind of input into culturally-charged
issues and the target-language culture itself.

The same can be applied to literature, when
considering it a part of the triad. Collie and Slat-
er (1987: 3) emphasise the importance of the
presence of literary items within language classes
and claim “literature offers a bountiful and ex-
tremely varied body of written material which is
‘important’ in the sense that it says something
about fundamental human issues and which is
enduring rather than ephemeral”. Still, one has
the feeling that everything keeps on turning
around language. Literature is used simply as yet
another provider of data, which is to be used for
purely linguistic purposes. Moreover, the insis-
tence that literature should be used as a body or a
corpus for presenting or working on linguistic is-
sues somehow calls back the old grammar-trans-
lation method from the past. Can literature be
used in some other way? Is there really a need to
assign role(s) to aspects so particular that it is
sometimes almost impossible to determine where
one stops and the other starts? I wholeheartedly
believe that the answer should be a simple NO.

The implementation of the ideas
discussed in practice

The practical side of this paper is dedicated
to presenting a small contribution in proving the
point that it is useless to envisage separation of
these three (or four) disciplines into different
studies, at least for the time being.

At the Department of English at the Uni-
versity of Banja Luka, a lot of attention is paid
from the very beginning of the learning process
to providing not only a learning-rich but also a
learning-differentiated environment. The prob-
lems freshmen usually stumble on in their first
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year, apart from the fact that all classes are held in
English, is the variety of similar topics dealt with-
in different courses. It is difficult for them to
grasp such an approach to teaching practices, the
origin probably lying in the fact that very little
attention is paid on teaching pupils and students
how to connect things from different realms of
the learning process. The reforms in the primary
and secondary education levels result in students
who expect to be told everything, who expect to
be asked only what they have been told and
taught, and whose expectations mainly consist of
jotting down the numbers of pages (hopefully
not more than thirty) for the colloquia. Even
though all of the subjects in the curriculum at the
English Department are carefully planned to fol-
low one another in a sequence that will enable
students to connect previously acquired knowl-
edge, such practices sometimes must be induced.
Let me give some examples.

Courses, such as Introduction to Anglo-
American Studies and Mediaeval English Litera-
ture are designed to cover some of the similar
cultural topics, namely English history. So, when
talking about issues in Anglo-Saxon Britain, it is
always a thrill to show students the slide illustrat-
ing one of the great kings of the time, Penda the
Pagan. By pure luck, it is always this slide we dis-
cuss the most, because they relate the name of the
king with the surname of a professor they appre-
ciate enormously. This relation to a person they
are acquainted with helps immensely with future
work. Many a times have I found myselfin a posi-
tion that after the class about Anglo-Saxon his-
tory, students finally get involved in the course. I
have been teaching this course for seven years
now, so, for the last three years, it has usually
been here that the class stops dealing with the
Anglo-Saxon  prescribed course topics and
evolves into a discussion about the need for wid-
er general education and comparison to circum-
stances in our country at the time, be it sociolog-
ical, political, cultural or historical in general.
The prompt for elicitation usually proves itself in
such an excellent way, that, if I ask students to
prepare some facts about Penda the Merciless for
the following class as their homework, it usually
proves to be one of the rare tasks that are actually

done. Unless, of course, I promise to give nega-
tive points for not bringing the homework, but
that is a whole other point which is not to be dis-
cussed here. The usual icebreaker works the other
way round as well. Being constantly asked wheth-
er they heard about certain events or topics on
literary classes, students realise that they have to
study more at home, that it will not sufhce just to
be present in classes. The joy and pride every
teacher feels when students answer that they, at
least, heard about an issue or even discuss it, is
immense. As aforementioned, due to sheer luck,
the department I work in has a teacher who
shares his surname with a historical character.
Even if that were not the case, it is always possible
to find some correlation with the perceived gen-
eral knowledge of students.

Here is another example.

When studying about Norman Britain,
quite a lot of attention was focused on explaining
the social and cultural contexts of the time, so
when students start learning about the literature
of the period, they should at least have some pic-
ture in their heads about the life at the time. As
an illustration for this posit, I will present one of
the practices used in the classroom. The students
are shown two illustrations, which present a folk
calendar used at the time (Occupation of Men
1260), where we have illustrations of what is
done at certain periods of the calendar year. As
far as customs are concerned, for example, the
student’s general conclusion is that there have
been few changes in customs, if we neglect the
obvious change in clothing fashion. The relation
to our everyday life is something that can always
be used as a starting point for either written or
spoken tasks. The two calendar pictures for ex-
ample, reminded some of the students of the cus-
toms from their own surroundings, some remem-
bered a chant from their primary school, some
discussed changes in today’s diet, etc. Such an
approach to the topic of life in Norman Britain
must introduce the question of the language spo-
ken at the time, so a class predominately aimed at
historical issues usually becomes a source for
elicitation of general knowledge about life in the
Middle Ages in general.
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The amount of prompts ‘borrowed’ from
literary classes is even bigger. Letters written by
Mary, Queen of Scots or Elizabeth I, used as cues
in discussing the position of women in Elizabe-
than England, can be used as illustrations for
comparison with previous historical periods. The
line of the position of women is drawn starting
from Boudicca, through various roles that medi-
acval women took part in, such as Chaucer’s wife
of Bath, to Eleanor of Aquitaine. After more
than half a decade of teaching this course, it still
amazes me that students wholeheartedly em-
brace the concepts, which otherwise they con-
sider rather boring or useless, if just tiny pinches
of trivia or historical data are served as side dish-
es. The means are there, at the reach of our hands.
We just have to stretch them enough. And we
have to leave our minds open to new suggestions,
listening and looking out for particular students’
needs.

The most positive outcome of such an ap-
proach is evident. The merger of approaches
through teaching of the same issues through dif-
ferent concepts enables students to have a deeper
insight into the issues discussed and finally to
start to approach the different topics interdisci-
plinarily. There are many discussions made today
on the necessity for an overall approach towards
what is known as practical outcomes of the teach-
ing practices in the tertiary level of teaching.
There is a need felt for those discussions to be-
come practices.

Concluding remarks

The topic chosen did emerge as a kind of
serendipity. The more vivacious and ear catching
the title, the more people would be interested in
what one wanted to tell them. And the role of
this paper is to point out the need for doing
something immediately as well as for implement-
ing it practically.

Taylor (Jourdan and Tuite 2006: 17) em-
phasises the role of knowledge in a human life:

‘Knowledge consists in having the representation actual-
ly square with the reality. This we can only hope to
achieve if we put together our ideas according to a re-
sponsible procedure. Our beliefs about things are con-

structed, they result from a synthesis. The issue is wheth-
er the construction will be reliable and responsible or

indulgent, slapdash, and delusory.

Language plays an important role in this
construction. Words are given meaning by being
attached to the things represented via the ‘ideas’
which represent them. The introduction of
words greatly facilitates the combination of ideas
into a responsible picture’.

Therefore, the title and discussion of this
article do not present new ideas, but emphasise
and prove that all culture, literature and language
are inextricably interwoven. The learner-centred
instruction does not only mean centering the in-
struction towards the present needs of learners,
but also enabling them with tools for autono-
mous learning and for the acquisition of present-
ed structures. Without placingall the ingredients
necessary into a melting pot called ‘the foreign
language learning process’, the theoretical frame-
work will be stripped to its bare skin and remain
just that - the theoretical framework.

Too much effort and strength is being used
in trying to justify whether each of the disciplines
should deal with certain aspects within them-
selves as parts of their own major domains of
practice or just parts of an interdisciplinary re-
search. Sometimes it seems as if we forgot the
main aim we have all been aiming at — a success-
ful and satisfied language learner, be it a student
or a future language teacher. The time has come
for every participant of the teaching process to
take the responsibility for his/her role in some-
thing that we call the training of a future lan-
guage teacher. If teachers at the tertiary level, by
providing role models of their own, provide a
mould or, at least, a frame for the future enhance-
ment of personal improvements of individuals
they educate, then, with almost utter certainty,
we can say that there is a brighter teaching profes-
sion future at the reach of our hands. We must
leave aside the urge for precedence and focus
more on paving the joint path towards a teacher
who not only possesses high personal and educa-
tional skills but who is also able to transfer them
to students.
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Times of the incessant debates whether for-
eign language departments should be trans-
formed according to new concepts are over.
Transformation is an ongoing process and it is
happeningas we speak. No one is trying to stop it
or prevent it. Being proactive just means giving as
much as one can to the final product — language
teachers able to answer all the uncertainties and
challenges that the twenty-first century educa-
tional systems are putting in front of them. Aca-
demic institutions can be neither considered nor
treated as the places where all problems can be
readily solved, but the teachers working at them
can serve as guiding points for implementation
of all good practices from the past and for the in-
troduction of new currents of the present.
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KULTUROLOSKA I ISTORIJSKA PITANJA NA ODSJECIMA
STRANIH JEZIKA: NIZ SITNIH SLUCAJNOSTI

Rezime

Rad naglasava potrebu da se javna rasprava o tome da li studijski progra-
mi stranih jezika i knjizevnosti na podru¢ju Zapadnog Balkana treba da
se transformisu ili ne usmjeri u drugom pravcu - ka usredsredivanju na
iskoriS¢avanje pozitivnih savremenih pedagoskih iskustava radi unapre-
denja postojeéeg procesa nastave stranih jezika. U radu se, kao ilustracija,
daju primjeri preoblikovanog pristupa nastavi koji se primjenjuje na Stu-
dijskom programu engleskog jezika i knjizevnosti na Filoloskom fakulte-

tu Univerziteta u Banjoj Luci.
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