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A b s tra c t. The article presents the many dilemmas concerning the status of English language-and-culture 
(as a conjoint phenomenon) and the approach to teach it in a non-native environment. It especially 
focuses on the alternatives of teaching English as a foreign or as an international language, pointing to 
the problems relating to the choice of any of these particular frameworks.

The article discusses the intricacies of language-and-culture (an inter­
woven language and culture phenomenon, Byram and Mogran, 1994) as 
related to non-native language education. Drawing on elements of the "Eng­
lish Today" debate, a scientific discussion concerning the place of English in 
the nowadays world, the paper presents the many dilemmas concerning the 
status of English language-and-culture and the approach to teach them in a 
non-native environment. It especially focuses on the alternatives of teaching 
English as a foreign or as an international language, pointing to the pro­
blems relating to the choice of any of these particular frameworks. With ref­
erence to the Teaching of English as a Foreign Language (TEFL) the article 
indicates and discusses: the difficulty in establishing the foreign (that is defin­
ing what is the target language group for the non-native learners), the diffi­
culty with establishing who is the native speaker to be imitated, the irrele­
vance of teaching only one dialect of English in general foreign language 
education, the difficulties connected with the teaching of the foreign "little c" 
culture (understood as a way of behaviour and communication style) to non­
native speakers and the questioned relevance of teaching just the standard 
varieties of English. With reference to the Teaching of English as an Interna­
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tional Language (TEIL) the points under discussion are: defining what con­
stitutes International English, the relevance of TEIL to Modiano's model of 
the global spread and use of English, the practical aspect of TEIL and the 
fundamental objectives of TEIL.

TEACHING ENGLISH AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE (TEFL)

Teaching in a non-native place and where the language is not normally 
used for communication, most often takes the form of x  as a foreign language, 
for example English as a Foreign Language, where foreign, indicating the target 
language group, needs further specification. Yet, as it turns out, the foreign is 
quite difficult to define and delimit, and it is especially so in the case of English, 
a language globally used. Within the TEFL framework, when trying to define 
the foreign, there naturally appear many difficult questions concerning the re­
gional and social varieties one should adhere to and choose to teach. If it is 
traditionally established that the dialect taught is the British English and the RP 
accent, then what about the non RP Englishes learners are continually bom­
barded with? It would be unrealistic and impractical to expect learners to avoid 
these varieties at all. Another question is whether non-native teachers have, 
after all, any real choice over which native dialect to teach, taking into account 
the non-native dialect they themselves represent. Equally difficult as delimiting 
the target language group is defining the native speaker. Traditionally we have 
been dividing speakers into native and non-native ones, the previous repre­
senting the norm to be aimed at for the latter. We measured the performance of 
a non-native against that of a native -  on the grounds that we unquestionably 
assumed the native speaker's competence and proficiency. Yet, together with 
the uncertainties referring to the target group, there appeared doubts concern­
ing the native speakers. The nowadays reappearing question of who is the na­
tive speaker seems difficult to answer. Are people native speakers by birth 
with the unquestionable authority of being a norm for the non-natives? Do 
they represent the norm all indistinguishably, independently of the social class 
they come from, linguistic abilities and intuition, national origin and language 
spoken at home? Or maybe, are the native speaker characteristics connected 
with a certain level of education? If so, how can we measure who is already a 
native speaker, and what for the term native then? It seems we are in need of a 
new definition of a native speaker. According to Coppieters (quoted in Kramsch, 
1998:22) "a speaker of French is someone who is accepted as such by the com­
munity referred to as that of French speakers, not someone who is endowed 
with a specific, formal underlying linguistic system." Paikeday adds: "If some 
group thinks you are a native speaker, then you are one within the context 
of that group." (quoted in Kramsch, 1998: 22). Paikeday's words question 
the idea of culture and language as having national scope and a native speaker



Dilemmas and Paradoxes of English Language-and-Culture Teaching 9 7

as a representative of a nation. A similar idea appears in Byram, who states that 
culture refers to "shared beliefs, values and behaviours of a social group, where 
social group can refer to any collectivity of people from those in a social institu­
tion such as a university, a golf club, a family, or those organized in large-scale 
groups such as a nation or even a "civilization such as 'European'" (Byram, 
2002:50). According to Paikeday's and Byram's words, a native speaker and 
a representative of the target language culture is not any more a representative 
of, strictly speaking, a nation. It is assumed we may meet native speakers of 
different groups within a nation, or the other way round -  representatives of the 
same culture on a level superior to what the term nation delimits.

(NOT) JUST ONE DIALECT

The acknowledged heterogeneity of social groups, implying the exis­
tence of different cultures at each level of social structure (Byram, 2002: 50), 
emphasizes the need of intercultural abilities rather than native like compe­
tence. That is why nowadays it seems largely impractical to teach only one 
variety of language, unless someone openly admits he or she for some rea­
son needs only or especially to achieve linguistic and cultural competence 
limited to a specific social group. Canagarajah admits that "new competen­
cies [are] required for communication and literacy in today's world," as a 
single dialect of English "fails to equip our students for real-world needs" 
(quoted in Jenkins, 2006: 174). It seems more practical nowadays to teach 
comprehensible international communication in English than any one spe­
cific dialect of the language. At the same time, however, we need to realize 
that when teaching Englishes (as the dialects are often called nowadays, 
Kachru, 1982) learners will never achieve and should never be expected to 
achieve native like competence, as there is no specific homogenous native 
group representing the characteristics to be adhered to and imitated.

TEFL AND FOREIGN SOCIOCULTURAL NORMS

One more among the many dilemmas and paradoxes concerning the 
teaching of English as a Foreign Language refers to the teaching of the cul­
tural element of language. Even though these two are inseparable, we may 
intuitionally feel that the cultural element in foreign language education 
seems much more confusing than the teaching of the linguistic system itself. 
That kind of sensation may result from a kind of irrelevance of the teaching 
and use of the foreign "little c" culture in a non-native situation.

Sociocultural norms (referring to both verbal and non-verbal behaviours 
and their social and cultural appropriateness) and sociolinguistic norms (re­
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ferring to verbal behaviours and their social appropriateness) admittedly 
depend on many more variables than just the language used for an interac­
tion. The sociolinguistic aspect of interaction has been studied by Janicki, 
who proposed a classification of social situations according to the sociolin­
guistic norms they involve. Janicki's model (1982: 26) distinguishes between 
native language situation and foreign language situation (that is a situation in­
volving at least one non-native participant). Further, among the variables 
influencing sociolinguistic norms negotiated in a non-native situation, Janic­
ki enumerates: the language used (whether the language used is a mother 
tongue for one of the participants or not) and the setting of the interaction 
(that can be native to the native speaker of the language, foreign to the na­
tive speaker or foreign to both speakers). Janicki's model can be treated as a 
kind of framework: even though it takes into account only two speakers, it 
can be further developed to fit a bigger group of interlocutors. The model 
makes it very clear that both -  interlocutors and setting -  influence the socio­
linguistic norms used within an interaction. What is underemphasized in 
Janicki's model is the category of the origin of the interlocutors, which, 
I believe, should be given, greater emphasis. I believe all the factors: people 
and their origin, the constellation of interlocutors' nationalities alongside 
with the site of the interaction (and the amount of interlocutors' knowledge 
of its social conventions) influence the sociolinguistic and sociocultural 
norms applied.

Referring Janicki's model to a non-native classroom situation (non-native 
group of students taught by a non-native teacher in a non-native setting), we 
need to admit that the sociolinguistic (and probably also sociocultural) 
norms applied in that situation, even with the fluent use of English, will 
never be the same as the norms of the target language group.

The trend in a non-native classroom education nowadays is to make 
classroom interchanges truly communicative and realistic. A Polish example 
of that trend could be a sample of spoken matura exam1 activities, strongly 
sticking to the roles students might be really one day placed in (e.g. a tourist, 
a visitor student, a vacation course participant, a host for a foreigner, a guest 
in a foreign host family). The realistic aspect of matura requirements is very 
strong. According to the requirement of the "realistic", student is never ex­
pected to change drastically his or her identity for the sake of performing an 
exam role. That prerequisite is partly based on psychological assumption, 
stating that changing your identity might be highly difficult psychologically, 
affectively, and cognitively, and in fact, the result of such a burden is not 
what we are going to test during a language exam. So, even when playing 
the imaginary role, the student is never required to change his or her cul­

1 Final exam students take at the end of their secondary education.
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tural identity and pretend to be a foreigner. He or she keeps being a young 
person, a student of Polish origin or living and studying in Poland. More­
over, the topic of the conversation, which might be considered to be one 
more element influencing the sociocultural norms of an interaction, very 
often focuses on typically Polish issues. So the student is quite often required 
to be a Polish-native guide into the Polish culture and a kind of culture- 
mediator, which is a very typical and realistic role for a non-native language 
user. At the same time, however, performing that role, whether during an 
exam or during the preparation course, very strongly activates the Polish 
schemata of knowledge (also the knowledge of social conventions) and thus 
presupposes a very strong influence of Polish sociocultural norms. Thus, as 
can be noticed, the many elements of social situation that influence the 
choice and use (or rather negotiation) of particular sociocultural norms, 
make the exam or exam preparation situation very strongly Polish norms- 
oriented, even though the language used is English.

With reference to the learning and teaching of language-and-culture in a non 
-native situation, I find it crucial to mention the frustration experienced 
quite often by both learners and teachers who are faced with the paradoxical 
and unrealistic objectives of acquiring native-like target language compe­
tence and using native-like target language sociocultural norms. Clearly, it is 
impossible to divide language and culture. That is why the use of English, 
even in a completely artificial non-native classroom situation, involves Eng­
lish culture as well. On the other hand, however, even if we try to make our 
non-native situations most realistic e.g. through the use of role-playing, 
drama, realia and decoration, and even with the native-born teacher as the 
most real part of the culture imitated, the situation created will never be that 
of the target language culture. Moreover, even if we transport ourselves to 
the target culture, where the many elements influencing the choice and use 
of target language sociocultural norms are present, the norms used in our 
interactions will probably never (or at least for a long time will not) be ex­
actly those of the target culture (see Wierzbicka, 1969: 10-11; Hoffman 
1995: 201-207), even though, in this case, they will be likely to approximate 
them. Because of the intricacy and subconscious influence of the many cate­
gories underlying the choice and use of sociocultural norms, I am not in fa­
vour of the expectations that are usually placed before teachers: to use and 
to teach the purely target language sociocultural norms. Trying to fit to that 
objective means cheating ourselves and results in teachers' frustration and 
our conviction of their incompetence. It would be undoubtedly easier to 
teach language-and-culture if we could assume that speaking German im­
plies just and only German socio-cultural norms and that speaking English 
implies English norms etc. -  an assumption which is an oversimplification 
and whose dubious grounding starts from the belief in the existence of fixed
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English or German norms. As Janicki explains, interlocutors functioning in 
a non-native situation do not follow the norms of a specific group, but nego­
tiate their own norms. What matters then in this kind of interaction are the 
processes of negotiation rather than the knowledge and competences in the 
use of norms represented by a specific group. The teaching of non-native 
communication should concentrate then on processes rather than facts.

Unfortunately, it is facts (or even mere facts) approach that is usually 
applied within the EFL framework. Teaching target language culture quite 
often consists of providing learners with as much cultural information con­
cerning the target culture as possible. The teaching of mere facts is, however, 
not easy at all. It is cognitively very burdening and probably not the most 
effective approach to teach culture. Cultural facts, and especially those refer­
ring to life style, are in a constant stage of flux -  changing all the time, ex­
tremely numerous and differing across locations and social strata. For this 
reason, it is extremely challenging and difficult to be up to date with facts, 
both for the teacher and for the learner. Culture implies extremely many 
issues and is a heterogeneous and dynamic phenomenon which cannot be 
taught just as a stable and unchanging status quo. The mere "facts" ap­
proach does not make learners aware of and ready to recognize and under­
stand the cultural change that takes place over time and across social strata, 
social groups and geographical regions. As Omaggio notices, due to the fact 
that the "information only" approach does not recognize cultural variation, 
it is very liable to support and fossilize cultural stereotypes, rather than di­
minish them. Moreover, this kind of approach makes students very facts- an 
school- and teacher-dependent. Trained with the use of that approach, stu­
dents might feel out of their depth when faced with a cultural situation not 
studied before (Omaggio, 1986: 362). Finally, as Galloway notices (quoted in 
Omaggio, 1986: 361-362), "no course based on a set of facts can adequately 
prepare individuals for [the] unpredictability [of social encounters]. Cogni­
tive knowledge alone seems to have little effect on an individual's ability to 
cope with or adjust to different patterns of behaviour". Thus, probably much 
more important than providing learners with facts is equipping them with 
the ability to be discoverers and interpreters of the foreign culture. Seelye 
(quoted in Omaggio, 1986: 361) also agrees that the teaching of cross-cultural 
understanding should involve the teaching of processes rather than facts. 
"Facts are cheap [he says]. They are also meaningless until interpreted 
within a problem-solving context". Taking that into account it seems much 
more useful if learners, rather than facts, "attain skills that are necessary to 
make sense out of the facts they themselves discover in their study of the 
target culture" (Seelye, quoted in Omaggio 1986: 361). Rather than mere 
facts, we need to teach the processes involved in cross-cultural encounters 
and the ability to make sense of them, analyse and reflect upon them.
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WHO OWNS ENGLISH?

The final point referring to the doubts concerning EFL (and TEFL) al­
ludes to the "Who owns English today?" world debate. The irrelevance of 
considering any particular group as the target one for foreign language 
learners, and so as the "owners" of English has already been discussed. It 
seems that what we are teaching nowadays within the TEFL framework are 
Englishes (as defined by Kachru, 1982) rather than any particular English. 
(Even though many Polish lecturers still, at least formally, claim they re­
quire British English as a standard). The debate of who owns English today, 
however, and the issues it raises, go further than acknowledging that there 
are several mainstream Englishes to be considered as norm-providing. Tak­
ing into account facts: numbers and statistics, it results that it is neither the 
British nor the English mainstream target groups taken together who "own" 
English. Statistics show that English has been nowadays disappropriated 
from the so called native speakers of the language. David Crystal's ap­
proximate proportion of non-native speakers to native speakers in the world 
is 3:1 (quoted in Singleton and Aronin, 2007: 3). Beneke and Gnutzmann 
estimate that 80% of verbal exchanges in which English is used as a second 
or foreign language involve no LI speakers of English (quoted in Burt, 2005:1). 
Singleton and Aronin admit that "English has permeated the sense of iden­
tity of large numbers of non-native speakers to the extent that it is now 
'owned' by them. Such users of English 'appropriate' English and take pos­
session of the responsibility for their own behaviour towards it [...]. The 
idea that the bi-/multilingual user of English is the norm is gaining ground, 
and with it a more tolerant attitude towards non-native varieties of English." 
(Singleton and Aronin, 2007: 14). The acceptance of non-mainstream and 
non-native varieties of English as playing an important part in today's world 
and probably also influencing the development of the language itself, has 
stimulated the appearance of the many names comprising the many dialects 
of English. Linguists have noticed the irrelevance of the name English itself, 
traditionally associated with the British English, and so they gave sugges­
tions for different terms denoting the international and global use of the 
language. As alternatives for just English there have been suggested: World 
English, General English, Common English, International English, Global 
English or Globish, and also descriptive names: English as an international 
language, English as a lingua franca, English as a global language, English as a 
world language and English as a medium for intercultural communication 
(Erling, 2005). The terms are sometimes used interchangeably as denoting a 
range of globally comprehensible characteristics of the English language. The 
centrality of such defined language has been also acknowledged and vali­
dated by Modiano and his conceptual model of the spread and use of English.
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MODIANO'S MODEL (1999)

Modiano argues English is a globally used language which cannot be re­
stricted to any region. At the same time, taking into account the global and 
exceedingly non-native use of English, he breaks with the historical and geo­
graphical assumptions and rejects the idea of native-born speakers being the 
owners and arbiters of the language. The model of the spread and use of Eng­
lish he presents consists of overlapping circles, with the central circle denoting 
International English (IE or EIL), that is culturally, politically and socially neu­
tral language including those features of Englishes that are easily understood 
by a wide variety of speakers and that function well in international commu­
nication. IE is defined as devoid of local influences: strong local accents, only 
locally understood words, RP accent, expressions that might be ambiguous to 
English speakers of other varieties. IE is not one standard language but in­
cludes varieties easily comprehensible in cross-cultural communication, be­
tween both natives and non-natives. The second circle of the diagram is made 
up of features that may become international but also may be left. The outer 
five circles denote different dialects (American, British, other major varieties, 
local varieties and foreign varieties). Each of the dialects comprises features 
which are hardly comprehensible to members of other groups.

Foreign
Language
Speakers

The
Common
Core

Other varieties

Diagram 1 Modiano's model of English as International Language (quoted in Erling, 2005:41)

American 
English

Major varieties 
CAN, AUS, NZ, 
SA

British
English

Modiano places all regional and social dialects aside as making interna­
tional communication more difficult and shows the international irrelevance 
of native speakers, or at least not their priority in international communica­
tion. "I would argue," he says, "that the proficient non-native speakers of 
EIL, rather than the native speakers who are not proficient in EIL, are better 
equipped to define and develop English as a tool in cross-cultural communi­
cation [...]. A variety is defined by speakers of the variety. A lingua franca by
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definition is not geographically restricted." (quoted in McArthur, 1999:402). 
Modiano's model has been hotly discussed and gave rise to much research 
in the field of IE.

ENGLISH AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE (EFL) 
OR INTERNATIONAL ENGLISH (IE)

TEFL and TEIL presuppose quite different approaches to teaching lan- 
guage-and-culture. Taking into account the fact that the foundations of the 
EFL framework have been shaken and the fact that TEIL seems to fit better 
the non-native teaching conditions, it might be expected that the future will 
bring a shift of dominance between these two. This change has been already 
noticed by Graddol, who pointed to the "irrelevance of native speakers and 
the end of the phenomenon of English as a foreign language" (quoted in 
Singleton and Aronin, 2007: 23). There are still problems with defining the 
basic concepts relating to TEIL. The problem of foremost importance is dis­
tinguishing between the sometimes interchangeably used terms: Interna­
tional English (IE) and English as a Lingua Franca (ELF), as different re­
searchers define their scope and use differently. The distinction that fits well 
the model of Modiano as well as other major studies in the field of interna­
tional use of English (Jenkins, Seidlhofer) could be that whether ELF pre­
supposes mainly the use of English between the non-native speakers and in 
the absence of native-born speakers of the language, IE is independent of the 
notions of nativeness or non-nativeness, and refers to mutually comprehen­
sible features of the English languages used globally. It seems ELF denotes 
an artificially limited scope of the language use and does not reflect the 
global reality of the language. However, with the nowadays very strong 
orientation towards the non-native use of English, the research undertaken 
in the field of English as a Global language mostly concerns ELF. There is 
still much need of research in the area of international communication in 
English, and especially strictly speaking in the field of IE as defined by Mo­
diano, that is as denoting a range of English language characteristics consid­
ered truly international and not artificially restricted to the native or non­
native varieties.

Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL) and Teaching English as 
an International Language (TEIL), and the contents they involve, differ sig­
nificantly. As IE is supposed to be an international and intercultural lan­
guage, it calls very strongly for intercultural competence versus the one tar­
get culture oriented competence implied by EFL. Moreover, TEIL is more 
concerned with the teaching of processes, e.g. accommodation in speech and 
norms, than facts. It is worth noticing that nowadays the change from Eng­
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lish to Englishes starts to be recognized in education. The modest acknowl­
edgement of Englishes, however, usually takes the form of incorporating 
chosen IE elements within the TEFL framework, which results in visible in­
consistencies. In New Headway, Snapshot and Horizons coursebooks, even 
though non-natives are sporadically given the status of the authors of texts 
(speakers and writers), they are left with their original non-native pronun­
ciation and accent but make use of correct English rules. Inconsistencies of 
that kind will probably not disappear from teaching materials until the 
frameworks of TEFL and TEIL are well defined and as such, more conse­
quently, applied for the needs of different courses.

CONCLUSIONS

English has been disappropriated from its historical and geographical 
owners. Nowadays, the world Englishes (including non-native varieties of 
the language) have been acknowledged and given a recognized status. They 
have been also admitted the right to include their own sociocultural norms. 
The shift from English to Englishes, or rather from British English to Interna­
tional English, is supposed to be followed by the change in the theory and 
practice of learning and teaching the language worldwide. It seems EFL is 
coming to its end (Graddol), or rather it seems to be placed alongside the Eng­
lish for Specific Purposes (in this case English for the purpose of maintaining 
contacts with a specific social group). The change that is under way lets teach­
ers and learners gain more confidence in their own competence. At the same 
time, however, it places greater emphasis on intercultural abilities and their 
training, as these are strongly required in international communication.

REFERENCES

Burt, Channing, 2005, What is International English?. In: Columbia University Working Papers in 
TESOL b  Applied Linguistics, vol. 5, no. 1, (available at: http://joumals.tc-libra- 
ry.org/index.php/tesol/article/viewPDFInterstitial/72/79,3.05.2007).

Byram, Michael, 2002, On Being 'Bicultural' and 'Intercultural'. In: Geof Aired/Michael 
Byram/Michael Fleming (eds.), Intercultural Experience and Education, pp. 50-66, Clevendon, 
Buffalo, Toronto, Sydney: Multilingual Matters.

Byram, Michael/Morgan, Carol, 1994, Teaching-and-Learning Language-and-Culture Clevendon, 
Philadelphia, Adelaide: Multilingual Matters.

Erling, Elizabeth J., 2005, The many names of English. In: English Today 81,21,1: 40-44. 
Hoffman, Eva, 1995, Zagubione w przekładzie. Londyn: Aneks.
Janicki, Karol, 1982, The foreigner's language in a sociolinguistic perspective, Poznań: UAM.
Jenkins, Jennifer, 2006, Current Perspectives on Teaching World Englishes and English as a 

Lingua Franca. In: TESOL Quarterly 40:157-181.

http://joumals.tc-libra-


Dilemmas and Paradoxes of English Language-and-Culture Teaching 105

Kramsch, Claire, 1998, The provilidge of the intercultural speaker. In Michael Byram Michael 
Fleming (eds.), Language Learning in Intercultural Perspective. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni­
versity Press: 16-31.

McArthur, Tom, 1999, World or International or Global English -  and what is it anyway? In: 
English Today, (available at http://digital.Georgetown.edu/gurt/1999/gurt_1999_30.pdf,
3.05.2007).

Omaggio, Alice C., 1986, Teaching Language in Context. Boston, Massachusetts: Heinle & Heinle. 
Singleton, Davids Aronin Larissa, 2007, The Role o f English in a Multilingual World. Plenary Talk, 

PASE Conference, Szczyrk, 16.04.2007.
Wierzbicka, Anna, 1969, The Double Life of a Bilingual: a Cross-Cultural Perspective. In: Mi­

chael Bond (ed.), Working at the Interface o f Culture: Eighteen lives in social science, London: 
Routledge, pp. 113-125, (available at: http://une.edu.au/ld/nsm/pdf/Double_life.pdf,
3.05.2007).

http://digital.Georgetown.edu/gurt/1999/gurt_1999_30.pdf
http://une.edu.au/ld/nsm/pdf/Double_life.pdf

