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The Teaching Of Direct and lndirect

Language in an lntercultural(Context

Maidy Giber Kiji

Students whO learn a second language need to become aware of the

direrent cultural “rules" fOr cOnllnunicating in that language. The

sociolinguistic ``rules" Of behaviOr shOuld be included in classr00m activi―

ties sO as to foster a brOader understanding and corrllnand of the second

languageo The purpOse of this paper is to discuss the teaching techni‐

ques, students'reactions and students'ability to utilize knOwledge regard‐

ing North AInerican cultural rules in cOnversation.The use of silence in

disagreement, ways to ask for clarincation, interruption of a speaker and

expressing opinions are the fOcuses of this expose which is drawn frOm

actual classr00m experience.

BackgrOund

For the past two years in Japan,I have utilized a text whOse theme

is cross‐ cultural cOrnlnunication,in my lrst and second year classes.The

text in entitled ETC 4:A COmtpetency Based Listening/Speaking text:

Cross‐ cultural cOmlnunication by Elaine Kirn.I purposely chose this text

in order tO introduce my students to the ``rules" Of intercultural com¨

munication. Through transactional or message oriented listening tasks,

descriptions and activities, the students graduany built up schemata or

backgrOund knowledge from April tO July and september to C)ctober.

The ive chapters we worked through dealt with topics such as under¨
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standing customs of respect, using appropriate body language, describing

feelings and tone of voice, apologizing and expressing forgiveness and

understanding consumer complaints and requestso Each topic explored

North AInerican cultural concepts and points Of view.This backgrOund

knOwledge served as a basis for the sixth chapter Of Cornlnunication

which is the focus Of this paper.The cOmpetencies listed in this chapter

are as fonows:Recognizing direct and indirect language, conllnunicating

electively, expressing interest and understanding, keeping a conversation

going and cornlnunicating across cultures。 ``.¨ a pattern of learned,grOup‐

related perceptions‐ including both verbal and nonverbal language, atti…

tudes, values, behef systems, disbelief systems, and behaviors‐ that is

accepted and expected by an identity group is caned a culture." (Singer

1987p.6)。 The students in my classes became aware of North Arnerican

culture as they explored it in contrast to their own Japanese culture.

Literature regarding Cross‐ cultural Studies

ln Hughes (1987)there is a brief list Of techniques for teaching

cultural awareness. He includes a comparison method in which the

teacher begins a discussion of iterns in the target culture which are dile_

rent frOm thOse in the students' cultureo The second involves cultural

assimilators or brief descriptions of crOss¨ cultural interaction which stu¨

dents usuany misunderstando Activities such as these were part of Our

lessons。

Hughes laments that we cannot expect teachers to be “linguists,

psychologists, philosophers and cultural anthropologists...''(p.168)。  My

Own backgrOund includes an M.A.in Latin AInerican Studies, with ma‐

jors in literature, anthropology and education, as well as an Mo A.in

TESL. I have also lived and taught abrOad in SOuth AInerica, Europe,
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the Middle East and the UoSo My TESL studies included CrOss‐ cultural

conllnunlcatlon。

Dunnett et al(1981)suggest that intercultural activities be given the

same importance as other language activities in a given curriculumo They

advocate an integrated apprOach。 ``The sophisticated EFL teacher, while

introducing foreign students to some aspects of AInerican culture, must

alsO encOurage students to maintain their own cultural identity. To

achieve this,the teacher must be trained to talk about cultural relativisln

as wen as the universality of certain components shared by diferent

cultures. The teacher shOuld guide cultural discussions so that they do

not become iudgemental and lead to conclusions that some cultures are

superior or inferiOr."(p.158)。

It was within these guidelines that l entered the proieCt Of teaching

direct and indirect language in the classroomo We approached each situa¨

tion together, anowing ample tirne for questions and discussion fonowing

my explanatiOns and the presentations of students in groups of two or

three. Students were asked to conllnent on various aspects of each

Others' presentations‐ use of language, tone and gestures were considered

after every situation was dramatized.

Dunnett et al advOcate a technique which they refer to as the ``cul‐

ture assirnilator''(p。 151). This approach outlines and describes an inci‐

dent inv01ving a nlisunderstanding between a non…native speaker of ]En‐

glish and an AInerican. Fonowing this, questions are presented from

culturally direrent pOints of view.The students must then decide which

Of the statements they feel are the valid interpretation of the event. If

the students do not choose the cOrrect interpretation, they are told why

their answer is incorrect.′
「
hen they are encouraged to try a second tilne.

Another technique is brainstornling in which students exp10re and
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discuss crOss‐ cultural themes as they work at learning]English.Vocabul¨

ary lists are essential t001s to introduce such themes.Topics may include

rOle play in which students take on ``Arnerican" identities to deal with

Japanese as in my classroom. AnOther is making lists of values and

putting theΠ l into order. One example nlight be educational goals. A

third technique is compare and contrast which l have already mentioned。

Personal iouHlals which involve free‐ writing are another way to

renect on cross¨ cultural elements in the classr00mo Students can express

their own personal reactions to events and make observations about inter‐

cultural themes.

Dunnett et al(p。 155)cite the example Of an intercultural text entitled

Living Language:lUSA Culture Capsules fOr ESL Students(JohnsOn

1979).The authOr's introductory statement is as fOnOws:“ The purpose of

these capsules is not to teach you one specinc way of thinking about any

particular aspect of United States cultureo Rtather, they are designed to

help yOu analyze dilerent areas of culture in the United States and conl‐

pare thenl with your native language.。  ̈The capsules dO not attempt to

make any value iudgments with regard to Uo S.cultureo You may make

these judgments fOr yourself after some investigations and thinking of

your own。 '

Communicat市 e Competence

The rules of speaking are both ``culture_specinc and largely uncon_

scious''(Wolfson 1989,p.37)。 As a native speaker, I am able to use such

pattems,but may be unable to explain why l do soo WolfsOn feels that

many native speakers are not even aware of hOw they speak. In her

discussion of comlnunicative competence, she refers tO Paulston's sugges‐

tions regarding conllnunicative teaching methods. These include role‐
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plays which win give students practice in real‐ life situations. PaulstOn

had incOrporated Hyme's idea of conllnunicative competence and applied

it to second language teaching. I decided to develop the idea of role‐

plays intO dialog fOrm and critique/discussion to assess my students'

ability to utilize the knOwledge gained through my discussion of the

questionnaire. I agree that cOΠ IInunicative competence requires a know‐

ledge Of the rules Of cOnversation,the sociolinguistic rules which Wolfson

refers tO.

The Lesson Plan and Teaching Approach

The lrst lesson in the crOss¨ cultural conllnunication unit involved a

pairwork activity taken fron■ Kirn(1989)。 Students were asked to evalu…

ate and answer the f0110wing questions for the Uo S./Canada and for

Japan:“ 1.Is it rude to interrupt someone who is talking? 2.Do you say

`thank you' in response to a compliment? 3.In social situations, Hlight

silence feel uncOmfOrtable P 4.If you disagree with someone's opinion,

shOuld you keep quiet? 5。 Are politeness and comfOrt more ilnportant

than truth and hOnesty P and 6.If you don't understand what soneone is

saying, should you sΠ lile and pretend you do P" The students numbered

25 and they answered in the f0110wing manner:

Uo S。 /Canada     Japan

Question l.         yes(25) no ( 0)   yes(25) no( 0)

Question 2.         yes(25) no ( 0)   yes( 0) nO (25)

Question 3.         yes( 0) nO (25)   yes( 0) nO (25)

Question 4.         yes( 2) no (23)   yes(25) no( 0)

Question 5。          yes(23) no ( 2)   yes(25) no ( 0)

Question 6.         yes(23) no ( 2)   yes(25) no ( 0)

Based on their own presumptions, some students did nOt answer
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correctly about the Uo S。 /Canadao l explained each answer in detail as

the text suggestso ln the case of questiOn l,there may be instances when

interruption is a1lowed in the Uo S。 /Canada,whereas in Japan it is consi…

dered rude.For the second question,students were aware that Americans

say “thank you" to compliments. But they explained that Japanese do

not necessarily say “thank you".For question 3, students were unaware

that silence may be uncomfortable in an AInerican context. I explained

that AInericans usuany talk when there is silence and they try very hard

to keep a conversation goingo This is in cOntrast to the Japanese accept‐

ance of silence.For question 4,two students rightly felt that AInericans

can disagree and let it be known that they dO.For question 5,the rnajor_

ity Of the students answered incorrectly that pOliteness and comfort were

more inportant than truth and honesty in the Uo S./Canadao For ques‐

tion 6 again, the two students who had been to the Uo So answered cor‐

rectly while the others felt that you should slnile and pretend when you

do not understando We spent an entire hour and a half in class discus‐

sing this survey and the attitudes/answers which would be correct in the

Uo S./Canada.

During this discussion, I was sure to stress the fact that neither the

attitudes in Japan or thOse in the Uo S./Canada were better or worse.I

emphasized that these attitudes are a part of each cultural system and

that they are unique. I did not ask the students to adopt AInerican

attitudes,rather to try to understand them as they relate to cross‐ cultural

encounterso We spoke abOut examples in each culture and the students

ogered their own anecdotes。

The secOnd step in this cross‐ cultural unit included the writing of

dialogs in pairs or groups of three.The situations were written by me

and student groups were assigned one particular situationo They were
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instructed as fonows:

Please write a dialog of eight cOmplete sentences¨ six words in each

sentence for One of the fOnowing Situations.Be sure to base your dialog

on AInerican behavioro Answer what you think an AInerican would do

in this situation even though yOu are Japanese.Pretend that you are in

Arnerica。

Situation l.You are Japanese and your classinate is Americano She has

some ideas about Japanese educationo She thinks that fernale stu_

dents are only preparing to get married, not to have careers. Y(DU

DISAGREE.How do you tell her your opinion?

Situation 2.You are Japanese and your classmate is AInericano She is

talking about the recent presidential election in the USA. You do

not understand her completelyo What do you do P How do you tell

her that you do not understand? Do you remain silent?

Situation 3。 You are Japanese and your classlnate is Americano She has

been talking On and on for twenty Πlinutes.You have something to

say to hero What do yOu doP Do you interrupt her or do you keep

quiet?

Situation 4.You are Japanese and your classlnate is AInericano She is

wearing a new dress and it loOks awfu1 0n hero What do you doP

Do you tell her the truth Or dO you give her a compliment?

Each of the dia10gs was perfor】 med for the class. Students conl‐

mented on the appropriateness of the language and the roles of the

`AInerican' and Japanese in each encounter.This discussion and use of

rOleplay was a successful technique as l will share with you some of the

dialogs written by my students. (see appendix)
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Conclusion

WithOut a doubt,these second year students were able to incorporate

the sOciolinguistic rules of conversation into their cross‐ cultural encOun‐

ters.They became aware of a new set of attitudes and behaviors which

they could use in dealing with AInericans or Canadians. TherefOre, I

reiterate my initial prenlise that it is worthwhile and indeed essential to

instruct students in direct and indirect language in an intercultural cOntext.

These sociolinguistic rules of conversation win enable thenl to funy par_

ticipate in cross‐ cultural encounters. They win also aid in the develop_

ment of communicative competence which requires a knOwledge of atti‐

tudes and conversational rules as wen as the language itself.
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Appendix

C)ross‐ Cultural Conllnunication Tasks and Student lDialogs

Situation l:You are Japanese and your classmate is American,She has some

ideas about Japanese educationo She thinks that female students are only

preparing to get married,not to have careers.YOU DISAGREE.How do

you ten her your opinion?

Student dialog:

American:Japanese female students are only preparing to get married,not to

have careers.

Japanese:I think you may be wrong.

A :Tell me some ideas you have.

J :Some peOple do so, but many people don't.

A:Do many Japanese women have careersP

J :Yes, they do.They have careers after they graduate school.

A :When are they preparing to get married P

J : Most Japanese women begin to think about mamage while they are

wOrking。

Situation 2:You are Japanese and your classmate is Arnericano She is talking

about the recent presidential election in the USA.You do not understand

her completelyo What do you doP How do you tell her that you do not

understand her P Do you remain silent?

Student dialog:
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AInerican:..。 。̈ClintOn was elected in the recent presidential electiOn.

Japanese:Yes,Yes.I knOw。

A :Can yOu reany understand meP What do you have your opinion about

it P

J :I'm sorry. I don't understand you. Please tell me again.

A:0.Ko ClintOn was.……

J :(silent)I'In sorry.Please explain it in another way。

A :Oh yes. It is good fOr you tO say truly. In Arnerica, to keep silence is

irnpolite.

J :I see. I dOn't knOw it。

Situation 3:You are Japanese and your classmate is Arnericano She has been

talking on and on fOr twenty nlinutes.You have something tO say to her。

What dO you doP Do you interrupt her or do you keep quletP

Student dialog:

AInerican:Why don't you give your opinion?

Japanese:wen, I think it win be troubled if l interrupt you。

A :Oh, it's sO bad. I dOn't understand if you remain silent.

J :In fact, I couldn't understand you。

A :What? Why dOn't you say that at irst?

J :In Japan, silence is the most polite in this situation.

A :Wen, in AInerica we have to express our viewo lf we ca,'t understand,

we ask sOmeone.

J :I know it's important to understand the direrence of culture.

Situation 4:You are Japanese and your classlnate is Americano She is wearing

a new dress and it looks awful on hero What do you do P Do you tell her

the truth or dO you give her a complimentP

Student dialog:

Japanese:Hi! You wear fancy c10thes today, don't you?

Arnerican:I don't think sO, but whyP

J :Because you wear your shirt with a check pattem and skirt with a big

lower pattem。

A :I bOught theΠ l recently, sO I wanted to wear bOth shirt and skirt.

J :I think each clothes are very nice,but you had better wear theⅡ l separ_

ately.
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A :I dOn't knOw how tO combineo Please ten me。

J :These c10thes win 100k very attractive if you wear this shirt with ieanS

and if you wear this skirt with a white shirt。

A :Oh very nice. Thank you for your advice。




