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Using a second language

Class Module 

Teacher Notes
50 minutes

Dear Teacher,

Before you start working through this module in class, we strongly advise you to take note of the general Background Information included in the PICTURE project as well as in the Introduction Module. If it is your intention (as we sincerely hope) to run the whole project, it is strongly recommended to complete the Introduction Module first in order to prepare your students properly for their various consecutive tasks.

All the statements, questions, tables, role plays or reported incidents in this module are aimed at stimulating group discussion and self reflection. Naturally, you as the teacher, are free to determine a suitable approach to the various assignments, such as plenary discussion or working in subgroups, reporting orally or in writing, discussion or debate between pro and con teams, or how to read the critical incidents etc. And of course, you may accommodate material to your specific situation and include your own experiences or those of your students in order to help attain the envisaged aims.

In preparation for this class module, material should be made accessible to your students, either on computer or otherwise. The choice between screen, complete printouts of the various parts, excerpt handouts or beamer projection is up to you, though is of course dependent on the available facilities. To save reading time in class (and possibly paper), students can be assigned to read the section Intercultural Incidents on their screens or from a handout before the class session. You could also consider using the questionnaire pertaining to Differences in Europe as a home assignment, leaving more time for the comparative class discussion of the results.

This module aims to increase the awareness that in international settings, citizens of a community as diverse as Europe obviously have to achieve a fair command of one or two foreign languages. Even in within-society contacts it is sometimes difficult to learn the words and rituals as they are manifest in certain sub-cultures, and it is even harder to recognise and feel the underlying values. Consequently, it is far more complicated to bridge cultural and communicational gaps if, in multinational contact, the partners speak completely different languages. The solution may begin with the study of a second language (L2). True, to become fully bicultural one should, as a good starting point, also become bilingual, and this often implies learning the host language. But for practical reasons a generally chosen alternative is to use a shared dominant foreign language as lingua franca. This is by and large English, not only in Europe but also worldwide.

What usually motivates the learner is that competence in the skills of a second language increases the confidence in the ability to communicate, the capacity to solve problems, as well as what has been called ‘world-mindedness’. And of course it enhances the enjoyment in international (and therefore ‘between-cultural’) relations. The advent of the global economy has changed the fundamental nature of our governments, businesses, organisations and private lives; we are no longer constrained by state boundaries. This triggers the need to communicate effectively with people who have different linguistic and cultural backgrounds. Learning a second language is a vital element in the preparation for intense contact in a novel and unfamiliar environment where that language is indigenous or common ground.

Using a Second Language

Classroom Version

Before you begin you should realise that this module is arranged so that the available average time is only eight minutes for each of the six parts. You are advised to plan ahead and decide which element you will focus on and which components can be accomplished with less than the average time, such as, for example, the warming up in Setting the Scene.

Setting the Scene

The opening statement not only gives good reasons for the necessity for learning an L2 but also intends to motivate students from a European perspective to undertake the task.

In Your Point of View the students first have an introspective look at their own situation. When talking about using the language it is advisable to distinguish between the creation and reception as well as writing and speaking skills. Terms like vocabulary (words), idioms (expressions), syntax and also body language may be helpful for a lucid discussion.

Differences in Europe: Something to talk about …

If you intend to follow the suggestion for students to compare the responses of their L2 interviewees to their own responses, such interviews need to be organised beforehand. This implies either two (or more) copies of the questionnaire per student or just one. In the case of one copy the student can mark the interviewee’s response (following his/her own) in a different colour.

After you have allowed your students some time for the assignment Compare and Discuss you could have a plenary discussion on the basis of group results. These can be visualised on a board in a simple matrix for one or more questions using numbers only, as in the example below:

	Q 1
	1:      3
	2:      3
	3:      6
	4:      2
	5:      1


	Q  3
	1:
	2:
	3:
	4:
	5:


A quick count of the quantified responses per alternative on the five-point scale will provide you with some interesting statistical information. The same can be done with the results of the L2 interviewees, which in comparison may reveal interesting discrepancies and eye-opening contrastive data.

Differences in Europe: Values Through Proverbs

Proverbs are mostly metaphorical and express deeply grounded basic truths as recognised in a society, and therefore can be seen as a mirror of the prevailing values. More often than not such petrified folk wisdom is of a universal nature. However, one should bear in mind that because of their fixed and easy to memorise form, they have a far-off expiration date and are sometimes no longer in keeping with the changing society they represent.

The next item, Your Point of View, raises questions about the English authenticity of the proverbs or possibly the universality of their basic values. You can search equivalents of the concepts in your own language, whereby this exercise will quite naturally induce self-reflection on proverbs at home as embedded in the underlying culture. And of course this item has an idiomatic language learning aspect. An equivalent of Proverb number 4 is a miss is as good as a mile, still meaning that even a slight failure can thwart success.

Real Intercultural Incidents

As you may expect, these incidents are all language-related and only became problematic after confrontation of differences in two encountering cultures. It is for this reason that when they are discussed in your country, they may turn out not to cause any social predicament at all. Time permitting you could move from word-level (incidents 1, 2 and 4) to a more sociolinguistic level, considering for example the way people address each other. Do people open with an apologising phrase like “Excuse me madam, could you tell me …?” when addressing somebody they do not know? Are they inhibited in turn-taking and turn-keeping in a conversation? Are there differences in the way people (male or female) speak to one another (male or female)? Do people speak loudly and with much emotion and gestures, or more modestly and restrained? Maybe your students have experienced differences in encounters with L2 representatives. Some of the given questions introduce the next topic.

Bridging Strategies

There are hardly any fixed rules and bridge-construction methods other than the fundamental willingness to achieve mutual understanding, so all suggestions are welcome. A good role play may constitute the proof of the pudding.
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