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Abstract 
Language has been called the carrier of culture. Traditional model of teaching English is English as a 
foreign language (EFL). The ideal model of language proficiency as set in front of a learner is that of a 
native speaker. In this model, teaching cultural meanings to students was considered an integral 
component of teaching language. With globalization, however, the chances are higher for students to 
speak English to other non-English speakers. With development of ICT, students often learn 
languages without face-to-face interactions. Thus, the traditional teaching model is giving way to 
teaching English as instrument of international communication. Does this instrumentalization of 
English mean that students do not acquire inter-cultural competence and that cultural meanings 
acquisition can be separated from language learning? 

These questions are widely discussed in the literature on language acquisition as well as in the 
discourse of global English and World Englishes. However, the theories are rarely supported by 
evidence from the field. The purpose of this qualitative study is to examine what teachers say about 
integrating or separating cultural meanings from language learning and teaching and what students 
report about their experience of acquiring cultural meanings when learning a foreign language. 
Contrasting answers given by the students with opinions expressed by the teachers during interviews 
shows a rupture between the model of teaching and the perception of learners. The teachers think 
they use traditional model of EFL with a set of cultural information even when they teach students with 
limited teaching hours, while the students say that, especially when using apps for learning English, 
they do not aim at developing their understanding of native speakers’ culture. 

In accordance with S. Wright’s differentiated bilingualism thesis, we consider the English language in 
the contemporary global world to be more often used as an instrument of communication. However, 
students may choose to develop their inter-cultural awareness. Thus, language learner is supposed to 
provide the process of language acquisition with individual sense, largely determined by the subject 
matter of her or his future professional activity. In the process of self-development, learners can grasp 
awareness of the amount and form of cultural knowledge they feel they might need. Interviewing both 
students and teachers, we have received a clear signal that teachers’ role is still meaningful. However, 
they should focus more on supporting students’ reflection about the goals of their language study and 
be capable to provide them with a range of tools and settings to acquire English. This challenge opens 
new horizons for teachers to become more reflexive about the goals and the process of language 
learning and their roles in it. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Foreign languages in the Russian university milieu are being taught in the context of the so-called 
artificial bilingualism. Bilingualism is a multi-aspect, interdisciplinary phenomenon which requires a 
holistic approach. Its classification can embrace over thirty types ([1]), but if we focus on developing 
effective bilinguals, then their dynamics of formation will inevitably face the dilemma of choosing 
between a more knowledgeable grammar-based approach and a speaking fluency with a certain 
cultural baggage. Acquisition of foreign language skills is entirely individual and dependent on many 
aspects. Therefore, progress assessment can’t be simply reduced to standard language testing that 
disregard differences in learner’s background, memory rate or immature bilingual mentality. Besides, 
every learner of a foreign language develops a personal learning model, and this allows for inferring 
that actual bilingual education is mainly differentiated, especially in the noncontact language 
conditions.     

Bilingual programs in the university curriculum mainly comprise disciplines in English as the most 
needed vehicle for academic and professional communication. Ideal model of learning English as a 
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foreign language is unachievable but each learner’s proficiency is measured as to how close they are 
to it. The EFL model was introduced when language was studied and taught for the purpose of 
communicating with native speakers. Thus, if not culture as a whole but its best examples were 
studied in the texts of great English (British) men and women. In this model, a cross-cultural 
competence was inseparable from proficiency in English. Presentation of culture took place along with 
teaching language grammar, vocabulary, etc. With globalization, teaching English as a foreign 
language is still widely used, although today there are more non-native speakers of English in the 
world than native speakers. On the other hand, nativized variants of English are being taught and 
spoken, such as Singaporean English and other localized Englishes. Some researchers report about 
the success of the Chinese English interlanguage programs ([2]). 

However, if the traditional teaching approach should be replaced with instrumental one, what role will 
culture acquisition play in the settings of differentiated bilingualism? How can university students 
realize that the cultural meanings they acquire will ensure personal and professional success?  

2 METHOD AND RESULTS 
This research was conducted as an on-line survey in one of the largest Russian universities, Ural 
Federal University, among 213 students enrolled in different bachelor’s and master’s degree 
programs. The age of the participated 120 females and 93 males ranged between 18 and 22 years. 
The prevailing number of the students (196 or 92%) came from the Russian background. The rest 
were from China (12 persons), Azerbaijan (3 persons) and Venezuela (1 male).  Almost all the 
interviewed were taking English as a foreign language class and the English proficiency level shown at 
the university entry was intermediate (B1).  

The mixed method approach combining quantitative answers given by students to the same questions 
as asked during students’ focus groups and semi-structured interviews of teachers can provide 
information about the teaching models currently used by the EFL teachers and the perceptions of the 
students.  

Of the 23 interviewed EFL teachers, 16 persons (app.70%) have shown their commitment to the 
traditional model of EFL with native speaker ideal: they teach their students received standard and 
give a traditional set of cultural information. The word ‘information’ is used purposefully since the 
teachers rarely make a division between cultural meanings and cultural symbols. Sometimes, Big Ben 
seems to be illustrating the grammatical structures and vocabulary of time. At the same time, and 
paradoxically, the teachers do not always feel in charge of stressing cultural differences between the 
Russian and the English mentalities or developing learner’s sense of culture. So, the inseparability of 
language and culture seems to be merely a common place, an expression, and is perceived as 
something which does not need extra consideration. When asked how culture is expressed by 
language, the teachers often reacted with amazement and puzzlement. At the same time, evidence of 
inseparability of the Russian culture in the Russian language was easily explained by them.  

However, 7 EFL teachers have shown their inclination for “interactive” methods of teaching and 
communicating with students, describing their lessons as “mostly elaborated with the English cultural 
content” or “frequently taught using a culture comparison approach”.  

When the students were asked if language is the career of culture, they gave an almost unanimous 
‘yes’. However, when asked to provide examples, they failed to give explanation or name the same 
cultural symbols. On the one hand, cultural meanings are tacit and spread among all cultural 
components including language. However, when given a definition of culture, students noted that they 
often learn English to get access to information, to be able to communicate, to browse in the Internet, 
etc. 

When asked if studying culture of people for whom English is a mother-tongue is motivating, they most 
commonly gave a «rather no» answer. However, answering to the question if communicating means 
exchanging cultural meaning, they generally gave a yes-answer. When asked to how deep they would 
like to learn language and culture, they most commonly answered: ‘as if I were a native speaker’. 
When asked what kind of strategies they use to enhance their cultural awareness (read books, read 
blogs about cultural specifics of English native speakers, watch television programs, participate in the 
buddy programs with a purpose to get to know foreign culture more closely) - with some exceptions - 
the answer given was negative. Those students, who had experienced studying with a native speaker, 
have stated that although they felt the ‘otherness’ of native speakers, they rarely addressed it as an 
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issue. They felt that a native speaker as a teacher enhances their chances to learn English faster and 
better because of the exposure to real and not artificial communication.   

3 DISCUSSION 
This study has revealed that, as a rule, teachers of English use the traditional EFL model. They do not 
question the inseparability of language and culture but often fail to explain the nature of this 
interconnectedness. What is understood as teaching culture often turns out to be a mere set of most 
popular and commonly known cultural symbols but not the cultural awareness as a whole. However, 
teachers felt at ease explaining the interconnectedness of the Russian language and the Russian 
culture. This contrast seems to conform to the thesis about differentiated bilingualism ([3]).Vernacular 
language remains the unquestioned part of culture, at the same time English is more of a tool, a mere 
instrument similar to other instrumentalist knowledge. Thus, we can use the term artificial bilingualism 
which can be treated in two ways: 1) as learner’s preparedness for natural communication, resulted 
from acculturation in the process of language acquisition, and 2) as development of communicative 
person from artificial bilingual in the process of quasi-intercultural communication in the university 
environment. 

Undoubtedly, in order to perceive information in a foreign language, learners should extend subject 
competence along with language skills. This subject competence includes substantial, denotative 
utterances concerning one’s knowledge of a world. The subject competence can’t be formed 
spontaneously as it takes a long period – from learner’s university enrollment and through his lifetime. 
This competence covers a wider area: interaction with professional community, contribution to the 
events lying in the scope of learner’s interests, and his reading experiences. So, subject competence 
is learner’s background knowledge developed through acquiring a profession and seen as ‘mutual 
knowledge of a speaker and listener, being a basis for language communication’ ([4]). 

Thus, a basic bilingual competence results from bilingual educational programs and combines general 
and subject knowledge, language and inter-cultural competence, that are supposed to ensure 
learner’s ability to use a foreign language as instrument of self-education. In view of this, teacher’s role 
has shifted from being an instructor to process manager: 

• helping learners self-define what to study in the frame of a bilingual course, with appropriate 
theoretical and practical course in the Russian language; 

• developing conceptual thinking in learner’s profession in the cultural context of a foreign 
language, at the junction of two cultures; 

• encouraging comparative analysis of existing theories and approaches in the cultural context; 

• supporting of applicational transfer of learner’s knowledge. 

Among the measurable learner’s achievements we can observe: 

• adequate theoretical application of professional information in a foreign language; 

• analytical skills with due regard for cultural context; 

• skill in terminology application for interpretation of meaning and amount of concepts, with 
equivalents in a foreign language;  

• skill in interpreting new theoretical and practical propositions in a foreign language; 

• preparedness for knowledge transfer and participation in real life professional communication in 
a foreign language; 

• reflection-on-action skills. 

The last item is of a special significance since mature inter-cultural competence manifests itself when 
the learner’s sense of culture serves as a mirror for evaluating his verbal and non-verbal behavior in 
unfamiliar circumstances.  

At the same time, the university reality has shown a vivid cleavage between a declared bilingual 
education and its practical results. One of the reasons is artificial setting for this type of programs, with 
teaching and learning conditioned by language classrooms. Outside the university, learners 
communicate in their mother tongue. Moreover, the social and cultural background of the city does not 
provide a lot of opportunities to speak a foreign language. If the lack of language practice can be met 
by artificial bilingual setting, the absence of professional practice in a foreign language is a more 
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serious problem. Professional skills updating can’t be fully replaced with teaching material. Native 
speakers’ participating in bilingual education is one of the resources to make the perceived knowledge 
meaningful and reliable. Shortage of native speakers can be neutralized by various Internet resources, 
self-access classes, language labs, and buddy programs which imitate natural bilingual education. 
This develops a necessity in learners of acquiring the knowledge in the amount of time they have. 
Besides, learners should have a choice of bilingual courses proceeding from personal goals.  

 When interviewed, students demonstrated that their cultural competence is not specifically targeted 
during English lessons. Their answers have shown absence of the meanings of cultural awareness. It 
seems that like their teachers students share a superficial (not specific) understanding of culture, but 
their goals of learning English have shown in almost all cases an instrumental approach to language 
acquisition. Even those students, who participate in the buddy programs for international students, 
point out that the purpose of such participation is not gaining deeper knowledge of a certain culture but 
helping foreigners with accommodation in the local environment, preparing for studying abroad, 
interpersonal communication, self-realization as a volunteer, etc.  

4 CONCLUSION 
The findings have demonstrated that bilingual education can help elaborate a clearer view on the 
interconnectedness of language and culture. Instead of providing basics about cultural symbols of that 
or other nation, teachers might help students reflect what cultural awareness is, understand the tacit 
nature of cultural meanings as well as make clear the goals of studying language. The rather new 
approach of teaching English as lingua franca legitimizes nativization of English as well as 
understanding that communicating in it means communicating one’s cultural meanings. The never-
achievable ideal of a native speaker as well as a fragmented acquaintance with the Englishmen’s 
culture can hardly be a good motivator for students. Such approach might be criticized as a way to 
disengage language and culture and induce fear of producing generations of learners consciously 
choosing to be ‘of a little culture’. When students acquire cultural knowledge in a self-access centre 
and then further discuss and reflect upon a foreign culture and otherness in the class, this develops a 
more pronounced and conscious view on what culture is and what might the ways be to raise one’s 
cultural awareness and inter-cultural competence. Consequently, students can realize maximal social 
and economic requirements, which presuppose functional receptive and minimal productive 
proficiency in a foreign language, and this can provide them with a wide range of possibilities in terms 
of educational and cultural exchanges, and professional and scientific communication ([5]). 

Although, it remains open, what instrumental technology can support effective acquisition of another 
culture. As C. Storti has remarked, ‘we speak about cultural acquisition, but actually we acquire 
behavior, not culture. Culture, system of beliefs and values shared by a certain group of people, is just 
abstract notion one can mentally assess, but it is behavior that we perceive as the most cardinal 
manifestation of culture’ ([6]).  

In this respect, EFL teachers should serve as models of competent bilingual and successful bicultural 
identities with the developed reflection-upon-action abilities. This requires polishing their sociolinguistic 
and cultural skills, so that teachers’ English proficiency is beyond reproof. One of the possible ways to 
achieve this is communicating with native English colleagues either at the scientific conferences or via 
skype, and improving language and cultural skills by taking teacher’s development course in the 
English-speaking country. In addition, they should eliminate their fear for taking up a challenge of new 
teaching approaches and sharing concerns with their colleagues. 

REFERENCES  
[1] H. Baetens-Beardsmore, Bilingualism: Basic Principles. Cleveden: Ticto LTD, 1982. 

[2] V.Yip, Interlanguage and Learnability: from Chinese to English. Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John 
Benjamins Publishing Company, 1995. 

[3] S. Wright, Monolingualism and Bilingualism: Lessons from Canada and Spain. Multilingual 
Matters LTD, 1996.  

[4]  O.S. Akhmanova, Slovar’ Lingvisticheskikh Terminov. Moskva: URSS, 2004.  

[5] D. Ramos, Sayer. P, “Differentiated Linguistic Strategies of Bilingual Professionals on the U.S.- 
Mexico Border”, Critical Inquiry in Language Studies, vol.14, no.1, pp.25-pp.57, 2017. 

3370



[6] C. Storti, Old World, New World: Bridging Cultural Differences: Britain, France, Germany, and 
the U.S. Intercultural Press, 2001. 

3371




