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Language is often seen as the window into a culture, and this is because language
reflects the values, beliefs, and attitudes of the people who use it.  

s

Interconnection of Language and Culture

Language and Culture in ESOL Instruction

Learning a language goes beyond learning 
the alphabet
the meaning
the grammar rules 
the arrangement of words

Learning a language includes learning
the behavior of the society 
and its cultural customs.



Culture is important for:
Shaping social relationships
Maintaining and challenging social order
Determining how we make sense of the world
Shaping our everyday actions and experiences in society

s

Culture is a fuzzy set of attitudes, beliefs, behavioral conventions, basic assumptions, and values
that are shared by a group of people and that influence each member’s behavior and each
member’s interpretations of the meanings of other people’s behavior.

Interconnection of Language and Culture

Language and Culture in ESOL Instruction

https://www.thoughtco.com/social-structure-defined-3026594


Values and beliefs Knowlege Rules

Languages Common Sense Laws

Communication Assumptions Norms

Shared Practices Expectations Morals

Interconnection of Language and Culture

Language and Culture in ESOL Instruction



Differences in ways languages frame and phrase topics: Example 1

Interconnection of Language and Culture
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Differences in ways languages frame and phrase topics: Example 1

Interconnection of Language and Culture



Our learners are likely to translate directly from their primary language

Differences in ways languages frame and phrase topics

Interconnection of Language and Culture

International English Speakers have an advantage point!



Gender Pronouns

English Farsi

I Man / I  من 

You To/ You تو 

She Ou / Other person   او 

He Ou/ Other person    او 

Familial Relations

English Farsi

Niece

Baradr Zade برادر زاده
 Brother’s child

Nephew

Khahar Zade خواهر زاده 
Sister’s child

Differences in ways languages frame and phrase and topics: Example 2

Interconnection of Language and Culture



In addition to learning the grammar and terminology, our learners are learning how to
"think and feel" in English.

Learning a language involves learning about cultural values and ways of thinking 

Interconnection of Language and Culture



Diverse populations: diverse norms, customs, and ways of interacting

Impact of Cultural Backgrounds on Interactions

Seeking Clarification and Asking Questions

High Context Cultures                                                                                 Low Context Cultures

Avoid asking questions publicly                                                               Seeking clarification openly

Cultural norms and traditions influence forms of interaction and power hierarchies

Teacher-Learner Interactions

High level of Respect                                                                                More casual interactions

Formal titles                                    Standing when teacher enters              Casual interactions



Diverse populations: diverse structures and contexts

Impact of Cultural Backgrounds 

Familiarity with institutional forms of schooling
Learning practices
Test Taking
Classroom rules

Context of learning and evaluation
Critical and analytical thinking 
Different and new types of assignments 
Speed of reading 
Comparison with other classmates' performances 
Loss of prestige and perception of self-performance 

The transition goes beyond language and academic skills



Learning a language involves learning about social norms and sturctures 

Impact of Cultural Backgrounds 

In the context of ESOL learning, understanding social
norms and structures such as classroom rules,
punctuality, and communication protocols teaches
learners what is expected in professional settings.
These practices ensure they are prepared to meet
cultural and workplace expectations.



Culture is dynamic. It changes over time and from place to place!

Avoiding the risk of essenzialing culture

Culture is Dynamic

Risk of essentializing culture/ religion
over-generalization, stereotyping, and
undermining the actor's agency



Many factors, including socioeconomic status,
level of education, life experiences, and even
place of residence (urban vs. rural), shape the
ways in which people interact with their
surrounding environments.

Social norms and power hierarchies impact
relationships with others. These relationships
may differ from one group to another.

Avoiding the risk of essenzialing culture

Culture is Dynamic



Religion is often viewed as interchangeable with
culture. This view undermines that:

Individuals can have multiple identities
simultaneously
Individuals may have varying degrees of devotion
Structures and power hierarchies promote certain
religious behavior

It's important not to impose religious practices on
English language learners based on assumptions
about their culture.

Cultural identity and religious identity

Avoiding the Risk of Essentializing Culture



Moving to a new place comes with changes
Loss of identifiers of status
Opportunity for a fresh start
Different roles and responsibilities

Our learners  are parents, siblings, children, and
neighbors

Caregiving responsibilities
Loss and death 
Inner group dynamics and norms

National and global affairs 
War
Ethnic conflict

Identity, belonging and relationships

It Goes Beyond Culture



Language is often seen as the window into a culture, and
this is because language reflects the values, beliefs, and
attitudes of the people who use it. 

When our learners learn a new language, they also
learn about the cultural context in which that
language is spoken.

As educators, we must understand various factors that
shape and impact our learners’ learning process and their
inclusion in their new host community. 

This helps us create inclusive and effective learning
environments and respect our learner's diverse
backgrounds.

Conclusions

Language and Culture in ESOL Instruction



Questions and discuss ions

For comments, feedback, and further questions email Ahoo Salem
asalem@brlit.org

https://www.blueridgeliteracy.org/
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