
Towards a Culture-Inclusive 
Language Pedagogy in 

Multilingual Social Contexts 
Lane IGOUDIN 

Los Angeles City College 

'1 feel like I was in Mexico when I was there because I could see all these 
Latino names. I asked Diana, 'W!z¡, are all these Latino names?' She said, 
'Oh, you know it's because it's Latin [art museum]!' ffuana laughs.] I 
didn't know. When you told us about the museum, I thought it was some 
American museum. I didn't know there uere a lot of Mexican artists." 

O uana's Interview) 

Abstract 
The traditional monolingual and monocultura! paradigm in second language (L2) teaching has 
been increasingly seen as ideologically disempowering, unreflective of the learner's sociocultur 
al identity, economically limiring in a globalized world, and, one whose pedagogical success is 
questionable. Meanwhile, contemporary education research in the U.S. has called for instruc 
tional methodologies that support language learners as multilingual and multicultural citizens. 
This paper focuses on one such model used in an advanced college ESL course in California. 
Student interviews and the analysis of their writing output point to the following advantages of 
L1 culture-inclusive second language education: engaging L2 learners with their L1 cultures 
empowers them to re-evaluate their social roots, selves, and identities in an L2 society, arouses 
a sense of pride in their heritage, and teaches interculturality. From the pedagogical standpoint, 
topics related to students' cultural experience can engage language learners in the development 
of higher-level critical thinking skills and produce a richer L2 output. 

Résumé 
Le paradigme traditionnel monolingue et monoculture! dans l'enseignement de langue seconde 
(L2) est de plus en plus considéré comme devalorisant l'apprenant idéologiquement, le limitant 
économiquement dans un monde globalisé et ne refletant pas son identité socioculturelle. Son 
succès pédagogique est donc discutable. Par ailleurs, la recherche contemporaine en éducation 
aux États-Unis fait appel aux méthodologies pédagogiques qui considèrent les apprenants de 
langue comme étant multilingues et multiculturels. C'est une de ces méthodes qui est utilisée 
dans un cours d'anglais comme langue seconde dans un community college (un institut 
d'enseignement superieur de deux ans) en Californie qui est l'objet de cette étude. Des entre 
tiens avec des étudiants et une analyse de leurs essais écrits à la fin du projet montrent les 
avantages suivants d'une pédagogie de langue prenant en compte la culture de la Ll: impliquer 
les apprenants de L2 par leurs cultures Ll leur permet de réévaluer leurs racines et leurs 
identités sociales dans une société L2, en suscitant en eux un sentiment de fierté de leur patri 
moine, et en leur enseignant l'interculturalité. Du point de vue pédagogique, les thèmes liés aux 
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expériences culturelles des étudiants peuvent engager les apprenants de langue dans le dé 
veloppement de compétences de haut rùveau de réflexion critique et produire des résultats plus 
riches dans la L2 que les programmes qui n'utilisent pas ces moyens. 

The traditional monolingual and monocultural paradigm in teaching English as a 
second or foreign language (ESL/EFL) has recently come under attack. The English 
only pedagogy which ignores the learner's first language (L1) has been increasingly 
seen as ideologically disempowering (Ryan, 1998; Kubota, 2003), unreflective of the 
learner's sociocultural identity (Pavlenko and Blackledge, 2004), economically limiting 
in a globalized world (Cummins, 2003; Banks, 2004), and, whose success, from a 
pedagogical standpoint, is questionable (Cummins, 2009; TESOL Quarterly, 2009a). 
Meanwhile, advances in multilingual education research have conceptualised the 
language teaching principles that seek to develop second language (L2) learners as 
multilinguals, and proposed innovative instructional methodologies to support their 
language learning. This study makes a case for extending this debate beyond the 
presence of L1 in L2 classrooms, and into the use of the students' cultural heritage, 
which their first language embodies, as a pedagogical tool in teaching second language. 

Monolingual vs. multilingual education principles 
Teaching of a second language in the contexts where it is dominant has traditionally 
been done through immersion in the target language and culture. The monolingual 
teaching principle which limits the language instruction to target language only has been 
the most persistent and often sole method of L2 instruction. This principle assumes 
that only the target language should be used for instruction, L1 /L2 translation should 
be prohibited, and that L1 and L2 should be kept separate in education systems 
(Cummins, 2007). Though there is little evidence that the monolingual approach is 
more effective in language teaching, it continues to dominate TESOL to the present 
day, with a lip service paid to other teaching paradigms (Cummins, 2009; Taylor, 2009). 

Advances in multicultural education have challenged monolingual pedagogy on both 
empirical and theoretical grounds. Summarising current research in bilingual educa 
tion, Cummins (2009: 320), in particular, included the following two principles 
relevant to the current study into his rationale for the use of bilingual instructional 
strategies (i.e., instructional strategies that use rather than exclude students' home 
languages): 

• Because English language learners' prior knowledge is encoded in their L1, activa 
tion and building on prior knowledge requires the linking of English concepts and 
knowledge with the learner's L1 cognitive schemata. 

• Legitimating students' L1 as a cognitive tool within the classroom challenges the 
subordinate status of many minority groups and affums students' identities. 
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Cultural representation in second language teaching 
What is the place of the students' native culture in a second language classroorf 
Available research and the author's own experience as an American commu~f' 
college instructor indicate that students' native cultures, much like their first languages, 
are often ignored, consciously or not, by language instructors. As Kramsch (1993: 12) 
points out, "[L2] instructors, who teach immigrants or visitors in their country, [ . .] have tended~o 
transmit, with the language, a view of the world that reflects on!J the values and cultural assunptio~s 
of the native speaker's society." Traditionally, L2 culture is taught along with L2 (fESOJ 
Quarterly, 20096: 563), positioning learners as either culture-free or L2-cultur - 
oriented, and correcting them when they fall back on their traditional ways. As o e 
EFL instructor observed: 

Constantty reprimanding a student for his/ her native language sends the message that L1, and by e1- 
tension, Lt culture, is not welcomed in the class. Languages have strong, inseparable, and complex tres 
to culture and insisting on monolingualism essential!} means I am asking my students to check th!ir 
identities and life experiences at the door (lenkìns, 2010: 1). 

In this paper, culture is defined as ''a shared and learned pattern of beliefs and perceptions tit 
are mutual!J intelligible and wide!J accessible" within a group of people (Banks, 2004: 9 . 
Furthermore, cultures are dynamic, complex, and changing; they also vary at · e 
macro, micro, and contextual levels (ibid). A language instructor's behavior based, f~r 
an example, on a stereotyped assumption of students' 'Asian' cultural background m!y 
overlook a multitude of constituent elements of those students' cultures and lead {o 
crosscultural misunderstanding and tension in the classroom. 

Bicultural and multilingual instructional strategies are certainly nothing new in me 
primary education systems in the United States. Since the 1960s, American schools 
both urban and suburban settings have had to adapt to the multiracial, multi-ethnic, 
and multilingual studen~ bo~es. In this process, _cu~tural _pluralist ideologies haye 
emerged that value the diversity of cultural and ethnic identities of the students. T1e 
social context of language learning sets the background for the development of la¡i 
guage, lifestyles, values, and experiences, and it includes the learner's first langua~e 
(L1) community. To an immigrant, the L1 community usually provides a supportive 
environment, especially if the cultural group is in some way oppressed by more pow 
erful groups. The pluralist instructor thus views cultural background and affiliation ls 
assets in socialisation of the individual in the contemporary society. 

The contemporary multicultural ·ideology of education attempts to combine culru al 
pluralism with the nation's common culture. This culture, which uses the majority 
language, is shared across all classes and ethnicities present in the nation. A multicil 
tural approach assumes that in order- to· successfully function in today's society, ,_ 
individuals should have equal access to its opportunities and rewards, while retaitilltg 
their distinct ethnic and cultural traits (Banks, 2004: 117). However, it also demands ~f 
educational institutions to respect the learner's cultural background and use it in 
educational policies and practices. The goal of a multicultural curriculum should be "to 
help students learn how to function effective!} within the common culture, their ethnic culture, and 
other ethnic cultures" (Banks, 2004: 118). 


