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I ntroduction and background

It becomesindeed apleasant experiencefor the
learners of a foreign language to be in an
atmosphere where the culture of the target
languageispresent, or hasbeen incorporatedin
theteaching. Thisarticleattemptsto demongtrate
the significance and function of cultural
elements/artifacts in teaching a foreign
language. Itisanaccount of apromising practice
where the cultural associations of the target
language have been attached to language
learning. It is an academic reflection, and
recounts the experiences of a teacher who
teaches Guijarati as a foreign language at an
Americanuniversity®. Thearticlegivesadetailed
description of an active classroom where
Gujarati vocabulary is taught by integrating
cultural elementdartifacts. In the classroom,
cultureisthemain focus of curriculum, hence
influencing the content andimage of theteaching
materia . For the purposesof thispaper, Gujarti
will be the target language for those whose
nativelanguageisEnglish. Thegod of thearticle
isto demonstrateto foreign language teachers
how they canincorporatetheteaching of cultural
elements/artifactsinto their foreign language
classrooms.

Vocabulary in aFL classroom

Vocabulary is an essential component for
successful communicationinaforeignlanguage
(FL) classroom. When it comesto learning a
foreignlanguage, it becomeseven morecritical.
Awareness of words seems to give enough

confidenceto learnersto produce alanguage.
Thetask of teaching vocabulary ischallenging
for most language teachers, for FL teachersit
isespecialy challenging . Theteacher needsto
be very innovative to design a lesson where
learning thevocabul ary becomesan interesting
activity intheclassroom. Theteacher a so needs
to ensurethat the new words are taught in the
appropriate context ensure maximum retention.

The classroom structure and thelearners

Atthispoint, itwill behd pful to defineclassroom
structure and learnersin order to understand
thisstudy. For the purposesof thispaper, learners
aredefined ashaving beginners’ leve familiarity
with Gujarati, and having an awareness of the
Gujarati culture when they first come to the
beginners Gujarati class. The process of
teaching-learning focuses on communicative
approach, thereforethe classroom activitiesare
highly dependent on hands-on activitiesby the
learners.

Cultureinlanguagelearning: From theory
to practice

Austrian-British philosopher, Ludwig
Wittgenstein, who worked on the philosophy of
language stated, “If we spoke a different
language, we would perceive a somewhat
different world.” Wittgenstein indicates a
definite relationship between language and
culture-society. Cultureisoften considered as
mereinformation conveyed by thelanguage, and
not asafeature of language; cultural awareness
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therefore becomes an educational objectivein
itself, separate from language. If, however,
language is seen as a social practice, culture
becomes the very core of language teaching.
Cultural awareness must then be viewed both
asenabling language proficiency, and asbeing
the outcome of reflection on language
proficiency (Kramsch, 1993, p. 8). Languageis
considered asahuman ingtitution. Lado (1964)
posits, “language does not devel op in avacuum.
Itisapart of the culture of apeople” (p. 23). It
isclear that language is undoubtedly a social
phenomenon. Itisnot possibleto break apart
the relationship between culture, society and
language. Lado (1964) further states, “asthe
chief instrument of communication, language
attaches specific wordsand phrasesto the most
frequent cultural meaning” (p. 23). Thus, the
beliefs, rituas, customs, thoughts, mannerisms,
and artsof any society or culture arereflected
inand transmitted throughitslanguage. Infact,
thelinguistic development of human beingsis
mostly asocid and cultural process. Conversdly,
socio-cultural patternsarereflected inlanguage
and in all major aspects of language such as
vocabulary, pronunciations, and variationsin
sentence structures. Involvement of socio-
cultural theory suggests that human mental
activity emerges specifically asaresult of the
internaization of socia relationships, culturally
organized activity and symbolic artifacts
(Vygotsky, 1986; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). In
thisregard, theintegration of cultural artifacts/
elements may facilitate and ensure a more
cognitiveway toforeign languagelearning asit
alowslearnersto experienceamore motivating
environment. Another important relevance of
incorporating cultural elementdartifactsisthe
consideration of an ‘ affectivefilter’; Krashen
(1981) remarks, “... people acquire a second
languageonly if they obtain comprehensibleinput
and if their affectivefiltersarelow enough to
allow the input” (p. 84). This suggests that
integration of cultural elements/artifactshelps
in lowering the affective filter, and provides
‘comprehensible input’ in learning aforeign
language.

Rangoli and Toran: Cultural artifacts/
elementsasatool and authentic material

It isnow an acknowledged fact that the study
of different cultures aids us to know about
different people, and is necessary in order to
understand and respect other peoplesand their
ways of life. It also makes us aware of the
smilaritiesand differencesinthelivesof various
cultural groups. If weprovideour learnerswith
just alist of factsof history or geography, anda
list of lexical items, wewill not have provided
themwith anintimateview of what lifeisrealy
likeinthetarget culture and language.

After discussing the relevance and theimpact
of integrating culture into the teaching of a
foreignlanguage, | would liketo put down the
style and method of integrating culture. The
practice of integrating the culture of Gujarat for
example, should not be limited to simply
describingitscultura background, butto actudly
making use of the cultural e ementyartifactsof
Gujarat astoolsand authentic materialsin the
classroom to teach new words.

| designed alesson to teach shape and colour
vocabulary, where| used aRangoli and aToran
ascultural elements/artifacts. Rangoli—afolk
andtraditional art form of Gujarati culture—is
adecorative design madeonthefloorsof living
roomsand courtyardsduring Hindu festivals.
They are meant to be sacred welcoming areas
for Hindu deitiesand guests. In Gujarati, Toran
is the name given to a sacred or honorific
gateway. Itistypically aprojecting cross-piece
that restson two uprightsor posts. In Gujarati
culture, Toran may also refer to a decorative
door hanging, Both, Rangoli and Toran feature
vivid coloursand shapes.

Instead of simply describing the shapes and
coloursused in making aRangoli or aToran, |
went one step ahead. | asked the students to
maketheir own Rangoli and Torantolearnthe
colour and shapevocabulary in Gujarti. For this
purpose, | didthefollowing:
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| showed the learners various designs of
Toransand Rangolis, and madethem aware
of the importance of these two cultural
elements/artifacts. | alsofamiliarized them
withthesignificanceand symbol of different
coloursand shapesin the Gujarati culture
andtradition.

Theprocessof showing involved two steps:
Displaying a picture of a Toran and a
Rangoli; and presenting a PowerPoint
Versioninwhichal the shapesand colours
were animated to create acompletedesign
of aToranand aRangoli. Thelearnerswere
then asked toidentify thedifferent colours
and shapes.

| asked thelearnersto maketheir own Toran
and Rangoli. For this| gavethem various
colors (specia sand colours) to make a
Rangoli onthefloor. | dso gavethem papers
of different colours to cut into different
shapesto makeaToran.

| gave each student a unique design
instruction detailing the coloursand shapes
they had to usein the making of the Toran
and Rangoli so each learner had an
exclusive pattern. The learners therefore
had ample opportunity to explore various
shapesand colours.

As soon as the learners were ready with
their artifacts, | asked them to identify the
colours and shapes of the Torans and
Rangolis made by the other learners.
Therefore, once again they got achanceto
work with the shape and colour vocabulary.

Thislearningwasthen followed by teaching
them to make s mple sentencesusing colour
and shapevocabulary. Thisincluded asking
questions such as“which colour isthis?’;
or “which shape is this?’; and then
answering them.

Observations and discussion

Thewholeexercisewassuccessful intwoways.
Firstly, thelearnersbecameawareof thecultural
significance of Torans and Rangolis in the
Gujarati tradition and art. Secondly, learning
becamevery live and interactive by using and
making Torans and Rangolis in a hands-on
activity. The experience of interacting with
shapesand colourswhilecreating the Toran and
Rangoli demonstrated learning. It was also
observed that such amethod of teaching turned
cultural elements/artifacts into authentic
materials.

Conclusion

Understanding of the target culture helps to
motivate learners to learn the language. The
close association of culture and language will
betruly successful only if cultura artifactsand
elementsareincorporated astoolsand authentic
materialsin the narration of theoretical matters.
The positiveimpact of such an exerciseenables
learners involvement, ignites interest, and
makes|earnersactive participantsin the process
of learning. Hence, learning activities which
focuson activelearning arebest practicedina
culturally enabled environment.

! | worked as a foreign language teacher, teaching
Gujarati asaFulbright FLTA for theyear 2010-11 at
IndianaUniversity, Bloomington, USA.
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Images of Rangoli and Toran used for demonstration

1. Source: Stock picturestaken from theinternet

2. Source: PowerPoint animationimagesample
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