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In this talk

• What do we mean by culture?

• Topics of interest

• Lessons with culture: doing it right
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The British – Is it true?

• British people drink tea at 5.00.

• It rains a lot.

• British people like animals.

• The food in Britain isn’t very good.
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A definition of culture  

“the collective programming of the mind 

distinguishing the members of one group or 

category of people from another”

Hofstede, Geert, G. J. Hosfstede and M. Minkov. 2010. Cultures 

and Organizations: Software of the Mind. New York: McGraw-Hill.
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Culture

Software of the mind?
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The cultural iceberg

www.languageandculture.com/cultural-iceberg
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Whose culture?

Have you explored all of the following cultural comparisons?

1. Culture of English-speaking countries vs my own

2. Culture of different non-English-speaking countries vs my 

own

3. The culture of different parts of my own country

Which one(s) do your students find most interesting?
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What do we mean by culture?

• Awareness: expanding students’ horizons

• Personlisation: comparing our experience to that of others

• Values: Promoting acceptance and tolerance of others
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In this talk
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Which (seven) topics are teens NOT interested in?

https://mawsig.iatefl.org/gagas-grandma-and-garden-clippings-or-

choosing-themes-for-teens/

• Music (Madonna, 

ABBA...)

• Fashion 

• YouTubers talking about 

normal life

• Drones

• Driving

• Countries nearby

• Backpacking

• Hair 

• Weird food e.g. insects

• Comparing opinions 

across generations e.g. 

on tattoos

• YouTubers doing crazy 

things

• Video games

• Faraway, exotic places

• Historical figures
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Why don’t these topics always appeal?

• Music (Madonna, ABBA...)

• Historical figures

• Fashion

• Video games

• Weird food e.g. insects

• YouTubers doing crazy things

• Faraway, exotic places

boring; out-of-date; 

irrelevant

divisive; a topic for 

friends, not 

classmates

 too far-removed 

from their lives; 

unachievable
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Topics of interest

Is it current enough?

• Avoid out-of-date topics, e.g. pop-music greats: they are 

seen as boring and irrelevant

• Be aware that students are not that interested in famous 

people

• Look for topics which are up-to-date and part of everyday 

life

• Can you think of any example up-to-date topics?
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Look for up-to-date topics
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Topics of interest

Is it inhibiting?

• Just because students are interested in a topic, it doesn’t 

mean that they want to talk about it in class

• Asking students to identify their likes and preferences can 

be inhibiting

• Remember that although students hate talking about what 

they like, they like talking about what they hate
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Avoid topics that are too personal 

3 questions for students 
about films…
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Topics of interest

Is it relatable?

• Red-carpet topics are a turn-off for many students

• Paradox: ‘exciting’ topics are often dull; mundane topics 

can be made interesting

• When topics provoke strong emotions, be ready to promote 

tolerance
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Explore down-to-earth topics
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We see the world through a cultural lens

Lessons with culture: doing it right

• Whatever the focus of a cultural lesson, the students’ own 

culture is always part of the topic

• Compare, contrast, consider...
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Celebrate diversity

Lessons with culture: doing it right

Talking about culture 

involves: 

• helping students to 

express their feelings –

and to respect those of 

others

• noticing differences without 

judging them

• encouraging students to be 

curious, open-minded, and 

tolerant



24

Keep it cheap and cheerful

Lessons with culture: doing it right

Explore unfashionable aspects of topics – students find it 

more interesting than we think;

e.g. for the topic of food, 

Instead of just

you could also try
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