Culturally Aware in ELT Lessons through Project Work

By Silvia Schnitzler

It is a great pleasure to be able to make a little contribution to this prestigious site and e-zine. On this particular occasion I would like to tackle the cultural issue in the classroom through the means of project work. Therefore I have summarized the essential points to take into account before setting out to plunge into a project. I am personally very much in favour of the implementation of this methodology due to all the advantages that I outline below. I strongly recommend you give it a try, you will be immensely rewarded by the outcome. Best of luck !!!

Definitions of Culture

The word culture can be defined as a set of learned beliefs, values and behaviours, the way of life shared by the members of a society. 
It generally refers to patterns of human activity and the symbolic structures that give such activity significance. 

Cultural studies: anthropologists’ view

They see culture as a COMPLEX WEB of shifting patterns that LINK people in different locales and also link social formations of different scales. 
According to this standpoint, any group can construct its own Cultural identity 

( the feeling of identity of a group or culture, or of an individual as far as he is influenced by his belonging to a group or culture.

Cultural identity & pluralism

•Cultural identity remarks upon: place, gender, race, history, nationality, sexual orientation, religious beliefs & ethnicity.
•Some, consider it a divisive force in society.

≠ cosmopolitanism ( gives individuals a greater sense of shared citizenship - it doesn’t always have to be divisive. 

•Cultural pluralism ( when small groups within a larger society maintain their unique cultural identities. 

In a pluralist culture, unique groups not only coexist side by side, but also consider qualities of other groups as traits worth having in the dominant culture. 

Globalization 

refers to increasing global connectivity, integration and interdependence in the economic, social, technological, cultural, political, & ecological spheres. 
It has various aspects which affect the world in several different ways such as:

•Growth of cross-cultural contacts; advent of new categories of consciousness and identities such as Globalism - which embodies cultural diffusion, the desire to consume and enjoy foreign products and ideas, adopt new technology and practices, and participate in a "world culture".

•Greater international cultural exchange.

•Spreading of multiculturalism, and better individual access to cultural diversity. •Greater international travel and tourism.

•Greater immigration (legal and illegal).

•Formation or development of a set of universal values.
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Project Work

This methodology helps teachers working in a non English-speaking environment to bridge the gap there is between the language students are taught and the language they in fact require (Fried-Booth, 1996). What is taught in the classroom may in theory be useful, but the usefulness does not always extend to practice. 

Strengths of a Project 

It relies on the involvement and commitment of individuals. 
It draws together students of mixed-abilities and creates opportunities for them to contribute in ways which reflect their different talents and creativity. 

The less linguistically-gifted person may gain self-esteem, which would be unlikely in a more conventional language lesson.

Stages in a project

* beginning in the classroom
* moving out into the world

* returning to the classroom. 

The level of linguistic control moves from:

controlled use of language ( bridging activities (less controlled) 

( ‘free’ use of language. 
Benefits of Project Work

There is a great deal of involvement on the students’ part, since it is student-centred: the motivation comes from within as the project is theirs – they decide what they will do and how they will do it (content and language requirements). 
Role of the teacher: counsellor and consultant, co-ordinator and ‘facilitator’. 

Stages:
a) Planning

specific language needs are predicted, objectives are set, tools are established, possible problems are logistically sorted out.

b) Implementation
the tasks to achieve the objective are carried out ; working inside and outside the classroom.

c) End product
the tangible outcome is produced. Feedback is given and collected as well. It becomes the springboard of the following part of the programme.
All in all

The cultural component of a programme (the different parts of a project as a whole) is very strong, since the educational intention is to ‘use’ the foreign language within as well as beyond the frontiers of your country. What we most cherish and consider worthy of promotion, our culture and our land, is shown to the world. 
Values, such as respect and tolerance, are enhanced. We can only respect and learn about other peoples’ culture if we first respect and know about ours. 

The goal of a project ( foster students’ development

-from a practical point of view 

( progress in their knowledge of the English language

-from an experiential standpoint 

( growth as a committed citizen of Argentina and of the World.
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