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Research Methodology in Language and Culture

Postgraduate Course—first to third year students on Master’s program, spring semester, 2010

Aims and General Description:

This course is aimed at, but not limited to, all students on TKU’s TEFL Master’s program. We will, at the outset, examine some principle theories regarding culture and then language in order to slowly unveil the intricate relationship between these two. Once the inseparable relationship between culture and language has been made clear, we will discuss the existing methodologies that have been set out to investigate this connection. The first part of the course focuses on cross-cultural communications issues, while the second part of the course highlights the ways culture is intertwined with our linguistic system, from morphology to syntax. Finally, we will explore and seek ways to adapt or improve some of them for the contexts that are more befitting to our research purposes. This course takes an interdisciplinary perspective, incorporating theories in psychology, sociology, anthropology, linguistics, SLA, communications and cultural theories. 

Prerequisites

Must have a good command of English. Being able to speak one to two more foreign languages is a plus. 

Syllabus

The following topics are introduced and explored, one per week or one per two weeks. 

Definitions of Culture in various disciplines

      We will examine culture from its more apparent manifestations, such as food and clothing, to deeper representations of culture, such as belief systems and values. Definitions of race, gender, and identity are also crucial to the understanding of culture. Concepts of universalities and cultural particulars will be challenged as well. 

Impact of different cultural orientations on the organization of society and behaviors

      Most cultures can be divided along the collective vs. individualistic and vertical vs. horizontal paradigms. These orientations have crucial impacts how one particular culture organizes its systems such as education, marriages and judiciary system. They also define how people in a culture behave toward one and another such as the power distance, expression of emotion and decision making in corporations.

Cultural orientations and communications

      Various orientations give rise to different communication styles both in verbal and nonverbal ways. In this class, we will examine the nonverbal aspect of communication before focusing on the verbal communication. The concept of “face” will be introduced and explained how it intertwines with our communication systems. 

Language system in cultural contexts

      Although there have been several theories out there explaining what language is in the past five decades, it has become increasingly clear in recent years that language is a sum more that its parts. That is, to understand meanings and communicate successfully, one needs to go beyond mastering grammatical rules. For this, we will examine speech act theory and conversation maxims that not only dictate our syntax but also the turn-taking in conversations. Theory of relevance will be discussed.

Speech acts and cultural faux pas

      Much misunderstanding has arisen from differences of giving compliments, refusals, apologizing, or even the act of silence in various cultures. We will examine what lies behind these misunderstandings and ponder upon whether pragmatic competence can be learned and taught in a second or foreign language.

Research in politeness and other studies in cross-cultural communications

      We will look at some of the research designs in such studies. We will also look at the use of humor, irony, and jokes across cultures

Culture in language—classification system

      Culture not only impacts our communication style but also our linguistic system. For the latter, we will examine some folk taxonomy such as kinship terms, plants, and animals in various languages. 

Culture in language—metaphors and metonymies

      Metaphors and metonymies are omnipresent in our language from vocabulary to syntax to semantics. We will explore how polysemies came about and why idioms are hard to understand for L2 and FL leaners.

Activities

This course consists of lectures, discussions and students’ presentations. Students

are expected to collect data, including authentic stories or even films that support

the topics raised during the course

Assessment

Class participation: 20%

Class assignments: 40%

Term paper: 40% 
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