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ESL Learners 

Culture and Communication 

 

What is Culture?  

When we think of culture, we often think about the tangible aspects of culture - 

traditional dancing, food and music. However, culture is much more complex. One 

commonly used analogy is to think of culture as an iceberg. The tip of the iceberg, or 

what we can see, consists of language, food and clothing. However, it is the rest of the 

iceberg, submerged under water and more difficult to see, which plays a much more 

significant role. Learning to communicate well across cultures means having the ability 

to discover what is hidden – the communication style, beliefs, attitudes and values of 

other cultures. 

 

What is Communication?   

When communicating with your learner, not only will you be speaking, listening, 

reading and writing together, you will be communicating through your non-verbal 

behavior as well. Non-verbal communication varies from culture to culture.  

 

The meaning of a single movement can mean a variety of different things such 

as: 

The chin flick can mean “no” (in Italy), aggressive disinterest (in Northern Europe), 

disbelief (in Greece) or “I don’t know” (in Portugal).  

The chin flick is an action where the backs of the fingers on one hand are brushed 

under the chin either once or several times.  

Palms pressed together can signify a prayer, a greeting (in India), thank you (in Asia) 

or an apology. 
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Biting the forefinger can signify “I am angry” (when biting the knuckle in Italy), “I am 

sorry” (when biting the middle joint in Saudi Arabia) or “lucky” when the finger is placed 

sideways in the mouth (in Lebanon and Syria). 

Source: Desmond Morris, BODYTALK: The meaning of Human Gestures (New York: Crown Trade 

Paperbacks, 1994.) 

 

Non-verbal messages 

The non-verbal messages you give can be extremely powerful and can cause 

confusion for your learner if it contradicts the message you are giving verbally. Actions, 

which you may not even notice doing, may be extremely offensive in other cultures. 

Showing the bottom of your foot, for example, is considered exceptionally insulting in 

Thailand, Saudi Arabia and Egypt. The “okay sign” and “thumbs up” are also interpreted 

in several different ways throughout the world – many of them negative.  

Consider another example - eye contact. Eye contact can be interpreted in a variety of 

ways. If you were to buy a car and the salesperson told you the car was in exceptional 

shape while staring at the ground, would you believe them? If your learner says that 

they are interested in learning about food and then does not look at you while engaged 

in the lesson, are they disinterested?  

When a person’s verbal message is inconsistent with their body language, people may 

not believe the message they are trying to get across. Consider how difficult it may be 

for a learner who is trying to communicate but is using culturally inappropriate body 

language to deliver their message. 

 

Cultural Differences 

Time 

Some cultures have different attitudes toward time and punctuality. If your learner is 

continuously arriving late for a lesson, let them know that you only have a limited 

amount of time and that you must start and finish the session at the agreed time. 

 

Attitudes towards teachers 

Adult learners from some cultures may have different attitudes towards teachers and 

tutors that you don’t expect. You should be aware of these. Here are some examples: 
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▪ In some cultures, a teacher is a revered person who deserves a high level of 

respect. Some learners may find it uncomfortable to address you by your first 

name, even if you have indicated that they are welcome to. Be understanding if 

they prefer to address you as Mr., Mrs., Miss etc. 

▪ Although you want to encourage learners s to think on their own, learners from 

some cultures may find it difficult to question you or to take risks in the learning 

situation. 

▪ Some learners may not want to be seen as the centre of attention and may not 

feel comfortable taking part in role plays. Encourage but don’t push. 

▪ Asking some learners what they want to learn (consistent with LLNB’s learner-

centred approach) might cause them to question your ability because their 

expectation is that you will know what you are supposed to teach! 

▪ Some learners may feel that teachers who are dressed informally do not take 

their teaching role seriously. 

▪ Some learners may feel uncomfortable disagreeing with your personal opinions 

and ideas because you are a teacher. 

 

Being an Effective Culture Guide  

In your interactions with your learner, you will develop an awareness of each other’s 

cultures – both the similarities and the differences. Enjoy the process! 

✓ Try to learn as much about your learner’s culture as you teach about your own. 

✓ Examine similarities and differences. 

✓ Discuss appropriate ways to address people, decline or accept an invitation etc. 

✓ Avoid being judgmental toward yourself or your learner. 

✓ Be aware that students often experience problems with adjusting to their new 

culture. Be supportive and help them navigate their new experiences. 

 

Tips on Being an Effective Culture Guide 

▪ Recognize who you are as a culture guide. Culture is not stagnant and there are 

different perspectives within a culture. Consider how an event will be 

interpreted differently by people dependent upon age, gender and socio-

economic background. 

 

▪ Avoid potentially uncomfortable situations by avoiding gestures such as the 

“thumbs up” or the circle “okay” sign. These can be quite offensive in other 
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cultures. Also avoid pointing with a finger; use the entire hand (with the palm 

up) when you need to point or use a pen.  

 

▪ Explore the learner’s perceptions through questions When the learner 

encounters an unfamiliar situation where they are not sure how to respond, ask 

the learner what the action means to them. By exploring how the learner 

interprets the event, it will help bring clarity to the issue. 

 

▪ Encourage the learner to guess what is or is not appropriate in their new culture 

(based on what they have experienced). Examples:  

- Is it polite to decline food when offered?  

- What colour should a bride wear to a wedding?  

- When should one give a gift?  

 

▪ Avoid being judgmental. Try not to jump to conclusions about what your 

learner’s actions represent. 

 

▪ Learn about your learner’s culture.  

 

Different Cultural Behaviours  

There are far too many different cultural behaviours to list. However, a few that are 

pertinent to learning situations are highlighted below.  

1. Eye contact  

- In Canada, eye contact between people is considered important. Assumptions 

regarding the honesty or integrity of a person who does not have “good eye 

contact” may be made. In other cultures, avoiding eye contact with people who 

are older or of a higher rank is considered polite and respectful.  

 

2. Attitudes about cooperation 

- Attitudes about cooperation vary from culture to culture. What North 

Americans consider “cheating” in school may be considered “sharing” for many 

learners. While this may not be problematic for you as a tutor (since you are not 

assigning marks), it can cause numerous difficulties for your learner who is now 

living in a country, and may be part of a school system, that focuses more on 

individual rather than group achievement.  

 

3. Fear of making mistakes 
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- Canadian students are generally encouraged to try. Incorrect responses are not 

seen as a failure but as a learning opportunity. Students may be given 

participation points and, if improvement and the desire to work exist, may be 

able to pass from one level to another.  

 

Your learner may have had very different experiences while they were in school. 

Some educational systems emphasize accuracy in a manner with which we may 

not be accustomed.  

 

4. Taboos against touching  

- A hug or a pat on the head may be considered affectionate to you but could 

make a learner feel uncomfortable. In some cultures it is even considered an 

affront. It is probably best to avoid physical contact unless your learner 

indicates otherwise, especially if you are matched with someone of the 

opposite sex.  

 

 

Issues 

You and the learner are experiencing some discomfort due to cultural 
differences.  

While the learner may understand (on an intellectual level) some of the differences 

between Canada and their home country, it may be very difficult for the learner to feel 

comfortable with these differences. For example, a learner may be aware that they can 

call you by your first name but may feel more comfortable if they can call you “Mr” or 

“Mrs” to show respect. In turn, this may seem awkward for you, especially if you are 

only a couple years older than your learner.  

Keep in mind that when teaching language, we teach not only the words, form and 

pronunciation, we teach culture. Culture includes not just holidays, dress, food and all 

the visible aspects of a nation but the way in which people see and evaluate the world. 

This also includes how people value and treat each other.  

In a situation where you may feel uncomfortable, you may want to explain, for 

example, the reason why people in Canada often refer to each other by their first 

names. (Calling each other by our given names is not disrespectful, it is a sign of 

friendliness.) In situations like this, it is probably more important to ensure that the 

learner is comfortable. While it may be awkward for you, consider how many things the 

learner must deal with daily which are new and perhaps a little odd for her.  
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Ultimately, there are certain aspects of our culture your learner may not want to adopt, 

even if it is the conventional way people in Canada behave. We must respect our 

learner’s values and beliefs.  

 

Your learner will not give you feedback; it is difficult for you to determine what 
you should be working on with your learner.  

Some learners are from cultures where teachers are highly respected. Learners see 

teachers as specialists, and to question a teacher would be unimaginable. While you 

are not a classroom teacher, you are in a situation where you may be perceived as a 

specialist. The learner may not feel that giving you feedback (in terms of what they do 

and do not like) is proper. They may resist telling you how they really feel.  

 

Options to explore with the learner:  

You may need to ask questions in a more indirect way. You may want to come with a 

few different books. Let your learner know that they must choose the best book.  

Rating exercises may also be useful in determining the types of exercises your learner 

feels suit their purpose best. 

 

Learner feels undervalued because they cannot find work in their field: 

For some immigrants, the change in locale not only means a physical and linguistic 

change, but the loss of a career. 

Options to explore with the learner:  

We want to be supportive and encourage learners to get jobs that suit their skills, 

abilities and previous experience. However, the statistics are disheartening, and you 

may want to discuss some of the difficulties your learner may face. If your learner is in 

a profession where there are local networking opportunities, inform your learner about 

them and discuss how these may be of use. Volunteer work may be one way for your 

learner to meet people and gain additional work-related skills while increasing her 

English proficiency. 

You may also want to teach your learner about unions and how they are structured. Let 

the learner know that taking a lower-paying job in a union environment may be the 

first step in a long and prosperous career. 
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Learner has children who are adopting elements of Canadian culture that make 
her uncomfortable.  

The “generation gap” between parents and children can be difficult for newcomers to 

Canada. While adults do change, they keep with them many of the attitudes, beliefs 

and values they learned as children in their country of origin. However, their children, 

who grow up in Canada, tend to adopt a more Canadian viewpoint than their parents. 

This can make parents feel alienated from their children.  

Options to explore with the learner:  

Discuss difficulties the children of newcomers must face. At home, they are expected to 

conform to patterns of behavior from their country of origin while conforming to 

Canadian norms at school. Finding a balance between respect for tradition and the 

pressure felt at school is necessary. This process takes time, patience and 

understanding. Stress the importance of being empathetic to the situation children 

face. Help them research the local organizations and groups they can go to for support. 

 

 

Culture Shock  

People who have moved from one country to another (or from one region to another) 

may have a lot of difficulty. Not only are they learning a new language, but they are also 

learning a very different way of life. Some people may go through phases where they 

feel frustrated and humiliated. Some of the issues could include: 

• Loss in status  

- Respected people with positions of power in their former communities may 

feel they are now labeled as “immigrants.” 

 

• Loss of established support systems  

- Times of difficulty (i.e. illness or financial difficulties) may be even more 

problematic when there are no family members or close friends to call upon 

for support.  

 

- Feelings of isolation may result when a parent is required to stay home and 

take care of the children. Without a job (or the opportunity to take language 

classes), an individual with limited language skills may feel like a prisoner at 

home. 
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• Frustration over the inability to do “simple” tasks that were easily completed 

at home.  

- Not only is the language different but the procedures as well. For example, 

the procedure for riding a bus differs from place to place. In some countries, 

payment occurs after the ride is complete. There may also be a person on 

the bus who takes your money once you are seated. The way in which you 

signal to get off the bus may also be different.  

 

• Feeling that their identity is threatened  

- While Canada is a multi-cultural country, there is still an expectation for 

those outside “mainstream society” to become acculturated. Keeping 

traditions and raising children in the manner learners feel is best may be 

more difficult than they originally anticipated.  

 

- Traditional parent–child relationships can be dramatically altered when 

children know more English than their parents. Having to depend upon 

children for assistance can cause problems as it may undermine the parent’s 

authority. In some situations, it can even result in parental abuse. 

 

Helping someone with culture shock  

Everyone experiences culture shock in different ways, to different degrees. One person 

may adjust with relative ease, whereas another person may suffer from more 

pronounced culture shock. Regardless, it is important to support your learner to the 

best of your ability (even when they are critical of the new environment.) Let the 

learner know that feeling this way is natural. Adjusting to a new place takes time and 

patience. Getting through difficulties will require persistence and a willingness to learn 

(but not necessarily assimilate). 

 

Cultural Survey Activity 

Use the exercises in Cultural Surveys for Beginning Learners 

to: 

▪ Learn about your learner’s culture 

▪ Discover what your learner knows about Canadian culture 


