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Teachers Roles and Perspectives in Raising

Cultural Awareness

Andrew Reimann

Introduction

The rapid changes taking place globally and lo-
cally in terms of the requirements and nature of com-
munication and general international exchange, are
often neglected in Language education, particularly in
Japan. After more than a decade of widespread
Information Technology and innovation in communica-
tions, adequate and practical training is still being
eclipsed by the cliche of grammar translation and
other one dimensional methods which have become
fossilized stereotypes of ELT in Japan. In a country
that leads the world in resources allocated to
Language Education and training, why has not more
been invested in updating methods, curricula and poli-
cies to meet even the most basic needs? Some initia-
tives like Super English Language High Schools
(SELHI) have shown awareness of growing deficien-
cies but these are short term projects limited in scope
and potential by the same entrance test and curricu-
lum restrictions that hinder the regular programs.
English education in Japan has always necessitated
quantifiable results, transferable to a test score. Any
subsequent value of learning the language was and
still is, to an astonishing degree, viewed as secondary.
A more qualitative approach to language learning
would need to deal with the complex issues of testing
and evaluation as well as teaching. Though some tests
including TOEIC and TOEFL have become more
communicative and are increasingly more common,
the end result remains unchanged: English is not
taught as a global language for practical purposes in
Japan, after 6 or 7 years of English Language
Training, Japanese students are still totally unprepared
for communication with non-Japanese or in a foreign

context (Takanashi 2004). Why is not more being

done to revitalize Japanese ELT? Where must the im-
petus for change come from? If teachers are at the
forefront of this paradigm shift, what do they need to
help learners become successful communicators?

The following reports on research aimed at un-
covering and describing the extent and nature of
teacher's needs, difficulties, abilities and perspectives
concerning the teaching of cultural content as part of
their EFL curriculum. The purpose of introducing cul-
tural content is to engage learners with meaningful
and relevant material and information geared towards
raising cultural awareness as an essential element of
Communicative  Competence  (Widdowson 2005,
Byram 1997). Considering global changes and chal-
lenges, language learners who have engaged with cul-
tural content as part of their English education are
much better prepared for communication than learners
who have not (Widdowson, 2005). Recently however
the goal behind cultural content inclusion has become
skewed and misunderstood as many texts and lessons
focus on overt, tourist culture knowledge to supple-
ment basic language learning activities, reinforcing
stereotypes and cultural imperialism, without fostering
any kind of understanding or relevant engagement. If
the goal of applying cultural content to language
teaching is to create more flexible and inter-culturally
minded communicators, then with whom does the re-
sponsibility for the impetus of change lie? Are teach-
ers solely responsible for the outcome of their
student's communicative abilities? How much of this
rests with students alone or with curriculum designers,
educational planners, textbook writers and editors? A
significant part of this problem involves the fact that
most teachers are not sufficiently trained to teach cul-

tural content, are not sure what they should include as
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cultural content and are unaware that they are often
presenting dangerously biased, stereotype reinforcing
examples of cultural imperialism, which are of little
or no interest and of limited usefulness to the stu-
dents. Upon analysis of teacher's perspectives regard-
ing these issues, it becomes clear that the crux of this
problem is due partly to the limited nature of materi-
als and texts that are available to teachers, as well as
a result of inadequate training or explanation neces-
sary to create a vision for effectively developing cul-
tural awareness.

Given that the range and type of language skills,
which students in today's world require, is becoming
more comprehensive and diverse. The skills and meth-
ods of teachers must also be modified to reflect these
changing needs and requirements. Historically infor-
mation came at a premium, as it was difficult to ob-
tain, skills of memorization and recall were valued. In
this new era however, the problem with information is
that it is cheap, superfluous and often irrelevant. As
a result, being able to remember, reproduce and ac-
cess information has become secondary in importance
in favor of skills of analyses, critical evaluation and
effective processing, as essential communication tools.
Similarly, the native speaker as role model is no
longer the optimal target, as mastery of linguistic
forms, native like pronunciation and mimicking of
phrases are not a necessaryv criteria for successful
communication in the increasingly multicultural world
(Alptekin 2002). Learners and consequently teachers
need to be aware of differences in communication
styles open to ambiguity, flexible in negotiating mean-
ing and able to adapt to unexpected changes in even
the most basic communicative situations (Takanashi
2004). Although language learners quickly become
aware of these issues once they leave the classroom
and enter the real world, in the form of culture shock,
discrimination or total communication breakdown, can
teachers prepare students for these situations? Can we
eliminate the obvious pitfalls in intercultural commu-
nication by including awareness raising content and
strategies in the regular curriculum? Much has been

written on the difficulties of teaching cultural

awareness in connection with English as a Global

Language (Merryfield 1993, Widdowson 1998). This

report will focus on determining viable solutions for

pedagogical reform by considering teacher's perspec-
tives.

Key questions which need to be addressed in imple-

menting any kind of cultural training or education in-
clude:

* How can teacher's best introduce cultural con-

tent without reinforcing stereotypes, engaging

in cultural imperialism or projecting their own

personal bias and agendas on to their students?

Can cultural awareness be developed and

taught objectively?

What is the role of the teacher in facilitating
awareness, navigating differences and harness-

ing/developing cultural diversity as a resource?

How should teachers begin to use their experi-

ence and intuition effectively?

How should new and inexperienced teachers be

initiated into such a paradigm?

How can teachers introduce intercultural learn-
ing strategies that can be extended beyond the

classroom?

Is it beneficial to train non language, content
teachers to teach specialty language and ESP

courses? How would this be done?

What are the pros/cons, logistics, feasibility,
goals and potential outcome of such training

and consequent teaching?

Perspectives in Practice; A Survey of Teachers Needs
Method and Procedure

A total of 46 teachers were surveyed in order to
gain insight into their teaching contexts, preferences,
abilities, experiences and concerns regarding the teach-
g of cultural content. The instrument (see Appendix
A) a short survey, consisted of simple yes/no or likert
scale type ranking questions. All teachers were given
as much time as necessary and told that the surveys
were for research purposes only and strictly confiden-
tial. All questionnaires were completed quickly and

without difficulty or additional explanation.
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Consequently the survey maintained a 100% response
rate for all questions fielded. After completion of the
questionnaire, several teachers were asked questions
(unofficially interviewed) regarding their views, under-
standing and concerns wit the subject matter. All
though these responses are purely subjective and
qualitative in nature, with no statistically significant
value, they did help in providing a deeper understand-
ing and overall perspective regarding context and
more personal concerns, valuable insights which a
blunt instrument like a survey is incapable of record-

ing.

Subjects and Context

Of the 46 teachers, 78.3% taught at Universities
and 21.7% were High school teachers. 17.4% were fe-
male and 83.6% were male though gender differences
did not appear to play a significant role. 60.8% were
Japanese teachers and 39.2% were Foreign. This dis-
tinction was significant in terms of length and type of
experience. Most foreign teachers had had teaching
experience in a variety of contexts whereas Japanese
teachers had mostly taught only in Japan. However
Japanese teachers on average had more teaching expe-
rience. The combined average for years experience
was 16.7 years (10.7 years standard deviation) with a
range of 2 years to 41 years. Although there is much
variation in reflected results, it is yet unclear what
impact these differences had on the data and defi-
nitely warrants further research. The majority 91.3%
stated that they taught intermediate level students with
the remaining 8.6% teaching either advanced (4.3%)
or low level (4.3%) students. Within these groups,
60.9% said that they taught mostly skill based classes
and 39.1% stated that they taught more content based
classes. This distinction also mirrors the type of insti-
tution as most High school teachers (94.3%) taught

only skills which met entrance exam requirements.

Perspective and Practice
In order to better understand teacher's perspec-
tives on classroom practices involving cultural content

and intercultural communication skills, several

questions were geared towards highlighting teacher's
preferences, fears and frustrations in the classroom.
82.6% of teachers felt that the most important skills
required by Japanese students today are not being
taught effectively. These skills included basic oral
communication, critical thinking, IT training, network-
ing, analyzing information, expressing opinions, nego-
tiating meaning, overcoming anxiety and building up
confidence and motivation. A further 47.8% were not
satisfied with texts or materials stating that material
did not engage learners focused on trivial tasks and
information exchange were generally repetitive and
failed to motivate or generate a personal relevance in
the learner. The remaining 52.2%, who were predomi-
nantly high school teachers, although satisfied with
there texts did not offer any praise for materials other
than that they adequately elicited the responses re-
quired by learners taking the English Language com-
ponent of entrance tests.

Evaluating teachers attitude towards cultural
awareness raising (CAR) in general, on a scale of 1-
10, 1 being unimportant and 10 being very important,
69.5% ranked (CAR) 8 or higher with 43.5% ranking
(CAR) at 10 and no respondents ranking below 5.
Similarly, the evaluation of the importance of
Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC) was
ranked favorably, with 69.5% ranking (ICC) 8 or
higher with 30.4% at 10 and no responses below 5. In
correlation to these trends, 87% considered it the
teacher's responsibility to provide cultural content.
87% also felt they were qualified to do so. However
only 69.6% had received any kind of training in
Intercultural Communication or Cultural Awareness
Raising with an identical 69.6% stating that they
would like to receive training in this field.
Considering these patterns, only 73.9% responded that
they include cultural content in their classes and of

these 95% were university teachers.

Results and Discussion
There were several significant correlations which
became apparent upon further analysis of the basic

data. These suggested a strong dichotomy between:
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Table 1: Summary of Combined Results

_Total Subjects

Yes 69.6%

feel it s the teac
Yes 87.0%

Yes 87.0%

Yes 69.6%

No 304%

icative Competence?

petence?

experienced and inexperienced teachers, teachers who
have taught in various contexts and those who have
only taught in Japan, High school and University
teachers and teachers who teach skill based or content
based classes. In summary, these four categories pro-
vide valuable insight into the diverse nature of teach-
ers contexts and personal preferences as well as their
concerns, perspectives and attitudes towards teaching

cultural content.

Differences in Teaching Experience

In order to better understand differences created
by length of teaching experience, subject's responses
were divided into two groups. These were teachers
with less than 10 years experience (43.4%) and teach-
ers with over 10 years experience (56.6%). After cor-

relating various levels of experience including 5 and

20 year distinctions, the 10 year division emerged as
the critical benchmark at which teacher's perspectives
and practices begin to differ significantly. Variations
in length and type of experience may seem obvious
factors effecting teaching ability, style or attitude.
However in relation to teaching cultural content, the
results appear to be opposite from what might be ex-
pected. Typically older and more experienced teachers
are set in their ways and not open to experimentation
with new methodologies or innovations, to the extent
that new teachers might. Especially in Japan teachers
tend to teach in the same way they were taught and
this invariably leads to the perpetuation of grammar
translation, reading and rote memorization (Takanashi
2004). Although both groups felt strongly that essen-
tial skills were not being adequately developed (less

experienced teachers 71.4% more experienced teachers
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88.9%), they differ greatly, in perspective, as to what
this dissatisfaction actually entails. One would expect
that less experienced teachers would be more aware
of the deficiencies of a traditionally structured ap-
proach and be open to more communicative methods
which would better serve the students in the future. In
actual fact the results of this survey indicate that older
and more experienced teachers place a higher value
on teaching cultural content and developing cultural
awareness and Intercultural communicative competence
than less experienced teachers. The reasons for this
are yet unclear, however from subsequent interviews
the following trend immerged.

Less experienced teachers reported that they are
still unsure of themselves in the classroom and prefer
low risk methods which have a predictable outcome.
They may not agree with the merit of their methodol-
ogy but the need for a safe and dependable lesson
seems to over shadow what would be most beneficial
for the students. Fear of the unknown seems to be the
strongest factor influencing less experienced teacher's
attitudes and perspectives. As a result their indication
for the need for training was significantly high at
85.7% compared to more experienced teachers at
66.7% as was there significantly higher satisfaction
with textbooks (71.4% to 44.4%). Support for this
also comes from the indication that 85.7% of less ex-
perienced teachers felt it was their responsibility to
provide cultural content instruction and their ranking
of the importance of cultural awareness raising (CAR)
and Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC)
were higher than more experienced teachers (57.1%
(CAR) & 71.4% (ICC) to 44.4% (CAR) & 33.3%
(ICC) respectively) yet only 57.1% actually included
any cultural awareness activities or felt they were
qualified to do so. There appears a discrepancy in the
ranking of importance for (ICC) as 71.4% of less ex-
perienced teachers felt they were qualified to teach
(ICC) but from subsequent interviews, this seems to
stem from a lack of clear understanding of the exact
nature of (ICC). Perhaps with more explanation or
training, this result would become consistent with

other data. In the case of more exberienced teachers,

they appear more secure in the classroom are more
aware of the deficiencies in traditional methodology
and are therefore more open to innovation and high
risk activities which include cultural content and the
less predictable aspects of natural communication.
More experienced teachers do score lower in their
ranking of (CAR) and (ICC) and feel they do not
want relevant training, however they overwhelmingly
agree (100%) that it is the teacher's responsibility, that
they are qualified (100%) and that they actually in-
clude cultural content and activities in their classes
(88.9%). Again an unclear understanding of the con-
cept of Intercultural Communicative Competence is
evident in the extraneous score of (66.7%) for this
category. Further research would need to explain this

concept in greater detail to insure validity of results.

Differences in Teaching Context Diversity

Similarly type of teaching experience seems to
have a profound effect on attitude and practice to-
wards cultural awareness raising. Following length of
experience, type of experience is a strong factor in
determining teacher preferences. The survey responses
were correlated based on distinctions between local
(LE) (60.8%) and international (39.2%) teaching expe-
riences (IE). All of the local experience only teachers
were Japanese and all but two of the international ex-
perience teachers were non-Japanese. Nationality did
not seem to be a factor influencing teacher's prefer-
ences and was therefore not taken into consideration.
However further research and analysis, though beyond
the scope of this survey may prove otherwise. As
with the correlations regarding length of experience,
one might expect that teachers with more diverse ex-
periences would be more open-minded to change and
innovation, than teachers with only local experiences.
In many responses this is evident however several an-
swers reveal a less consistent trend. Teachers with in-
ternational experience, though unsatisfied (88.9%) with
the effectiveness of teaching important skills were
much more content than local teachers with text books
(66.7% to 42.9% respectively). The (IE) group was

more positive towards receiving training (77.9% to
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Yes } ”28.‘6% T

Do you receive any te

On a scale

9-10 57.1%
7-8 42.9%
5-6 0.0%
B 14 0.0%
_On a scale of 1-10, ho )
9-10 71.4%
7-8 28.6%
5-6 0.0%
1-4 0.0%

_Table 2: Differences in Teaching Experience

T 44.4%
22.29%
33.3%

Yes 85.7%
, __No 143%
1 do any cultural awareness

1 feel it is the teacher’s responsibility to

64.3% respectively) even though they overwhelmingly
responded that they were qualified to teach Cultural
Awareness Raising (CAR) (88.9%) and Intercultural
Communicative Competence (ICC) (100%) and
seemed to have a much better understanding of the
concept. This preference for training may stem from
a higher appreciation or sensitivity to insider/local
knowledge and a visceral understanding that the more
you know about a learning context/environment/cul-
ture/community, the better you will be able to func-
tion. (IE) Teachers also ranked the importance of
(CAR) (66.7% to 35.7% respectively) and (ICC)
(55.6% to 50.1% respectively) much higher than (LE)
teachers and differed significantly on their perceptions
of teacher's responsibility for providing cultural con-

tent (100% to 78.6% respectively). (IE) Teachers were

similarly more inclined to include cultural content in
their lessons than (LE) teachers (88.9% to 64.3% re-
spectively). From these results and subsequent inter-
views, it appears that a more diverse experience has
a positive effect on teacher's perspective and approach
to innovation and change. (IE) Teachers are perhaps
more accustomed to accommodating differences and
are therefore more flexible and sensitive to communi-
cative problems and needs. Having taught in various
contexts these teachers have a unique perspective on
the importance of deeper cultural understanding for
successful communication and thus hold those aspects

of language teaching and learning in higher regard.

Differences in Context and Method

The final criterion for comparison, considered
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7-8 21.4%
5-6 28.5%
1-4 0.0%

" Yes 57.1%
No 42.9%

_Table 3: Differences in Teaching Context Diversity

O 510 oo iterc

e
No 88.9%

7-8 33.3%
5-6 11.1%
1-4 0.0%

Yes 97
No 11.1%

differences in context and style of teaching. Responses
were correlated based on distinctions between
University (UT) (78.3%) and High School teachers
(HT) (21.7%) as well as differences between content
based (CB) (39.2%) and skill based (SB) (60.8%) in-
struction. For the purpose of this study, skill based in-
struction was interpreted to include any kind of
teaching which focused on language structures or
practicing the skills of reading, writing, listening or
speaking. Content based instruction referred to the
teaching of a subject in English, with little or no at-
tention to language structure or usage. These cases
were analyzed together as only (5.7%) of (HT) teach-
ers used (CB) instruction, indicating that type of insti-
tution tends to dictate the method and nature of

instruction. Considering this strong correlation, there is
a significant difference in preferences between High
School teachers and teachers who use skill based
methods. The results of (CB) teachers closely parallel
those of (UT) teachers; however on no two elements
do (SB) and (HT) teachers even remotely agree. There
may be several reasons for this, all of which call in
to question the reliability and Validity of the survey.
Teachers may have exaggerated or understated their
preferences, answered according to what they felt the
researcher wanted to hear, or they may have misun-
derstood the distinction between skill and content.
From post survey interviews, however it seems more
likely that subjects distinguished between what they
actually do in practice and what they feel they should
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be doing. Teachers felt they had to teach a skill based
curriculum and would have preferred to include more
relevant content materials, sensing a gap between
teaching only arbitrary skills out of context and pre-
paring learners for real world communication. This is
further supported by other responses to the question-
naire which indicate that these teachers have a high
preference for teaching culture but do not actually in-
clude any in their classes. 57.1% of (SB) teachers and
only (40%) of (HT) indicated that they include any
cultural content in their classes. However as one
would expect, 100% of (CB) teachers and (83.3%) of
(UT) teachers include cultural content. Furthermore,
(100%) of (HT) teachers and (78.6%) of (SB) teachers
indicated that they would like to receive more training

and felt they were much less qualified to teach (ICC)

Table 4: Differences between Hig

h School and University Teachers

or (CAR) than (UT) or (CB) teachers (refer to table
4 and 5).

All groups felt fairly strongly (80-89.9%) that it
was the teacher's responsibility to provide cultural
content and training. Consequently ranking for (ICC)
and (CAR) activities is quite high with little distinc-
tion between (CB) or (SB) teachers and a large gap
between (HT) and (UT) teachers. This result probably
stems from (HT) teachers strong (80%) dissatisfaction
with materials and texts and the overall effectiveness
(60%) of skills being taught. These results suggest
that teachers are highly aware of learner's needs and
pedagogical shortcomings, realize what is required but
lack the freedom, resources or autonomy to initiate

changes. (UT) teachers in contrast are more or less

"100.0%
0.0%
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Table 5: Differences in Class Ty

Yes 88.9%
No 11.1%

No 0.0%

Yes 78.6%
No 21.4%
ic
Yes 64.3%
No 35.7%

free to choose their own materials, methods and are
therefore more satisfied, yet rank the importance of
(ICC) or (CAR) skills slightly lower. Regardless of
this however, both (CB) (77.8%) and (UT) (88.9%)
groups feel important skills are not being taught effec-
tively. Despite the presence of confounding and erro-
neous results from the correlation of these four
groups, there appears a common call for for more
autonomy and flexibility regarding teacher's roles as

change agents and leaders of innovation.

Conclusion

Considering the patterns illustrated by the survey
results, several conclusions emerge which could be
applied to ELT practices aﬁd the development of

Intercultural Communicative Competence. All teachers,

having once been students themselves, seem to know
what they want and what they should be doing in
order to maximize the effect of the classroom experi-
ence and their student's potential. The problem lies in
changing passive attitudes towards innovation and ex-
perimentation and resistance to paradigm shift (Hyde,
2000). Teachers need to feel confident that they are
able to take initiative and experiment, going against
traditional practices to do what they feel is best for
their students in their particular context. If teachers do
not lead by example or refrain from taking risks by
experimenting in the classroom, then students cannot
be expected to demonstrate the same risk and experi-
mentation strategies required in communication. In
order to break this chicken/egg cycle of teachers only

teaching what and how they were taught, a system of
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top/down cooperation, guidance, leadership and train-
ing needs to be implemented. More experienced teach-
ers need to take on new roles as mentors, trainers,
curriculum planners and materials writers engaging in
action research, to better understand the constantly
changing context of the classroom. To turn the"old
school" obstacle of diversity into a "new school" re-
source, a cycle of ethnography should be introduced
on all levels. In this way the teacher is transformed
from a passive recipient of information and innovation
to an active researcher and producer and is conse-
quently in a better position to engage the learners in
a more meaningful and relevant way (Widdowson
2005, Ellis 1997). Initial teacher training therefore
needs to be more practical and personal, addressing
teacher's needs, insecurities and fears and provide
teachers with tools, confidence and motivation re-
quired to be autonomous change agents. Teachers
must be on the forefront of this paradigm shift and
therefore a comprehensive ethnographic method needs
to be applied in order to understand the complete en-
vironment, influences, variables and participants which
are language learning. Such an ethnographic approach
will bridge the gap between theory and practice help-
ing teachers and researchers understand each other and
work for their mutual benefit. Teachers can in turn
make the transition to active researcher by applying
ethnographic methodologies to their classes in order to
better understand and adapt to the diversity of their
students (Frank, 2004). Ultimately these skills should
be transferred to language learners, who can apply
ethnographic methods to discovering, evaluating and
understanding the fluid nuances of context, language
and individual differences, all of which are essential
Communicative

components of Intercultural

Competence.

Goals and Aims for Accommodating and Addressing
Teachers Needs
* Increase awareness of teachers and learners
background in order to eliminate bias, rein-
forcement and fossilization of stereotypes and

general subjective enculturation and cultural

imperialism.

* Initiate new teachers into this paradigm through
collaboration, team teaching and other joint ef-
forts in order to benefit from others experi-

ences.

Empower all teachers regardless of nationality,
native/non native proficiency, type or length of
experience, type, style or level of instruction
and institution as well as other affective and
contextual factors, to experiment with innova-
tion, utilize diversity and provide the most ap-

propriate methods for their particular context.

Strive towards equalizing; balancing and de-
mocratizing the Language Class so that all
members can participate equally in an ethno-
graphic cycle of heightened awareness and mu-

tual understanding.

Provide tools, knowledge and support to assist
teachers in becoming Intercultural Role Models,

Mentors, Guides and Facilitators.

Create a top/down cycle in which the teacher
can act as Ethnographer, Researcher and
Change Agent as opposed to a passive recipi-

ent of innovation.

Engage in action research to continually evalu-
ate and reevaluate contextual elements and par-
ticipants needs, thus creating a culturally

sensitive and appropriate methodology.
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Appendix A: Teachers Needs and Perspectives Survey

The answers to these questions will be used for private research only to try to understand the
general perspectives of teachers in Japan as well as the overall teaching context. All information
herein is confidential and will not be used for any type of marketing or other ulterior motives.

Thank you.

Years teaching experience. | In Japan: Other:

Type of institution | University | High school Other:

Type/name of
class(es)

Level(s) | Low | Intermediate | Advanced

What are the most important skills required by Japanese students today?

Are these being effectively taught or developed? Yes

No

Are you satisfied with the text books available to you? Yes

No

What sort of changes would you like to see? (iitles, content, methods)

What are the most important issues in language education in Japan?

Do you receive any teacher training? Yes No
Would you like to receive teacher training? Yes No

What sort of training would be most helpful for you?

On a scale of 1-10, how important is cultural awarenessraising? 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Do you feel it is the teacher’s responsibility to teach cultural issues? Yes No
Do you feel you are able/qualified to teach cultural issues? Yes No
Do you do any cultural awareness raising activities ikn your classes? Yes No

On a scale of 1-10, how important is teaching Intercultural Communication?1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

[ Do you feel you are able/qualified to teach Intercultural Communication? |

Yes

No |

What sort of cultural information do you think is necessary for language learners to know?
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