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1.0 Introduction

In a recent BBC World Service programme a reviewer of a book by David Crystal created the picture of a world dominated by four main languages. He posed the image of a speaker being able to address the world in fifty years time using just English, Spanish, Arabic and Mandarin Chinese. The reviewer suggested that most people by that time would be multi-lingual and could be expected to understand one of these languages. During the broadcast English was referred to as a mega-language, a language with world status. Not all commentators would be happy with this unitary projection of English. Kachru (1992), for example, talks of World Englishes with each having its own validity and standards. Some might also argue that multi-lingualism is already the norm. Perhaps less disputable is the growth in  importance of English as an international language. It is big business too, being valued at £6.5 billion a year (EFL Gazette, March, 1989 cited in Kachru).

The essay that follows looks at the impact this growth has had in two countries, Turkey and North Cyprus. It attempts to synthesise my experience over the last eight years of teaching with the literature that discusses the cultural dimension to teaching. While culture is difficult to define, Brown (1987) describes it as “a way of life”, “the context within which we exist , think, and relate to others”, “a context of cognitive and affective behaviour, a blueprint for personal and social existence” (p.123). He also states that language and culture “intricately interwoven” to the extent that separating the two would result in a loss of significance of either language or culture. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that separating language from culture  would result in a change in the significance of the  two. To talk of “loss” would automatically put the non-native speaker at a disadvantage and denies a part for the non-native speaker in the creation of meaning. This indicates a problem when “viewing” culture. Is culture an object to be studied? Is the “viewer” a participant or observer? The culture of a society can  be analysed at a point in time or it can be analysed over a period of time as a process. The first view would give a static, snap shot picture, whereas the latter might give clues to how a society evolves and reproduces itself. Both views run the risk of over generalisation and adding to stereotypes rather than understanding. In looking at characteristics of groups, there is also a risk that the distribution of these characteristics amongst individuals is overlooked. The overlap between groups may be greater than that suggested by a comparison of  “typical” members. One further qualification needs to be added, and that is, as Holliday (1994) mentions, cultures can be changed. Who causes the change, what that change is, how it happens and whether it should happen, however, are all contested areas. 

2.0 The role of English in Turkey and North Cyprus

In Turkey one consequence of the increase in popularity in English has been that it has replaced French  as the main foreign language studied. Whereas people in their 40’s or 50’s would speak French as their second language, now young people are more likely to be studying English. Feroz Ahmed (1993) describes the growth of English and its role in higher education in the 80’s thus:

“A few universities at the top whose medium was English were expected to produce the growing managerial and technocratic class. Advertisements for such positions began to appear in English even in Turkish language newspapers, the message was clear: these who cannot read this advertisement need not apply” (p.210).

The quote also serves to illustrate the role of English in Turkey. It is a foreign language that people learn mainly for instrumental reasons. It gives the promise of access to better schools, better universities and ultimately better jobs. And while it is usual to focus on the access English gives to the international academic and business community, it is also “an exclusion mechanism” (Holly, 1990). If you do not know English, some gates are closed to you. This is particularly true in North Cyprus where all the universities are English medium. Here the teaching of English at higher education level is a service to be sold and an important part of the local economy. The growth of the tourism sector as an important source of employment means knowing another language is an advantage for a widening number of occupations even in those spheres that do not require university education.

2.1 The role of native speaker teachers

A fast growing young population and a rapidly developing economy has meant the demand for education has increased faster than the state sector can provide it. In the main cities in Turkey there is a growing private sector in education from nursery to university level. This includes specialist private language schools that may offer English or a range of languages.

 Dubin and Olshtain (1986) make the point that:

“An indication that language programs are failing to meet learner’s objectives is often signalled by the existence of flourishing schools and courses outside the official education system” (p.11). 

From my personal experience of working in a private language school, this sometimes meant beginners’ classes would include learners who had studied English at school for 8 years. Intermediate classes would contain learners who had completed university degrees in English medium universities. And while they had a good vocabulary, their speaking skills would be weak. Private language schools tend to offer their students smaller classes and native speaker teachers. They often recruit native English speakers either by advertising abroad or in “The Turkish Daily News”, an English language newspaper. Native speakers are recruited because of a shortage of  local teachers and because it can be used as a selling point for the school. Where local and native speakers work together a source of dissent is  that  native speakers are often paid more and recruited in a different manner to local teachers Although the schools are  outside the state sector, they are subject to state regulation. Foreign teachers employed must have a teaching certificate and be approved by the Education Ministry. The regulation of private language schools extends to the content of the courses as  books are subject to ministry approval with permission given on a school by school basis.

In contrast there less demand for native speakers in North Cyprus, reflecting the longer tradition of English teaching and the past colonial relationship with Britain. There are many Cypriots with English as their first language due to being brought up in England or an English speaking country. Here native speakers are usually employed to perform particular jobs such as training.

3.0 The teacher - student relationship 

Teaching, although poorly paid, is a highly respected occupation in Turkey. Despite language reform introducing a new word for teacher (ogretmen), teachers are often addressed by the more traditional term  “Hocam” (My teacher). This word was used originally for religious teachers, and indicates the status of the teacher derives from their transmission of knowledge.  As a form of address it may be used even by people who have not been personally taught by the teacher. Usually the relationship between the teacher and pupil is close with the teacher progressing with the pupils through the school. Education also has an important role in promoting the national ideology of republicanism and a secular state. There is a national teacher’s day which is celebrated with ceremonies all over the country and given extensive television coverage. At particular periods within Turkey’s history, teachers have been consciously used as agents of social change in rural communities. This  representative function has led to teachers being killed in the south east of Turkey, where the authority of the state is disputed by Kurdish nationalists.

Hofstede (1986) describes the teacher- student relationship as an “archetypal role pair” existing in nearly all human societies in some form. Other role pairs exist in four institutions, Family, School, Job and Community. Within the Family there is the role pair of parent-child and man-woman, while in the school there is the role of teacher-student. The remaining institutions of Job and Community have the role pairs of boss-subordinate- and authority-member respectively. The relevance for education is  that the role patterns in each institution interact. An example of this crossover in Turkey can be seen in the behaviour towards family elders and teachers at religious holidays. Elder relatives, such as grand parents or older aunts and uncles  will be visited and young people will kiss their hand and raise the hand to their own forehead. Teachers, local and foreign, who are perceived of as suitably old will receive the same treatment from students who wish to show their respect. 

As the teacher - student role pair is such a basic relationship within a culture, Hofstede says that in cross-cultural learning situations there are many problems . His article also suggests the teacher should be the one to adapt. The 4D model he proposes derives its name from the four dimensions its uses to groups cultures. These dimensions are:


Individualism vs. Collectivism


Power distance


Uncertainty avoidance


Masculinity versus femininity

A teacher coming from Great Britain, such as myself, comes from a society characterised as tolerating a small power distance and high individualism, whereas my students from Turkey come from a society characterised as tolerating a high power distance and low individualism. In terms of classroom expectations this means students typically rely on the teacher to initiate exchanges, the teacher being of higher status. With one class I started a  discussion  on how the students felt  about the class, and  it came up that they wanted me to talk more with them during breaks. Here “British reserve” overlaps with my own personality, as I feel I am not very good at casual conversation. However, I was able to point out there were two partners in a conversation. I used my “status” to give them permission to start talking to me with the result that they did begin more interactions. While I have used the example as one with a cultural explanation, other factors are perhaps equally as important. Seedhouse (1996) argues that the IRF cycle (teacher initiation- learner response-teacher follow up) is a characteristic of the classroom as an institution. Teachers are not fellow conversationalists in class and even when  the class has stopped for a break roles do not simply dissolve. 

Another difference Hofstede suggests between collectivist and individualist societies is that in a collectivist society obtaining certificates is more important than gaining competence. These certificates may be gained by cheating and other illegitimate means. In an individualist society having the competence to do something is more important than the certificate. One manifestation of this in Turkey and North Cyprus is that cheating appears to be a far bigger problem than in England. Not only will students look at each others papers, smuggle in notes but they will also send in someone else in their place. This results in identity checks being necessary in the exam rooms. Often the class teacher is not the invigilator as there is the risk of the teacher coming under pressure from the class to give answers or collude with the class. A further impact is on the forms of assessment used. For example, attempts to introduce continuos assessment are difficult because of the problem of ensuring it is the student’s work. The preparatory school I worked in required second marking of assignments which meant teachers were aware of other classes work and were occasionally able to identify instances of copying. It also acted as a check on the teacher. (Since the success of the teacher was often judged from the success of the students, there was a pressure to inflate marks.) One difference between this school and the situation in other schools where continuous assessment is encouraged is that a large number of students were studying the same thing at the same level. At any one time there might be thirty classes following the same course. There was thus more opportunity for copying of assignments to occur even though the tasks were open ended. Assessment is also affected by the possibility of a legal challenge to results if they are unfavourable Thus more “objective” forms of assessment, such as multiple choice, are favoured.

The English teacher from Britain who just wants to concentrate on “teaching English” is conforming to the trait of valuing competence. Seen from the Turkish students perspective, they might undervalue the importance students attach to exams. But for the students this is a very real problem. At the end of the academic year 1995/96 only 15% of University exam entrants in the TRNC obtained a place at university (Cyprus Today, 17 May 1997). The exams are in the form of multiple choice questions which enable computer marking. As there is little in the content under the student’s control, this possibly encourages   the students in the attitude that passing is a matter of chance. The results are felt to depend on  the questions in the exam paper rather than systematic study, hence the importance of anticipating the exam.

4.0 Methodology

The methodology that a teacher uses in class not only influences teacher - student interaction but is itself influenced by the cultural factors. Riley (1988) describes the  responses of different national groups to the same tasks which required a degree of self-direction . The response ranged from Danes who took to the activities “like ducks to water” to the Vietnamese  who “said nothing and did nothing”. This led him to ask whether the emphasis on self-direction, autonomy and learner centredness might be ethnocentric, being to the advantage of some learners and to the detriment of others according to their cultural background. Similar questions about the communicative approach have been raised by Greg Ellis (1996). Holliday sees much of English teaching methodology as marked by its origins in private language schools or university departments catering for adults in Britain, Australasia and North America. The initials of these countries leads  Holliday to talk about a BANA model of teaching which he compares to a TESEP( tertiary, secondary, primary) model that occurs in the state sector of countries not in the core group. Some aspects of the BANA model he describes cut across cultures and the contrast is between the commercial and the state sectors. The “learning group ideal” , for example, may work in the private sector with its voluntary, adult clients but may encounter problems with  large, involuntary classes of secondary school students. The state sector also places a higher premium on the assessment and examination of individuals. Criticisms of the “communicative approach” purely because of “Western” origins ignore work done on task based learning in India and accounts of group work in large classes in other areas around the world.       

This BANA methodology has been adopted in the Turkish schools I have worked in. According to Martin (1994), communicative methodology is in line with Turkish government policy on language education. However, several other methods of transmission  can be detected besides state support. This is seen in the institutional links that exist between Turkish organisations and abroad. “English Fast” was a private language school affiliated to International House and through the organizational relationship recruited International House trained staff. Organizational links through accreditation by American or British universities is another way that is becoming popular with private colleges and higher education institutes. In the preparatory schools for English medium universities that I have worked in, senior management is often recruited from abroad. While for legal reasons the titular heads have been  local people, the most influential positions in the day to day running of the schools have native speakers. BANA methodology has also been encouraged by teacher training. Both schools run courses leading to British based teaching qualifications awarded by the University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate (UCLES).

Turkish students are used to “traditional” language classes with an emphasis on grammar. One possible instance of the “traditional” nature of the classes is apparent in the classroom layout.  Martin (1994) reports that of 90 students at Eastern Mediterranean University Preparatory School  80% sat in rows in their previous  school. Generally classes at the Preparatory School sit in a horse shoe or semi-circle, and interestingly after a period of learning at the school only 10% said they liked sitting in rows. It is also an indicator of student flexibility. Some aspects of my classroom practice have been derived from observing classroom behaviour and adapting it. For example, while working on exercises individually students would confer, this led me to use pair work as a support mechanism rather than just for speaking. Further support was possible by combining pairs into larger groups which would enable a mixed ability range of students to complete tasks.  Generally, I have been able to use a communicative approach in my class. I also try to cater for my students desire for grammar. I use formal terms and will give explanations as well using presentations that require students discover rules for themselves. However, my intention in using grammar terms is to facilitate learner development as they need these terms to use grammar reference books and exploit dictionaries fully. What is ignored from accounts mentioned above is the degree of learner training that is needed to implement  group work activity successfully and the need to make teacher and student expectations explicit.  

5.0 Content

Criticism by Turkish commentators seems to focus mostly on the content of English language instruction rather than the method (See Alptekin and Alptekin, 1984, Alptekin, 1993 and Altan, 1995). Alptekin and Alptekin also target their criticism at the native speaker teacher and the native speaker norms that come with them. Alptekin (1993) focuses on the schematic knowledge required to understand a text, learning a foreign language becomes more difficult for students if it is also partnered by unfamiliar content. I would also add that content which is typically English also lacks resonance; there are no cries of recognition or kindling of shared experiences. In some exercises the content is designed as an aid to understanding by providing a context. However, if care is not taken both the context and the grammar point have to be explained.  From my work experience local teachers are not overly critical textbooks emanating from England. In North Cyprus one reason for this is that many teachers are bilingual and may have spent some time in England or English speaking country. Thus they themselves may be familiar with the content. There is also the “practicality ethic” to consider. If  sections of the coursebook are rejected, what are they to be replaced by? Constraints on teachers’ time and personal confidence in using English can act as restraints on the amount of local materials production.

Some problems can be overcome by carrying out a needs analysis as suggested by Seedhouse (1995). Taking the question of which model of pronunciation to use, my students will listen to a range of accents when they are in their university departments. They will listen not only to native speakers but also lecturers from China, Poland and other countries for whom English is a second language. This is reflected in part in the schools recruitment policy that does not favour particular speakers. It is also possible to use cassette tapes to expose students to a variety of accents.

6.0 Conclusion

Turkish people generally see themselves as Europeans, although a popular metaphor for Turkey is as a bridge between Europe and Asia. As such the cultural differences between a  teacher coming from England and Turkish speaking  students are perhaps not  as great as between someone from England and Japanese students. An issue that seems to have been missed in the literature is the influence of the students on the teacher. As a teacher trainer I have the opportunity to observe many teachers, and one phenomenon is that some bilingual teachers change their English accent and make it more Turkish sounding. Perhaps after eight years outside England I have become less “foreign” to my students. Certainly when I ask my students to consider what “the government” should do about road accidents people no longer ask me which government I mean. I use local gestures where it helps with communication. I am also able to make comparisons between the structure English and Turkish as an aid to understanding. These help small things help to build  bridges between the my cultural world and my students. This is not to deny that there are cultural differences and these do need to taken into account. The biggest danger is the mechanical use of material and techniques developed elsewhere. As mentioned above, techniques such as needs analysis and the target language community can help to ensure  courses are tailored to particular students rather than imaginary ones.
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