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NARRATIVE AND CULTURAL MEMORY
IN FOREIGN LANGUAGE STUDIES

The Era of Globalization started out with much promise and momentum at the end of the
Cold War. But throughout the nineties, naughts, and into our current decade, the term
globalization has taken on several different connotations. The promising notion of a "global
village" is being chipped away bit by bit into something far less savory. With a glance across the
political spectrum, from Europe, to the Americas, Africa, the Middle East and Asia, one may come
away with the notion that the very word "globalization™ has been doused with petrol and set
ablaze in some locales, or at least turned into a sociopolitical buzzword, a surefire way to rile an
audience.

How then did we get here? How, in the United States, did we get to a place in which a
bombastic, orange-hued demagogue from New York City would win election for the presidency?
Or that Great Britain would vote to throw geopolitical stability into flux?

The answers to these questions are multivalent and perhaps unanswerable. Everyone,
regardless of political leaning or social status, has played a small part. But one aspect demands
closer inspection vis a vis our role as language instructors: we got here through the battle over
narrative control. The spins, pivots, dodges, deflections, half-truths, half-lies, outright lies, cover-
ups, exposes, posts, tweets, blogs, reports and retractions we see each day, are the arrows in our
quiver. And with the proliferation of social media, near-immediate connectivity and
communication between billions of people, words and their meanings arguably have never
mattered more.

The focus of this article is that with the rapid-fire bursts of symbols, words, and media,
coupled with large segments of global societies pushing for more interconnectivity for myriad
reasons, we are losing control not only of how words are used in discourse, but also how they are
connected to our collective past.

Language instructors within this era of globalization are staring down a daunting task.
On the one hand, language can and must be taught in a more scientific, synchronic approach, one
that seems to be favored now and in which speaking is placed at a premium. Speaking is the
quickest form of communication, and as long as the meaning of the speaker is conveyed to the
listener effective communication has taken place. Context and history, diachronic concerns over a
word’s usage over time, these things are ignored. This should not be so.

Recent positions taken by linguists and language instructors from various places around
the world indicate that more needs to be done to mend the dichotomy between what we say and
what we mean. This is due to globalization because students in multi-cultural classrooms do not
have a shared history and therefore no shared memory. The meanings behind words become more
fractious as each user deploys them in speech or writing.

This paper aims to address and tackle some of these concerns. Included is the research
from a handful of language teachers and linguists who have delved deeply into this field and line
of reasoning. The goal here is not to arrive at a specific solution, which hardly exists at present.
Rather, the author wishes to posit and address his concerns as a teacher of a foreign language.
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On a warm afternoon in May 2014, | scrolled through the inbox of my university email and stumbled
upon a cold call for ESL teachers looking to pick up some summer work. I had just finished my first year as an
adjunct instructor of composition and literature, a position that would never pay the bills in full but gave me the
desire to pursue teaching in any capacity possible. The position would be for just two and a half weeks, and so |
applied, was hired, taught students from Spain, Russia, France, China and Italy and accompanied them on their
trip to New York City.

Fast-forward two years: I’ve now taught students in every age range, from six-year-olds to fifty-
somethings, from 10 different countries. I’ve lived in three different countries, including Indonesia and Ukraine,
crossed the Pacific Ocean twice, the Atlantic once, and I’m only a few time-zones shy of having been completely
around the world. I’ve met great people, woke to the Muslim call to prayer (until I got so used to it I slept
through). Leaving the U.S. was the best decision I’ve made in a long time, perhaps the best decision of my life.
And it all began by hitting reply to a single email.
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But it didn’t take long for it to occur to me to ask why there are these opportunities all around the world
for someone like me. Many of my own students were already bilingual and had experiences with language that
far eclipsed my own. But for some reason, that | was a native English speaker gave them a reason to learn from
me. Sure, I have degree in English, a Master’s in writing, but while I delved deeply into my own language and
culture, these young students appeared to have taken swaths from here and there. Many spoke one language at
home and another in school or in public. And most surprised me by how well they spoke English already.

The answer, of course, is directly related to globalization, which has positioned me in a advantageous
place simply because of the language and culture in which I grew up. In a recent English Club meeting here in
Chernihiv, one of my colleagues posed a question to the audience as to why they choose to spend their free time
on Sundays learning English. The answers varied, but those who appeared to have just started their working lives
said that it was, in one way or another, a business decision. The English language is a currency; learning it was a
transaction. Dr. Jinhyun Cho, a Korean-English translator and professor at Macquarie University in Sydney,
Australia, describes it as "market capitalism combin(ing) with academic capitalism™ in a neoliberal environment
in which everything from government grants to an institution’s ranking and competitiveness are linked to the
English language. Underpinning this complex interconnectedness between students, teachers, and institutions is
profit and profitability. Profit for the institutions and the ability to increase earning potential for the students.

It seems to me that anytime pure-form education bumps against profits and bottom lines, there must be a
pause for reflection and a careful treading forward. Neoliberalism and its offshoot, globalization, which have set
the stage in many ways for the goals of our foreign language instruction places, of course, a premium on
individual choice and the free movement of goods, services, and people. This notion, prima facie, appears sound
and sure: people and goods should be free to move about as they please, free from hard-handed government
intrusion, and the culture that underlies these things will be freely moved and traded thusly. However, one look
at recent headlines around the world is apt to jar one aback.

The very word "globalization," leaving aside its nooks and crannies, the complex economic and social
ramifications of such a thing, seems to have been doused with kerosene and lit ablaze. Such is the furor the topic
can bring about in certain circles. Last year, from halfway around the world in Indonesia, | watched closely and
without disbelief as Donald Trump, that typhoon and buffoon of a tycoon, stormed his way to the front of the
Republican race. He now stands at the threshold of the U.S. presidency, one of the most high-stakes positions in
the world. It left many, if not most, baffled. But | was not surprised — in fact, | won a bet that he would be the
presidential nominee. | say this not in self-aggrandizement, for | would have much preferred to lose that bet, but
just that | recognized what it was that he was tapping into. Many Americans have been cartwheeling over
themselves in trying to figure out how he could have gotten this far. Boiled down to its elements the answers are
related to globalization — what it professes to lead towards, but, more importantly, what it will leave behind in its
wake.

Professor Anne Freadman frames one problem succinctly. "If globalization truly had achieved — or could
achieve — the free flow of people, goods, and ideas around the globe, then culture itself would be globalized,
with no specificities impeding infinite mutual understanding. What it has produced, a contrario, is an array of
diasporas, more or less precariously implanted in new habitats, more or less isolated, their sense of home
dislocated between the near and the far” [2]. What we have seen with things like the U.S. presidential race and
the Brexit vote, are the unsavory results of what can happen with perhaps too hasty globalized initiatives. The
fact is that we do not change as quickly as our laws or noble ideas would have us. Rapid cross-pollination of
disparate cultures leads of course to miscommunication at least or fear and aggression at worst.

In short, we are left to reevaluate, if not redefine, what culture really is. But that is a burdensome task. As
it stands, we have attempted to define culture throughout the last two centuries, but no one definition seems to
suffice. Psychologist and linguist Helen Spencer-Oatey of the University of Warwick in England compiled a
slew of definitions in her 2014 article entitled "What is Culture?" She notes that as long ago 1952 two American
anthropologists compiled a list of 164 definitions of culture. To put that in some context, there are 196 countries
in the world today. Definitions have shifted from strictly aesthetic (i.e. high culture and low culture), to scientific
or evolutionary delineations, finally landing in the anthropological field, in which every society no matter how
primitive or advanced fits within a sphere of culture. Spencer-Oatey herself tries her hand at defining culture,
stating in 2008 that "(c)ulture is a fuzzy set of basic assumptions and values, orientations to life, beliefs, policies,
procedures and behavioural conventions that are shared by a group of people, and that influence (but do not
determine) each member’s behaviour and his / her interpretations of the ‘meaning’ of other people’s behaviour"

[3].

Working with Spencer-Oatey’s recent definition, several things stand out. Chief among them is her near
admission that defining such an abstraction as culture calls to mind a dog chasing its tail — that is, we all know
it’s there, and we spin and spin but we just cannot catch up with it to pin it down. Those "fuzzy set(s) of basic
assumptions" that touch everything from our deepest moral beliefs to the more arbitrary procedures and laws that
we erect to provide order and cohesion that "influence but do not determine" behavior and our interpretations of
meanings behind it. Culture is indeed a flexible, if not altogether contorted, topic.

And yet, despite the mental gymnastics it takes to stick the landing on any one definition, teachers of
foreign languages in higher education must not leave aside culture in their practice — particularly with the
challenges that education in a globalized world presents. We know this already, and our knee-jerk reaction as
educators is that we already do. After all we discuss holidays, customs, notable people and places and so forth.
This is true, of course, and is displayed in great relief in the new-age textbooks and curricula that often act as
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travel brochures or guided tours through one topic or another. But, as Helen Spencer-Oatey points out, culture
reveals itself in layers, and so we most often concern ourselves with the "hows" and the "whats" of a given
culture, but it is rare that we hone in on the "why" questions and attempt to dive into those underlying and pesky
meanings [3].

I must pause here and admit quite freely: when | replied to that initial email which morphed into the
salvos that have brought me to Ukraine, I hadn’t a clue that I might find myself placed on the flanks of a
discussion of globalization. | just wanted to travel and teach some English. Who could possibly have the time to
deal with such nebulous things as culture when the more pressing concern is making sure my students
understand, let’s say, verb forms? It’s mighty tiring teaching that already. It is easy to become rather myopic as a
teacher, focusing so hard as we do on the classroom and the students before us, and the fact that they will go on
and out into the world. But what has become evident in my years teaching is that the classroom cannot be viewed
hermetically. The charge here is to keep the macroscopic view of the role of a teacher in sight — perhaps not day
in and day out, but at least in curriculum preparation, development, and reflection.

It is in this broader view that the connection between language learning and culture can be seen most
clearly. How students will interpret what one lesson or another is dependent, of course, on many things, but most
crucially from the language and culture of their native country. But globalization presents another hurdle here as
well. With the freer movement of people across the globe, adding new dimensions to notions of culture, teachers
of English as a second language have to stay in key with not only the needs of the students but how the language
fits in with the students’ native cultures and the new circumstances and contexts in which they find themselves.

For Professor Anne Freadman, the divide between language and culture in the classroom is related to the
shift in linguistics from a diachronic methodology to a synchronic one, in which communicative method and rule
systems were inflated at the expense of a language system’s development over time. She writes, "This overriding
history (in linguistics) is reinforced in our own discipline by two major moments in the development of language
teaching methodologies: the first is language taught as a system of rules, which simply applies a synchronic
model, and the second is the development of the communicative method, which favors oral interaction of the
face-to-face variety. In both, contemporary usage is the norm. We are left with the present, without any account
of its formation" [2]. In our classrooms, with such an emphasis placed on communicative methodologies, lost in
the mire are the very things that tether a language to a culture at all. Thus, as Freadman incisively points out,
language and culture are disparate entities, with whatever cultural studies one soaks up in school deriving from
social sciences and, to a degree, literature studies.

What remains starkly evident, as we witness the goings on around the globe vis-a-vis globalism, is that
culture, or what one perceives as one’s culture, remains that comforting cloak it has always been, at once
warming and sheltering. Despite the rapidity and relative freedom of movement, both physical and
informational, and in the face of diasporas and migrations, one’s native culture makes a trusty and necessary
travel companion. This should no doubt be so, because the very nature of globalization, in which one is
continually positioned in scenarios untraversed, leads to periods of destabilization of both long and short term.
The natural reaction to such alien moments is to retreat and cross back into safety — to wrap the cloak back
around one’s self.

We must not play fast and loose with this inclination as teachers of foreign language. Teaching language
as a system is one thing. Uncovering the cultural roots of a language is quite another. But both are necessary
because not only should our students be able to be understood, but they should also understand something about
the people to whom they are speaking. The natural way we bridge this gap between what we do understand and
what we do not often takes the form of storytelling. Through either invention, recollection, or investigation
humans create narratives to solidify experience. And here is the reservoir from which we may draw as foreign
language teachers. Freadman points out that narrative has the ability to be engaging, easily exchanged
interculturally, interpreted in a variety of ways, and critically analyzed [2]. Each one of these skills is a part of
the backbone of education, and there is no reason why they should not extend to the foreign language classroom.

A recent study reported in Scientific American magazine supports another key reason why addressing
culture and memory through storytelling is important: reading fosters empathy. The study found that readers of
literary fiction, specifically, displayed a remarkable improvement in their ability to "infer and understand other
people’s thoughts and emotions" which, in turn, indicates that "reading fiction is a valuable socializing
influence” [1]. While this study shows improvement from readers of literary fiction, when taught with specific,
contextualized goals in mind, there is no reason to believe that many other forms of narrative can produce similar
results. As Professor Freadman states, "Storytelling is fundamental across the discursive arts; who does what to
whom and why and where, who the heroes and the villains are, and who the victims, what changed as a result of
the events, what was lost and what was gained: These questions stimulate curiosity and drive discovery" [2].

What does this mean for Ukrainian students learning English? By making them aware and consistently
yet tacitly reminding them through their studies that their language learning is not occurring in a vacuum, they
will begin to make connections and inferences and critically analyze a world beyond their own borders. If they
begin to study the narratives and written documents of their target language, then they will not only become
more adept in their understanding of important grammatical structures, vocabularies, idioms, and so on, but also
they will begin to infer truer meaning of their target language. Take, for example, the highly fraught, electric
word of "racism". In a pure form of systems, a teacher could present a given definition of what that word means
and then the student would be able to apply it appropriately in every warranted context. But, as we know, even in
places like the United States, mountains of dialogue and argument are still being built upon that word.
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Definitions simply do not cut it. What if instead that teacher presented a recent news article illustrating just how
alive and volatile that word remains today? The teacher could work in as many forms of multimedia as possible,
ranging from interviews to historical documents that could shed light on such a multifaceted topic. No doubt
such a presentation would spur curiosity and open up debate, with the goal being better understanding and
realization of the relevance of what is being learned.

Such a shift cannot occur overnight of course. | do not pretend to have answers regarding the details of
curriculum and implementation. But | believe that once students have reached the age and level of competency
in English that is required at the university level, a shift needs to take place. We must remain mindful and indeed
hopeful that our students will live diverse and expansive lives, and to teach them a foreign language, the very
tool they will use to reach this globalized, ever-changing world, without setting in motion for them the desire to
be at once curious and empathetic, then we are limiting the true power and scope of their potential.
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Kyom @i

BUKOPUCTAHHS ITEPEKA3IB I KYJIBTYPHOI CITAIIIIVHN
Y HABUAHHI IHO3EMHWMX MOB

B cmammi niowimaemscsa npobrema empamu cio8om 11020 NEPSICHO20 3HAYEHHS,
HEepPO3PUSHO MO8 A3aH020 3 KYAbmypoio Hapoody. Lle sasuwe nopoodcene 2nobanizayicio ma
OYPXIUBUM HANOBHEHHAM MOBHO20 NPOCMOPY PISHOMAHIMHUMU CUMBOJAMU, WMYYHUMU CLOBAMU
U iHwumMu 3acobamu Komywixayii. Mu empauaemo KOHMpPOIb HAO CNOBOM i 11020 38 SI3KOM 3
KyabmypHot cnaowjuroro. Ileped suxknaoavamu cmoime Ounema — GUUMU [HO3EMHOI MOSU 3d
HAYKOBUM CUHXPOHIYHUM NIOX000M, WO BIiON0GIOAEC NpAeMAMUYHUM YIIAM CRIIKY8AHHS, YU 3d
OIaxXpOHIYHUM, SAKUL 8UMA2AE ONAHYBAHHS ICHIOPUYHO2O KOHMEKCMY 8ICUBAHHS Yb0O2O C108d, dJle
6CMYNAe 6 KOHMIIKM 3 NPAMAMUYHUMU YLIAMU CRIIKY8aAHHA Y 2nobanizosanomy ceimi. Ocobauso
20cmpoio € Y npobrema 6 MYIbMUKYIbMYPHIll ayoumopii, aKa He MA€ CRIIbHOI KyabmypHOL
CnaouwjuHu.

Knrwuosi cnosa: enobanizayis, nepexasu, KyIbmypHa CRAOWjuHd, OIAXPOHIYHUL NIOXIO,
CUHXPOHIUHUL NIOXIO0, HABUAHHS THO3EMHOI MOBU.

Kyom @ua

VICIIOJIb30BAHME CKA3AHW VI KYJIbTYPHOTO HACJIEOVSI
B OBYUEHWY MHOCTPAHHBIM SI3bIKAM

B cmamve noonumaemcs npobiema nomepu UCKOHHO20 3HAYEHUS! CN06A, HepaA3PbleHO
CBA3AHHO20 C KYAbmMYpou Hapood. Omo seleHue NopoicoeHo 2eiobanuzayued u OypHbIM
3ANONHEHUEM  S3bIKOBO20 NPOCMPAHCGEA  PAZHOOOPASHBIMU  CUMBOLAMU, UCKYCCMEEHHBIMU
cnogamu u Opyeumu cpeocmeamu KoMMYHuxayuu. Mol mepsem KOHMpPOAb HAO CLOBOM U €20
CB53bI0 ¢ KyIbmypHbiM Hacieduem. Tleped npenodasamensmu cmoum OunemMma — UCHOAb306AMb 8
00VHeHUU UHOCMPAHHOMY S3bIKY HAYUHBIL CUHXPOHUYECKUL N00X00, COOMBEmMCmeyiouull
APASMAMUYECKUM  Yeasam oOwenus, ull OUdXPOHUYECKUll, KOMOpbulil mpebyem 0C80eHUs
UCMOPUYECKO20 KOHMEKCMA YROMpeOieHusi ImMo20 Co6d, Ymo NPOmMuGOPeyUm npasmamuieckum
yenam odwenus 6 enobanuzupogannom mupe. OcobewHo ocmpo sma npobrema cmoum 6
MYTMUKYIbMYPHOU AyOUmMopuu, He umerouell 00ue20 KyibmypHo2o Hacieous.

Kniouesvie cnosa: cnobanuzayus, cxazaumue, Kyaibmyproe Hacieoue, OUAXPOHUHECKUU
n00X00, CUHXPOHUYECKULl ROOX00, 00YYeHUe UHOCMPAHHOMY A3bIKY.

Cmamms naoitiuna oo peoaxyii 02.11.2016
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