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Research on Culture Learning and Teaching
Teaching French Culture Through Comparative Perspectives: looking at heritage language 

learners as well as culturally diverse classrooms. 

“We assume similarity.” Teaching heritage French language learners and making sure not to 
pick the dominant culture of that language is an imperative tool to ensuring that the students will 
receive a global view of that culture through the language. In order to do this, we must look at 
the challenges that come with heritage language learners and how to better address your 
students’ needs, how to teach from different perspectives in French. 
 Teaching French from a culturally  versatile perspective while avoiding the monolithic 
culturally centered classroom is where I strive to be through this. It is central to understand and 
address where the language originated but it is also imperative to be as inclusive as permitting 
when teaching French, because of the extensive reach of the language and the cultures that 
represent it. Teaching Haitian students, or any other heritage French language learner that has a 
heavy influence from another language, can be challenging and discouraging. 
 Comparative to a double exposure in photography (Brooks, 1968), the fundamental view 
that one language can be superimposed on the other has not changed. The superimposition of 
more than one language is not a smooth process; it  does not blanket the speaker’s knowledge of 
his or her first language. “We assume similarity” (Moran, 2001). As language learners, we are 
always fighting, or not fighting, the influence of our first language, trying to sound something 
out like it would sound were it in our native language or something we recognize. We assume 
similarity. As teachers of language, “we need to examine the differences.” (Moran, 2001). 
Polinsky’s (2011) research alludes to the “baseline of comparison”  whereby a heritage speaker’s 
language is different than that of a native speaker because the former is constantly  tapping into 
that baseline of comparison. The heart of culture learning is about encounters with difference. 
This is something we need to keep in mind and constantly remind ourselves of when teaching. 
Through this brief explanation, I will pull together various authors’ research and connect their 
points to my main inquiry: how can we teach a more global view of French and what are the 
benefits?
1. Analysis
Moran: Language and Culture are Inextricably Linked. Moran describes us as inherently 
ethnocentric. Through this reading, it was emphasized how much work there is to be done in 
order to move away from the ethnocentricity that is embedded in everyone. Parents “enculturate” 
their children to bring them into the culture. (Moran, 2001). The differences between 
acculturation, enculturation, and encounters with difference are addressed as well. Acculturation 
is the assimilation or cause to assimilate a different culture whereas enculturation is the gradual 
acquisition of the characteristics and norms of a culture. 
 Cultural perspectives are embodied by the other four cultural dimensions. Moran conveys 
the idea that language and culture are inseparable, and cannot be separated in order to acquire 
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one or the other. Language and culture are inextricably  linked (Moran, 2001).  Culture isn't static 
or fixed, but we must keep in mind which culture we are teaching so as to address other cultures 
of that language. We do not want to teach the dominant culture as the only  culture but rather, 
show an array of cultures and convey to our students that collectively, those cultures embody the 
language. Examining and appreciating differences is at the heart of culture learning, in each 
culture teaching stage, the teacher has to play a different role, a different part in the experiential 
learning sequence. Participation leads to comprehensible input. By creating a learning 
environment that encourages participation, the odds of our students understanding the material in 
a globalized manner increases; students learn through experience.  

Byram and Feng: Culture as a Dialogic Process. Language and culture learning is a dialogic 
process (Byram & Feng, 2005). We cannot assume that we can teach adults a language and that 
they  will acquire it the same way children acquire language. Culture is moving towards an 
ethnographic perspective, therefore, we must approach it  with this in mind. De-centering, 
looking at how you adapt to another culture and then come back to your home culture, is an 
interesting way to change perspectives. For example, looking at  cultural perspectives and 
expanding the differences between Haitian and French perspectives on their respective 
revolutions, cultures, and languages. While maintaining a dialogic process when teaching 
culture, a question of maintaining the differences among cultures still remains. How can we 
maintain the dialogic process but still find ways to teach the different shades of a language? 
 Byram and Feng place emphasis on a teacher-student  relationship  based on mutual 
respect, freedom of expression, and dialogic sharing. As soon as the teacher moves away  from 
the “I/it” sharing of knowledge, and moves towards a dialogic learning process, we can move 
towards a balanced exchange of information. In the case of heritage language learners, the 
teacher is the one who has the most to learn.

Webb and Miller: What is a Heritage Language Learner? Webb and Miller present various 
accounts and anecdotes from teachers who have encountered heritage language learners and used 
their experiences to shape their career choices, what and how they have presented certain 
material in the classroom and provided insightful observations that pertain to culture and the 
teaching of culture through language. Webb and Miller demonstrate the importance of heritage 
classrooms.
 Webb and Miller present the importance of understanding what a heritage language 
learner is, what  they need, and how they can be taught. I could relate to this book especially 
because I felt through my own experiences, my teachers did not take that extra step  to help me 
reach my  full potential. Through this book, I learned that language maintenance has a push and a 
pull. The learner has to want to preserve and build upon that language base they already have. In 
this case, teachers are the key as most of the student’s time is spent with that person. Therefore 
the majority, if not all of the target language exposure, is going to come from that singular 
source.

FHLP: French Heritage Language Program. FACE, the French American Cultural Exchange, 
is an excellent resource for Francophones in the United States. Their FHLP, French Heritage 
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Language Program, deals exclusively in the advancement of French heritage language learners.  
 For the thousands of Francophones in the United States that come from a lower socio-
economic background, “having the possibility to continue learning or  keeping up their French is 
often a challenge” (Le Devedec, retrieved 2012). This program provides useful links, resources, 
and provides a wealth of information about heritage French language learners, an area that I 
would like to further explore. In so doing, I found the National Heritage Language Resource 
Center (NHLRC) at UCLA, one of 15 Language Resource Centers funded by the US Department 
of Education. The NHLRC fosters significant research on the topic of heritage language learners, 
leading a project entitled “The Nature and Deficits in Heritage Language Comprehension and 
Production”.  Since it’s inception in 2010, this project focuses on heritage language instruction, 
an ongoing investigation relative the source of difficulties heritage learners encounter when 
trying to grasp certain grammatical relationships found in the heritage language. This project is 
intended to build on earlier work done in the field, in which, it’s representative publications led 
me to discover this brief but dense introduction entitled, “Why not heritage speakers?”. Despite 
this article’s lack of French language representation, these two academics introduce the stages of 
attrition in heritage language learners and the differences in grammar, varying drastically 
between first and second generation speakers. Polinsky, the project leader, and Montrul (2011) 
make the interesting point that “heritage speakers may represent a more advanced stage of 
attrition.” Not only  is attrition a growing problem for heritage speakers, but the manifestation of 
incomplete acquisition is also an increasing phenomena in the development of the speaker’s 
heritage language. Polinsky  has done extensive work with heritage speakers, creating another 
interesting source of information in her article discussing the rates of attrition in adult heritage 
grammar. “Adult heritage grammar is not a product of the fossilization of child language. 
Instead, it suggests that forms existing in the baseline undergo gradual attrition over the life span 
of a heritage speaker” (Polinsky, 2011). 

Garrigus: Inclusivity when Teaching History. Making sure to include the revolutionary events 
that occurred in Haiti, Algeria, and Martinique are “integral to course structure” (Garrigus, 
2000).  “Historians are now recognizing that Haitian events illuminate French choices and are 
devising teaching strategies to include them.” 
 I agree with Garrigus, excluding these events in French history courses would be a great 
disservice to students looking to understand and learn about French culture, history, and 
language. Because language and culture are inherently mixed; revolutions, colonialism, and 
slavery  are part of the French language. “The multiple cultural contexts created by  sugar 
plantation slavery in the Caribbean raise further interesting questions for students about the 
meanings of national identities.” (Garrigus, 2000). The shaping of the Caribbean national 
identities comes from a massive French influence, without realizing this, we are not fully 
educating our students about the extensive reach of the French language and culture, how 28 
countries came to have French as their national language and what their French sounds like. The 
multiple variations of French are too quickly overlooked as we are always focusing on the 
French spoken in France, spending little to no time being exposed to all the different ways 
French is spoken and represented. 
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2. Synthesis
 The collaboration of these ideas creates some clarity but pose more questions. How can 
we maintain a global view of the language while still making progress in the language learning 
classroom? The ability  to make the familiar strange and strange familiar is what we should strive 
to attain as educators. The learner is transformed through intercultural learning; however, the de-
centering is the main idea. We want to view other perspectives and yet perceive them as valid. 
The increase in perspectives allows us to become meta aware of this process, noticing and 
putting awareness on the students’ awareness of culture. The teacher should put forth the effort to 
make students notice and reflect on their knowledge of the culture. “The role of language 
education is to prepare language learners for meaningful communication outside their own 
cultural environment and to develop in language learners a sense of themselves as mediators 
between languages and cultures” (Liddicoat, 2011).  This cannot be achieved if there is no 
emphasis on the broader sense of the language. This is significant because intercultural language 
teaching and learning centers on the relationship between language and culture.

Language and culture are inherently  linked. Cultural perspectives are embodied by the 
other four dimensions of culture, we must be careful so as to not treat the dominant culture as the 
monolithic. The use authentic tasks with authentic texts follow the continuum from pedagogical 
task to real world task. However, sometimes it is better to do a more pedagogical task versus real 
world. My research deals more so with the history  of that language and it’s approach, how 
important it is to keep that in the forefront of the teaching. The absence of culture teaching sets 
up the students to turn towards their native culture and not taking advantage of the culture 
presented in the classroom.

3. Evaluation
 Through this research, more questions have created. I believe that my  lack of practice has 
led me to think that I could teach this way or find a way or person that has taught in such a way 
that multiple cultures are being constantly addressed in the language classroom. However, this 
may have opened up room for a larger inquiry, that would call for further research as well as 
some personal field experience to contribute. “Face a Face”, the French university  textbook I 
chose for my textbook evaluation, was an excellent example of comparing cultural perspectives 
in a language classroom. This text was very specific in constantly  making cultural connections 
and comparisons between French and other Francophone countries through film, literature and 
artwork; three pillars of culture belonging to the countries studied. 

Heritage language learners aside, it  is beneficial for the instructor to be familiar with 
other dialects of the target language. This can and should be taken one step  further when teaching 
culture. The instructor should take advantage of this and incorporate the other cultures where the 
target language is spoken. The learner’s identity can be confusing when or if the student is 
unaware of why he or she is learning the way they are. In my personal experience, I only now 
have realized that I am a heritage language learner of French. I never received a formal 
assessment so as to better address my linguistic needs in terms of language development in 
French, or in Spanish for that matter. The reason why  I am focusing on this area of research is to 
better address a heritage language learner should I come across one in a future class. I want to 
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help  that student achieve their full language potential or at least discover it in a way that can help 
us both learn more about the language development process, intercultural exploration in itself, 
and a smoother integration of culture into the language classroom because the learning of culture 
is not an expendable fifth skill (Swanson, 2011) that can be attached to teaching of basic skills, 
rather, it is an inseparable facet at the forefront of language development. 
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