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Every language reflects the system of existential values and the way of living of the community that speaks in that language – what is called culture. 

Even if all the languages have common properties called language universals (such as nounlike and verblike components which are organized by speakers), they are actually different from each other and their diversity reflects different worldviews. 

The most evident manifestations of the cultural diversity in language have to be found in the lexis. In every language there are words referring to typical elements of the culture they belong to and that have no equivalents in other languages. But also the words having references common to other languages - that are most words - can vary from culture to culture in their connotation that is the value they are given by the members of the different linguistic communities. 

These differences of connotation are more evident in the idiomatic use of the language, where the values and the customs of the several languages reflect themselves in a direct way. Famous are the ‘blind spots’, which are cultural characteristics that are present in a society and absent in other ones. Moreover, some expressions formally similar are different in the meaning. For example, the Italian expression «Sei un insetto», if translated into English, it would loose its disparaging value because in the British cultural context an insect is not connected to nothingness. In the same way, the English insult «You’re a rat», when translated into Italian, would loose its sense.

Sometimes two idioms have the same form but distinct meanings. For example, the two expressions «Sei un mattone» and «You’re a brick» are very different: the word «mattone» stands for a boring and heavy person, whereas the word «brick» indicates a good and reliable person.

But cultural differences existing among different communities are even more evident, in their linguistic implications, at the social behaviour level (e.g. social role of the speaker, values of the community, etc.).

All these considerations reinforce the use of the word ‘language’ as “a people’s collective act of will, by which they situate themselves in a universe of values” (as Mr Boylan says). In this perspective, the word ‘communication’ is a synonym of ‘relationship’, ‘contact’ between two or more people. Since communication is not only verbal it is a way of being (please notice the reference to Cresson’s ‘Libro Bianco’).

As a consequence, this interpretation of the word communication justifies the necessity of teaching cross-cultural capability. Each student should acquire the foreign cultural ‘be-haviour’.

Then, each L2 teacher should be interested in the target culture cultural manifestations. An interesting example of cultural argument having a linguistic nature could be: American food. Here is a communicative intercultural activity about it.

A COMMUNICATIVE INTERCULTURAL LESSON:

AMERICAN FOOD

LEVEL: upper-intermediate.

AGE GROUP: 12 years.

TIME: one hour in class; three hours of practical activity; one hour in the computer lab.

AIMS: learning something concrete (not only words, but also habits) about the American eating habits, stressing the differences with the English ones.

DESCRIPTION: the students go to Hard Rock Café and they focus on the eating habits of American clients by looking at their actions and by interviewing them.

MATERIALS: pen and paper; a camera, and (if possible) a video camera; computer equipment.

PREPARATION: get your students to bring you menus from American restaurants in Italy. Then, teach the essential vocabulary related to food in America (also, talk about American food habits).

PROCEDURE: the students go to Hard Rock Café and interview some American guests (some questions could concern: who sits down the first at the table, saying grace before beginning to eat, drinking during meals, dressing for salad, vegetables, use of bread, desserts, coffee, asking permission before leaving the table, mealtime, the most important meal, Sunday lunch, typical meals, meals from other countries, reservations to dine at restaurants, tipping); the students can take some photos and produce a short video to catch also gestures and expressions.

Then make your students surf the Web to make researches about American eating habits. N.B. Since the Internet material is written for native speakers, it will be a good exercise for the students to read it. 

FOLLOW-UP: tell your students to go to the Hard Rock Café and eat at the table with some American people (but remember your students to pay for what they eat!).

COMMENTS: you can choose the level of difficulty of this activity according to the materials that are at your disposal. Also the Hard Rock Café (or any else American restaurant) is absolutely necessary to make your students practise the interview.
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