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One of the most difficult challenges in
any school reform proposal is the local
context. No matter how compelling the

evidence in favor of a strategy, the common
rejoinder is, “Perhaps it worked somewhere else,
but our kids are different.” Certainly local con-

text matters, but when the same
instructional techniques appear to
be effective in a variety of places,
educators should take note.

Successful English language
development programs in China
and Canada offer important
insights for teachers and policy-
makers. A common theme that
emerges from the following exam-
ples is the power of high-interest
cultural content to motivate lan-
guage learners.

Engaging Students in China
China has proved to the world that education is
the engine for economic development. Until the
current recession slowed its economic growth to
“only” 8 percent, China had maintained an
unbroken 28-year record of accelerated
growth—the highest sustained economic
growth rate on the planet. And education has
been an important part of that success. Since I
was a teacher in rural Anhui Province in 1996,
the number of universities has increased twelve-
fold, and per-student spending has grown
dramatically.

There is much more to China’s education and
economic expansion than meets the eye. West-
ern stereotypes of frantic test preparation and a
myopic focus on math and engineering are not
consistent with the evidence and my personal
observations.

The Ming dynasty is credited by some histori-
ans with inventing the standardized test more
than half a millennium ago. The legacy of high-
stakes testing prevails today, with students

beginning exams at an early age and opportuni-
ties for high school and higher education gov-
erned largely by test success. Despite the strong
cultural focus on testing, however, the Chinese
curriculum is more diverse than outsiders might
expect. Chinese students and teachers under-
stand the power of culture to energize instruc-
tion, including English language instruction.
Students engage in animated conversations
about different cultural traditions—for example,
how food, art, and music vary from one region
of the country to the next.

When I taught English to teachers and school
administrators (and some of their children,
ranging in age from 5 years old through college
level) in Anhui Province, I discovered that
classes in China are typically formal, filled with
quiet students granting enormous deference to
teachers. Moreover, Chinese students who are
learning English often prefer producing a brief
but perfect sentence to producing one that is
more expressive but that might contain a few
errors. The result can be a classroom dominated
by the teacher.

However, the silence inherent in this instruc-
tional dynamic is quickly broken when the con-
versation turns from the text of the day to
cultural matters. Many of my 84 students would
break into lively debates when the subject
turned to cuisine, music, or art. Discussions that
had been marked by monosyllabic agreement
with the teacher suddenly became animated,
and most important, students would take risks
in expressing their ideas with newly learned
English vocabulary. Words like hot, spicy, and

The Value of Culture

T h e L e a rn i n g L e a d e r

Douglas B. Reeves

It is essential to create
a safe way to experiment
with language.



exceptional became the object of much
interest because of the multitude of con-
notations in the contexts of food, fash-
ion, art, and even politics.

When I have taught English language
learners in the United States and else-
where, I’ve learned that it is essential to
create a safe way to experiment with
language. My own mistakes in their lan-
guages help to create a forgiving atmos-
phere in which students feel free to
learn a word, use it in different contexts,
make some mistakes, and gradually
learn the nuances of a language.

Integrating Culture in Ontario
The recent experiences of Ontario
schools reinforce the power of mixing
academics with culture. In an important
study, Levin (2008) noted that Ontario
has achieved formidable success in
reaching literacy standards in the past
decade, not only by improving curricu-
lum and instruction but also by
responding to the cultures of language-
minority students. Toulouse (2008)
describes how Canadian schools pro-
mote the success of the country’s Abo-
riginal students by recognizing the
students’ culture—for example, by
including a broad range of Aboriginal
books and resources in the school
library; including arts, crafts, and games
in the curriculum; and so on. Teachers
succeed best with these students when
they integrate cultural values such as
bravery, wisdom, and humility into les-
sons and teaching strategies.

Other Canadian schools have found
that poetry—which is often among the
first casualties of test prep—is a docu-
mented best practice not only for teach-
ing literacy but also for helping students
develop critical thinking and analytical
perspectives (Hughes, 2007). Teachers
can use poetry to promote oral language
development through choral reading,
role-play, and drama. As Hughes writes,
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Such approaches provide opportunities
for students to play with the words of a
poem and to experience it lifted from the
page. This kind of attention to the lan-
guage and rhythm of a poem serves to
expand oral and written vocabulary. (p. 2)

Far from using the deadly drills that can
be the hallmark of test preparation and
antithetical to cultural respect, Canadian
educators have demonstrated that Eng-
lish literacy and cultural engagement are
mutually reinforcing.

Applying Global Lessons
Despite these success stories, integration
of culture and the arts into the curricu-
lum of English language learners, and
indeed most students, is all too rare.
The feeling seems to be, “We don’t have
time for music, art, and culture—we
have to get them ready for the test!”
Thus, students are not only unprepared
for tests, but also unprepared for aca-
demic success—bored, angry, and alien-
ated from a school that rejects their
language and culture.

Teaching English is a complex and
challenging endeavor, and an explicit
focus on culture is not a cure-all. Never-
theless, technical proficiency in an Eng-
lish language program is not sufficient
to sustain student interest or create a
context for rich language development.
Only a holistic approach, including all
that schools and students bring to the
classroom, can accomplish that.
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