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1. Purpose and nature of the book

This course has been especially designed for intermediate and upper-intermediate students,
i. e. those English majors in their third or fourth years. It can also be used as a general reader
for those students who are interested in contemporary British culture and society.

The aim of the course is not only to provide students and other readers with information
about British society and culture, but also to set out an approach to studying other cultures. The
course is task-based. The tasks give students the opportunity to test their knowledge of what
they have learned and also reflect on what they already know or believe about the culture and
the society. They can then check their beliefs and attitudes with other students and with the
text. In this way the students interact with the materials and are not passive acceptors of the
information they have been provided with.

The course has several important features ;

i) up-to-date information

The authors of the course have used the most recent information about Britain;

ii) student-centred

Students are asked to reflect on their own beliefs and attitudes towards Britain and to work
together discussing how these relate to their own society ;

iii) authentic material

Many of the texts are taken from reports and joumals and provide students with an
opportunity to experience and practise contemporary standard English;

iv) tables, graphs and photographs



These are used to complement the text and give a lively, motivating approach to the materials;

v) language and culture focused tasks

At the same time as they learn about the culture, they will be improving their knowledge
and use of the language;

vi) flexibility

The modular approach to the course allows teachers and students to select those areas of the
topic which they feel they need and are most useful to them.

2. Theoretical background

2.1. The importance of cultural studies

Raymond Williams (1976) in his book KEYWORDS states that * CULTURE’ is one of
the two or three most complicated words in the English Language (p.76).

For many people, °culture’ is the Arts and is concerned with great writing, great
painting, etc. It is now, however, commonplace to talk about ‘ popular culture’ ; and, while
still referring to the Arts, it is concerned with popular entertainment, such as TV soap operas,
comic strip books, etc.

When we talk about ‘ Cultural Studies’ , we are thinking of something different yet again.
In courses of ‘ Cultural Studies’, we are studying the way a society operates and how the
people in that society live and interact with each other.

2.2. Language as communication

Language is essentially the resource by which we communicate with each other. We use it
not only to give information, but also to focus that information and express our attitudes to that
information and to the person or persons with whom we are communicating.

2.3. “Culture’ and ‘Language’

How we use language has a basis in our culture. In communication, we often express our
meanings with reference to our cultural heritage which is shared by other native-speakers. Non-
native speakers will have difficulty in understanding the message if they do not share such
background knowledge.

3. Some basic principles

In developing the materials, we have taken into account the different users of the course.
Thus we have tried to allow for flexibility in approaches to using the course.

3.1. Students

Students will come from many different backgrounds and will be learning in a variety of
situations.

In the first instance, there will be the different levels of attainment in the use of English
among the students in different institutions. In some cases, it will be necessary to spend more
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time on language improvement as part of the course. In these cases, the text should be used for
language teaching as well as providing information about Britain.

Secondly, there is the issue of the time available. In some institutions, there will be more
time than in others. The modular approach to the design allows teachers to select sections from
each chapter; and teachers should not feel they need to cover everything in the chapters.

Thirdly, some students will know more about Britain than others. The focus questions at
the start of each chapter give the students the opportunity to reflect on what they know and to
share this knowledge with others.

3.2. Teachers

Teachers will also be affected by the differences of knowledge and situation that are similar
to those of the students. The Teachers’ Book provides additional background information as well
as giving advice on how to use the tasks and, where appropriate, keys to the tasks and exercises.

4. Organisation of the course

4.1. Student’s Book

The Student’s book contains seventeen chapters. Each chapter falls into three closely
related sections.

4.1.1. Section A (Exposition Texts)

This is the input section of the course, where the students are given information about
aspects of the British society. In many cases, this might be the only section that in difficult
circumstances you are able to do in the class, so some basic and essential information has been
presented in a direct and explicit way.

4.1.2. Section B (Exploitation Activities)

In this section, students are given the opportunity to reflect on and develop their
understanding or their knowledge about Britain. There are three or four free activities, which
recycle the topics taught in Section A. The purpose of the activities is to provide opportunities
for the students to process the information from Section A in various ways.

4.1.3. Section C (Extension Tasks)

The aim of this section is to develop the students’ interpretative abilities through utilising
the knowledge they possess. There are two or three tasks which are more demanding. The tasks
combine themes learnt in previous chapters and provide extra opportunity for discussion and
written work.

4.1.4. Supplementary Reading

In addition to the above three sections, each chapter also contains supplementary reading
materials to provide students with further information.

4.1.5. Glossary

At the end of each chapter, there is a glossary of new and difficult words, which are
explained according to the cultural context in which they appear.

4.1.6. Useful Websites

Following the glossary, a list of useful websites offers sources of information for further



exploration.

4.2. Teacher’s Book

The Teacher’s Book not only advises the teacher on approaches to use when using the
coursebook, but also gives additional information on the topic in question.

4.2.1. Abstract

At the start of each chapter, there is an abstract to give the teacher some idea of the content
of that chapter.

4.2.2. Focus questions

The abstract is followed by a list of “focus questions”. These questions are basically to
activate the students’ knowledge of the theme and topic under consideration and to check
preparation work. They also pave the way for what will be discussed in the chapter.

4.2.3. Facts and figures

In each chapter these provide the most up-to-date briefing concerning the theme or topic.

4.2.4. Answer keys

Given the nature of most activities ( open-ended and communicative ), it is difficult to
provide answer keys to all the tasks, as for many of them, there will be several alternative
answers, depending on the attitude of the persons doing the task. In some cases answers have
been suggested. These should be used for reference only. Teachers should bear in mind that
they should encourage students to give their own interpretations to the activities. The best
approach would be to collect all the answers and then promote discussion on them.

4.2.5. Supplementary readings

There are also supplementary readings in the Teacher’s Book, which are provided as
additional background information for the teacher.

5. Methodology of the course

5.1. Modes of use

An important approach to learning that has been adopted in the development of this course
is that students should be involved in the learning process and there should be opportunities for
them to reflect on what they have learnt or what they already know. Thus the ideal classroom
approach is for the students to study the texts in Section A in their own time before the class, so
that the time in the class is spent on doing the activities. This allows for a very active approach
where the students are discussing what they know about Britain and putting it into a context by
comparison with the sitwation in China.

It is important that students have the opportunity not only to reflect on their knowledge of
Britain, but also to discover and reflect on Chinese culture. This helps to put British Studies
into perspective, so that they do not simply become a collection of strange and foreign attitudes
and ideas.

It is practical, however, to bear in mind that this will not always be possible and that time
constraints will not allow such an approach. In such cases, teachers should select the most
important sections from each chapter to be read before the class. The relevant tasks from
Sections B and C are then done in the class.

The least effective method would be for the teacher to use the materials in the Student’s
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Book and the Teacher’s Book and present them in the form of a lecture. It may be necessary
where the level of English among the students is very low, so that reading the texts would be
too difficult and thus demotivating. In such cases, the lecture should be divided into several
parts and students given the appropriate tasks to do at the end of each part. It is important that
there is students’ involvement even if their level of English is low.

5.2. Aspects of use

5.2.1. Involvement

The key to the successful use of the book is the involvement of the students. The materials
provided are not designed specifically to inform the teacher about Britain or to help the teacher
prepare a lecture on each topic. Rather the aim is to involve both the teacher and the students in
discovering the aspects of Britain, where the teacher is the guide and not simply the informant.
The materials are of an interactive nature and students are constantly called upon to comment
and reflect on what they have learnt.

5.2.2. Comparison and contrast

Another important feature of the book is that it encourages the students to relate the target
culture to their own experiences. In so doing, they have to look again and rediscover their own
culture. The importance of this process is that in this way, students are not only learning about
Britain, but developing strategies for discovering about other cultures.

5.2.3. Language skills development

The approach adopted by the writers is one that will help develop the students’ language
skills. The tasks with their varied modes of activity — individual work, pair work, group work
— have been designed to help students develop strategies for their own language learning. The
interactive approach as it applies to reading, listening and writing increases the students’ ability
to monitor their own work and to become self-critical.

5.2.4. Students monitoring

Teachers should make a distinction between monitoring students for the content of their
work and correcting their language errors. While it is important that there should not be too
many inaccuracies in the students’ language, correction should not be done to the point where
students are discouraged from discussing points raised in the materials and involving themselves
in the tasks.

5.2.5. Time allocation

The book is designed to meet the requirements of the national curriculum. It should take
between 36 —40 hours to complete. The exact time will depend on the situation in the classroom
— students’ language abilities, organisation of the time-table, etc.

5.2.6. Sequence of content

The book has not been designed so that there is a sequence of difficulty either in language or
content. Teachers can work through it chapter by chapter or by selecting topics according to the
interests and needs of their students. Equally it is not necessary to do all the tasks. Once again
this will depend on the needs of the students and on the time available. Teachers must consider
this within the context of their own classrooms.

Finally we hope that teachers and students find Contemporary British Culture and Society an
interesting and useful coursebook.



