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ACADEMIC CLASS AS A PLATFORM
FOR RAISING LEARNERS’
SOCIOCULTURAL MATURITY

Volkova A. (Kharkiv)

The article deals with raising students’ sociocultural maturity. The humanities
academic classes are considered as a platform for encouraging students to
develop their social and cultural skills, with particul ar attention given to classes
where the foreign language is taught. The choice of the theme is determined by
the necessity to improve the situation with the level of graduates’ cultural literacy
and sociocultural skills, which accounts for the relevance of the given paper
whose subject matter isviewed on the background of the current crisisof culture.

Considered inseparable from society, culture as a topic has recently been
developed in many directions and with enough vigour. Considerable literature
on the theory of and methods for teaching foreign languages witnesses
educators’ interest, both empirical and theoretical, in engaging a variety of culture-
related aspects in the learning process.

We assume that a foreign language course has a great potential to serve as
an efficient means for strengthening the «friendship» between the curricular
disciplines of natural and technical specialisms and the humanities. To this end,
itissignificant to review the position occupied by the humanitiesin the curriculum
and give them a due weight in education process. So far, the curricular subjects
concerned with the way people think and behave are seriously underrated.
However, language and literature, history and philosophy and other humanities
disciplines make up a powerful arsenal contributing to enhancing the individual’s
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sociocultural awareness and improving the respective skills, without which no
one could be considered a civilized person and human at all.

In discussing the main points of the given article we are based on the views of
two world’s most original literary scholars writing today — Mikhail Epstein and
Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht. They both arguethat the humanitiesare bound to increase
enhance their intellectual impact on society. We accept Gumbrecht’s concept — the
dimension of «presence», in which cultural phenomena and cultural events become
tangible and have an impact on our senses and our bodies. Proposing putting the
dimension of presence at the center of academic practice, we highlight the far-
reaching effect of the presence of aqualified and culturaly developed instructor. It
is this understanding of the teacher’s presence that serves as a prerequisite for
encouraging appropriate sociocultura education of the motivated learners.

Key words: crisisof culture, humanities, platform for development, raising
cultural literacy, sociocultural maturity.

BoakoBa A.I'. AkageMiuHe 3aHATTA K IJIAaT(HopMa AJas MiIBUIIEHHS
COIOKYJBbTYPHOI 3pijiocTi cTyaeHTiB. CTaTTIO MPUCBSIYEHO T1BUIIICHHIO
COLIAJILHO-KYJIBTYPHOT 3pUIOCTI CTY/ICHTIB BULITUX HABYAJIbHUX 3aKJIa 1B, 3aHATTS 3
TYMaHITApHUX JUCIUIUIIH PO3IIISIAIOTHCSA B SKOCTI MIaTGOPMHU AJI PO3BUTKY
COIaJIbHUX Ta KYIbTYPHHX HABUYOK CTYIEHTIB, MPHU I[bOMY OCOOJIMBA yBara
NPUAUIAETHCS 3aHATTSAM 13 BUBYEHHS 1HIIOI MOBU. Bubip TeMu BU3HAYA€ETHCA
HEOOXIAHICTIO TOJINIIUTUA CUTYAIlll0 3 pIBHEM KyJIbTypHOI I'PaMOTHOCTI Ta
COIIIOKYJITYPHUX HABUYOK BUITYCKHUKIB. O3Hau€Ha TeMa pO3TIISIIA€THCS Ha T
3arajgbHOi KpU3U KYJIBTYpH Cy4acHOTO CycHiibcTBa. HaBOIsATHCS MpUKIAAH
KOHKPETHUX 3aXO/I1B JIsl BUPIIIEHHS MPOOJIEMHU.

KurouoBi cjioBa: rymaHiTapHi AUCIUIUTIHY, KpU3a KYJIbTYPH, KyIbTYpHHMA
piBeHb, I1aTdopma AJisi PO3BUTKY, COIIIOKYIIETYpHA 3PUTICTb.

Bouakosa A.I. AkageMu4eckoe 3aHsiTHE KaK IU1aT¢opMa /151 IOBbILIEHUS
COIMOKYJbTYPHOM 3PeJOCTH CTYAeHTOB. CTaThsi MNOCBAIICHA MOBBIIIEHUIO
COIIMAJIbHO-KYJIBTYPHOM 3pEIOCTH CTYJEHTOB BBICIIUX Y4EOHBIX 3aBEJACHUMU.
3aHATUS IO TYMaHUTApPHBIM AUCHMIUIMHAM PaccMaTpPUBAIOTCS B KauyeCTBE
IaThOPMBI JJIs1 PA3BUTHUS COITUABHBIX U KYJIbTYPHBIX HABBIKOB CTYJICHTOB, IIPH
3TOM 0C000€ BHUMAHHE YACNSICTCS 3aHATHSIM MO U3YyUYCHUIO MHOCTPAHHOTO
a3bika. Bb16op Tembl 00ycioBI€H HEOOXOAUMOCTHIO MOBBIIICHUS YPOBHS
KYJIbTYpHOU IPAaMOTHOCTH M COITMOKYIBTYPHBIX HABBIKOB BBIITYCKHUKOB. [laHHas
TeMa paccMmarpuBaeTcs Ha ¢oHe O0IIero Kpus3uca KyJabTypbl COBPEMEHHOTO
oOmiectBa. [IpuBoasTCS MpUMEpBl KOHKPETHBIX MEP AJISl PEILICHHUS [10CTaBICHHON
MpoOJIEMBI.

KiaoueBble ci0oBa: TyMaHUTapHBIE AUCHUIIIUHBI, KPU3HUC KYIBTYpPHI,
wiatopMa JiIsl pa3BUTHS, COLMOKYIBTYPHAsI 3pEI0CTh, YPOBEHB KYJIBTYPHI.
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Thethemer elevance. Therelevance of theissue under consideration
Isproved by thefact that the present period witnesses persistent speculation
about the current crisis of culture. In this article we express our strong
conviction that a foreign language class can be an appropriate platform
for inhancing the learner’s cultural maturity level. We believe that in a
global context, language-related classes as one manifestation of the
humanities, are capabale of making up an invaluable asset to encourage
the cultural health of the youngsters — ad hoc graduates — and society as
awhole.

The aim of the paper is to describe the ways of raising students’
sociocultural maturity through the humanitiesacademic classes, in particular
a foreign language course, which serves as a platform for encouraging
students to develop their cultural literacy and communicative skills. We
cons der thisway afeasi ble suggestion about how best to tackle the problem
of approaching a proper level of sociocultural maturity, which plays a
crucial role in providing learners’ successful functioning upon graduation
in both private and public spheres.

Analysis of the recent researches. Culture is of primary concern
for those involved in the process of education. We consider the concept
of culture to be inseparable from the notion of society. Among various
aspects characterizing culture, we emphasi ze those rel evant to the subj ect
In question and look at culture as a central anthropological concept
encompassing the range of phenomena transmitted via socia learning,
thelatter including the academic surrounding. Of special importancefor
discussing the given theme is the domain of culture represented by society’s
values, norms, and modes of behaviour.

Let’s look at the humanities as the sphere of our particular interest
with concentration on language learning and teaching in order to take a
brief look at the way culture-related questions are involved. Some
educators proposeto incorporate aspecial cultureclassin the curriculum
as an inseparable component of language learning and teaching. This
initiative hasalot to offer regarding the devel opment of communicative
competence at |anguage teaching departments, especialy in case of training
prospectiveteachers of foreign languages|[1; 7]. Inthe sphere of language
teaching and |earning the concept of cultureisoften defined pragmatically
as culture associated with a particular language which is being learnt
[2; 4; 8]. Lexical dominanceis noticeablein researcheson theway lexical
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itemsreflect culture, in particular how cultureisencoded in the everyday
conceptual metaphorstaken for granted by speakers[6]. Conferenceson
education are held with rel ative frequency, with undivided attention being
paid to very diverse aspects of acomplex and multifaceted phenomenon
of culture. One example of such events was a conference Context and
Culture in Language Teaching and L earning organized at the University
of Durham in June 2001 [1].

Modern researchers are concerned about the correlation between
cultural values and traditions reflected in language. They recognize the
tight relationship between language, culture and theway peoplethink. Liz
Reisberg, an independent consultant in higher education with a large
International experience, pointsout that studying another languageisproven
to increase the effectiveness of cross-cultural communication, above all
in devel oping adeeper understanding of culture, rather than only in knowing
vocabulary [9].

Presenting the main material. In the article we express our strong
conviction that the humanitiesin general and an academic disciplinerelated
to teaching another language in particular can serve as a platform for
raising learners’ sociocultural maturity. By the latter we mean the level of
aperson’s social and cultural development that allows him or her to function
well as arepresentative of a particular community.

The point of departure for our discussion is based on the ideas of
Mikhail Epstein and Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, who are among the world’s
most original literary scholarswriting today.

Mikhail N. Epstein, aliterary theorist and critical thinker, Professor of
Durham University, isthe author of asemina work The Transfor mative
Humanities: A Manifesto. The book’s main thesis, as we understand it,
isthat the humanitieshavelost their rightful and natural leading positionin
educational curriculum and among academic disciplines as a whole.
M. Epstein accounts for the current crisis in the humanities by their
«intellectual autismy, characterized by impaired social interaction and calls
for areexamination of the far-reaching question of how the humanities
can affect the areas of their study [3]. It is of vital importance that the
intellectual and institutional balance between the sciences and the
humanities should be restored. The genuine aim of humanities is self-
transformation of the human speciesas spiritual beingsthrough theforce
of their self-awareness and self-exploration. We are strongly convinced
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that the humanities should not only to survive, but what is more they are
bound to enhancetheir intellectual impact on society. Thereforethey need
to be adequately recognized in contemporary universities. An important
consequence of this might be establishing programsin creative thinking
and other generic skills. In his Manifesto, M. Epstein ingeniously
emphasizesthat our worldisinastate of continuous movement and change.
He writes about a tiny word that dominated the humanities in the late
twentieth century. This is «post-», a word with a specific power. The
magic of the prefix consistsin rel egating thetermwith thistine element to
the past. Living in anew epoch whose features must now be more positively
defined through «proto-» rather than «post-», we are witnessing a major
shiftincultural attitudes: from retrospectivismto prospectivism|[3: 24].
Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, aprofessor of literature at Stanford University,
ISour another authority whose ideas build up astrong foundation for the
given discussion. In his reputed work Production of Presence: What
Meaning Cannot Convey Gumbrecht introduces a new concept — the
dimension of «presence». This is a concept whereby cultural phenomena
and cultural events become tangible and have an impact on our senses
and bodies. In the frameworks of the author’s philosophy through this
concept we approach the opposition «presence culture» versus «meaning
culture». This thesis reveals that, via their exclusive dedication to
interpretation, i.e. to the reconstruction of meaning, the humanities have
become incapable of addressing a dimension of presence in all cultural
phenomena that is as important as the dimension of meaning [5]. As a
source for an exemplary instance of presence, it is aesthetic experience
that plays a significant role. It manifests a specifically high level in the
functioning of some of our «general cognitive, emotional and perhaps even
physical faculties» [5: 98]. Gumbrecht writes about «the state of being
lost in focused intensity» aimed at preventing us from «completely losing
a feeling or a remembrance of the physical dimension in our lives». In
other words this «focused intensity» remind us of our being «part of the
world of things.» Summing up, Gumbrecht links this to a state of extreme
serenity, of «being in sync with the world» [5: 104—105]. With his book
Production of Presence, Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht puts the dimension of
presence at the center of academic practice in the arts and humanities.
In our article we concentrate on «sociocultural maturity» as a key
term which represents the level of learners’ education — knowledge, skills,
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and development. Using the allusion to M. Epstein, we declare that the
more a person matures, the less malleable he or she becomes [3: 94].
Being not easily influenced, the personis capable of behavinginasensible
way. A fully grown and devel oped young person is strong enough to resist
whatever pernicious influence, to understand intricate meanings, to read
between the lines, etc. In the context of the given subject, we emphasize
aperson’s cultural development, when s/he is becoming full of culturally
enriching experiences. We put special emphasison sociocultural maturity,
I.e. the state of being related to society and culture, and refer to this
parameter as an ultimate characteristic of the personality’s development.
It isasocioculturally matured person who isableto resist what is bad but
may be shared by the majority. As M. Epstein put it, «The fact that all
peoplearein solidarity about something does not automatically maketheir
opinion truex» [3: 182].

One can seethe difference between the 21-st century classroom needs
and those of the 20-th century. In this century classroom, teachers act as
facilitators of student learning. A person with calling of ateacher hasthe
power to build up a student’s self-esteem. Given classroom atmosphere is
a comfort zone for those who are present there, the classroom becomes
aplatform for successful learning and devel oping skills, which might need
at present and in future. The best kind of class activitiesisintrinsically
motivated, where studentswant to learn becauseit isinteresting, purposeful
and personally relevant, not becauseit isassessed. Socioculturally mature
learners ook into perspective, which makes them eager to master the
needed knowledge and skillsto be applied in personal and public spheres.
The physical presence of aqualified and culturally developed instructor
servesasaprerequisitefor encouraging appropriate sociocultural education
of the motivated learners. Such potent encounters of instructors and
learners, accompanied by direct sincere and emotional communication,
are expected to facilitate learners’ development. We highlight the far-
reaching effect of the instructor’s presence, which might be confirmed
through the words reportedly said by St. Augustine: «I learned most, not
from those who taught me but from those who talked with me».

We base our view on the assumption that by and large, a foreign
language course as a learning discipline serves as a practical branch of
the humanities which might be referred to as the extension of a socially
and culturally devel oped personality and asthe prerequisite for becoming
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human in adeep meaning of thisword. It has been widely recognized that
learners need not just knowledge and skill in the grammar of alanguage
but also the ability to usethelanguagein socially and culturally appropriate
ways.

Now we offer here some practical advice based on the experience
of work with international students. No civilized person can deny the
importance to be knowledgeabl e of other societies and cultures. During
the course of language teaching, we give priority to increasing the
international learners’ awareness of the existing differences between
their own and the host cultures. Asastarting point, it isworth discussing
the meaning of the word «culture». Here are some questions and tasks
which might be given to students: As a brainstorming activity learners
are asked to compl ete the sentence «Culture is ...» or take a minute to
write down their own definition of culture or say what kinds of things
generally come to their mind when they think about «culture». The
students might be asked to discussin pairs or groups what each of them
wouldincludein their definition of culture. More complicated question
may be whether it is possible for peopleto understand alanguage fully
without knowing the culture. We may offer students a brief story about
some type of cultural miscommunication. Students may be divided in
groups and have the handouts with the task to discussthe incident trying
to understand why the miscommunication took place and how it could
have been prevented. Besides, students may be directed to describe an
incident inwhich aninternational visitor isfaced with adilemma, problem,
or situation that has a cultural basis. As a variant, multiple choice
explanations might be suggested for this or that problem being discussed.
We may ask studentsto comment on something new or interesting rel ated
to ahost culturethat they have recently learned, which might befollowed
by common discussion.

Thus, during the language course we attempt to provide students not
only with linguistic competence, but try to enable them to understand and
accept people from other culturesasindividualswith their own distinctive
values and behaviours. We consider it our duty to help learners see that
such interaction isan enriching experience

Conclusion. Education takes on added importance nowadays, a a
time of uncertainty and crisis of culture. The right approach to the
humanities givesthem new credibility. It isof the utmost importance that
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we should be in harmony with onesel ves and the outside world, both our
students and we teachers being part of the environment.

Direction of further research. We have an intention to concentrate
on further discussing how to successfully develop our learners’ transferable
skills, which areindispensablefor a student to become agraduate worthy
of ajobinahighly competitive market. Besides, we strongly believethat
the mastering of generic skills is to enrich the person’s live.
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