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Abstrak

Language and culture constitute a untty. Language cannot be taught completely separated
from the habits and culture of the native speakers. For a teacher teaching a foreign language
which 1s not his own would often encounter lots of problems. Different cultures between
languages including different forms and uses of gestures invite many common obstacles in
communication Teachers should assume @ neutral attitude when teaching a language. To
teach a foreign language he should watch a lot behaviours and attitudes of the native speak-

ers while they are communicating verbally
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Introduction

When facing students in class many
teachers donot realize that students have
individual differences that the teachers
should be aware of, particularly if they ex-
pect their work to be successful and worth-
while for the students. Itis abit promising
when the teachers realize the students' dif-
ferences inintelligence, characters, interests
and the like. Many teachers, however do
not pay much attention on the students' in-
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dividual differences inattitudes, upbring-
ing, and what we ordinary call culture in
general, Indonesian people consist of ap-
proximately thousands of ethnic groups
each with different way of life, mother
tongue, and how to view the world in gen-
eral

These differences are trivial things
thatevery individual in mult cultural soci-
ety orin any group consisting of smaller
groups with each different traits may think
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that these individuals after a certain ime in
the group will automatically adapt them-
selves to each group's traits. Many people
used to believe that. This is true but notev-

Asamatterof fact, only someof them,
particularly those whoare keen at observ-
ing any differences and are willing to adapt
to these differences can take them as their
own traits. These individuals ordinarily are
people whowill beaccepted by people from
different groups and who do nothave any
difficulties in getting along in almost any
community. Individuals who are easy to
getalong with other people may have these
good virtues innately, from upbringing, es-
pecially when these good virtues have been

These good traits may also be the re-
sults of education and influences from the
surroundings including members of the
same society, or the same ethnicity (Brislin,
1981). Americanchildren, for instance, get
used tonot easily talking to strangers. This
habit has been the result of education both
athome and at school, which has been prac-
ticed for a very long time. All of these mean
that good traits may be learned. Parents and
teachers, by using appropriate methods, can
teach their children and students respec-
tively, good behaviors, proper manners, and
good virtues in general.

That's why, teachers then should
also pay attention to the differences indi-
vidual students as theresultof long
period of inculcation both at home as well
asat their previous formal education insti-
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tutions. The effect of home training must
also be understood as the experiences ob-
tained intheirsurroundings where the stu-
dents used to be and to do their activities
when they were younger. In thiscaseit may
mean the playgrounds, their friends and
companions, the kinds of games they used
to play, the places of interests they used to
frequent, certain people they used tosee in
relation to their interest for future life and
many other things

Some behaviors and attitudes,
whichare suspected to be cultural-bound
and which might hinder the individual stu-
dents inlearning new thingsat a higher edu-
cation, particularly English, are described
and some efforts of eliminating these hin-
drancesare presented below.

Common Obstacles in Communi-
cation

In communicating with other
people in class, Indonesian students in gen-
eral have common difficulties, especially
when there issomebody to be respected, like
the teacher, the rector or a distinguished
guestinit. This, to be sure, is the resultof
inculcation since childhood not to express
verbally and often non-verbally as well, in
front of the eldersand the respected people.
Not expressing ideas especially ideas which
are different from the one expressed by the
elders is considered appropriate and there-
fore is quite appreciated. Children in par-
ticular, are restricted from talking when
older people are present. This restriction
includes the case when their-own parents
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are present. Children are supposed to com-
municate with children, and young people
with theirequals.

Althoughat the early yearsof elemen-
tary education children are encouraged to
put forward their opinions, many of them
become reticent when they are older. Most
of them are afraid of making mistakes when
they put forward their ideas, so many of
them prefer to keep silent. This attitude
makes teachers, especially the younger ones,
frustrated. When the teacher asks the class
about the lesson just discussed tocheck the
understanding of the students there is
hardly any student who raises his hand.
This does not mean that every body under-
stands the lesson but more because of the
habitabove. Athome they are supposed to
talk to their equals only and at school they
are mocked by their classmates when they
make a mistake, while some teachers do not
encourage them to put forward their ideas,
to give any response to the problem dis-

To eliminate such a problem the
teacher should persuade them and think
him as if he is just their older friend who is
willing to help them and talk to them tosolve
the problem(s) together. People in general
like to be treated as their equals, that is, as
human beings. They should putaside the
idea that the teacheris much superior in
many ways than themselves. He should
make them aware that he is just another
human being who is subject to making any
mistake justas they are. Make them feel
that the teacher is like any member of the
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family who they like to talk to and discuss
theirproblemswith. It also has to be
understood that to be too close to one's stu-
dents turns out to be uncomfortable espe-
cially for the teacher. The best thing to do for
the teacher is that there must be still aslight
distance between the teacher inoneside and
the students in the other. Another way of
showing this close relationship is among
other things by talking openly to a group of
students who have good standing in class
who in turn will be well accepted by their
classmates. If the class is not too big, say
about fifteen students in all, the teacher can
invite them to have a long chat ata school
cafeteria over some drinks and cookies. In
this way, both the teacher and the students
candiscuss the problems that might cause
any gap, misunderstandings, orevena cer-
tain barrier that occurs between them. The
students may regard that the teacher is a
good person who is very much like one of
the much-loved member of their relative,
Another source of problem is the
differentway of language use even though
the interlocutors use Indonesian in their
communication. Javanese teachers, or
Javanese people in general, very often use
an indirect speech when talking to other
people, sometimes without their awareness.
Whena Javanese teacher uses this speech
act his non-Javanese students may not un-
derstand or may misunderstand him. This
kind of misunderstanding may cause some
kind of tension. A similar consequence may
also happen whena Javanese studentand a
non-Javanese teacher communicate. The




source of the problem is that among
Javanese it has been inculcated since child-
hood that telling things openly toany body,
especially to elders and persons of higher
status is considered impolite or at least im-
| i
The Javanese teaching says that the
higher a person is educated the more he
must understand indirectness which is
known as tanggap ing sasmita. Therefore a
person who uses indirectness in his speech
is very much valued in Javanese society. To
ask a favorof a student in class to have a
clean white/blackboard the Javanese
teacher isenough tosay [ need towrite some-
thing on the white blackboard without men-
tioning explicitly who has to do that,
Javanese students in class will understand
what the intended meaning of the teacher is
and one of them will immediately do the
job. Such an intended meaning that is dif-
ferent from the literal meaning is frequently
repeated by the teacher and will be under-
stood by the Javanese students. Later, the
non-Javanese students in class will learn
suchan intended meaning, probably by ask-
ing one of his Javanese classmates or ithe is
brave enough would possibly ask directly
to the teacher. This simple speech act fre-
quently practised by the Javanese is surely
rather hard to understand for the non-
Javanese. However, after many similar ex-
amples followed by explanations, the hard
to understand indirections will finally be
understood.
Most Javanese have been com-
monly used those indirections inmany situ-
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ations, both in speech and behaviors, Those
have beena part of Javanese lives. Conse-
quently thereis a tendency of transferring it
toany language and culture inalmost any
situation. A young mother whois alking to
a guest and does not want to be bothered by
anybody including her children willauto-
matically tell her eldest daughter by saying
something, such as 'ssst, main di luar sana’
( ssst, goout to play). She just has to say it
once. If the daughter seems to be in doubt,
she will encourage her by giving a sugges-
tive look and a certain gesture. Later when
the guest is gone she will tell her eldest
daughter that her intended meaning is some-
thing like 'When mommy is talking to some-
body and doesn't want to be bothered, you'd
better take your little brother and sister out
to play some where else’

Usually, a Javanese student who
wants to have the teacher’s permission to
join the students' meeting will say
(1) May I join the students' meeting 15 mir-

utes before the class isover, Sir?

A Javanese teacher will understand
immediately that the student is asking a per-
mission to attend the students' meeting be-
fore the class is over. To a non-Javanese
teacher he may ask an opener request such
as

(2) May [ leave the class 15 minutes earlier,
Sir? [ have beenappointed to represent
ourclass to attend a student's meeting,

This particular student must have
learned the appropriate way of using one of
the Javanese aspects of culture in relation to
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language use. This does not mean that all
lavanese can understand these two differ-
entcultures. Many of them still think that
English culture is identical with Javanese /
Indonesian culture and their relation to the
respective languages. Many of them, there-
fore, say something in English but using
the Indonesia or Javanese way such as
(3) It'sstill early in the morning, Where are
you going?
Instead of
'Hi. Good morning. How are you?'

Ina role playing a female Javanese stu-
dentis assigned to ask a favor of her male
friend to replace a dead electric bulb witha
good one. Shesays
(4) The electric bulb over the dining table is

dead. The new and good oneis now ly-
ing on the desk.

As itis said in the example, she did
notask the male student to replace the dead
bulb. In this case she was using the Javanese
indirection. She should have said
(5) Please replace that dead bulb with this

new one.

To overcome such problems the
teacher should tell many times that in En-
glish indirections are not frequently used.
Inmost cases people prefer to use more open
utterances, especially in commands or re-
quests. [n responding a yes-no questionsor
atag question the responder should use 'yes'
only when the whole response is a positive
ong,and 'no’ when the response is a nega-
tive one. S0 in response to ' Are you com-
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ing? is either 'Yes, [am' or 'No, lam not'.
And inanswering to Heis coming, isn't he?
Is either "Yes, he is' or 'No, he isn't.!

Incertain situations, however, open
questions are never asked in English. In
English people never ask personal matters
while in Indonesian many older people still
often ask where one works; how much his
approximate salary; whether one is married;
how many children one has and the like.
Due to modern education nowadays more
and more people avoid those kinds of ques-
bons. Ingreetings, however, people, when
they know one another personally, still use
personal or real questions, instead of imper-
sonal onessuch as asking about the weather,
commenting on the temperature, the heat,
the rain, the wind and the like,

Anassignment given to the sixth
semester English class taking a Cross Cul-
tural Understanding Course concerning
how friends and acquaintances greet one
another, compile the results as follows.

A dialogue betweentwo old friends
after several years of separation. They still
recognize one another. The translation is
almost a literal one.

(12) Hey, you must be Tuti from IKIP
Malang, the year 19927
Yes, and you?
[ am Tono, remember me?

Two friends who always tease one another

(13) Hey, you look smart but too stuck up.
You're courting somebody?
Don'ttease me. This time | must succeed,
you know.,




Good luck, then.

Two villagers, one is carrying a wooden
plough on his shoulder.

(13) You haven't finished tilling the land?
Almost. Today is the last day, | hope.
Between two vegetable vendors.

(14) You got fresh chilli pepper?
Notmuch. 1 gotlots of fresh and good
garlic though.

Between two drivers of public transports.

(15) How many trips did you make Hasan?
Just one. This bad weather must have

prevented people from going out.

Thereis noimpersonal greeting found
in the data. All the greetings consistof real
questions whichare always connected with
the people's activities. The usual greetings
in offices such as Good morning; Good af-
ternoon and the like then must be learned

from Western cultures.
Different Forms and Uses of
Gestures

Many people use gestures while talk-

ing toclarify or emphasize what they mean.
This body language known as gestures may
be universal incharacter. Certain gestures,
however, are knownand used by certain eth-
nic groups and not known outside those
groups. Some of the limited use of gestures
by a certain group may evoke uncomfort-
able feeling foracertain other group. Indo-
nesian people feel uncomfortable when talk-
ing to people who put their arms inakimbo.
It seems that one who does so while speak-
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ing assumesan air of superiority and does
notrespect other people. This gesture is very
much avoided by Indonesians. Many of
them, especially old people, say that that
kind of gesture used to be done by a bossy
Dutch superior when talking to Indonesian
subordinates.

One particular gesture thatmight be
hard to practice for most Indonesians and
for Javanese in particular is looking at the
eyes of the person one is talking to. Sucha
gesture isconsidered rude and impolite, es-
pecially when directed toan older or a re-
spected person. The most polite way is look-
ing down when a personof higher status is
talking to you. This is contradicting to the
way Western people should face his inter-
locutor when he does nothave any guilty
feelings. So the phrase 'Look at me' only
happens among few Indonesians who have
been educated abroad.

Proximity, or the nearness of a per-
son towards another person might bea prob-
lem for many Westerners, Indonesians are
used to be very close to the person they are
talking to, while Americans for example,
need a space of approximately 1.8 m when
they are talking face to face. Inaclass the
chairs are arranged closely to one another,
so when people are sitting next to one an-
other their elbows may touch, and the per-
sons involved do nothave to feel uncom-
fortable. However, they may excuse one
another whenaccidentally they nudge their
closest neighbour. Itisoften difficultto ex-
plainwhy peopleavoid the first tworows of
chairs in a meeting. To fill these empty
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chairs people have to be persuaded to oc-
cupy them.

When walking side by side certain
people may feel uncomfortable, because only
equals can do so. Fortunately, owing to
modern education this feeling of discomfort
1s less and less telt nowadays.

Sitting side by side is also only done
by equals. Itis, therefore, people often feel
awkward when one has to sit inacar where
the ownerisdriving, The youngerand edu-
cated people in that situation will automati-
cally sitin front, especially when the owner
of the car isa friend of his, while the older
generation will sitat the back unless they
are persuaded and encouraged to siton the
frontseat.

Most Indonesians are Moslems. Itis
their habit toshake hands, using both hands,
when they meet friends, acquaintances or
others the first time they meet in one day.
Foreigners often imitate this habitany time
they meeta person, sometimes more than
once inone day and do the ritual every time
they meet. In formal situations shaking
hands using the right hand only are also
common. When the older people use their
both hands, however, the younger ones
should comply and use both hands also.
This habit is also practiced by female Indo-
nesians. Some female Moslems, however,
do not shake hands with men. They usu-
ally put their two hands close together in
frontof their chins.

Showing a direction nowadays is
commonly showed by using anopen right
hand. Using a pointing finger is considered
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improper. Many Javanese in this case still
use the thumb of the right hand while the
left hand may help raise a bit the right el-
bow. Certain ethnic groups in north
Sumatera use two protruded lips to show
direction to their friends, acquaintances and
subordinates. Some foremen inmany places

use their right foot to show two dimensional
building plan to their construction work-
ET5.

Two boys whoare friends may walk
hand in hand. This may also happen with
two girls who are friends. Acquaintances
and [riends may tap ashoulder or touchan
arm to get an attention, especially when they
areequals. A wink of the eye is notconsid-
ered a good gesture. Staring at people or
things is not advisable. However, many
people especially children, look constantly
atnew people in town.

Sitting on the mat on the floor
is very common in Indonesia. During a
meeting or a feast in a small community
people usually siton the floor with two legs
crossed. Insome places people are allowed
tosit with one leg flat on the floor while the
other leg isfolded with the sole touching the
floor (jegang in Javanese). In many places
women siton their two folded legs, when
they sit on the floor. When tired of doing
this the two folded legs can be released from
being saton. Only in very limited places
women dressed in a sarong may saton the
floor with the two legs crossed like men.

Using a fork and a spoon when hav-
ingameal is acommon phenomenon nowa-
days. Athome or ina restaurant one can




prefer using the bare right hand when eat-
ing fish or chicken, Inmunching the food it
is preferable not tomake any sound while
the mouth is closed: Making an audible
sound may make other people lose their
appetite. :
" Inateast where dinner is served and
people have theirindividual platea good
combination of dishes must be selected. A
soupy dish for instance, cannot be puton
topof gado-gado akind of vegetable salad.
Nottoomuch rice and side dishes aread-
you can have a second serving. Peoplein
certain places are used to have a small
mountain of food ata serving. Inawed-
ding party held ina special building deli-
ever, these delicacies are parts of the wed-
ding ritual. They are notserved for hungry
stomachs: Many guests, therefore take these
delicacies just fora taste. | '

! Wlu:nmttmgrmachmﬂhetwn feet,
bare or withshoes must be put on the floor,
Putting the feet on a coffee table is consid-
ered improper except when one of the feet
may have a spramed ankle. Sitting, with two
legs cTossed is notadvisable even though
mwadaysnunyvmngslﬂsdmtﬁpemﬂy
glﬂswﬁnng mini -

o | Skirts: People in Indonesiaare sup-
posett i wear proper dresses any where they
are. These dresses must cover the impor-
tant partsof the body. Bathing suitsare only
good for swimming and not for shopping,
even thougha kind of lose cloth may cover
the hips down. A certain ethnic group al-

lows their women to weara short blouse so
that their bellybuttons show, but this is not
very muchappreciated in general public.
‘Acertainethnic group getsused to
speaking with a loud voice while other
groups prefer asofter voice: Peoplewithloud
voice may not hearclearly when the softer
voice peopleare talking and on the other
hand the softer voice people may be startled
and feel a bit reluctantand even afraid to
talk to people with louder voice -~ -
Theexamplesabove are only some of
the widely known differences that charac-
terize the many ethnics in Indonesia. Many
individuals are good atadapting with the
situations so that their differences are not
clearly seen by the majority people in a
group: Some individuals, however, have
difficulty in adapting with the situation they
are facing, This difficulty become more em-
barrassing whenother people around them
are laughing at the differences. Itisthejob
of the teacher then, to make every body un-
derstands these differences and assure the
class that they might one day be in the un-
fortunate guy's place and will not like to
become the laughing stock of the situation.
s well understood that the accent
of the firstlanguage is usually hard to erase.
Some groups of people have really ahard
time to eliminate this accent. People from
Western part of Central Java for instance,
pronounceafinal /k;/ as the English final /
k/ minus the aspirationand a final / g/ as
the English final / g/ only sometimes with
alittle aspiration. So it is easier to teach them
the English / pik/ and /dog/, butitis hard
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to teach them the Indonesian /bati?/. A
certain ethnic group use alot of rising into-
nationat the end of a sentence while another
groupuse a very typical intonation.

Certain people have the habit, when
talking to other people including strangers,
of assuming an air of indifference. Many
Indonesians do not appreciate this kind of
attitude, but they do not like either people
who smile too much while talking, asif they
are hiding something in their smiles.

Teachers should assume a neutral
attitude when teaching a language. To teach
aforeign language he should watcha lot the
behaviors and attitudes of the native speak-
ers while they are communicating verbally.
When nolive performances are available
teacherscan turn to performances on televi-
sions as long as they can distinguish natu-
ral performances from the bad and unnatu-
ral ones.

Conclusion

Language and culture constitute a
unity. Language cannot be taught com-
pletely separated from the habits and cul-
ture of the native speakers. For a teacher
teaching a foreign language which is not his
ownwould often encounter lots of problems.
These problems mainly come from situa-
tions where he has never experienced, heard
of, read some where, or saw mamovie some-
where. Forsucha teacher therefore reading
lots of materials on Cross Cultural Under-
standing, anthropological sketches about
certain people's ways of life and cultures
may help alot. Also walching movies on
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televisions depicting ordinary life of real
people, such as the life of a group of stu-
dents on campus or in a dormitory, how a
family solve its problems, how a new stu-
dent should adapt with his new environ-
ments after the family move toa completely
differentcity, and the like.

In this modem technology era we
can get any information we want easily,
With the presence of e-mails and internet
nowadays we can access every new infor-
mation as soon as possible. In short, if we
want to increase our knowledge about En-
glish teaching methodology and the like we
just press some buttons, and enormous in-
formation will come in front of us. Just be
creative!

Bibliography

Birdwhistell, Ray L. 1970. Kinesics and Con-
text. Philadelphia: University of Penn-
sylvania Press,

Brislin, Richard W. 1981. Cross Cultural

Encounters. New York: Pergamon
Press.

Brislin, Richard W., Kenmeth Crusher, Craig
Cherrieand Mahealani Yong, 1986,
Intercultural Interactions, London:
Sage Publications.

Dalton, Bill. 1988. Indonesia Handbook.
Book 1 to4. Moon Publication, Chico,




Draine, Cathieand Barbara Hall (Eds.) 1986.
Indomesia Culture Shock!. Singapore:
Times Books.

Hamnett, Michael P, and Richard W.
Brislin. (Eds). 1980. Hawaii: Univer-
sity Press.

James, Mark O. and Norman W. Evans.
1992. Beyond Words. New York:
Prentice Hall Regents.

Levine, Deena R.and Mara B. Adelman.
(Eds). 1982. Beyond Language. New
lersery: Regents.

Valdes, Joyce Merrill. 1986. Culture Bound.
London: Cambridge University Press.

78

Al-adalah wol7, No. 3, Agustus 2004: 60-78



