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of real life situations. This is true again because of the dynamic of the
cultural conflicts; both sides are presented in a relatively even-handed
fashion. If the teacher is careful to do the same, then it is the students
who must hash out the issues, the advantages and disadvantages, and
try to determine what course of action they might adopt were they in
the same situation. This is the goal of the classroom discussion, to
engage the students in real deliberation. Fortunately, many ESOL learn-
ers are already considering this oceanic leap and so the classroom talks
tend to be lively.

Much of the motive behind the search for authentic texts, whatev-
er the definition, wherever the hair is split, is student interest. If a text
is too easy or too difficult, the student is not likely to be engaged,
quite apart from whether it is authentic or not. Jeremy Harmer, in The
Practice ofEnglish Language Teaching, summarizes this issue: "If teach-
ers can find genuinely authentic material which their students can cope
with that will be advantageous; if not they should be using material
which simulates authentic English" (p. 187). While simulated material
might be necessary in some contexts, literature, as a general proposi-
tion, is authentic (Collie and Slater, p. 3). In their book Literature in
the Language Classroom, Collie and Slater posit that the strongest argu-
ment for the use of literature in the classroom is the personal involve-
ment it endengers (p. 5). As the reader begins to 'inhabit' (p. 6) the
text, she gains not only reading comprehension, but strides in the whole
language acquisition process. And with a multi-cultural book like The
Joy Luck Club, the student's diminished distance with the text will also
result in a heightened sensitivity to cultural barriers and bridges.

Christine Nuttall, in her extensive work, Teaching Reading Skills in
a Foreign Language, points out that part of a reader's comprehension
hinges upon how cióse the author and the reader's schemata are alike
(p. 7). Nuttall supplies an example, not from literature, but from a mun-
dane newspaper article, demonstrating that schemata and the relevance
of culture are not only high effluent matters, but, like gravity, are oper-
ating around us all the time (p. 7). And the seemingly pervasive
schematic factor influences how a student's reading comprehension devel-
ops no matter the context and tenor of the text. If a reading teacher
is able to predict and prepare for the schematic difference between a
reader and a text, then she is better able to map the digestión of the
text. Students must be guided through reading comprehension, and an
effective instruction allows for the subjective background of the
learners.
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Next, she enters into an illuminative examination of presupposition,
which she loosely defines as connections between facts which are left
unstated in the text (p. 8). Like schemata, readers are often unaware
of the influence of presuppositions, at least until they start to break
down. It is important to note, according to Nuttall, that schematic blue-
prints, including presuppositions, do not pertain only to facts, but also
to how different cultures view, interpret, and judge those facts (p. 9).
Nuttall defines inference as a means of reconstructing a writer's unstat-
ed presuppositions (p. 114). Inference is an advanced skill which
bridges the gap between both the writer and the reader's schemata and
the reader's pre-existing and evolving schemata. Presuppositions tend
to go unspotted when they are projections of varying cultural back-
grounds, different world views (p. 116). Connecting the presupposi-
tions, predicting their paths, is where inference comes in, and although
an advanced skill, it can be readily improved through training (p. 116).
The skill of inferring a text's meaning is inextricably woven with the
comprehension of any writing. This training is where the teacher as
both the classroom manager and the text selector is paramount. A mul-
ti cultural text, like The Joy Luck Club, is language, text, and culture: it
is the leaves, the trees, and the forest. Through main ideas and schema-
ta, through intention and inference, the reader is learning a culture
through a text and a text through a culture. And language is the bread
crumbs to help guide everyone home.

LANGUAGE, TEXT, AND CULTURE

In an article published in the English Journal Mary Dilg discusses
the classroom use of multi-cultural books such as Beloved by Toni Mor-
rison and The Joy Luck Club by Amy Tan. The thrust of the article is
that multicultural works serve to unify rather than to sepárate, that they
affirm and confirm an individual's all-important personal and cultural
identity (p. 6A~). Dilg has worked as both a public and prívate high
school teacher in several major American cities. While her article is not
directed at TESOL learners per se, many of her lessons are applicable.

It is a given that many TESOL classrooms contain a cultural dis-
tance of at least one sort: between the native speaker teacher and the
learners. Many TESOL classrooms, especially ESL classes inside an Eng-
lish speaking country, contain learners from many different cultural
backgrounds. Rather than tap dance around these differences, Dilge
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suggests it is much better to face them directly and reap their benefits
(p. 65). All too often cultural disparities might be glossed over in an
attempt to simplify the classroom consensus. But language is culture
and culture is language, and a multicultural text can be an effective
tool to amplify this relationship. Dilge points out that all too often
meaningful conversations are avoided, lacking a center, and that mul-
ti-cultural books are a convenient Ímpetus to hazard these teeming waters
(p. 65).

Effective literature is often applauded for transcending cultural bound-
aries. While Dilge concedes this universal factor, she maintains that lit-
erature "is always rooted in the specifics of a culture, and those specifics
often offer the reader a sense of familiarity which operates alongside
universal aspects" (p. 66). This trident balance between the personal,
cultural and universal is essential in a ESL student's identíty and in a
fertile ESL classroom. Once again, multi-cultural works like The Joy Luck
Club, if used effectively, can serve to highlight this trio withín and
alongside the language of the text. These cultural specifics are a com-
forting factor to students who share similar schemata. For example, Chí-
nese students might feel at ease with the Chínese cultural aspects of
The Joy Luck Club, as African-American students might find succor in
Beloved. And perhaps even more importantly, if the cultural specifics
are not one that a student is versed in, then they may serve to break
down prejudice, to effect schemata positively, to become "antidotes to
stereotypes" (p. 68).

In the article "Culture and the Interpretation of Meaning in a Lit-
erary Text", M. J. Mafela discusses the important role of culture in inter-
preting the meaning of a literary text. His analysis is in regards to a
Tshivenda text, native to South África. "The interpretation of a literary
text takes place when the reader has all the elements of a piece of
work in his/her intellectual grasp" (p. 16). Prominent among these ele-
ments is the cultural background of a text, especially if a reader is to
understand the deeper themes. This is especially true in a text like The
Joy Luck Club, which is culturally imbued, but according to Mafela, cul-
ture is relevant to all texts because they all occur in a certain time and
place, and are therefore culturally prescribed (p. 19).

Mafela also focuses on the characters of a narrative, saying that to
understand the character's motives is essential to understanding a text.
Further, these motives are heavily influenced by the character's setting
and culture. "For the reader to have a clear understanding of the behav-
ior of characters in their setting, he/she must know their cultural back-
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ground and share experiences and valúes with them..." (p. 17).
Although the author does not actually use the term 'schemata', the con-
cept is invoked. Even if the characters are operating in a cultural set-
ting which is removed from the reader, she might learn from the text
by vicariously experiencing the action of the story and incorporating
new valúes into her rhetorical infrastructure.

Mafela lists metaphor, proverbs, archaic words and idioms as impor-
tant signáis to the subterranean meaning of a text (p. 20). Mafela also
stresses, however, that language is comprised of more than its parts,
that it is influenced and inspired by the cultural background of the
author, that it is the muse as well as the canvas. "If the reader does
not have the knowledge or experience of language and style used in
the literary text, then it would be difficult for him/her to interpret the
meaning of a text" (p. 20). The TESOL classroom is a relatively safe
place for the learner to gain experience in English, which will in turn
cocoon into knowledge of English. And because English is the current
international language this knowledge helps propel the ESOL student
into the global village. Language, as found in an authentic text, is an
effective vehicle for the learner as she gazes out the window and watch-
es the cultural landscape unfold in a numinous blur.

A CUP OF PEDAGOGY

The Joy Luck Club is not necessarily an easy read for ESOL stu-
dents. It is an authentic text, •with authentic speech, hordes of new
vocabulary, and advanced rhetorical strategies like inference and inti-
mation. But long-term it is hugely rewarding as the students see both
their cultural awareness and reading skills improve. And these twin
interests, teaching culture and reading comprehension, support and
encourage one another like cross beams. The icing on the cake is that
the book is also an interesting and engaging read: it is emotively strong,
touching the gamut of sentiments with deft use of character and plot.
In regards to readability, Nuttall says, "Most important of all are the
familiarity of the topic, the cultural background, the conceptual com-
plexity of the content and the interest it has for the reader" (p. 176).
The Joy Luck Club has inherent student interest; if learners are nudged
in the right direction they will sow fertile linguistic fields.

This paper was based on experience using The Joy Luck Club as a
textbook in a college-level class in Taiwan titled "American Cultural
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Reading". A description of the class follows, in order to place the teach-
ing methodology into a practical framework. Of course, different teach-
ers will have different environments, but the main learning issues are
likely to be the same, with the twin focus of reading and culture. How
to get the students to make the long-term effort to read the book, and
to focus their attention on the top-down themes so they don't drown
in a sea of vocabulary, are prominent classroom challenges. Not all
classroom extingencies and priorities can be forecast, and even the best
teacher's crystal ball is foggy. More specific objectives are rife and vari-
able; the teacher will pick and choose what is best for her students
and classroom.

These reading classes have about 50 students in each class. Each
class meets for three periods a week; usually the three class periods
run concurrently. While there is a good deal of variety among the stu-
dent's levéis, the average reading ability is intermediate to advanced.
The class is multi-textured, moving from individual work, to lecture, to
group work, and back to individual work, in an attempt to maintain
the student's attention and interest. Each class has four basic parts. Col-
lie and Slater offer a four part answer to the important issue: How to
best utilize limited and therefore valuable classtime?

1. Follow-up from home reading.
2. Ongoing snowball activities.
3. Presenting the new section.
4. Looking forward (p. 37).

Each week's reading assignment is approximately twelve pages. The
students are also required to write a short summary of each week's
reading in their notebooks, which is a means of facilitating their read-
ing comprehension (Collie and Slater, p. 43). The first part of each class
is a short, three question quiz which is graded on a loóse system of
plus, check, and minus. While not necessarily popular with the stu-
dents, the weekly quizzes are indispensable in keeping the students on
task and in charting their reading comprehension. With an extensive
reading assignments it is essential that the learner's tackle the text in
small bites. The students are repeatedly reminded that the questions
are general and based on broad-stroke themes, not on vocabulary or
any other bottom-up mechanic. The goal of the quizzes is to reward
and encourage the requisite effort, not to punish a less-than-perfect
reading. A score of minus is only given when it is obvious that the
student has not done the reading at all. Simply by taking the quiz, the
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students are learning how to issue spot and connect thematic dots. The
quiz usually takes about twenty minutes. Samples of quiz questions
follow.

1. Why did Jing-Mei take her mother's place at the majong table?
2. Why did Suyuan start the first Joy Luck Club in Kweilin, China?
3. Describe Auntie An-Mei.
4. What happened to change Lindo's Ufe when she was twelve?
5. What was Ying-Ying's secret wish to the Moon Lady?
6. Do you think Lena's mom was crazy? Why?
7. Why did Ted want to divorce Rose?
8. What 'mistakes' did Richard make at the dinner table?

The second part of the class is lecture. First, brief answers to the
quizzes are provided, keeping matters tidy at this point to encourage
the students. For example, a sample answer to question one might be:
"Because her mother died two months ago". This is to demónstrate that
a reader can enjoy and understand a text without being able to trans-
íate every word. More complete answers are rewarded with a plus, but
a bare bones answer is acceptable. Then the lecture proceeds through
the week's reading paragraph by paragraph, page by page, drawing
student's attention to relevant passages. Both elements of reading and
culture are highlighted, depending on the text. The focus is usually on
the top-down reading, but the students are also reminded that a bot-
tom-up approach is necessary to confirm hypothesis about the text. The
teacher summarizes important points and then directs the students to
the supporting passage. The lecture also attempts to connect the read-
ing with both former and future segments, keeping an eye on the
macro-level of the narrative. The lecture ends with a brief skeleton of
next week's reading assignment, just enough to whet the student's
appetite and to give them a vague outline. Finally, the students are giv-
en an opportunity to ask questions. This part of the class takes any-
where from around twenty to forty minutes, depending on the com-
plexity of the reading and the cultural issues presented.

The third part of the class is small group work. The students are
given cultural worksheets especially prepared for the class; the topics
were selected by former classes. Subject matters include tobáceo, reli-
gión, homosexuality, drugs, and tanning salons. These worksheets are
out of the scope of this paper, but here it will suffice to say that they
contain short essay questions, opinión based, never simple 'yes' or 'no'.
The students are told that they will benefit from verdant discussion as
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