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Learning English and its implications for Iranians’
cultural values and practices
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Monash University, Australia

English language learning has become deeply ingrained in Iranian society, with a rich
historical legacy. However, recent concerns voiced by Iranian authorities highlight English
as a perceived threat to the preservation of Iranian culture and identity, leading to attempts
to limit its presence. This study investigates the beliefs, perceptions, and views of Iranians
regarding their culture, practices, and their relationship with English. Employing an open-
ended survey, the research examines Western influences on English language learning
through a cultural lens, capturing a snapshot of the Iranian language ecology and societal
cultural layers. The findings underscore the integration of English within Iranian society,
emphasising that language learners actively engage with English as a tool for
communication and personal growth, challenging the notion of passive recipients. This
study contributes to a deeper understanding of the authorities' concerns and sheds light
on the evolving relationship between English and the Iranian cultural environment.

Introduction

The popularity of English language learning among Iranians has undergone fluctuations
across different eras (refer to Figure 1). It reached its peak during the Pahlavi era but
experienced a decline in favour following the Islamic Revolution. However, since the 1990s,
there has been a sustained growth in language learning, which has raised concerns among
authorities and administrators striving to eradicate Western influences, as manifested
through the English language, from Iranian society. The accompanying infographic depicts
the presence of English language schools in Iran spanning the past 150 years.

According to Borjian (2013), the historical interactions between Iranians and foreigners date
back to the Qajar Dynasty (1836-1925), with the presence of religious minorities. However,
the broader history of Iranian cultural exchanges extends further, encompassing significant
international and domestic events. Notably, this period coincided with the emergence of
global phenomena such as the industrial revolution, European colonialism, and political
revolutions (Dahmardeh & Limaee, 2015).

According to Borjian (2013), during the eatly years, Mohammad Shah Qajar allowed
missionaries from various countries to establish educational centres in Iran, aiming to
introduce modern education to the nation. This era also witnessed the emergence of Iranian
students studying abroad and the establishment of professional and occupation academies.
At the turn of the 20th century, some schools such as Moshiriyeh and Dar-al-Fonun were
founded but the majority of them still were offering French, as it was one of the most
spoken foreign languages in the world and accepted among Iranian scholars. Although
French remained the dominant foreign language, American-English missionaries played a
role in establishing English schools across different cities in Iran (Mansoori, 1986).
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Figure 1: Foreign language teaching and learning fluctuations in Iranian history
(use web or PDF reader zoom in' function to facilitate reading)

The Pahlavi era (1925-1979) under Reza Shah brought about significant social, political, and
economic transformations. Reza Shah emphasised the modernisation of various sectors
including industry, transportation infrastructure, state administration and military forces
(Abrahamian, 2008). He also prohibited foreign language schools while promoting a new
level of modern school systems. This period saw a growing relationship with the United
States, particularly during World War II, as Iran sought to emulate American social,
economic, cultural, and educational models (Seikaly, 1991).

By 1948 and Mohammad-Reza Shah’s sovereignty, the British Council extended its
branches and libraries in the major cities of Isfahan, Tabriz, Rasht, Mashhad and Shiraz as
well as Tehran (Elr, 1989). Following the coup against Musadiq in 1953, the British Council
temporarily closed its offices in Iran but resumed activities in 1955, coinciding with Iran's
expanding relationship with the United States (Borjian, 2013). This relationship led to the
signing of agreements between Iran and the United States, with education becoming a major
focus area for American technical assistance. The establishment of the Fulbright
Commission in 1949 further promoted educational and cultural exchanges between the two
nations (Borjian, 2013).

The inflow of American aid and human resources through activities such as military training
created a demand for mastery of the English language in the 1950s (Borjian, 2013). This
demand increased the publication of textbooks and educational materials, and this was
reflected in Iran’s educational system. To provide appropriate English textbooks, a
collaboration between the Iranian Ministry of Education and American experts took place
in the 1950s. The real reform of Pahlavi took place in the 1960s and English became the
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preferred foreign language in Iranian schools (Ashraf, 1997). Another significant change
was at Shiraz University, in which English replaced Persian as the language of instruction
(Borjian, 2013). After this reform in the middle years of schooling, until today all other
foreign languages have been marginalised.

The Iranian Islamic revolution terminated the 2500-year-old kingship, replacing it with a
theocracy, which exists to the present day. The 1979 Islamic revolution brought about
significant changes in Iran, transitioning from a secular to an Islamic state. Initially, English
was valued and promoted for communication and sharing Islamic ideologies. Khomeini as
the first Islamic leader valued learning popular foreign languages, English in particular, and
his edict was published on the first page of English textbooks. The current legislative
transition regarding English portrays a fading belief concerning the benefits of learning
English for Islam and Iranian society. The current perception among Iranian politicians is
that learning English poses a threat to Iranian Islamic culture and identity (Moharami &
Daneshfar, 2022). Overhauling the educational policy in 2011 is an acknowledgment of both
changes in Iranian learners’ current approach to learning English and social changes in Iran.

To understand the concerns of authorities regarding English language learning and its
impact on cultural values and practices, it is crucial to explore the ecology of language
learning in Iran from learners' perspectives. Examining the language ecology helps
understand the embeddedness of language practices in local, social, and cultural activities,
providing insights into the cultural factors influencing language learning (Moharami, 2021).
Furthermore, understanding the relationships between English and its environment aids in
comprehending the cultural dynamics associated with language learning in Iran.

Theoretical framework

Drawing on Bronfenbrennet's (1999) ecological systems theory and Pennycook's (2004)
language ecology framework, this study situates Iranian language learners within a
multifaceted context influenced by various factors that shape their language learning
experiences. Within this framework, individuals navigate different contexts or 'fields', such
as family, schools, and workplaces, which serve as the operational zones affecting their
language learning journeys (Bourdieu, 1984). Throughout the language learning process,
learners actively position themselves in situations that facilitate English language practice
and foster increased interaction with the foreign language (refer to Figure 1).

Figure 1 illustrates the language learner situated within the language-learning environment,
highlighting the interplay between internal and external forces that influence the negotiation
and practice of English language learning. The learning process creates a potential for
identity change and subsequent shifts in language learning practices as learners immerse
themselves in a new linguistic space. Internal factors such as aptitude and motivation are
self-driven by the learner, while external factors, including classroom dynamics, familial
influence, and cultural environment, are shared among all learners. Additionally, external
forces at a national level, such as cultural norms, policies, and literacy, play a crucial role in
shaping both individual and collective identities.
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Figure 1: Position of language learners in in relation to social forces

Pennycook's (2004) concept of language ecology delves into the intricate relationship
between language and its environment, with a particular emphasis on culture. Language is
viewed as an integral component intricately connected across physical, social, mental, and
moral realms. This perspective highlights the holistic nature of language and its
interconnectedness with various aspects of human experience. Understanding the ecology
of the English language in Iranian society offers insights into the constructed values and
practices associated with language learning, facilitating a deeper comprehension of the
dynamic factors that shape language learners' expetiences, cultural practices, and values
(Moharami, 2021).
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Methodology

This article presents the findings of a larger mixed methods study, employing an explanatory
approach that utilises quantitative data to inform and explain qualitative data. I report on
part of the quantitative findings obtained through a researcher-designed survey. The use of
a survey methodology offers the advantage of collecting data from a large sample size,
enabling the exploration of diverse and detailed insights (Terry & Braun, 2017). The survey
aimed to investigate the perspectives of individual language learners regarding English
language learning in Iran and its potential influence on their cultural values and practices.
The online survey, developed using Qualtrics, consisted of 10 Likert-style questions that
measured respondents’ views across a spectrum of strongly agree, agree, neutral, strongly
disagree, and disagree. Additionally, each question provided an optional open-response
section, allowing participants to elaborate on their answers in an expandable space. This
optional open response section afforded participants the opportunity to anonymously share
their perceptions of culture, language learning, and their potential influences. I have
benefited from these comments and notes in interpreting the quantitative data.

The researcher-designed survey

To effectively assess the influence of language learning on learners' perceptions, beliefs, and
cultural practices, it was necessary to employ a valid scale. While existing surveys consider
cultural aspects in their studies, they often overlook the social impact of English language
learning on learners' values and practices. Therefore, this study drew upon established tools,
reviewed relevant examples and models, and developed a survey specifically tailored to
explore the perceptions, practices, and beliefs of Iranian language learners in relation to
English language learning,.

The primary objective of this survey was to gain insights into the perspectives, beliefs, and
practices of Iranian adult language learners concerning English language learning and its
potential impact on their cultural practices. The design of the survey was informed by
Raymond Williams' (1961) comprehensive definition of culture. Williams conceptualised
culture as a holistic way of life, encompassing various dimensions such as ideals, documents,
and social definitions, to capture the true essence of people's lives and practices.
Recognising that language is an integral cultural artefact that should not be detached from
its environment (Pennycook, 2010), the survey was developed with the intention of
examining the ecology of the English language in Iran.

Participants and recruitment

Researchers use snowball sampling to recruit participants with special characteristics
(Naderifar etal., 2017). A total of 320 individuals were invited to complete the online survey,
resulting in 105 respondents. The participants consisted of adult English language learners
and teachers from four distinct private language schools in Iran. These language schools,
situated in the capital city of Iran, attract individuals from various provinces, as is common
in cosmopolitan areas. The sample included 34 males and 71 females (Table 1).
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Table 1: The survey participants’ demographics (N=105)

Gender Age No. of participants

Male Younger than 20 10
20-24 10

25-29 7

30-35 5

Older than 35 2

Female  Younger than 20 37
20-24 15

25-29 11

30-35 13

Older than 35 5

The over-representation of female respondents in this study reflects a gendered shift in
education within Iran. It is notable that a larger number of female language learners are
pursuing advanced levels of English compared to their male counterparts.

The use of Likert scale questions was crucial as they provided a concise snapshot of
patticipants' social and language perspectives. For basic descriptive statistics, Exve/ was
utilised, while SPSS was employed for more advanced inferential statistics. However, this
article does not present the findings of correlation and regression analyses between
dependent and independent variables. Although a positive coefficient was observed in the
regression analysis of language learning experience and other variables, it is important to
note that these associations do not imply causation. Numerous confounding variables may
influence respondents' practices and values. Moreover, the direction of variables and the
reciprocal relationship between language learning and respondents' practices and values
cannot be definitively established. To interpret the findings from the Likert scale survey,
reliance is placed on the explanations provided by the participants.

Findings and analysis

The primary objective of the survey was to offer a momentary comprehension of language
learners' cultural practices, perceptions, and beliefs. Culture encompasses values, beliefs,
underlying assumptions, attitudes, and behaviours (Spencer-Oatey, 2012). Exploring the
ecology of English in Iran aided the researcher in comprehending the cultural affective
elements of language learning. These elements are significant as they delineate cultural
aspects within the environment and their relationship with the English language. The survey
findings depict the factors that shape language learners' beliefs, practices, and perceptions,
thereby illustrating how environmental factors influence their preferred values, norms, and
cultures.

Personal values “I’'m an Iranian and have my own culture”

Examining language learners’ perspectives on family can provide insights into socially
constructed meanings and their influence on individual language learning processes.
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Personal values, defined as "desirable trans-situational goals that vaty in importance and
serve as guiding principles in the life of a person or other social entity" (Schwattz, 1994, p.
21), play a crucial role in shaping individual actions within a collective framework. These
values are influenced by social interactions and serve as cognitive representations of
overarching goals that drive personal practices (Schwartz, 1992).

Family, as an integral part of society, serves as an individual's primary learning environment
(Bonci, 2008). In Iranian society, family ties and the associated normative practices hold
significant value, considering the family as a sacred institution. Consequently, the Iranian
lifestyle tends to be collectivist, contrasting with the Western emphasis on independent
living (Angelova-Mladenova, 2017). In Western culture, it is expected that children will leave
their parental home and become independent at a certain age (Takamine, 1998, p. 3).

To gain deeper insights into the respondents' perception of the significance of family in
their lives, the survey included questions related to living independently after a certain age
and the value of living with family. The aim was to understand their views on family versus
independent living. The respondents' viewpoints on family are presented in Figure 3.

| would prefer to leave my family home and live
independently after military service or university graduation.

= Strongly Agree = Agree Neutral = Disagree = Strongly Disagree
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Figure 3: Preference for living independently or within a family

The survey responses from 105 male and female participants indicate a shift in the value
placed on independent living, with over 52% strongly agreeing and fewer than 29%
disagreeing with the preference for living independently. This suggests a change in language
learners' perspectives on family cohabitation.

Among adult English language learners in Iran, there is a departure from the traditional
cultural emphasis on family ties, as reflected in the respondents' explanations. Reasons cited
for the preference for independent living include factors such as “marriage”, “immigration”,
“pursuing personal goals”, and “the generation gap”. Some respondents view independent

living as essential for women in Iran to develop their own sense of personality.

In many educational contexts, students often weigh the perceived economic benefits of
learning English against other factors when deciding whether to continue their language
studies (Ulla, 2018). While economic considerations can be influential, participants
comments highlight the importance of recognising the broader value of language learning
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beyond just financial gain. English proficiency opens doors to a myriad of opportunities,
including enhanced communication skills, expanded cultural understanding, and increased
access to global information and resources. However, each individual might have a specific
reason to learn the language. By emphasising the intrinsic and extrinsic benefits of English
language learning, educators can inspire students to persevere in their language studies,
recognising the long-term personal and professional advantages that proficiency in English
can provide.

Neutral views, accounting for 19% of responses, highlight the financial and social
conditions of the country as influencing lifestyle choices. These respondents express the
intention to consider independent living when the right time and conditions are met.
Complex perspectives are also observed, expressing a desire for both independence and the
security and support provided by family.

Conversely, other participants emphasise close family ties and reciprocal relationships, with
28.6% of responses reflecting this sentiment. Some respondents mention taking care of
aging parents as a reason for not leaving, while others value the support and assistance they
receive from their families.

While dependence and support are integral to Iranian families, respondents recognise the
importance of venturing into independent lives. They believe that independent living makes
them stronger and contributes to personal success, even if it means leaving the country.
English language learning plays a role in broadening their horizons and increasing awareness
of different cultures and lifestyles, potentially impacting the traditional structure of the
family in Iranian society.

In Iranian culture, parents are highly respected, and addressing them by their first name is
considered disrespectful. However, language learners acknowledge that English-speaking
countries have different norms, where using parents' first names is acceptable. The purpose
of this statement in the survey was to explore the influence of learning English on shifting
relationships with parents and the perception of respect for family elders.

By investigating family relationships, this study aimed to enhance understanding of how
families are viewed in Iranian society. It is evident that the meaning associated with family
relationships is undergoing changes globally. The findings related to respect for parents are
provided in Figure 4.

Respecting parents is deeply ingrained in Iranian culture, as evidenced by the strong
opposition (85%) among respondents to calling their parents by their first name. Only a
small percentage (6%) agreed with this practice, while a neutral stance was held by 8.6% of
participants. Despite a desire for some degree of separation from traditional family
structures, the findings indicate that the value of respecting parents through traditional
naming conventions remains robust.
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| call parents with their first name.
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Figure 4: Calling parents with their first names

Respondents who supported calling their parents by their first names (6.7%) expressed the
belief that it fosters a sense of friendliness and approachability within the parent-child
relationship. They emphasised that using first names helps maintain a sense of friendship
and can be beneficial at times.

Parental authority is highly regarded in Iranian culture, with the majority of respondents
(85.7%) considering calling parents by their first names as rude, disrespectful, or offensive.
They emphasised the importance of showing respect and preserving boundaries in
relationships with elders. One respondent stated that calling parents by their first names
violates the rules of respecting elders. In Iranian society, the terms "Maman" (Mom) and
"Baba" (Dad) ate commonly used to refer to patrents, and one participant noted that these
terms hold a special significance.

Names in Iranian culture are regarded as a significant gift from parents, carrying valuable
information about gender, nationality, religion, and sometimes profession, traditions, and
social rank. Names serve as an identity that distinguishes individuals from other social
groups with different identities (Eslami-Rasekh & Ahmadvand, 2015). Exploring language
learners' preferences and sentiments regarding Western names can provide intriguing
insights into their orientation and cultural preferences. In certain language schools in Iran,
teachers assign Western names to immerse learners in the target language. The survey aimed
to gather respondents’ perspectives on their preferences for their children's names, and the
findings are presented in Figure 5.

| would like the names of my children to be Western names
rather than Iranian/Arabic names.

= Strongly Agree = Agree Neutral = Disagree m Strongly Disagree
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Figure 5: Preference on the names of children
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Less than 6% of respondents reported naming their children with Western names, while
over 73% expressed a preference for Iranian/Arabic names. Approximately 21% of
respondents were uncertain about their naming preferences. The desire to preserve links to
Iranian cultural traditions is evident, as names are seen as binding individuals to past and
future generations (Rovira, 2008). Names reflect the values and ideals of society and can
signify cultural identity or local conditions (Al-Zumor, 2009; Mbarachi & Igwenyi, 2018).

Iranians predominantly choose names based on their underlying meanings, considering
them as an indispensable part of their identity (Morton, 2001). Respondents expressed a
strong attachment to Iranian names, emphasising the beauty of these names and their
representation of Iranian identity. Some respondents even disagreed with choosing Arabic
or religious names, highlighting the importance of preserving Iranian culture and national
identity separate from religious identity. They perceived names as a means to represent their
culture and express pride in their nationality. Interconnections between cultures were also
appreciated by some respondents, recognising the similarities between names in different
languages. English names were deemed pleasing by a few participants (5.8%). The influence
of other ecological factors on language learners, such as exposure to Turkish soap operas,
was evident in the desire for Turkish names among some individuals.

Traditional clothing serves as an outward expression of cultural practices (Moharami &
Daneshfar, 2021). Iran's diverse population exhibits various traditional clothing styles
associated with different ethnicities. While some regions embrace traditional attire as part
of daily life, others reserve it for special ceremonies and events. Exploring respondents'
preferences for traditional clothing and willingness to wear them at traditional events
provides insights into their adherence to Iranian tradition and culture. The findings can be
seen in Figure 6.

| like wearing traditional Iranian clothes to
celebrate the traditional occasions and events.

= Strongly Agree = Agree Neutral = Disagree = Strongly Disagree
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Figure 6: Preference for clothes

Approximately 38% of respondents expressed support for wearing traditional costumes,
while over 33% disagreed with wearing traditional clothes on special occasions, and nearly
29% held a neutral stance on the matter. Those who supported wearing traditional attire
emphasised their Iranian cultural identity, the beauty of traditional clothes, and the
preservation of their cultural heritage. They believed that traditional and Western cultures
are incompatible and saw wearing traditional clothes as a means of transferring their culture
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to future generations. For them, wearing traditional clothes was a way to respect and revive
their cultural traditions.

In contrast, some respondents (33.4%) acknowledged the importance of preserving Iranian
culture but stated that wearing traditional clothes was not personally to their liking. They
valued individual agency and personal preferences in their fashion choices, opting for
fashionable and suitable attire instead. They believed that culture is shaped by personal
meanings and choices and that traditional occasions can be celebrated through various
elements such as music, food, and rituals. “Agency makes and remakes culture through
creating personal meanings about the significance of things and through acts such as
choosing particular kinds of friendships, jobs, or consumer products” (Ratner, 2000, p.413).

Exploring the personal values and relationships of Iranian adult English language learners
sheds light on their perspectives regarding traditional values and practices. These
perspectives reflect their ideological beliefs and inform their everyday practices, providing
a deeper understanding of their perceptions, beliefs, and behaviours.

Cultural practices “We are Iranian, and we have to follow our tradition”

Cultural practices reflect cultural norms and values in everyday life, stemming from
collective beliefs in society (Frese, 2015). Language learners' cultural awareness influences
their cultural preferences and may lead to modifications in their practices (Sadeghi &
Richards, 20106). Siregar et al., (2023) believed culturally responsive language education
enables students to reveal their identities. Culturally competent learners embrace cultural
differences, leading to creativity and negotiation between cultures (Bhabha, 1994).

In Iran, the use of the English language is prevalent in various forms such as banners,
clothing, and signage, symbolising an international identity (Sadeghi & Richards, 2016).
English language presence is observed even in conferences and symposiums without foreign
attendees, as welcome notes and posters are often in English. Bilingual signs, combining
Persian and English, are common, and English words are frequently used in environmental
signage. The use of English in the socio-political context of Iran can be explored through
language learners' perspectives, providing insights into the role of English in Iranian society.

The multilingual environment in Iran leads to extensive language combinations and mixed
language use. Figure 7 illustrates language learners' viewpoints on bilingual communication
in environmental signs, highlighting the complexity and significance of language practices
in Iranian society.
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| like to see bilingual (English) signage
in my living environment.

= Strongly Agree = Agree Neutral = Disagree = Strongly Disagree
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Figure 7: Preference for signposts

More than 75% of respondents expressed a preference for bilingual signage in their
environment, while less than 4% disagreed, and 21% were uncertain about its value.
Respondents who supported bilingual signs (75.2%) emphasised their importance in aiding
tourists with directions and facilitating language practice and cultural learning. Reading
English signage also evoked feelings of competence and pride among language learners
(Gortter & Cenoz, 2017).

Those who disagreed or remained neutral did not provide specific reasons or comments
regarding bilingual signage. However, it has been noted in the literature that English signs
may symbolise foreign influence rather than an English-speaking community (Gorter &
Cenoz, 2017).

Iranians rely on various media sources, including newspapers, state TV, radio, blogs,
websites, and mobile applications, to obtain information and news. While Persian is the
dominant language in Iranian media, some newspapers provide English versions of the
news online or in print. Press TV is the sole English-language TV channel in Iran catering
to international audiences. Figure 8 presents the preferred language for accessing news
among the respondents, highlighting their inclination towards English news rather than
national media.

| would prefer to listen and watch English news
rather than national media and newspapers.

= Strongly Agree B Agree Neutral = Disagree = Strongly Disagree
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Figure 8: Preference on the language of media

Over 60% of the respondents expressed a preference for following news in the English
language, while only around 15% showed interest in national media or newspapers, and
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approximately 22% remained neutral. The main reason cited by respondents (62.8%) for
their preference for English media was to enhance their English language skills and cultural
awareness. Respondents mentioned that the Iranian national media was perceived as
untrustworthy and unreliable due to government control and censorship. This reflects a
disconnect between Iranian authorities and society (Jalali, 2015).

Some respondents (21.9%) expressed a lack of interest in news, regardless of the language,
while others found value in comparing news from both Persian and English sources to form
their own judgments. They highlighted the need to access diverse sources of information
and mentioned the limitations of Iranian media coverage. A smaller percentage of
participants (15.3%) expressed support for national media and newspapers without further
elaboration.

Reading Western fiction was identified as a pathway to improve English language
competency and cultural knowledge (Khosravi et al., 2014). Such literature serves as a means
to transmit social heritage and cultural elements, providing language learners with valuable
insights. Figure 9 presents the respondents' preferred language for reading fiction,
illustrating their inclination toward English literature.

| prefer to read Western fiction books
rather than Persian fiction.

= Strongly Agree = Agree Neutral = Disagree = Strongly Disagree
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Figure 9: Preference for the language of fiction books

The responses revealed a nearly equal proportion (40%) of undecided respondents and
those who preferred reading English fiction, while 20% expressed a preference for Persian
fiction (International Publishers Association, 2009). These findings indicate language
learners' desire to enhance their English proficiency and explore Western culture
(International Publishers Association, 2009).

Various affective factors underlie these choices. Persian literature's historical significance
and cultural contributions were evident in respondents' comments. Some patticipants
(20.9%) expressed their love for Persian language and literature, emphasising the richness
of Iranian books. In the middle of the continuum (40%) were respondents who appreciated
reading in both languages or simply enjoyed reading regardless of language.

The popularity of English fiction among Iranian language learners (39%) reflects social and
cultural motives for learning English. The respondents' distrust of authorities and concerns
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about censorship and the quality of Iranian books were evident. The perception of English
fiction as more imaginative and diverse, along with its association with popular movies,
contributed to its appeal.

Respondents' habits and hobbies might have influenced their preferences. The impact of
watching movies and listening to music on language learning preferences was explored.
Figure 10 illustrates the data, providing insights into respondents' engagement with English
and the influence of English language learning on their daily practices.

| believe my language learning has been influenced
by my preferences in music and movies.

H Strongly Agree = Agree Neutral = Disagree ® Strongly Disagree
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Figure 10: The influence of music and movies on language learning

The majority of language learners (67%) acknowledged that their English language learning
practices were influenced by popular culture. Only a small percentage (less than 12%)
disagreed with this statement, while 21% remained neutral.

Respondents who agreed (67%) cited movies and music as significant influences on their
language choice. They believed that engaging with these forms of entertainment improved
their English skills and comprehension. For example, one participant mentioned enjoying
American and Spanish movies and music, which motivated them to learn both English and
Spanish. Engaging with cultural elements embedded in recreational activities like movies
and music can lead to new forms of language practice and expose learners to diverse cultures
and practices, prompting personal re-evaluations. Another respondent attributed their
increased exposure to English music to the introduction of personal computers in their
household, which facilitated access to movies and music.

However, a minority of respondents (11.5%) denied any influence of popular culture on
their language learning preferences, suggesting that movies and music were not their sole
sources of language exposure. Some respondents (21%) were uncertain about the impact of
popular culture on their language learning, expressing a lack of awareness or knowledge.

The views of respondents regarding Western ceremonies indicate a shifting trend. While
cultural ceremonies are traditionally transmitted across generations, Western celebrations
such as Valentine's Day, Halloween, and Christmas appear to be more appealing to language
learners. Figure 11 provides an overview of the respondents' perspectives on Iranian family
and religious celebrations compared to Western celebrations.
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| like holding Iranian family and religious celebrations as
well as Western celebrations such as Valentine's day,
Halloween and Christmas.
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Figure 11: Preference for celebrations

The findings indicated a shift in respondents’ perspectives on Iranian cultural and religious
ceremonies, with approximately 65% agreeing to participate in both Iranian and Western
celebrations. About 15% disagreed while the remaining respondents were neutral.

These responses provided valuable insights into the language ecology of Iran, reflecting the
importance of spending time with loved ones during celebrations and embracing happiness
regardless of cultural labels. Participants expressed a sociable nature and respect for diverse
backgrounds.

However, a minority (15.3%) disagreed, emphasising the significance of preserving Iranian
culture and traditions. They expressed a belief that Western celebrations were unrelated to
their cultural identity and advocated for upholding Iranian traditions.

Food holds cultural significance, and traditional dishes are passed down through
generations in Iran. The country's diverse culinary landscape includes two types of
restaurants: traditional establishments serving Iranian cuisine in an authentic setting, often
accompanied by shisha, and modern restaurants resembling international chains, offering
fast food and contemporary dishes. Exploring respondents' restaurant preferences sheds
light on cultural practices (Figure 12).

| prefer the atmosphere of Iranian traditional
restaurants to modern restaurants.

= Strongly Agree = Agree Neutral = Disagree = Strongly Disagree
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Figure 12: Preference for restaurants
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Regarding restaurant preferences, approximately 41% of respondents supported Iranian
traditional restaurants, 40% were neutral, and about 19% favoured Western restaurants.
Respondents favouring traditional restaurants (41%) expressed appreciation for the
compelling mix of Iranian art and a sense of connection to their roots. The traditional
atmosphere evoked nostalgia and a sense of national identity. However, concerns were
raised about the association of traditional restaurants with smoking, which is viewed
negatively, particularly for single women.

Neutral responses (40%) highlighted the situational nature of restaurant choices,
emphasising that both traditional and modern restaurants have their own appeal. The quality
of food and personal preferences influenced their decisions. These respondents recognised
the coexistence of tradition and modernity.

A notable proportion (19.1%) preferred modern restaurants, finding them enjoyable and
desirable in Iran. Examining the cultural practices of respondents provides insights into the
pragmatics of language and enhances understanding of the language ecology of Iran (Fill,
2007).

Discussion

The comments and notes mentioned by respondents to the questionnaire provides deeper
insights into the cultural affective factors that influence language learning in Iran. These
factors are crucial in shaping the cultural aspects of the language learning environment and
the relationships between individuals and the English language. The participants' responses
to the cultural statements revealed various dimensions of the English language ecology in
Iranian society. Notably, most responses for each statement varied, indicating a growing
awareness among the respondents of the choices available to them within Iranian society.
They recognise that their views differ from normative perspectives and those of authority
figures, aligning with previous studies on Iranian English learners' attitudes and government
policies (Rassouli & Osam, 2019). Together, the patticipants' responses form a
comprehensive map of perceptions and beliefs regarding English language learning in
Iranian society.

Cultural awareness is particularly crucial in language education. By integrating cultural
components into language learning curricula, students not only develop linguistic
proficiency but also gain a deeper understanding of their own cultural heritage and that of
others. By promoting cultural awareness in language education, Iranian students equip
themselves with the linguistic and intercultural skills necessary for effective communication,
fostering unity, tolerance, and mutual understanding among its diverse population (Eslami
& Fatahi, 2008).

Regarding personal values and relationships, the responses demonstrate a deviation from
prescribed norms while still acknowledging the importance of core traditional views and
cultural practices. The preservation and appreciation of culture and traditions reflect
Iranians' ability to create their own values and norms, resulting in the emergence of a hybrid
culture (Bhabha, 1994). Language learners in Iran merge cultures to engage in novel and
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creative forms of cultural identification and engagement. It is evident that respondents
highly value Iranian culture, as reflected in their adherence to local factors such as family,
parental authority, Iranian names, and marriage. Their commitment to Iranian culture is
influenced by both popular and traditional culture, including media, books, and ceremonies.
However, it is important to note that English language learning also impacts their cultural
practices, as language and culture have a mutual relationship (Scarino & Liddicoat, 2009).
The findings indicate that Western culture, in particular, exerts an influence on the
respondents' language and culture.

The dynamics of cultural degradation and preservation alongside personal values play
pivotal roles in shaping individuals' language learning experiences. Personal values deeply
rooted in Iranian culture, such as respect for elders, familial bonds, and a strong sense of
national identity, serve as pillars of resilience against cultural erosion (Yaghoobzadeh et al.,
2023). Language learners in Iran navigate a delicate balance between embracing globalised
influences and upholding cherished cultural traditions (Rezaeifard & Chalak, 2017). While
proficiency in English is increasingly valued for social mobility and economic opportunities,
individuals often strive to maintain connections to their cultural roots through language
learning (Mirhosseini & Khodakarami, 2016). By embracing both cultural preservation and
language learning, Iranians assert their agency in navigating the complexities of a rapidly
globalising world while safeguarding their unique cultural heritage.

This study demonstrates that the participants' practices are shaped by their own perceptions
and understanding of their environment. While Iranian authorities may view English as a
potential threat to the authenticity of Iranian culture, it is important to recognise that
learning English is not solely responsible for the claimed cultural erosion in the country.
Language learners in Iran create their own unique practices within the language ecology,
engaging in a continuous process of decision-making based on various affective factors,
their own perceptions, and beliefs. The learning of the English language in Iran is an
intentional and dynamic endeavour influenced by the complex interplay between language,
culture, and individual agency.

Conclusion

In conclusion, exploring the ecology of English in Iran provides valuable insights into the
cultural affective factors influencing language learning. These factors play a crucial role in
shaping individuals' beliefs, practices, and perceptions, as they are deeply intertwined with
the cultural aspects of the language learning environment. The findings demonstrate that
these factors contribute to the construction of language learners' preferred values, norms,
and cultures. While some responses indicate a deviation from prescribed norms, they do
not completely defy core traditional views and cultural practices. Instead, they reflect the
respondents' appreciation and value for Iranian culture. The preservation of culture and
traditions illustrates how Iranians establish their own values and norms, resulting in the
emergence of a hybrid culture. This blending of cultures in language learners leads to novel
and creative forms of cultural engagement and identification. It is suggested that these
changing views and practices do not represent a new or different culture but rather a hybrid
culture (Bhabha, 1994).
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Language learning has the power to shift individuals' perspectives on culture and society,
influencing their dreams and desires. Language learners merge cultures to form a novel and
creative cultural engagement and identification (Moharami, et al., 2023). Learning a language
shifts the views on culture and society and influences people’s dreams and desires
(Pennycook, 2016). The changing views observed among the participants can be partially
attributed to their English language learning experiences and exposure to alternative ways
of being. The findings suggest that language learners strive to preserve Iranian culture while
also being influenced by globally popular culture, particularly Western culture, which
impacts their language and cultural practices.

It is important to note that Iranian authorities express concerns about the impact of learning
English on the authenticity of Iranian culture. However, while these concerns are valid to
some extent in safeguarding cultural authenticity, they should not solely attribute the
claimed cultural erosion to English language learning. The findings indicate that
respondents create their own unique practices within the language ecology of Iran,
demonstrating a growing awareness of available choices in Iranian society. They recognise
that their perspectives differ from normative views and those of authority figures. The
participants' responses collectively form a map of perceptions and beliefs regarding English
language learning in Iranian society, highlighting their deliberate and conscious decision-
making processes.

Opverall, language learners in Iran navigate a complex landscape of affective factors and
make choices based on their own perceptions, beliefs, and understanding of their cultural
context and the current times. Their learning of the English language is an intentional
endeavour, shaped by their individual experiences and goals.

References

Abrahamian, E. (2008). A history of modern Iran. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University
Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CB0O9780511984402

Al-Zumor, A. W. Q. G. (2009). A socio-cultural and linguistic analysis of Yemeni Arabic
personal names. GEM.A Online Journal of Language Studies, 9(2), 15-27.

Angelova-Mladenova, L. (2017). The right to live independently and be included in the community:
Addressing barriers to independent living across the globe. European Network on Independent
Living. https://enil.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/The-right-to-live-
independently_ FINAL.pdf

Ashraf, A. (1997). Education: viii. General survey of modern education. Encyclopedia
Iranica, V111, 2, pp. 189-196. https:/ /iranicaonline.org/atticles/education-vii-general-
survey-of-modern-education

Bortjian, M. (2013). English in post-revolutionary Iran: From indigenization to internationalization.
Bristol: Multilingual Matters. https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt21kk1tj

Bourdieu, P. (1984). Distinction: A social critique of the judgement of taste. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press. https://www.routledge.com/Distinction-A-Social-Critique-
of-the-Judgement-of-Taste/Bourdieu/p/book/9780415567886 [also
https:/ /archive.org/details/PierreBourdieuDistinctionASocial CritiqueOf TheJudgeme
ntOfTaste1984/page/n17/mode/2up



584 Learning English and its implications for Iranians’ cultural values and practices

Bhabha, H. K. (1994). The location of culture. Routledge. https:/ /www.routledge.com/The-
Location-of-Culture/Bhabha/p/book/9780415336390

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1999). Environments in developmental perspective: Theoretical and
operational models. In S. L. Friedman & T. D. Wachs (Eds.), Measuring environment
across the life span: Emerging methods and concepts (pp. 3-28). American Psychological
Association. https://doi.org/10.1037/10317-001

Bonci, A. (2008). A research review: The importance of families and the home environment. National
Literacy Trust. Revised 2010 and 2011.
https://files.etic.ed.gov/ fulltext/ ED521654.pdf

Dahmardeh, M. & Limaee, A. N. (2015). Foreign languages: A gate from the past to the
present. International Letters of Social and Humanistic Sciences, 63, 48-58.
https://doi.org/10.18052/www.scipress.com/ILSHS.63.48

Elr (1989). British Council. Encyclopedia Iranica, 117/ 5, pp. 455-456.
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/british-council-activities-in-iran-1942-79

Eslami, Z. R. & Fatahi, A. (2008). Teachers' sense of self-efficacy, English proficiency,
and instructional strategies: A study of nonnative EFL teachers in Iran. TESL-EJ,
11(4), 1-19. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ898136.pdf

Eslami-Rasekh, A. & Ahmadvand, M. (2015). Name-giving variations in Kurdistan
province of Iran: An ethnic identity marker categorized. Kbagar Jonrnal of Humanities and
Social Sciences, 18(2), 5-22. https:/ /doi.org/10.5782/2223-2621.2014.18.2.5

Fill, A. (2007). Language contact, culture and ecology. In M. Hellinger & A. Pauwels,
(Eds.), Handbook of langnage and communication diversity and change, (pp. 177-207). Betlin;
New York: Mouton de Gruytet. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110198539

Frese, M. (2015). Cultural practices, norms, and values. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology,
46(10), 1327-1330. https://doi.org/10.1177,/0022022115600267

Gorter, D. & Cenoz, J. (2017). Linguistic landscape and multilingualism. In J. Cenoz, D.
Gorter & S. May (Eds.), Langnage awareness and multilingnalism. Encyclopaedia of langnage and
edncation (3td ed.) (pp. 233-245). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007 /978-3-319-02240-
6_27

International Publishers Association (2009). Freedom to publish under siege in the Islamic
Republic of Iran. https:/ /ifex.org/images/iran/2011/04/26/ipa_2009_iran_treport.pdf

Jalali, M. (2015). The domain of realism in the children’s literature of Iran. International
Journal on Studies in English Langnage and Literature, 3(10), 24-29.
https://www.atrcjournals.org/pdfs/ijsell/v3-i10/4.pdf

Khosravi, R., Moharami, M. & Karimkhanlouei, G. (2014). Perspectives and achievement
of EFL students in teaching culture via two modes: Books vs. books plus films. Journal
of Langnage Teaching and Research, 5(5), 1210-1217. https://doi.otg/10.4304/iltr.5.5.1210-
1217

Mansoorti, A. (1986). Awmserican missionaries in Iran, 1834-1934. PhD thesis, Ball State
University, USA. http://cardinalscholar.bsu.edu/handle/20.500.14291/178006

Mbarachi, C. S. & Igwenyi, E. (2018). Language, identity and the cultural context of names
in selected Nigerian novels. International Jonrnal of language and Literature, 6(1), 29-37.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/326981318_Language_Identity_and_the_C
ultural_Context_of_Names_in_Selected_Nigerian_Novels



Mobarami 585

Mirhosseini, S. A. & Khodakarami, S. (2016). Aspects of ‘English language education’
policies in Iran: ‘Our own beliefs’ or ‘out of who you are’? Journal of Multicultural
Discourses, 11(3), 283-299. https://doi.org/10.1080/17447143.2016.1217870

Moharami, M. (2021). Adult English langnage learners in Iran: An exploration of language practices
and learner identities. Doctoral dissertation, Monash University, Australia. [Under
embargo until 30 June 2024] https://doi.org/10.26180/14758989.v1

Moharami, M. & Daneshfar, S. (2021). The impacts of learning English on Iranians’
everyday life: An ethnographic example from Piranshahr. Issues in Educational Research,
31(4), 1156-1174. http:/ /www.iiet.org.au/iier31/moharami.pdf

Moharami, M. & Daneshfar S. (2022). The political climate of English language education
in Iran: A review of policy responses to cultural hegemony. Issues in Educational Research,
32(1), 248-263. http:/ /www.iier.org.au/iier32/moharami.pdf

Moharami, M., Keary, A. & Kostogriz, A. (2022). Adult Iranian English Language
Learners’ Identity Work: An Exploration of Language Practices and Learner Identities.
Adult Education Quarterly, 73(3), 248-265. https://doi.org/10.1177/07417136221129625

Mortton, H. (2001). I is for identity: What's in a name? Socia/ Analysis: The International
Journal of Social and Cultural Practice, 45(1), 67-80.
https://www.jstot.org/stable/23169991

Naderifar, M., Goli, H. & Ghaljaie, FF. (2017). Snowball sampling: A purposeful method of
sampling in qualitative research. St#ides in Development of Medical Edncation, 14(3), 1-6.
https://doi.org/10.5812/sdme.67670

Otles, S., Ozgelik, B., Gégiis, F. & Erdogdu, F. (2016). Traditional foods in Turkey:
General and consumer aspects. In K. Kristbergsson & J. Oliveira (Eds.), Traditional
Jfoods: General and consumer aspects. (pp. 85-98). Boston: Springer.
https://doi.otg/10.1007/978-1-4899-7648-2

Pennycook, A. (2004). Language policy and the ecological turn. Language Policy, 3(3), 213-
239. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10993-004-3533-x

Pennycook, A. (2010). Langnage as a local practice. London: Routledge.
https://doi.org/10.4324 /9780203846223

Pennycook, A. (2016), Politics, power relationships and EL'T. In Hall, G. (Ed.), The Routledge
handbook of English langnage teaching (pp. 26-37). New York: Routledge.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315676203

Rassouli, A. & Osam, N. (2019). English language education throughout Islamic Republic
reign in Iran: Government policies and people’s attitudes. SAGE Open, 9(2)
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244019858435

Ratner, C. (2000). Agency and culture. Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour, 30(4), 413-
434. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-5914.00138

Rezaeifard, F. & Chalak, A. (2017). The impact of linguistic and cultural imperialism on
Iranian ELT context: Attitudes of teachers and students. Journal of Applied Linguistics and
Language Research, 4(6), 124-135.
http://www jallt.com/index.php/JALLR/article/view/655



586 Learning English and its implications for Iranians’ cultural values and practices

Rovira, L. C. (2008). The relationship between language and identity: The use of the home
language as a human right of the immigrant. REMHU - Revista Interdisciplinar da
Mobilidade Humana, 16(31), 63-81. https:/ /www.redalyc.org/articulo.oarid=407042009004

Sadeghi, K. & Richards, J. C. (2016). The idea of English in Iran: An example from Urmia.
Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development, 37(4), 419-434.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2015.1080714

Scarino, A. & Liddicoat, A. (2009). Teaching and learning languages: A guide. Melbourne:
Curriculum Corporation. Australian Government [about 2.4 MB]|
https://tllg.unisa.edu.au/uploads/1/2/7/6/127656642/ gllt.pdf

Schwartz, S. H. (1992). Universals in the content and structure of values: Theoretical
advances and empirical tests in 20 countries. Advances in Experimental Social Psychology,
25, 1-65. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0065-2601(08)60281-6

Schwartz, S. H. (1994). Beyond individualism/collectivism: New cultural dimensions of
values. In U. Kim, H. C. Triandis, C. Kagitcibasi, S.-C. Choi & G. Yoon (Eds.),
Individualism and collectivism: Theory, method and applications (pp. 85-119). Thousand Oaks,
CA: Sage Publications.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/234021883_Beyond_IndividualismCollecti
vism_New_Cultural_Dimensions_of_Values

Seikaly, S. (1991). Shukrti al-'Asali: A case study of a political activist. In R. Khalidi, L.
Anderson, M. Muslih & R. S. Simon (Eds.), The origins of Arab nationalism. New Y ork:
Columbia University Press (pp. 74-96). https://cup.columbia.edu/book/ the-origins-
of-arab-nationalism /9780231074353

Siregar, L. K., Mayuni, I. & Rahmawati, Y. (2023). Culturally responsive English teaching:
Developing a model for primary school EFL teachers in Indonesia. Issues in Educational
Research, 33(4),1582-1600. http:/ /www.iiet.org.au/iier33/siregat.pdf

Spencer-Oatey, H. (2012). What is culture? A compilation of quotations. GlobalPAD Core
Concepts. https:/ /warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/al/globalpad-
tip/openhouse/interculturalskills_old/core_concept_compilations/global_pad_-
_what_is_culture.pdf

Takamine, Y. (1998). The cultural perspectives of independent living and self-help
movement of people with disabilities. .Asiz Pacific Journal on Disability, 1(2), 1-6.
https://www.dinf.ne.jp/doc/english/asia/tesource/z00ap/002/200ap00208.

Terry, G. & Braun, V. (2017). Short but often sweet: The surprising potential of
qualitative survey methods. In V. Braun, V. Clatke & D. Gray (Eds), Collecting gualitative
html data: A practical guide to textual, media and virtual technigues (pp.15-44). Cambridge
University Press. https://doi.otg/10.1017/9781107295094.003

Ulla, M. B. (2018). English language teaching in Thailand: Filipino teachers’ experiences
and perspectives. Lssues in Educational Research, 28(4), 1080-1094.
http://www.iler.otg.au/iier28 /ulla2.pdf

Williams, R. (1961). The long revolution. London: Chatto and Windus.
https://doi.org/10.7312/will93760

Yaghoobzadeh, A., Asgari, P., Nasrabadi, A. N., Mirlashari, J. & Navab, E. (2023).
Explaining the process of formation of ageism among the Iranian older adults. BMC
Psychology, 11, article 123. https://doi.otg/10.1186/s40359-023-01153-y



Mobarami 587

Mehdi Moharami, P4D in Education at Monash University, Australia, focuses on the
impact of English language learning on identity formation and language learner practices.
His research delves into areas such as language policy, cultural influences, TESOL
methodologies, and the intersection of language learning with social practices.

ORCID: https://otcid.org/0000-0001-6435-8501

Email: mehdi.moharami@monash.edu, mehdi.6788@gmail.com

Please cite as: Moharami, M. (2024). Learning English and its implications for Iranians’
cultural values and practices. Issues in Educational Research, 34(2), 566-587.
http:/ /www.iiet.org.au/liet34/moharami.pdf




