
 

Brief Overview of Methodology  

In this article, I briefly present the outlines of the language learning methodology that serves as the 

theoretical foundation of the Metaphor English Mastery System coursebook series as well as our further 

series which will be published this year. The methodology is a result of seven years of linguistics research 

and teaching practice. Fundamentally, it is based on five branches of linguistics, more specifically, corpus 

linguistics, semantics, cognitive linguistics, pragmatics and ethnolinguistics (in conjunction with cultural 

anthropology). In the present article, I outline and illustrate how I used each of the above mentioned 

disciplines of linguistics in developing the book series. 

The uniquely distinctive feature of my approach is its focus on meaning and culture, as based on 

linguistics research and the practical experience of translators, polyglots and bilingual speakers. The 

uniqueness of the books compared to other ESL materials lies in the fact that it differs from traditional 

grammar-based approaches and explores the language from the standpoint of culture and history. 

 

The definition and nature of language and its implications for language study 

The particular definition of language one adopts when designing a language course will inevitably affect 

and even determine the fundamental approach of the course. When designing the coursebook series, I 

adopted the following definition of language:  

Language can be defined as a culturally shaped system of communication; an instrument for conveying 

meaning. I consider “culturally shaped” and “meaning” as the keywords in the definition.  

As new advances are made in semantics and cultural anthropology, it becomes increasingly clear that the 

meanings found in the lexical and pragmatic system of a particular language are culturally shaped and 

influenced. In other words, languages are not mere translations of each other but each language 

encodes a unique culture and mentality, which is reflected in the lexicon, grammar and pragmatics of 

that particular language. [1]  

I would like to stress that I do not wish to make any theoretical claims about linguistic relativity. 

However, it would be futile to deny the practical relevance of the empirical observation according to 

which the meaning systems of various languages are rarely identical, as observed by linguist, Anna 

Wierzbicka: “Within a particular language, every element belongs to a unique network of elements, and 

occupies a particular place in a unique network of relationships. When we compare two, or more, 

languages we cannot expect to find identical networks of relationships.” [2] 

This observation about the close relationship between language and culture is well-known in semantics, 

pragmatics and the theory of intercultural communication and is widely documented by translators and 

bilingual speakers. [3] The following quote is a good summary of the theoretical starting point of the 

proposed book series: 

“If English is learned simply as a lingua franca—i.e. if the teaching of EFL is not firmly rooted in the 

cultural context of native speakers—there is a danger that it will become unidiomatic, and that EFL 



speakers may wrongly come to regard unidiomatic echoes of their own mother tongue as the “natural” 

(and therefore universally understood) mode of expression in English. 

With the evolution of a multiplicity of culturally autonomous Englishes, Standard English maintained as 

an instrument of cross-cultural communication will only be effective at the level of communicative 

competence to the extent that it is based on shared cultural assumptions. English has evolved as the 

result of a historical process, and the history of the language is an inescapable factor influencing its use 

even as a lingua franca. For this reason, it seems inevitable that those shared cultural assumptions, to be 

reflected in the teaching of pragmatics in EFL, should derive from the cultural contexts of Standard 

English in its two most influential varieties.” [4] 

Thus, the basic assumption of the series is that learning English as a foreign language cannot be 

separated from its rich cultural and historic heritage and the daily life of its native speakers, but 

mastering the cultural nuances is an integral part of mastering the language itself. In the following 

section, I illustrate the empirical evidence in favour of this approach. 

 

Empirical observations of translators, polyglots and bilingual speakers 

Semantics has produced ample evidence in favour of the view that each language has a different set of 

concepts and categories to interpret the world, whether we talk about emotions, social interactions, 

abstract thought or the objects and events of the physical world. A sceptic might easily dismiss the 

results of semantic research by saying that the absence of a word does not mean the absence of a 

concept. [5] However, as expressed in a journal article by linguist, Anna Wierzbicka: “It is harder, 

however, to dismiss the testimony of a bilingual: obviously, only a bilingual person can compare 

subjective experiences linked with the use of different words, different expressions, different languages. 

I am not saying that every opinion of every bilingual person should be regarded as authoritative, or that 

testimonies of bilingual persons should replace all other methods of studying human emotions. Rather, I 

am saying that such testimonies need to be taken into account, and that they complement semantic (and 

other) objective approaches.”[6]  

In testimonies of bilinguals [7], it seems clear that the vocabulary of emotions is undoubtedly different 

from language to language. This means that the set of concepts by means of which the speakers of any 

given language make sense of their own and other people’s feelings is specific to a particular language. 

Each language has its own set of conceptual categories for classifying and interpreting emotions. Most 

importantly, the phenomenon of each language encoding a unique conceptual system with its 

vocabulary, extends beyond emotions to include most fields of human activity.  

The differences between the meaning systems of various languages point to underlying differences 

between the culture and mentality of their speakers, their manner of interactions, and the interpretive 

tools they have at their disposal. Without investigating the theoretical implications of this claim, let me 

address its practical relevance in language learning, more specifically, in learning English as a foreign 

language. 

Notable polyglots and language teachers, such as Erik Gunnemark and Amorey Gethin, describe the fact 

that “every language is in a sense completely independent of all other languages. Each language divides 

the world up in its own way, a different way from other languages. One can see this at the very simple 



level of single words. It is important to understand that there are not many words in a language that 

mean exactly the same as words in another language. We can see not only that some languages 

sometimes leave out meanings that other languages have to put in, and vice-versa, but also that 

different languages 'think' about the same reality in different ways. It is interesting that bilingual people 

are nearly always much better than average at learning foreign languages. This is almost certainly 

because people brought up with two languages realize naturally (and usually unconsciously) through 

their own experience that different languages work in different ways, and so their minds become more 

flexible.” [8]  

Erik Gunnemark and Amorey Gethin base their entire approach to language learning on the idea that 

languages should be learned as culturally shaped systems of meaning that are not simple translations of 

each other. In their book to language learners, they base their advice on their own experience of 

speaking several languages to a very high degree and having worked with thousands of students, one of 

their main conclusions is to avoid what they call the “translation mentality”. Instead, they encourage 

students to learn to express meanings the way speakers of the foreign language do.  

It is not only certain bilingual speakers and polyglots but also some translators who point out the fact 

that each language has a different set of conceptual categories and meanings, and combines lexical 

items in different ways to express those meanings. It would be instructive to mention Michele Berdy, a 

well-known translator of Russian, who dedicated an entire book to describing those Russian words and 

phrases which do not have an exact semantic equivalent in English. [9] It is interesting to observe that 

the words and phrases explained in the book cover almost the entire range of human activity, including 

numerous emotions, ideas, objects and social relations. 

In practical terms, the above mentioned results of semantic research and the experience of translators 

and bilingual speakers have tremendous implications for language learning, in general, and designing a 

coursebook series, in particular. 

I devote the rest of this article to demonstrate how I exactly put this fundamental observation into 

practice and how I relied on various disciplines of linguistics to design a coursebook series that is based 

on a cultural and semantic view of language. 

 

The relevance of cultural anthropology 

Before discussing the structure and specific elements of the book series, let me briefly define culture and 

its relevance to language learning. By ‘culture’ I mean the sum of a social group’s patterns of behaviour, 

customs, way of life, ideas, beliefs and values. One of the cornerstones of my methodology is to explain 

cultural code of Englishness and to shed light on the national character of the English. In my 

interpretation, the national character includes those usual and normal rules and ways of behaviour, 

values, and the generally expected and approved manner of social interactions that every English person 

is familiar with. One might object at this point, “What’s the purpose of collecting and describing the 

usual cultural stereotypes about the English?” Let me reply with the words of anthropologist, Kate Fox: 

“When we say: ‘As a rule, the English tend to be X (or prefer Y, or dislike Z),’ we do not mean – and this is 

important – that all English people always or invariably exhibit the characteristic in question, only that it 

is a quality or behaviour pattern which is common enough, or marked enough, to be noticeable and 

significant. Indeed, it is a fundamental requirement of a social rule – by whatever definition – that it can 



be broken. When I speak of the unwritten rules of Englishness, therefore, I am clearly not suggesting that 

such rules are universally obeyed in English society, or that no exceptions or deviations will be found. 

That would be ludicrous. My claim is only that these rules are ‘normal and usual’ enough to be helpful in 

understanding and defining our national character.” [10] 

Most students of English as a foreign language are not necessarily familiar with stereotypes such as 

English “reserve”, “politeness”, “queue-jumping”, “irony”, “class-consciousness”, “privacy” and so on 

and it makes a big difference for them if they can position English culture in relation to their own. Many 

English keywords’ meanings are only accessible if the person understands the underlying cultural habit, 

norm or behaviour. For example, the word “irony” receives a very different meaning in the student’s 

understanding if he encounters several examples of English irony and learns to see English irony through 

the lens of culture. In linguistic terms, the semantic prototype of “irony” is different in English than in the 

mother tongue of the student and this applies to most key concepts in English. 

In the explanations contained in the coursebook series, I cover key English concepts not merely from the 

perspective of mere lexical meaning but from the angle of cultural stereotypes and behavioural codes 

which hold true in most situations and can be described as culturally unique and distinctive in 

comparison with other cultures. My source for these cultural stereotypes was primarily the literature of 

cultural anthropology, coupled with some of my own observations. Cultural anthropology is not strictly 

the domain of linguistics but as it analyses and sheds light on key words and phrases and places them 

within the wider context of culture, I thought it appropriate to mention it among other branches of 

linguistics in a wider sense of the term. 

The descriptions of cultural norms and stereotypes found in the book series offer a glimpse into the 

network of concepts which are interrelated in the English consciousness, as it were. For example, in 

order to understand the meaning of “privacy”, it is useful to understand its relationship to concepts such 

as “nosey”, “obtrusive” or “eavesdropping”. To put it differently, I cover key concepts of English culture 

and place them in a network of meanings so students could see how they are related and could 

remember them better this way, in addition to experiencing a cultural adventure. 

American culture and its key concepts (where it differs from English) is also described and introduced in 

the lessons because I based the course on the cultural context of Standard English in its two most 

influential varieties, namely, British and American. 

 

Pragmatics and cultural scripts 

A related but distinct area of linguistics is the study of interactional meaning – in other words, what 

people mean by what they say. Pragmatics, the ethnography of communication, conversation analysis, 

and cultural discourse analysis all study the fundamental questions of how meaning is communicated in 

social interactions and how conversational practice changes across cultures.  

As research in ethnopragmatics shows, the same sentence can carry a radically different meaning in one 

culture than in another one, not merely because words might have different meanings and connotations 

but due to the differences between cultural norms, values and speech practices. I relied on the 

technique of using cultural scripts when writing the books. Cultural scripts are great tools to describe the 



interactional norms and common speech practices in a particular speech community, defining the 

expected and usual conversational code in a given situation. [11]  

From the standpoint of writing ESL materials, English and American people, as native speakers of English, 

form the speech community and the cultural scripts included in the books describe their typical 

conversational codes. Wherever it was necessary, I explained in the lessons how a particular situation is 

usually expected to be handled by native speakers, what are the interactional norms that apply to that 

situation and what are the most common expressions and turns of phrases used by native speakers in 

that situation. 

Even native speakers have the potential to misunderstand each other seriously due to divergent 

conversational norms and expectations. [12] Thus, I considered it essential to include as many cultural 

scripts in the books as was possible, assisting students in navigating the murky waters of cultural 

differences.  

 

Corpus linguistics 

Corpus linguistics is increasingly applied as a research tool in the linguistics community. It is becoming 

indispensable for dictionary writing, textbook design and semantic research. I consider it important to 

share information about which corpus I used and how I employed it in the development of the book 

series. Primarily, I relied on the English Web 2015 and the Timestamped JSI web corpus 2014-2018 

English corpora at Sketch Engine. [13] Only those words are explained in the lessons which were verified 

in the above corpora to be among the 4500 most commonly occurring words, accepted as an estimate 

for the number of words necessary to know for the C1 level according to the CEFR. [14] 

Additionally, whenever I explained a collocation in the lessons, I checked whether that particular 

collocation is indeed frequent, otherwise I omitted it from the lessons. 

 

Cognitive linguistics and metaphors 

Cognitive linguistics is one of the cornerstones of the language education method and book series I 

named as “Metaphor English Mastery System”. The reason for including the word “metaphor” in the title 

is the central importance of metaphors in language, culture, cognition, and consequently, language 

learning. The title may sound odd at first glance but each word has a role in it. The proposed book series 

intends to be a systematic guide to mastering English with metaphors. In the lessons, I explain as many 

metaphors as is possible and also identify the conceptual metaphors behind them. [15] The expression 

“conceptual metaphor” refers to the understanding of one idea, or conceptual domain, in terms of 

another. Conceptual metaphors shape the way we think and act. For example, by imagining relationships 

as journeys, and using corresponding metaphors to describe a relationship, one is inclined to think and 

act in certain ways.  

Metaphor systems change from language to language, reflecting the culture of a particular language 

community. [16] Therefore, understanding the underlying conceptual metaphors of a language can 

provide an inside glimpse into the culture as well as the cognitive and emotional world of its speakers. In 

this sense, studying metaphors forms an integrated whole with the ethnography of communication, 



cultural anthropology, and conversation analysis in understanding the interrelationship between a 

language and the culture of its speakers. 

There is evidence that understanding conceptual metaphors can aid the retention of vocabulary for 

language learners. [17] In conclusion, a strong focus on metaphors is an important part of the proposed 

book series, in particular, and ESL teaching, in general, for the reason that metaphors offer an inside look 

at the cognitive and cultural world of English and American people, and help students retain new English 

words and phrases in their long-term memory. 

 

Cultural semantics and lexicography 

As I mentioned at the outset, I consider “meaning” to be a key word in the definition of language I 

adopted for writing the proposed book series. Semantics is the study of meaning; as a result, it is 

probably no surprise that semantics has played a key role in the development of the book series. In the 

field of semantics, I am especially indebted to Anna Wierzbicka and Juri Apresjan for their 

groundbreaking research. I already mentioned Anna Wierzbicka as a pioneer of cultural and comparative 

semantics, whose books served as an important source of inspiration and guidance in analysing 

hundreds of English words and cultural scripts.  

However, I am no less grateful to Juri Apresjan and the school of Russian lexicography he pioneered. [18] 

In this section of the methodological overview, I briefly introduce his ideas on lexicography and language 

competence and show how I integrated these concepts into the book series. 

Firstly, it is important to point out that about half of the total material that makes up the book series, 

consists of word and phrase explanations. In that sense, lexicography played an essential role in the 

development of the books. I chose the work of Juri Apresjan in lexicography as a starting point in terms 

of the lexicographic approach of the explanations contained in the books. Apresjan considered thorough 

lexicography as a valuable aid in the formation of students’ language competence and subordinated 

lexicography, as such, to serving the needs of language users. Due to his focus on language competence, 

his lexicographic ideas are practical and relevant for the present work. His definition of language 

competence was a guidepost in arranging the structure and setting the focus of the book series’ content. 

Apresjan considered language competence to have four main pillars: the semantic precision of his 

speech, idiomatic usage and a thorough understanding of lexical and syntactic co-occurrence patterns, 

flexibility and a speaker’s ability to paraphrase, and finally, his selective ability. Now I briefly describe 

each of the four pillars and explain how the lessons were designed with the purpose to strengthen each. 

Firstly, we need to look at semantic precision of speech, which means that a person can choose precisely 

those items from the lexis and grammar that exactly express his thoughts. In the lessons, I put great 

emphasis on explaining words and phrases in great detail. In other words, I aimed at communicating all 

information necessary for the student to be able to use this word as a native speaker would use it. 

Obviously, this is only possible with respect to the most common occurrences of that particular word as 

it is not feasible to give a non-native speaker the exact same knowledge as what a native speaker has. 

However, it is very much possible to describe the exact meaning of that word or phrase, the 

communicative and cultural features of situations in which it is most commonly used, the attitudinal and 

interactional meanings most typically communicated with that word, the connotations, emotional 



associations and cultural values attached to it, its stylistic properties, any metaphorical expressions it 

may be part of and related conceptual metaphors, any references to history and culture it may contain, 

and finally, any cultural scripts associated with it  (if any). As clearly seen from this list, the word and 

phrase explanations in the lessons contain all relevant information that usually does not fit into a 

dictionary but is essential to understand a particular word or phrase in terms of how a native speaker 

would use it and what meanings, metaphors and, more broadly, conceptual and mental structures, a 

native speaker would associate with it.  

The second distinguishing feature of a good command of language according to Apresjan is idiomatic 

usage and a thorough understanding of lexical and syntactic co-occurrence patterns. This area is most 

easily accessible to the tools of corpus linguistics. In the lessons, I put special focus on describing those 

lexical co-occurrence patterns that are the most typical of a particular word or phrase. Where necessary, 

I also describe syntactic co-occurrence patterns, such as a certain verb tense that always co-occurs with a 

particular verb. 

Thirdly, we need to look at the next important indicator of language competence, which is flexibility and 

a speaker’s ability to paraphrase. In the words of Apresjan: “Flexibility, more precisely, a speaker’s ability 

to paraphrase, is his skill in expressing an idea in a wide variety of ways while leaving the content 

unchanged. If the speaker possesses just one means of expressing each idea he has most likely simply 

memorized it while actually having a very poor knowledge of the language; conversely, the better he 

knows the lexis and grammar of a language, the greater the ease with which he paraphrases his 

utterances when the need arises. At the basis of this ability to paraphrase lies a knowledge of the 

synonym system of the language in the broad sense of the word, a knowledge of its synonymic 

resources.” 

In the explanations chapter of the lessons, special attention is afforded to mastering the synonymic 

resources and paraphrasing system of the language, i.e. understanding how a certain sentence can be 

paraphrased, sometimes without relying on any lexical synonyms. Certain sentences have an 

interactional meaning in a conversation and they might have a close semantic counterpart which does 

not contain any lexical synonyms. Such close equivalents and modes of paraphrasing are also supplied to 

students in the explanations, expanding their synonymic resources in the broad sense of the term.  

In addition, the most common lexical synonyms to a word or phrase are also explained in detail, focusing 

on semantic, stylistic and pragmatic differences between them so instead of placing “an equal sign” 

between them, students would understand which synonym to choose in which case. 

Focusing on language competence in its above outlined dimensions is a distinctive aspect of the lessons 

as such explanations require careful research and investigation in the case of every single word and 

phrase, using and integrating the above mentioned disciplines of linguistics.  

The language and wording of the explanations also merits some discussion as I followed special 

lexicographic principles when writing the explanations. I considered three principles as fundamental to 

this question. Firstly, I wished to avoid circular definitions at all cost. Circular definitions, such as “to 

worry – to feel anxious”, “anxious – to feel worried”, are not suitable for mastering the nuances between 

synonyms, which is an essential requirement for mastery of a language. For this reason, I tried to, 

wherever it was possible, describe word meanings not in terms of synonyms but by breaking down the 

meaning into simpler components. In the case of “worry”, for example, one could define it as “to feel 



bad because of the thought that something bad might happen”. In order to contrast it with the word 

“anxious”, one can employ the methods of comparative semantics, corpus linguistics as well as other 

disciplines of linguistics to be able to paint a full portrait of these words, as it were, to the students. 

A second priority as regards the wording of the explanations was to minimize the usage of any words, 

which themselves would require further explanation. If a word or phrase is explained in terms of other 

culturally and semantically complex lexical items, the student’s understanding of that word will be, at 

best, partial.  

Overall, to use the terminology of Apresjan, I aimed at making a so-called “portrait” of each word and 

phrase, discussed in the explanations. While practicality was more important to me than strict 

methodological rigour during the writing process, I did my very best to adhere to the above mentioned 

principles and methods.  

 

Conclusion 

Regrettably, I did not have space here to go into discussing the motivational features of the lessons, such 

as the focus on culturally exciting and intellectually stimulating stories, anecdotal explanations which are 

easy to relate to, thought-provoking and rich visual design, “life-like” and high-quality audio recordings, 

carefully crafted exercises and audio training modules, as well as a modular structure which makes 

studying easier. In this article, I merely focused on the linguistics background of the book series, 

developed over the past seven years. 

The book series is inspired by a synergy between several branches of linguistics, integrated with the 

purpose of providing a glimpse into English language and culture in a way that was not attempted yet in 

other coursebooks, to my knowledge. My aim was not to compartmentalize various branches of 

linguistics but to merge them into a unified whole, creating an accessible and entertaining book series in 

the process. In this sense, the book series also serves as an experiment in linguistics and language 

teaching, hopefully, for the enjoyment of students and teachers alike. 
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