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Abstract

Working in a classroom setting of a diverse population presents numerous challenges.  In measuring effectiveness, it is hard to get an accurate reading from some.  This paper examines the cultural impacts of different groups, specifically recently immigrated African, and looks for teaching strategies to improve the classroom experience.
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Introduction

Every Sunday morning I stand in front of a classroom of sixteen adults of varying ages, from varying backgrounds to teach an adult Bible class at my church wondering, “Can you hear me now? Do you understand what I’m trying to tell you? Is anyone in there?  Are we connecting?”  In nearly thirty years of teaching all ages in all kinds of settings this has been my most challenging class.  Why?  My best guess is because their backgrounds are so different from mine.  My class varies each week from a core of about 25 individuals who never all show up at the same time.  Among my students, I have middle class workers, college graduates, urban poor, non-reading adults, a mentally challenged adult from the Veteran’s Home up the street, Ivy League graduate students from Brown University, Bible college students, a mentally retarded adult and on the list goes.  There are African Americans, European Americans, and recent immigrants from Africa. Yet they come, week after week, like absorbent sponges, listening, and I hope, learning, so I guess I’m doing something right.  I wonder sometimes, when I feel like I’m pulling teeth to get discussion going, or asking for answers to literal questions in the text and am greeted with blank stares.  

The goal of this paper is to explore cross-cultural communication, looking for principles I can adapt to this classroom setting.  I have done a significant amount of research on brain-based learning, multiple intelligence and learning styles, yet all of the accelerated learning principles that work so well in the corporate world and the elementary classroom don’t seem to make connections as I would expect them to in this setting.  It isn’t that there is tension, or an appearance of dissatisfaction among the students.  Their vote of confidence comes in showing up week after week an hour before the church service for the lesson.  It just doesn’t feel right as a teacher.  I don’t seem to be connecting with them, and that is puzzling to me. As a trainer, if we did a level one evaluation, I wouldn’t expect high marks.  Looking from the angle of the individual learner has not produced an answer, so my goal in this paper is to look from a systemic, sociological perspective to determine if there is something else that could be examined.  I intend to focus primarily on the African students since the connection is most imperceptible here and the cultural gap seems the widest.

What is Culture, Anyway?


According to Stephan Dahl, in Communications and Culture Transformation, culture is “the totality of the following attributes of a given group (or subgroup): shared values, beliefs, and basic assumptions, as well as any behavior arising from those, of a given group.  Culture is understood…as a collectively held set of attributes, which is dynamic and changing over time.”  He further describes culture in three layers:

1) artifacts and products: including language and food, architecture and style

2) norms and values: mutual sense of what is right and wrong, and the definition of what is good and bad

3) basic assumptions: core assumptions of what life is, how to handle everyday problems that have become self evident

He explains cultural differences in perceptions using a summary of Maletzke’s work. Cultural views vary in the following dimensions:

Table 1. Cultural Dimensions of Variability

· National character/basic personality

· People from one nation share basic behaviors and personality traits

· Perception

· of feelings, recognition and recollection of traits

· Time concepts

· linear (western) circular (eastern); 

· monochromic (one thing at a time) polychromic (multitasking)

· relationships supercede appointment times

· Space concepts

· interpersonal space, importance of objects or space between them

· Thinking

· Logic, reasoning, abstract/concrete

· Language

· A dynamic changing entity, reflective of the culture and thinking

· Non-verbal communication

· Body language, gestures, appearance, posture, eye contact, touching

· Values behavior: norms, rules, manners

· Good/evil, human nature, religion

· Social groupings and relationships

· Families, classes, castes, status, elites


Ziegahn (2001) defines culture as “those values, beliefs, and practices shared by a group of people. [It is] an attribute of individuals, of small groups, of organizations, and of nations; a single person can belong to a multiplicity of cultures any one of which may be important at any given time.”  She describes the areas of cultural differences as:

· Individualism and Collectivism

· Monochronic and Polychronic Time

· Egalitarianism versus Hierarchy

· Action versus “Being” Orientation

· Change and Tradition

· Communication Styles

· Power Imbalances

She recommends having an awareness of the cultural variables in understanding learners and in the preparation of classroom approaches.


It makes sense to understand the background of the students.  Gay (2000) states, “A semiotic relationship exists among communication, culture, teaching and learning, and it has profound implications for implementing culturally responsive teaching.  This is so because “what we talk about; how we talk about it; what we see, attend to, or ignore; how we think; and what we think about are influenced by our culture…[and] help to shape and define, and perpetuate our culture.”  p77

Language is a Reflection of the Culture

Language is the representation of the world view of a culture. Dahl quotes the Sapir-Whorf theory: “The real world is to a large extent unconsciously built on the language habits of the group.  No two languages are ever sufficiently similar to be considered as representing the same social reality.  The worlds in which different societies live are distinct worlds, not merely the same world with different labels attached.”  Whorf further adds, “the linguistic system…of each language is not merely a reproducing instrument for voicing ideas, but rather is itself the shaper of ideas, the program and guide for the individual’s mental activity, for his analysis of impressions, for his synthesis of his mental sock in trade…” p. 15

So then, the language of a culture is the representation of it.

What Creates Culture?


Is culture shaped by the individuals in it, or does the culture shape the individuals? This a chicken/egg question.  Individuals are born into a family with a specific culture that exists within the framework of another culture that may be similar or dissimilar.  The family shapes the child, and as the child grows, the child adds additional influences of peers and society.  Because the world is in a constant state of change, the acquisition of culture is a flexible process, and never the same for any two individuals.  There are many commonalities between them so new groupings continue to be made, defining new cultures of a people.  Consider the American culture of the 40s versus the culture of the 90s.  Both are American cultures, but very different in many ways.  When we look at American culture, we usually consider the culture of the present, but we must be careful to remember that the creation and perpetuation of a culture is a dynamic process.

Cultures can also be changed.  The distinctives of many variables including advancements of technology, political and social changes may impact an individual or a nation.  Intercultural communication has influence on culture and may cause the morphing of one culture into another.  A cursory review of history demonstrates this principle over and over again. According to Dahl, “being exposed to new ideas or a new environment, the society’s culture can be changed significantly at all levels, resulting in a shift in culture over time.  Shifts in culture can of course initiate in their own society, but are more likely to be brought in by an outside culture, with a different set of assumptions, values, etc.  Shifts can of course be significant, or subtle, they can be fast or slow.” (p. 50)  When cultures change, there can be an experience of “culture shock” as people adapt to the changing dynamics, and as is fundamental to most people, the longing to go back to the “way things were” in “the good old days”.

Culture Shock: Immersing the Individual in a New Culture

Beyond changes in culture, another form of culture shock is what occurs when an individual from another culture is put into a cultural context different from what is familiar.  This occurs in foreign travel to a small degree, but to great proportions to an immigrant to another country.  Adler describes culture shock as a “profound learning experience that leads to a high degree of self-awareness and personal growth.  Rather than being only a disease for which adaptation is the cure, culture shock is likewise at the very heart of the cross-cultural learning experience.  It is an experience in self-understanding and change.” (Dahl, p. 51)  There are many other forms of culture shock, including the role shock, language shock and cultural fatigue as the familiar is challenged and what was assumed to be “normal” no longer is.  

The individual in the midst of culture shock must go through five phases, according to Adler.  The first is the contact phase, where there is initial contact with the new culture, and excitement is high.  At this point, the learner still has an ethnocentric viewpoint. Ethnocentrism is a term introduced by S.G. Summer, meaning the tendency of people to see their culture as the center of the world, and the rest of the world revolving around it.  From this perspective, there are “self-evident” rules that are “natural” to everyone.  This is a common perspective of people who have not been exposed to multicultural ideas and the premises of valuing diversity.  It isn’t necessarily bred out of prejudice, rather ignorance around issues that have never been thought about. We assume that everyone sees the world as we do.

The second phase is disintegration, where differences become more and more noticeable, causing confusion, alienation and depression.  In the third phase, the individual strongly rejects the new culture.  At this point, the individual chooses to stay at this point, or move on to adaptation.  People who choose to remain in this phase often cluster together with other like minded people, such as the pockets of non-English speakers throughout urban areas.  If the individual moves on, the fourth stage is reintegration.  There is increased understanding of the new culture, and feelings of independence and competence in the individual.  The final stage is independence, where the individual understands cultural differences and “displays creative behaviour to accommodate the new culture in his/her own worldview.”  (Dahl, p. 52)

Clement (2001) mentions similar patterns of identification with the in- and out-group, resulting in four strategies to identification with the groups.  Identification with both groups is integration; with neither group is marginalization; with the out-group, or new culture is assimilation; and remaining with the original, familiar in-group is separation.  His research suggests that “the importance of identification to different groups is related to the relative status of the in-group and the out-group.  Given that a positive social identity may be derived from associating with a group characterized by desirable characteristics … different patterns of identification would characterize members of majority and minority groups.” (p 562) In the acculturation process, individuals need to determine how much they want to identify with the new culture.  The adaptation process creates stress within the individual as they face identity challenges, and potential discrimination issues.  The process is heightened if there is the addition of learning a second language as well as the new culture.

During any of these processes there is a requirement for change in identity, and as with any change, there is often resistance.  As educators, we need to understand these changes and stresses, and be willing to provide some experiences for our learners to make a safe environment.

Looking from an Africentric Perspective


In coming to understand our differences as we work with different cultures, a common theme in the literature mentions the need for an “Africentric perspective” in our education. Based on the work of Flannery, as quoted by Rowland (2000), “[T]hree of the main theories of adult education—andragogy, self-directed learning, and perspective transformation—focus heavily on the individual and do not recognize the value of groups….[S]ome racial and ethnic groups, such as African Americans, place greater emphasis on ‘communal values’…which include knowledge which is valued, how learning occurs and communication patterns of working together for the good of the community….[A]dult learning theories must be mindful of the influence of social, historical, and economic roles in adult education and must acknowledge that people and cultures vary in how they learn.  Theories must become inclusive and give voice to all people and groups, allowing missing voices (women, working class persons, persons of color) to narrate their diverse stories of how and where they learn, and about their values of learning.”


In the work of Guy, also quoted by Rowland (2000), “the Africentric perspective is a culturally grounded philosophical perspective that reflects the intellectual traditions of both African and African American cultures. Africentrism is understood as an attempt to reclaim a sense of identity, community, and power in the face of Eurocentric cultural hegemony.” Rowland further mentions the work of Colin, “Africentric learning models focus on the development of the racial self, and the bond between the individual and the racial group and the impact that racist interactions have on the development of the self-ethnic image.”

In my particular situation, this means more focus on the group as opposed to the individual, which may explain why I do not appear to be connecting on an individual level with my students.  In reading African Christology, Maloney discusses the melding of Africentric themes with Christianity.  “On the one hand, there are the questions that arise when one confronts the language and tradition of the faith with the images, culture, and traditions of a particular region.  On the other hand, there are the questions that arise when one takes the problems of a particular region, not only cultural and religious, but also social, political, and economic, and reflects on them in the light of the gospel.  This in turn can drive one back to the sources of the faith in a new way, with new questions and emphases, seeing what emerges from such an encounter. In this way, African Christology finds itself before two tasks.  The one that emerges from the first situation describes is that of inculturation and how to communicate the faith in a more indigenous way.  The task which arises from the second approach is that of praxis and how society can be changed through our Christianity.” He suggests incorporating themes of Christ as Ancestor, based on the reverence given to ancestors, acknowledging the inherent problems in such an approach diluting the concepts of the gospel.  Christ as Healer is a clearer alignment with the premises of the gospel.

These approaches have merit, but in my particular situation, there is no need to convince my students of the need of the gospel.  Christianity has already been embraced.  This Africentric perspective would not make any further connections.

Kaschula (1995) makes some wonderful points about the potential for misperceptions in cross-cultural communications. “The less [individuals] know about each other, the more likely they are to misunderstand each other on a linguistic, social, or cultural level.  Since misunderstandings are particularly pronounced between native and non-native speakers of a language: they may have radically different customers, modes of interacting, notions of appropriateness, and of course, linguistic systems… In cross cultural communication, there is a tendency to judge the speech behaviour of others by one’s own standards…With no other frame of reference at their disposal, such speakers have little choice but to interpret what they hear according to the rules of speaking of their own native speech communicates.  And since the rules are very likely to be quite different, misunderstandings are almost inevitable.”  Because the rules of societies differ, as educators, we need to be aware that our multicultural listeners may be hearing things differently than what we actually intended them to hear.  Having a general awareness of the rules of the Africentric perspective allows for better communication during the learning process of both sides.

In the Yoruba culture, (West African people living chiefly in southwest Nigeria) there are specific greetings for every situation.  “For the Yoruba, respect for elders and for one another is paramount, being able to greet people very well is a sign of respect and a sign of concern for another person.” (Schleicher, 1997) There are greetings for morning, afternoon, evening and late evening.  There are greetings for being in the house, for coming back, for sitting down, for working, for greeting an elder, and while staying at home.  There is a much larger variety than in the American culture, and it is “important for the person who initiates the greeting to take note of the situation of the condition in which the greeted is found and to greet the other person accordingly.”  Not greeting a person is considered extremely rude.  These Africentric perspectives make it important to be aware of the individual and to greet him or her upon entry into the classroom.  Many of my students are from Nigeria.  I do not know if the Yoruba culture is the one they originate from, nor do I know how widespread it is.  However, looking from an Africentric perspective, I would respond differently to the entrance of an African student than the casual greeting of the Americans.

In another African culture, the Xhosa, who are Bantu people inhabiting the eastern part of Cape Province, South Africa, there is avoidance of eye contact when speaking as a sign of respect.  Europeans and Americans may view this behavior as untrustworthy, shifty or dishonest.  This is not an uncommon behavior among many people, and perhaps the lack of connection perceived on my part is a reflection of the tendency not to maintain eye contact.  Xhosa people also have a “strong oral tradition, and speak in a steady, measured, dignified pace”…as opposed to Westerners who are precise and to the point.  For an Xhosa, short, succinct comments are considered rude.  Perhaps I am not allowing for enough expansion of thoughts, expecting the short, to-the-point answers that would be given by an American.

Stevenson and Renaud (1993) quote Hill’s listing of five key strengths within African-American family life: 1) strong kinship bonds,  2) strong work orientation, 3) adaptability of family roles, 4) strong achievement orientation, and 5) strong religious orientations.  They also mention the nine aspects of the socialization processes identified by Boykin and Toms.  These include 1) spirituality, 2) harmony, 3) movement, 4) verve, 5) affect, 6) communalism, 7) expressive individualism, 8) orality, and 9) social time perspective.  There is also mention in the literature of overcoming of racial hostility.  It is interesting to note the contrasts between African values and the African-American perspectives.  Though they are of the same roots, the American culture has had a strong influence on the latter, so teaching from an Africentric perspective will largely depend on whether the audience is African or African-American.

Swigonski (1996) suggests that Africentric work “reorganized the frame of reference so that African history, culture, and workview become the context for understanding Africans and African Americans…[It is] holistic and includes recognition of the interconnectedness of all things and the oneness of mind, body, and spirit; development of collective rather than individual identity; consanguine family structure, consequential morality; analog thinking rather than dualistic thinking (recognizing all points along the continuum, in contrast to only either-or, right-wrong); phenomenological time (present oriented, tied to events); and a pervasive, experiential, and participatory spirituality.  The European American worldview is individualistic and mastery oriented, whereas the African worldview is cooperative and harmony oriented.” p 157.  There is an importance in the recognition of the otherness of Africans, rather than the ethnocentrism we all tend toward.

Conclusion


So what do I conclude after all this research?  I still know that my students are different from me, and feel I have a better understanding of their need for collaborative settings, viewing the group as important and honoring the individuals.  Does all this tell me how to teach better? I don’t think so.  However, awareness is a beginning. Do I understand “them” now?  No.  One of the things I must understand is that each of “them” is an individual with different experiences and preferences.  Some are culturally derived, others are personality driven.  What I must do is continue to aim to reach each one in the place they are presently in, knowing that there are different ways each arrived at that point, and each will continue on their own journey.  The work of C. Norse in Cross Cultural Communication makes a wonderful point to put a concluding perspective.  I quote from Chapter II: Discovering Characteristics of Other Cultures:

“When teachers ask ‘How can I learn about culture X?’, all too often teachers are discouraged to learn that there is no comprehensive book (or list) available on culture X. The lack of reading matter on various cultures is, in some ways, a blessing, since knowledge of other cultures is better acquired by experience than by study. Thus, teachers should plan to experience cultures different from their own, particularly the cultures represented in their schools and classrooms. To be valid, these experiences should incorporate a few basic principles and discovery techniques. 

As you begin to discover the characteristics of other cultures, remember that cultures vary internally and are changeable. There are usually many cultural differences within a single race or nationality. It will be useful to keep the following principles in mind: 

· Firsthand experience is necessary to understand many subtleties of any culture. 

· Feelings of apprehension, loneliness or lack of confidence are common when visiting and experiencing another culture. 

· Differences between cultures are often experienced as threatening. 

· What is logical and important in a particular culture may seem irrational and unimportant to an outsider. 

· In describing another culture, people tend to stress the differences and overlook the similarities. 

· Stereotyping due to generalizing may be inevitable among those who lack frequent contact with another culture. 

· Personal observations of others about another culture should be regarded with skepticism. 

· Many cultures often exist within a single race, language group, religion or nationality, differentiated by age, gender, socioeconomic status, education, and exposure to other cultures. 

· All cultures have internal variations. 

· Cultural awareness varies among individuals. 

· One's own sense of cultural identity often is not evident until one encounters another culture. 

· Cultures are continually evolving. 

· Understanding another culture is a continuous process. 

· One should understand the language of a culture to best understand that culture. 

An understanding of these principles can help you to become a more insightful observer of other cultures.” 

So bearing these principles in mind, I endeavor to move forward in my classroom, valuing the differences and looking for similarities for connection points. I have not figured out my students, but in the process, they have taught me much about myself and the world around me.  For this, I shall be eternally grateful.

References

Anderson-Yockel, Julie, Haynes, William O., Joint book-reading strategies in working-class African American and white mother-toddler dyads, Journal of Speech & Hearing Research, June 1994, 37(3). P 584, 11pp

Clément, Richard, Noels, Kimberly A., Deneault, Bernard, Interethnic contact, identity and psychological adjustment: The mediating and moderating roles of communication, Journal of Social Issues, Vol 57(3), Fall 2001, pp. 559-577

Dahl, Stephan, Communication and Culture Transformation, white paper retrieved 3/15/2003, Presented at the European University Barcelona http://stepweb.com/capstone
Gay, Geneva, Culturally Responsive Teaching, Theory, Research and Practice, New York: Teachers College Press, 2000

Haight, Wendy, “Gathering the Spirit” at First Baptist Church: Spirituality as a Protective Factor in the Lives of African American Children, Social Work, Vol 43, No. 3 May 1998 p 213-221

Harris, Joyce L., Silent Voices: Meeting the Communication Needs of Older African Americans, Topics in Language Disorders, August 1999 19(4):23-34

Kaschula, Russell H., Cross-cultural communication in the Eastern Cape with particular reference to law courts, South Afrtican Journal of African Languages, Feb 1995, Vol 15, Issue 1, p9, 7p

Maloney, Raymond, African Christology, Theological Studies,  48(1997) pp 505-515

Martin, Judith N. An African American perspective on conversational improvement strategies, Howard Journal of Communications, Vol 12(1) Jan-Mar 2001, pp 1-27

Morris, Joseph R., Robinson, Dianne T., Community and Christianity in the Black Church, Counseling & Values, 01607960, Oct 96, Vol 41, Issue 1

Nieto, Sonia, The Light in Their Eyes, Creating Multicultural Learning Communities, New York: Teachers College Press, 1999

Ofori-Dankwa, Joseph; Tierman, Andrew., The Effect of Researchers’ Focus on Interpretation of Diversity Data, Journal of Social Psychology, Jun 2002, Vol 142, Issue 3 p 277 18p

Rowland, Michael L., African Americans and Self-Help Education: The Missing Link in Adult Education, 2000, ERIC Digest No. 222 EDO-CE-00-222

Schleicher, Antonia Folarin, Using Greetings to Teach Cultural Understandings, Modern Language Journal, Vol 81(3) Fall 1997 pp. 334-343

Stevenson, Howard C., Renard, Gary, Trusting ole’ wise owls: Theraputic use of cultural strengths in African-American families, Professional Psychology: Research and Practice, Vol 24(4) Nov 1993, pp 433-442

Swigonski, Mary E., Challenging privilege through Africentric social work practice, Social Work, Vol 41, No 2, March 1996, p 153-161

Thomas, R. Roosevelt, Building a House for Diversity: A Fable About a Giraffe & an Elephant Offers New Strategies for Today's Workforce, New York: Amacom, 1999

Taylor, Orlando L., Cross Cultural Communication - An Essential Dimension of Effective Education, (booklet) Mid-Atlantic Equity Center, 1990, retrieved 3/15/2003 http://www.nwrel.org/cnorse/booklets/ccc/
Ziegahn, Linda, Considering Culture in the Selection of Teaching Approaches for Adults, 2001, ERIC Digest No. 231, EDO-CE-01-231

Appendix/Appendices (if used)
PAGE  

