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A native English speaker teaching in China soon realizes that there is a set of questions that Chinese English learners tend to ask foreigners. The first one is usually, what country are you from? If the answer is America the next question is, what state are you from? If the conversation continues, the foreigner is usually asked if he or she can use chopsticks. Perhaps in the first week or so, these questions seem normal enough, especially because they are invariably asked in a spirit of welcome and friendliness. After a while, however, I started to wonder why everyone asks exactly the same questions. Last semester I asked my students why and they gave me the unsurprising answer. Students learn to ask these questions in their middle school English classes. 

Because I am a teacher of culture rather than a teacher of language, I started to think about what message these questions send. As I said, on the individual level the questions convey a message of welcome and friendship, of wanting to talk, of perhaps beginning a relationship. That message is subverted however by the inevitability of the questions. After hearing these questions several times, I could no longer respond to them innocently, as if hearing them for the first time. I can no longer experience them as individual expressions of friendliness. 
Over the years I have responded to these questions in various ways. Sometimes I just answer them, going along with the ritual. Sometimes I respond in a teacherly way with information. “Lots of Americans can use chopsticks. There are Chinese restaurants in every town in the US.” Sometimes I respond irritably. “Look at me. I have been in China for years. Do I look underfed? Of course, I can use chopsticks.” On my good days I respond appreciatively, “Wonderful invention, chopsticks, so much more versatile than knives and forks.”

When I hear those questions now, I think that I am being told that I am a stranger, a foreigner, someone who is different, a curiosity. These questions now say to me that I am “the Other,” not like the questioner. I sigh inwardly, regretting the loss of my personhood, and wonder what I can do to get my humanity back. What can I do to get the questioner to see me as a person rather than as a stranger from a distant, unfamiliar and exotic place? 
These questions, especially the inevitability of the questions, raises the issue of what it is that Chinese English learners are learning about culture. What I think they are learning is that cultures are different, that Westerners are different from Chinese. That statement has some truth to it, but it is not the only truth, and perhaps not the best truth to be teaching. It emphasizes differences; it conveys the sense of a gap, of a divide that is difficult if not impossible to cross. I think a better way to teach culture is to learn about what people have in common across cultures. I recommend teaching about culture in a way that brings people closer together. This is preferable to teaching cultural contrasts which carries the message that cultural differences are irreconcilable. 
Another shortcoming of the contrastive approach to teaching culture is that it encourages students to develop stereotypes. They tend to think that all Americans are alike. I hear this often in questions students ask me about life in America. For instance, what is the weather like in America? Or how do American teenagers spend their spare time? The contrast between chopsticks and knives and forks or the contrast between Christmas and Spring Festival also limits the teaching of culture to what is the most superficial, to what is at the tip of the cultural iceberg. It does not really help students to understand culture. These differences at the level of description are merely curiosities. They do not convey anything significant about what cultural differences are really about. The contrastive approach to teaching culture has many drawbacks, so let’s find a better way. 

I suggest beginning where the students are. If they are middle school students then they can begin with the life of middle school students in a particular place, say in a small town in California or in an industrial city in the American northeast or Midwest. If you are teaching middle school students in Nanjing, then why not ask your students to learn about middle school students in Atlanta, Georgia. It is a medium sized city in the American southeast with a climate similar to Nanjing. If you are from a smaller city in northern Jiangsu, you could pick a smaller city in Georgia such as Macon. It is a city in an agricultural area. The point is to teach about the particular and to teach what people share, what they have in common. Your students might learn that people in Georgia think of themselves as southerners and contrast their way of life with the life of northerners. What do they think of northerners? What do your students think of people who live in the north of China?  A lesson like this introduces an important commonality; there are regional differences in the US just as there are regional differences in China. 

There are many other similarities. Even though there are lots of fast food restaurants such as McDonald’s, KFC and Pizza Hut in Atlanta, the people still enjoy their local foods. You could learn what they are – grits, southern fried chicken, greens (something like qingcai), and catfish which is similar to some fresh water fish popular in Jiangsu. Instead of mantou, people often eat biscuits. What are biscuits and how are they similar and different from mantou? There are also similar trees and flowers in Atlanta. At this time of year the magnolias are in bloom there just as they are here in Nanjing.  People everywhere in the world have their local heroes and their local products. Your students might learn that Atlanta is the home of Martin Luther King, Jr. and of Ted Turner, the pioneer of international broadcasting who started CNN. They might learn that the city was severely damaged during the American civil war and that there are monuments to honor the heroes of that war just as there are monuments in Nanjing to honor the heroes of wars that were fought here. They might learn that the city was once a center of the textile industry. They still grow cotton in the countryside around the city and there used to be factories that turned the cotton into cloth, just like in Jiangsu where there are factories that make silk cloth. 

The point is that it is just as easy to teach culture in a way that emphasizes similarities as it is to teach culture in a way that emphasizes differences. Teaching the similarities recognizes our common humanity and conveys the message that while there are differences, there is much that we share. We can understand one another. We can build relationships based on what we have in common instead of starting out our conversations with talk about the differences between us. 

As a teacher you might say that this is a problem, because you do not know anything about Atlanta, Georgia. This problem is easily solved. We live in an information age. There is lots of information available on the Internet. If your school adopted this approach to teaching culture, the English teachers could work together to gather the necessary information. If you have foreign teachers at your school, you could ask for their help. This would be a good collaborative project, a way for you to get to know each other better as colleagues. You might also say that language is a problem. Your students do not know enough English to discuss these things. I think that problem can also be solved. You may have heard of the famous American writer of children’s books known by his pen name of Dr. Seuss. He was given a list of a few hundred words and told to write a book for children using only those words. The result was the amazingly charming and successful book “The cat in the hat.” You, working together with other teachers, can use a list of English words and a repertoire of grammatical forms appropriate to your students’ English level and develop interesting materials from them. It is like a word puzzle, challenging and fun. Creating materials in this way also assures that your students will be prepared for the standardized tests that they all have to take and for which you must prepare them.  

This approach while valuable is still limited. It is learning “about culture” rather than learning to “do culture.”  The “learning about” approach has at its base a definition of culture as the way of life of a group of people, the way of life of Chinese people is their culture and the way of life of Americans is their culture. Learning to “do culture” has as its base a definition of culture as social construction. It is the meaning we make out of our experiences. The idea is that people are always actively constructing meaning. Then what meaning do students construct from their classroom experiences? When we ask this question we see that Chinese middle school students construct different meanings from their formal learning experiences than students in a middle school in Atlanta Georgia are likely to construct. When we make this observation then we approach the teaching of culture by looking at the culture of the classroom, the cultural values and assumptions that are embedded in how teachers teach and how students learn. Students are learning to do culture, when they have learning experiences that prompt them to construct social meanings that are more like the meanings that students who speak the target language are likely to construct. 

This is the approach to learning culture that I take in my book “Doing Culture: Cross-cultural Communication in Action” published by Beijing Foreign Languages Teaching and Research Press. You can buy it at a foreign languages bookstore. The idea in this book is that English learners need to learn cultural skills along with their language skills. I wrote the book for Chinese university students who have intermediate level English or higher. The language is simple enough for any student who has passed the Band Four examination to read comfortably. Perhaps the biggest challenge for learning cultural skills is that our Chinese students have little or no contact with native speakers. They have no way to learn culturally different ways of doing things through contact with native speakers of the target language. As teachers we have to be inventive to overcome this problem. The book deals with this problem by using case studies, short anecdotes about misunderstandings between foreigners and Chinese, and asks the students to consider the cultural issues that are causing the misunderstanding. A further task is to solve the problems presented in the cases. What can the Westerners and the Chinese people in these situations do to improve their communication in the future? I use case studies to simulate the cross-cultural communication experience in the classroom. 
I developed these materials over a period of several years and now use the book to teach courses in cross-cultural communication. It works well for me, but as far as I know, no Chinese teacher of English has ever used it as a textbook. I think there are several reasons for this. First, the book is fairly new and you are probably hearing about it for the first time. Also, not many university English programs have courses in cross-cultural communication as part of the regular curriculum. The courses that are offered are usually part of linguistics graduate programs and as far as I can tell, they are more like courses in comparative linguistics rather than in cross-cultural communication as I understand that topic. Another problem, however, is that the book incorporates a Western teaching and learning style that may be unfamiliar and uncomfortable for Chinese teachers. The first thing a Chinese teacher is likely to notice about the book is that it contains a lot of questions and no answers. In each chapter the students read about a particular theory of how cultures differ, read some examples of how these differences get expressed in actual situations and then are presented with a situation that they need to analyze and discuss. Some explanations might be better than other explanations and some solutions might be better or more practical than others, but there are no definite right and wrong answers. 
Readers of the book are also presented with a lot of questions about Chinese culture. How do you greet and welcome guests? What are your duties as a host? The idea is that learning culturally different ways of doing things begins with increasing your awareness that each person’s way of doing things is embedded in his or her home culture. Many of the activities in the book and in the courses I teach are directed to thinking about and discussing the students’ own experiences. In this kind of learning the teacher is not an expert, a conveyer of knowledge, but a facilitator, a person who draws the students out and who encourages discussion and thoughtfulness, who prompts students to actively construct meaning rather than to passively receive it. I am an American teacher so I am comfortable teaching in this way. As I say in the book, as an American I am from a “doing” culture. I think that learning occurs when students are discussing, when they are presenting ideas and listening to other people’s ideas. I think that learning occurs when students try to use information to solve a problem, preferably a real life problem. I believe that students are learning to do culture when they are learning in this way. They are not just gaining knowledge about how people live in other countries but are using that knowledge to learn how to communicate with them. The teaching method and teaching materials carry a cultural lesson. To use images from the book, the students are acquiring new cultural software; they are learning to use the grammar of the culture rather than just the grammar of the English language. 
I don’t think I fully understood all the cultural complexities involved when I wrote the book, hoping that Chinese English teachers would use it in advanced English courses that they teach. I think I was a bit naïve, despite my experience of living and teaching in China for so many years. I am now thinking hard about the problem of how to teach culture in Chinese English classes and looking for more practical approaches to solving it. Most of the graduate students I teach are teachers and they very much want to teach culture in their English classes. They are convinced that it is important to do so, and they are searching for the best ways to do it. I would like to work with them, to work with you, to find ways to enable our Chinese students to do culture, to learn cultural competence along with their linguistic competence. 
Each time I talk with these teacher/graduate students I learn something new and important about what the problems are and what the solutions might be.  I will give you just one example. The teachers want to use small group discussion in their classes because they understand that this is the best way to teach communicative competence. Several of them have told me, however, that they do not have much success. They tell me that their classroom groups do not work well. Sometimes the students just let one person do the work. Sometimes the students don’t take the tasks the teacher gives them very seriously. I am beginning to understand that using small groups is a change in the culture of the classroom. The students at first respond to this changed expectation by behaving in culturally familiar ways. They interpret the new expectation, an expectation that comes from Western theories of teaching and learning, in a Chinese way. Their cultural assumptions are that the teacher is the leader, that they should do what the teacher tells them to do, and that the teacher wants the right answer, so they should get the most capable person in the group to do the work. They do not have the expectation that they will learn from their classmates, so they see the time that they spend speaking to them not as a serious learning activity but as a chance to escape from the rigors of formal learning. 
Given the culture of the Chinese classroom it is not surprising that teachers have difficulty making small group discussions work. Teaching culture in the sense of teaching how to “do culture” requires a cultural change in the classroom. It cannot be reduced to an issue of introducing a few new teaching techniques. Teachers need to raise their level of cultural awareness, to think about the cultural lessons that the students learn along with their academic lessons and consider ways of changing them. In the group discussion example, the teachers would do well to think about the star pattern of interaction that students experience in most of their classes. The teacher is the center and each student relates individually to the teacher. Student-to-student interaction is limited, usually discouraged and defined as disruptive to the functioning of the class. When this is the dominant cultural pattern, group discussion probably won’t work unless the teacher carefully structures it.  For instance, the teacher can assign students to groups according to a counting method instead of letting students form a group with classmates they are sitting next to. He or she can also assign each member of the group a particular job rather than allowing the group members decide who will do what. 
The teacher has to work hard to teach culture. It is not as easy as learning a few facts about how people live in other countries. It is about the meaning that we make out of our experiences and that includes the meaning that we make out of our educational experiences. Teaching culture requires that students learn new cultural ways of doing things. It requires that they can not only behave appropriately in a cross-cultural situation but that they can make culturally appropriate sense out of those experiences. 
Don’t misunderstand me. I am not suggesting that the Western or American classroom culture is superior to Chinese culture. To my delight, my students also respond in culturally familiar ways when I lead them in Western style learning activities. This is how I learned that in China, people learn new ideas by appreciating them rather than by criticizing them as we tend to do in the West. I prefer this Chinese way of learning, taking in something new and becoming familiar with it by appreciating it. In the US teachers sometimes think students are not thinking if they are not reading and responding critically. In my case cultural learning has been mutual. My students learn from me and I learn from them. I wish that could be everyone’s experience. 

There is much more I could say about teaching culture in language classes and much more work to be done to reach the point that we do it well. Despite the challenges, I think it can be done. It may be a matter of curiosity that I can or cannot use chopsticks or that I celebrate Christmas in this way or that way. These things are not especially important. What is important is the meaning that we make out of our eating and the meaning we make out of our celebrations. 

I am waiting for the day when a Chinese student asks on first meeting me, what I teach and how I teach. After all, what we have in common is that we are both involved in learning. That is what we share, what we have in common, what we can talk about that promises that we can develop a relationship based on our shared human endeavors. In time we might talk about our culturally different ways of doing things. In time we might share our culturally specific ways of teaching and learning and thus learn from each other. Hopefully we will come to appreciate each other’s culturally specific ways of expressing our common humanity. In doing so we will deepen our own humanity, which is a wonderful gift to be able to give each other. 
