Busy? Simply read the words in bold for a summary.

I think my anthropologist friends will be happy to see
Language & Culture Learning Tip #8
Cultural Explorations: Using Guided Discovery Activities to Learn Language & Culture

Tip written by Lauren C. Vitrano-Wilson

Website created by the Centre for Lifelong Learning

http://www.lifelearner.org/culture
Click on the link above to find a web-based culture activity library. Here you will find ready-to-use culture learning activities relevant to urban settings. There is another version for rural settings too, but not on a website yet). 

These activities will help you to:

· become a lifelong student of culture, a culture journalist/researcher

· address more than the Dos and Don’ts of behavior. 
· understand the whys and hows that is evidenced by the behavior. 
· learn directly from a local person/native speaker (not a static book or another expat who may not have progressed with the culture). This way you gain true understanding and not misinformation. You’ll learn via personal discovery, interaction and participant observation. 
Sample Activity:
Activity #45. Life Cycle: Old Age
· According to folk belief, what is the cause of aging? Why do people get old? What happens to the soul as the body ages? 

· What is the average life expectancy? What is the attitude toward old age? What age is considered "old"? Are the elderly honored? Are they considered wise? Are they considered burdensome?

· What living arrangement options are there for the elderly? What responsibility is taken by the members of the family? Who makes the decisions concerning their living arrangements? Are there nursing homes or retirement centers available as options? Are these government run or private institutions? How are they financed? What happens to old people who are childless, who have no relatives nearby, or are financially destitute? 

· What responsibilities do the elderly have in family life? in village life? at festivities or ceremonies?
Things to Know about This Website:

1. This is a free site. Anyone can get on. To post a comment you’ll need a user name, but if you simply want to do the activities, then you don’t need a user name.

2. This tool is on the computer, but you don’t need to be on your computer much. Most of your time will be (should be) spent out in the community using the tool.

3. Currently there are 80 exercises. 
a. If you do one a week, this is more than a whole year’s worth!
4. The website index lists the activities in order from easiest to hardest.

5. The exercises can be downloaded as a PDF, printed out or emailed.

a. You can print out each exercise individually 
b. or download them all, click the “Reports, Forms, Downloads” tab to the far right (above the photo). Once you get on that page, the first link will open a Word document with all the exercises for you to print out (you can modify them before setting out too).

c. If you don’t want to print out a question (e.g. if it is not relevant to your situation), you can highlight it and that question will disappear. Hit the undo button if you want that question back.

6. Every exercise is a blog entry so, there is a place for comments. If you make a valuable variation, then post a comment. In this case, you will need to register and then log onto the site before you can post comments. Beth would love to hear from people who use the site.
7. Email aaatw@psmail.net (and ask that your email be passed on to Beth W.) to suggest a topic you’d like to see covered. They may include it in the next set.

General Notes about the Activities:

1. Ideally the first exercises are done as soon as possible after you arrive in the new setting. Right after essential set-up tasks are done. These initial activities require you to be part of local people’s lives in an observation-based way, so even people with no language capabilities can do them easily. You can do them even before you begin your language program. Take notes while everything is still new and fresh. Things become old and ordinary quickly!

2. The exercises start with basic (non-offensive) topics and eventually go deeper into the culture beyond surface/visible aspects of culture. So, it is good to do some of the activities with the same people to develop a relationship with that person over time to build trust so you can go deeper with that person over time. 

3. You can go back to activities again and again as a portfolio of observation. Document your observations.

4. Ask the people to help you with the assignment. “Do you mind helping me do my assignment?”
5. Remember:

a. If you ask a question, you cannot assume you’re getting the right/straight answer.

b. Compare people you interviewed to assess the quality of the replies you’re getting.

c. Sometimes what people say is not what they do.
d. The questions native speakers ask me are not necessarily the questions they ask each other to get to know each other! They may feel more free to ask a foreigner those questions than each other. Sometimes this is because they don’t know what else to ask and this is what they want to know. So, be sure to find out what they ask EACH OTHER.
e. Some events might be seasonal, so you might need to modify an exploration exercise or save it for later.
Website Tabs Include:
1. Index of Activities

2. Learner Suggestions: for learners who don’t have a coach.

3. Mentor/Coach Suggestions

4. Participant Observation: what this is and how to document your observations
5. Reports, Forms & Downloads (both PDF and word for both PC and Mac users).

The Process
To Prepare for Each Exercise:
1. Make a list of all the people you know and all of the relationships you have or who your friends know who might be willing to help.
2. Ask yourself, 
a. “How can I meet people to speak with?” (Over time, you can go back to the people again and again, but in the beginning some introductions may be necessary. Ask others who might be good to speak with if you are having trouble finding people).
b. “Who, in fact, can I ask questions of?”
c. “Who is the right person for THIS topic?”
d. “How many sources/people should I go to?”
e. “Who is in my life/sphere who would be willing to talk with me about this topic?” (Some questions can be people on the street while others are only for people you know well).
i. the guy at 7-11?
ii. my house helper?
iii. the bike fixit man?
iv. who else?
3. As you move along, make sure you are learning the vocabulary you need to accomplish the activity. Set yourself up for success before you go out by working with your language helper to:
a. learn appropriate vocabulary
b. do some scripting of some of the questions
c. figure out how to ask questions appropriately
d. know if you should ask permission to interview someone
e. know if there are any questions proposed in the activity that I should not ask/that are/might be culturally inappropriate 
f. know if there are some places women don’t go 
g. know if need to have a buddy go with you
4. Some questions mentioned in the activities may seem irrelevant (e.g. Where do they buy dairy?) but even seemingly irrelevant questions will teach you something...e.g. There is not much dairy here!

Going Through the Activities:
1. Take notes as you participate in daily life and as you do the exploration activities
2. Work on each exercise for (at least) a week.
3. It’ll take about 2-3 hours a week. Different activities will take different lengths of time. It’ll depend on the culture which topics are “hot spots” while others may not go anywhere much. 
4. Investigate the same questions amongst people of different walks of life so you don’t just get one person’s point of view on that topic. Ask people of different:

a. genders

b. ages/generations

c. occupations

d. social economic levels

e. different regions e.g. city vs. country side ort smaller city

5. Then go home, reflect by journaling or writing a report (as soon after the event as possible). You are writing your own culture book.

6. Be sure you’re out in the community more than writing notes. 
For every hour you spend out in the community, spend at most 20 min. writing up your thoughts.
7. Take some pictures and write about those pictures.

8. When you have little language ability, you need to think about non-verbal clues. Take note of things like body language and ask your language helper about anything you notice that you may not know how to interpret.
Debrief: Once You Have Done an Activity, Ask Yourself:

1. If you can, do the exercises at the same time as a spouse, colleague or friend. After you have done the activity, discuss what you each discovered.

2. Ask yourself/each other:

a. How am I feeling about this? What was comfortable for me? Uncomfortable? Why might this be?

b. How did people react to me being there?

c. How do they react to the kind of questions I’m asking?
d. Are people willing to help? If not, is something I’m doing making them uncomfortable?
e. Have I come to any conclusions about anything? If so, how did I get from what I saw to that conclusion? Can I think of any situations where that might be different? As much as possible, hold off on making value judgments for at least year. This is hard. You may think something, but don’t write the judgment down. It’s easy to assume people are doing what you do for the same reason. Be careful with false positives too. Try not to draw conclusions and hold off on the interpretation long enough to get more info. Remember, what you saw isn’t what you actually saw. We think we saw something and therefore know what something means, so we need to learn how to withhold judgments.

3. If you can, debrief with a culture coach. They bring the report with you and discuss the experience to continue the reflection process. Ask things like:

a. What else about this topic would I like to know about?

b. What part of what I saw is still confusing to me?

c. What further learning do I still need to do on this topic?

d. In some cases, the answers to questions you have may need to be set aside. You can go back to that topic at a later point when your skill set has advanced to delve into that same topic more deeply. We want to have the skill of observation to become instinctual- a part of daily life. 

4. Every fifth week there is a review week to catch up, write reports and reflect. Look back at specific lesson too to build on each other. e.g. “Look at lesson 11, do you have more to add now?”

Remember:

· Ask questions, take notes and be slow to draw conclusions. 

· It’s not always easy, but this can be a strong foundation for your ministry in any country.

· It takes courage and risk to go through this exploration process. Persevere and you will you learn so many valuable things!
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