TEACHING CULTURE!
A MULTI-NATIONAL BLENDED COURSE FOR TEACHERS OF ADULTSIN EUROPE

By Anne E M Fox
Grenaa Handelsskole
Grenaa, Denmark
af @ ghs.dk

Abstract

The Teaching Culture! project develops inter-cudttawareness in adult educators
through blended-learning teacher training coursBise main question was whether inter-
cultural awareness could develop through a courb&lwvwas largely online. We
experimented in monitoring the progress of inteltvoal awareness, a set of skills which
are notoriously difficult to define. We used leagndiaries and portfolios over two

rounds of the pilot course, the first round witindgmage teachers and the second for
teachers in all subject areas. The results of aud suggest that our approach succeeds
in raising inter-cultural awareness.

Introduction

‘To know another‘s language and not his cultura igery good way to make a
fluent fool of one’s self.’ (Brembeck, 1997)

In an increasingly mobile and multi-cultural Europmi don’t even have to travel to
come across other cultures. School teachers amasiagly well prepared for inter-cultural
encounters but adult education teachers do not &esess to so many training opportunities.
The Teaching Culture! project, supported by ther@tuig strand of the European Union’s
Socrates programme, sought to remedy this by expeating with developing a blended
learning teacher training course to enable adultation teachers to develop their inter-cultural
awareness. One of the greatest uncertainties washerhinter-cultural awareness could be
nurtured through a course which was largely onliffe project also experimented with how to
monitor the development of cultural awareness.

Inter-cultural issues which may arise in the addlication classroom include:
1. Dealing with different attitudes to leargj

2. Dealing with different attitudes to teaudyi eg. the teacher as ‘sage on the stage’ or
‘guide on the side’.



3. Building cultural perspectives into teaghmaterials and activities.
4. Overcoming stereotypes and prejudiceamlers, their families and other teachers.
5. Communicating across cultures.

These issues arise to a greater or lesser extergsatie whole of adult education. The
obvious starting point is language teachers, whewasrgeted in the first round of the pilot
course. However the second round of the pilot @was opened to teachers of all subjects so
that the general applicability of the course ccaddested. In both pilots there were strict limits
on the numbers from each country to ensure a nexdticultural backgrounds. The group size
was 11 in both pilots.

The project partners came from Sweden, Denmarkyhitia, Austria, Germany, Spain,
Ireland and the UK and included professionals froniversities, research institutes, teacher
training institutions, adult education instituticssd cultural associations. There was, therefore, a
broad inter-cultural representation from variousvant professions. In addition to technical and
administrative support, required roles includedspeal tutors for each participant, unit tutors to
prepare and monitor the use of materials for bla¢hoinline and face to face units, and a course
director to ensure curriculum cohesion.

Often inter-cultural training takes place in mondtaral groups, so one of the aims with
this project was to make the experience inter-caltught from the start. One common problem
for adults taking part in training events is ladkime. Therefore, taking a culturally mixed
group of adults for an intensive face-to-face ceuwrger several weeks was simply not feasible
especially since this would involve long periodsimother country for most, if not all, of the
participants. The solution proposed was therefdskeaded learning course in three modules.
The first module is an extended period of collabeesonline study followed by the second
module, an intensive week of face-to-face actisjtrgth the whole rounded off by a third
module, a second online period in which participatdvise and try out each other’s ideas in the
classroom. See the course structure in Table nbelo

Module Mode and content

Module 1 (5 months) Online — inter-cultural
basics

Module 2 (1 week) Residential face to face -

experiencing culture

Module 3 (3 months) Online — applying in the
classroom

Table 1: The three module structure.



The project faced two major challenges:

1. Is it possible to develop inter-culturalaaieness online?
2. Is it possible to chart the developmenntdr-cultural awareness online?
Module One

1. Developing inter-cultural awareness online

There are two approaches to inter-cultural traincuture specific and culture general.
Culture specific refers to the do’s and don’ts gliites one often gets just prior to a business
trip, foreign work placement, or internship to @&sific country. This gives information without
stressing understanding. Culture general refetisg@cquisition of an understanding of what
culture means and how it can lead to different bishas and perceptions. Whilst not of
immediate use to a forthcoming visit to a spedafitture, it may help to make one more tolerant
of ambiguity and differences, which in the long may be more useful. It was this latter
approach which we tried to promote in the Teacl@nfure course.

The first module provides an introduction to thganéeatures of inter-cultural
considerations by reference to both the basic thebinter-cultural communication and the
participants’ own personal experiences. The secoodule was the face to face component
designed to provide inter-cultural experiences tiyding the multi-cultural group together in an
unfamiliar location where they would get to knoveleather. They would also take part in inter-
cultural activities which test their ability to ajaée in a different culture. The third and final
module is where participants get the opportunitgdmbine theory and personal experience in
planning activities for their own classroom as vaalltrying out their colleagues’ ideas to judge
how well the ideas travel across cultural boundaaied how to adapt them for use in different
cultural contexts.

In adopting the culture-general approach, it isalswlead participants to recognise their own
cultural background before going on to examineufesst of other cultures and their own
reactions to these. However, this was not exgiicgugh for the participants of the first pilot
round, and therefore in the second round the prgfeeip devised a story metaphor to chart this
learning journey. The story was based around tha ad the group coming together in the virtual
campus. The resulting story and corresponding nesdale shown in Table 2 below.

Module and title Mode and content

1. International campus: | Online: Grounding in inter-
Think of your experience | cultural communication
as a treasure chest.

2. Intercultural encounters: Face-to-face: Intdtezal




Think of your learning as &
journey.

L experiences

3. Intercultural classroom:
Think of your lesson as arj

Online: Trial of inter-cultural
materials in the classroom

experiment.

through online collaboration

Table 2: The story metaphor across the three medule

The story metaphor was most strongly developeterunits of Module 1 as shown below in
Table 3.

Unit title Unit aim

Familiarisation with the
online learning environmen

1. Welcome to the Moodle
campus

2. This is how we do things
at home

5 Exploring your own and
others’ cultures

3. Do you really only use
Windows around here?

Exploring the metaphor of
culture as the software of
the mind.

4. |s there method behind
this madness?

Theoretical background to
inter-cultural
communication

5. What would they say
back home?

Cultures as depicted in the
mass media

6. You'll never believe
what happened!

Role play: A critical
incident in Cologne

7. Don’t forget your
toothbrush

Preparation for the
residential

Table 3: Units in Module 1 — Intercultural campus

Attempts were made to vary the activities as muchassible during the online sections
and to avoid the tendency to make online coursasillyeext-based. The exercises in Module 1
therefore included reports on the participants’ @uhure, exploration of metaphors, choosing
representative pictures, collecting evidence froedia, and individual interviews and role plays.
This achieved two goals, the first being to maledburse accessible to those whose skills in
English are not so high and the second being tcerttek course as experiential as possible since
this is deemed most effective in inter-culturairtiag.

2. Monitoring the development of inter-cultural awaeness online



Inter-cultural awareness is manifest in the reastiof an individual when faced with an
inter-cultural situation. Those reactions are basadhly on an individual’s innermost beliefs
and values and can be tempered to some exterdibiny and awareness-raising. These deeply
personal attributes are largely hidden from view difficult to make explicit. There are also
important ethical questions relating to the exterwhich we can aim to tamper with and change
these beliefs as described by Byram (2000). AndtitBcation of the sensitivity of the issue is
that the promoters of the Common European FramewfdReference for languages have
considered and failed to come up with indicatorstdr-cultural skills.

Learning diary and portfolio

The project team therefore concluded that the midsttive approach to charting inter-
cultural awareness development was through setfrtieyg and self-assessment. The approach
adopted was to encourage reflective learning thrdhg compilation of (1) a learning diary, in
which patrticipants recorded their progress, fealimgumphs and difficulties; and (2) a portfolio
in which participants could collect their work, astand other material of interest. These two
items were shared periodically with the persontdrtwhich each participant was allocated. This
was usually the project partner in the country \ehee participant was based. In most cases this
ensured the participant had face to face meethmgsighout the duration of the course but in a
couple of cases the distances involved meant hlesettutorial sessions were also online or at
least by telephone. Table 4 below shows whereutoes fit in to the overall course structure.

Personal tutor In the same country, monitors
progress

Unit tutors Plan and present course material

Course director Ensures continuity and cohesjon

=

Background IT (instructional technology), financi
and administrative support

Table 4: Support structure
Collaborative activities

Another important part of the strategy was to aegdportunities for reflection by promoting
collaborative activities across cultures as thenmaethod of content delivery. Many of the
activities across the whole course required workingmall groups with participants from
different cultures. Participants were also requiedse their immediate circle of family, friends
and colleagues as cultural informants for finding @bout their own cultural background.
During the face to face residential period onenheftisks is for participants to form small inter-
cultural working groups for the final teaching &t in which group members try out and
evaluate each other’s tasks as well as their owre dack in their own home environment.



Module 2
The residential

The residential in the first pilot took place irthwania, a country unknown by most of
our participants except our one Lithuanian paréinipand therefore a really inter-cultural
experience for all. An important element of thadestial was an exercise designed to reveal the
participants’ values with respect to their teachifigis was the subject of a useful plenary on the
last day about the implications of participantshgmg different sets of values to their
classrooms. In addition to purely pedagogical &aant building exercises, various inter-cultural
experiences were timetabled in. One was a tutorihle Lithuanian language and another was a
city-wide treasure hunt through Vilnius which remuai our participants to solicit information
from passers-by thereby initiating contact withalogeople.

In Lithuania, our hosts organised dancing classdbat our participants could learn one
or two traditional Lithuanian dances. The dancessamuch more important part of Lithuanian
culture than in many other European cultures pastiyause they were suppressed or
discouraged during the Soviet era. The school dnl@ssigned to the task did a very good job
of coaching our participants. The biggest challerngs for our participants to perform, in front
of the mainly local Lithuanian audience, the twodss they had learned at a folk dance evening
organised especially for our benefit. The perforogawas followed by a buffet reception which
in fact turned out to be more of a challenge ferphoject partners than the participants who had
had the benefit of getting to know the Lithuaniatisafternoon. This demonstrated the value of
personal contact quite forcibly and the lesson madost on the project partners. A basic theme
running throughout the project is ‘from virtualreal” but sometimes it was the other way round
as when the participants created an online travel@g the residential period which can be seen
at http://www.teaching-culture.de/en/events/litaueavélogue/travelogue _start.htm

Module 3
The lesson exchange

For some participants this was the most anticipptetiof the course. During the
residential week they came together in small iotétdral groups of three to four persons to
create inter-cultural lessons around a common thé&imethemes which emerged during the
residential were

non-verbal communication

the use of pictures



developing empathy or tolerance.

Groups formed easily during the residential practeating, trialling and exchanging
teaching ideas. The biggest problem in this finatiole was the staggered summer holiday
across Europe which made regular online commuwicaifficult since the project partners had
naturally insisted on inter-cultural working groufisalso affected the participants’ ability toari
the lesson plans with exam or induction periodsri@ning.

Challenges

The project organizers were able to learn a greal flom the first round, and lessons
learned were implemented in the second pilot whide time of writing is still in session. The
second pilot invited participants from any subgea and this attracted a very wide range of
participants including art and dance teachersnen&arning consultants, multimedia teachers
and economics lecturers, which will create a cingiein forming groups for the exchange of
teaching ideas in Module 3.

Two of the problems encountered have already besrtiiomed namely staggered
holidays and the need for a more explicit threadhitng through the course. These have both
been addressed,; the first by re-scheduling theseoamd the second by the development of the
story metaphor. Another problem was that a comranguage had to be chosen for the course.
One of the main aims was to foster communicatidwéen the participants, thus facility in
English was a requirement, and it then became stigmeof what level was sufficient. We
decided on B1f] according to the Common European Framework dééiRece. Even so there
is a delicate balance to be struck between the atadlackground theory to be considered as a
basic minimum and over-burdening participants Watiguage which is above their level.

In some cases this problem can be overcome byiaggbat all rubrics, guidance, and
instructions generated by the project developersatan appropriate level. For example, an
article was specially written for one of the uratsd this was explicitly simplified for the second
pilot. This was done using online tools such as Chmpleat Lexical Tutor
(http://www.lextutor.cd), which analyzes texts to show which word lists Wiocabulary used
belongs to. It was therefore possible to substiimEommon words with more common words in
many but not all cases. The readability analysigaioed within the text processing program
was also used to reduce average sentence lengtiuanizer of passive sentences.

The other major problem unsurprisingly was misust@rdings. To a certain extent, an
inter-cultural communication course thrives on merstandings in that they provide a rich
fund of critical incidents which serve both to dttate problems and which can be used as



exercises for deepening understanding later onpokential for misunderstanding was all the
greater because we were working mostly online. k@ example from the first round occurred
when we invited participants to post pictures reprging their culture.

When one of the participants posted a picture @fingin Mary, some of the other
participants assumed that this meant that she evasritly religious. However, such assumptions
were not voiced openly through the course webBi&gher they were voiced privately between
participants or to tutors by email. It was not Lttite residential week when a session on the use
of pictures was scheduled that an explanationeptbture was finally forthcoming. The
participant had posted the picture to represendliiierences she had experienced moving from a
Protestant part of Germany to a Catholic regionrevineligious icons are much more common.
This incident illustrates two points. First was tieed to define tasks carefully when working
online. The problem arose when the participantdidrealise she was meant to comment on her
choices after allowing an initial period for reactiby the rest of the group. The second point is
that while the course was carefully planned, thess also a need and a willingness to amend the
programme when the necessity arose.

Benefits

There were many benefits to running two pilot rosjrmhe of these being that we could
use the participants from the first round as cdasts to the round 2 participants when they
come to planning their inter-cultural classroomaités. By sharing their newly gained
expertise and further experience gained sincentleéthe course it is hoped that this will be an
important additional benefit of the course.

Results

What sort of reflections does the learning diamegise to? The following extracts are
guoted as evidence that the online section of tuese does give rise to real increases in inter-
cultural awareness. They are taken from the pils&icipants, who have yet to meet face to
face at the time of writing.

1. “It was my first chat and | liked it. Talg, communicating, replying, listening,
disclosing - that way we may get to know our owersptypes as well as the more
hidden ones in the media. Knowing my dialogue pardrieads to the wish to
understand them.” Birgit

2. “I've enjoyed this lively expression andkange of messages and reflections, and |
find the asynchronous online format useful for sddcussions. | like the pause to
stimulate my own thinking before | write back touyand sometimes | may have an



inner dialogue for a while before | answer, and begven not, when I'm too busy
elsewhere.” Susanne

3. “I really enjoyed this unit because ofrgglly practical and everyday-life implications.
Unit 5 was a very important step for my intercudlwinderstanding.” Magdalena

4. “I would like to tell you that | was reglénjoyed about the last unit and the chat was a
very new and interesting experience for me. Allryoontributions made me think a lot
about the influence of mass media and my own stgvexal views and their
origins.” Brigitte

There is greater interaction in the second round,this has made for a richer experience
for all. It is difficult to know whether this is @uo the individuals involved or whether it can be
attributed to the improved presentation and streatd the course. The quotes below from
current participants reflect this:

1. “And until now all my expectations havefn] fulfilled and every day | am looking
forward to the news from all the other participahBrigitte

2. “I like working in multicultural settingsnd thought this course would be interesting [and
so] it proves to be.” Birgit

It must be admitted that using this devolved systémecording inter-cultural awareness
development means that the results are very pdrdormavn sometimes only to the participant’s
personal tutor apart from the participant. Indicatof progress emerge by proxy through
evaluations undertaken at key points of the cosusé as half way through Module 1, at the end
of Module 2, and at the end of Module 3. Sinceitiception of the project, the project team has
been working on producing a set of can-do statesnegfarding cultural awareness for
participants to assess themselves against. Weakimgnprogress on such a list but have yet to
test it out on any of the pilot groups.

Conclusion

The hope is that the course developed by the fgrogctbe adapted and used by others
once the project is over. The blend of online amfto-face contributes to its success, with
online Module 1 providing a solid basis from whtohwork in the face-to-face Module 2. The
residential is an important transformative eveniclwibuilds on the awareness set in train during
the online period and helps to build the trust seagy for the participants to work more closely



together in developing and sharing teaching id€éas.two pilot rounds have been invaluable in
fine-tuning the course. As we enter the read-varteof the Internet, the so-called Web 2.0,
more interactivity could be built into the onlinecsion of the course thereby making this part
even more inter-cultural.

Notes
1. Level B is an independent user; B1 is defined@ aeeshold’. Find out more at

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Common_European
Framework of Reference for Lanquages#lLevels

2. Readers interested in finding out more abouptgct are invited to request a video DVD
about the first round from the author or see acedtquality version on the project website
(http://www.teaching-culture.de/en/events/

litauen/travelogue/video.him
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Editor's notes:

This presentation was made as a regular sesstbe\&ebheads in Action Online Convergence
on November 19, 2005.



« The session took place in the Elluminate presemtabom at Learning Times. A
recording was made and can be heard at
http://home.learningtimes.net/learningtimes?qo=1342




