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To my mother, Viola Beaumont, who returned to teaching
 so that I could go to college
 and whose joy in her profession inspired me

 and 

to the many students and colleagues who have helped us
 learn so much . . .
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Preface 

The intended audience for this book is the western-trained educator who is working or planning to work in a non-western school setting or in a multicultural school or university in a major city of North America. We use the terms western and expatriate interchangeably, since “western-trained” may encompass North Americans, Europeans, Koreans, Japanese, and others educated to teach but who lack understanding of the cultural context of the students with whom they interact.

Whether one teaches adults or children, whether the subject matter is the Bible, English, or community development, the cultural issues and obstacles that affect teaching and learning are common to all. We, therefore, have several goals for this book. The first goal is to help teachers understand their own culture of teaching and learning. All of us are people of a culture, and we carry our cultural heritage and practices, including our practice of faith, with us into every situation of life. Unless we have a clear understanding of our cultural self and how that self restricts our acceptance of and service to others, we will not readily reach an understanding of others or be able to serve them effectively.

The second goal is to equip teachers to become effective learners in another cultural context, with specific focus on learning for teaching. Toward that end, we examine in depth the relation of culture to schooling, learning, and teaching. We also explore how schooling is part of a larger community context and how that context shapes both learning and effective teaching. Our purpose in this exploration is to help teachers adapt their thinking, relationship styles, and teaching to the understandings of others.

The third goal is to help teachers reflect on the cultural differences and conflicts they have with others using the perspectives of Scripture and faith in Jesus Christ. The Bible gives principles for living that transcend culture, but we often miss appropriate application of these principles because of cultural blindness. We, therefore, seek to discern areas of cultural blindness and explore ways to cope with that blindness when teaching and engaging in cross-cultural relationships.

The fourth goal is simple: We would like teachers working outside their home culture to enjoy their teaching experience and to feel as though they are helping to disciple the people to whom God has called them. Toward that end, we provide practical illustrations and helps from our ministries and those of others with whom we have worked.

During the past thirty years, we have worked with many colleagues in non-western contexts. While they usually received some cross-cultural orientation, that training rarely included instruction or guidance on how to teach; it was assumed that they already knew how to teach. It is to our fellow laborers in Christ that we write this book, because they have helped us to become more effective learners, teachers, and servants of the Lord Jesus Christ. We especially want to say thank you to our friends in SIL International who arranged for me (Judy) to observe classes in many places and who talked with both of us over the years about these issues. Several SIL colleagues in Thailand and some of my doctoral students at Biola provided helpful suggestions on an earlier version of the text.

Many of the examples in this book arise from personal experiences or from the experiences of colleagues. Most of our personal experiences and those of our students, Americans and internationals, took place in Bible schools and seminaries  started by missionaries. Judy wrote the teaching and learning aspects of each chapter, while Sherwood wrote the biblical reflections, cultural learning tools, and applications for teaching. The use of “I” in the text always refers to Judy unless specified “I (Sherwood).”



one 

Teaching Cross-Culturally 

I come from a family of teachers, and I grew up knowing I would follow in the family tradition. I graduated from college with a bachelor’s degree in English literature and a secondary teaching credential. My first teaching job, in a predominantly Anglo, middle-class school, while not easy, confirmed my enthusiasm for the profession. I had been well trained in college, and daily teaching reinforced my pedagogical prowess.

It was during my second teaching job that everything started to fall apart. My husband, Sherwood, had been accepted to study cultural anthropology at the University of Pittsburgh, and I landed a teaching job at a junior high school in McKeesport, Pennsylvania, a steel city south of Pittsburgh. Most of my students were African Americans or the children of second-generation Euro-American steel worker families on relief. The middle-class whites were moving out of McKeesport as quickly as they could change jobs and find a “better” school for their children. Since my student teaching had been in junior high, as had my first position, I felt that this school would be a good fit. How wrong I was! The students did not respond as I had anticipated, they did not take tests well, some were several years below their  grade level, and they challenged me at every turn. I was miserable! After two years I became pregnant with our first child and thereafter only substituted until Sherwood finished his doctoral course work. I survived the experience, but I did not understand what had happened to me until several years later.

Sherwood chose the small island of Yap, in the western Pacific islands near the Philippines, to do his dissertation fieldwork.  My first year there was spent learning the language and the culture, but in the second year, the American principal of the elementary school in the district center asked me if I would teach.  It was November, and this particular class of twenty-four students from six different cultures had already gone through four teachers since September. The teachers had been wives of Americans based on Yap for varying lengths of time. They had not been formally trained, but they could speak English. Because the class was taught in English, it was assumed that they could handle a class of first, second, and third graders. When the assumption proved false, the principal recruited me. I had never taught elementary school, but I was at least a teacher. Maybe I would have better luck.

That experience completely changed my understanding of teaching. While I was using American textbooks and the classroom format was familiar, nothing progressed as I thought it should. Students helped one another with everything and almost never worked alone. They were personally self-sufficient, yet they tended to answer my questions as a group. The five American students in the class were routinely frustrated because things were not done “right.” On the playground, the island students picked lice out of one another’s hair, which the American students considered “gross.” In the classroom, the American students raised their hands to answer questions, which the Yapese students thought was silly.

Nothing, however, revealed the differences between an American classroom and this Yapese one more than the incident that occurred during the final week of school. On Monday I had gone to school not feeling well but had listed on the board all the things we had to do as a class to get ready to close the school for the year (there were no janitors or other staff; the teachers were responsible for their own rooms). On Tuesday I decided I just could not make it to school. Because there were no phones  and thus there was no way to contact the principal, I hoped he would notice that my students were locked out of their classroom and would send them home (substitute teachers were also an unknown commodity). About 9:00 A.M. he unlocked the classroom so that they could wait inside just in case I had been delayed by the bad roads or unreliable transportation. He then promptly forgot about them until 10:30. He went over to lock the classroom only to find the entire class diligently cleaning up and checking off the tasks on the board. Stunned, he said to the class, “You can all go home because obviously Mrs. Judy isn’t going to be here today.” Their response? “We can’t go; we’re not finished yet!” When I heard this story the next morning, I was dumbfounded by the comparison between this class and those I had previously taught. I had prided myself on teaching them independent thinking, but they taught me about interdependence! While only first, second, and third graders, they had already accepted more responsibility and group accountability than most American high school students. Sadly, I knew I hadn’t taught that!

My year of teaching on Yap stirred something deep within me and began to change the way I thought about the teaching process. These students introduced me to a new paradigm of classroom interaction with different expectations for relationships, both between students and their teachers and among students. Out of these experiences I developed a keen interest and commitment to research teaching and learning in differing cultural contexts. After a period of graduate study at the University of Pittsburgh, I returned to Yap in 1979 to spend a year examining in greater depth the culture of teaching and learning in Yap High School. At about the same time, Sherwood and I began serving with SIL International and other mission organizations as researchers and consultants on issues concerning cultural systems, learning styles, and cultural communication. In the years since I taught on Yap, I have taken opportunities to teach and observe in classes around the world. It has been an exciting journey: Every time I think I understand what is happening, I am surprised by something new. Perhaps one of the hallmarks of an abiding passion is that it always provokes new thinking and learning.

Cultural Context of Schooling 

Looking back from this perspective in my life, the tension and frustration I experienced in my second teaching job in McKeesport, Pennsylvania, was due to my misunderstanding of the cultural context of schooling. I had grown up in a middle-class neighborhood in northeastern Philadelphia, and my schooling experience from first grade through college was predominantly in a middle-class social context. My first teaching job in Lombard, Illinois, was in a middle-class junior high school. Teaching in that context was easy for me. My cultural background and the culture of the school were a natural fit, and I was very successful in that classroom context.

Junior high school in McKeesport was a different story. While the teachers and the principal in McKeesport Junior High School had middle-class backgrounds and education, the students came from inner-city neighborhoods and welfare or working-class black or immigrant families. I failed to understand that the students brought their cultural habits and expectations with them to my classroom. These cultural differences had a dramatic effect on our interaction in a classroom context. I learned from this experience that schooling in the urban centers of the United States is a multicultural challenge. To be effective in the city, I had to learn to teach cross-culturally.

Instead of adapting my teaching to meet the students in their culture, I responded in McKeesport by trying to teach them the “proper” culture of school. This is a common practice in American schooling. I saw this most graphically when I taught in the Head Start program on the island of Yap. The primary purpose of the program was to teach Yapese children the American culture of schooling. We introduced them to classroom routines, the role of the teacher, and a particular style of teaching that uses questions and responses. We even introduced them to our culture of food. Head Start was about what Philip Jackson (1968) calls the “hidden curriculum.”

My Yap elementary school experience, teaching grades 1 through 3 in a single classroom, pushed me to rethink my role and practice as a teacher. Early on I realized that I could not teach the curriculum for three grades on my own. As I interacted with the students, I discovered that they were willing partners with me. The older children were eager assistants in helping the younger children to learn. The students also helped me to understand their cultural differences and patterns of working together. I learned as much as I taught in that elementary school classroom.

Since 1977, Sherwood and I have been conducting adult workshops in Latin America, Africa, and Asia. The participants, who are missionaries and national church leaders, come from diverse cultural contexts. The lessons I learned in the Yap elementary school classroom have proven to be extremely valuable as I work in these multicultural contexts of adult learners.

Every training or educational situation has a cultural context of teaching and learning. Usually the organization that plans and funds the school or workshop establishes the context. The definition of curriculum, the scheduling of time, and the organization of learning are structured around a set of cultural expectations that belong to the sponsoring organization. While teaching from a single cultural perspective can work, teachers will be more effective if they recognize the importance of cultural context.

One of the first steps in teaching cross-culturally is to clarify and value the cultural distinctives of the participants. In our West Africa workshop on partnership, we divided the participants into two groups, missionaries and Africans. We asked each group to arrive at a definition of partnership and to write their understandings on the blackboard. From these reports, participants saw immediately how different their ideas were about partnership. Merely clarifying and valuing these differences led to much more effective learning for all participants in the workshop.

The teacher’s role is to create the most appropriate context within which students can learn. As we worked with these adults, we found it important to help them focus on both their differences and their common ground of spiritual commitment for ministry. By helping them focus on their common commitments, we played the role of facilitator, creating situations in which they and we could learn together.

As you can see from these illustrations, the cultural context of schooling is important for teachers at every level of education. Whether working with elementary or secondary students  in cities in the United States or in Bible schools in Africa or Latin America, teachers face many cultural issues. Students will always bring their culture to the classroom. As teachers we may be tempted to impose our culture of school on those students and push them to adhere to our hidden curriculum. Throughout the pages of this book, we will try to help you gain a deeper understanding of the complexity of the cultural beings we call students and of the diverse opportunities you have as a teacher to create a context in which they can learn and grow.

A Teacher Is a Person with Power 

If you have ever failed an exam or gotten a grade lower than you thought you deserved, you understand that a teacher is a person with power. It is extremely important to recognize that a teacher has power in relation to students. This power is derived from a teacher’s authority, which has two dimensions: skill authority and role authority.

Teachers have skill authority by virtue of the special education and preparation they have to serve as teachers in the classroom. Most teachers have a significantly higher level of education than their students, and most specialized in a particular subject area, making them experts in an aspect of the curriculum. In addition, over a period of years, teachers develop their professional skills through the experience of teaching and through continuing education. Teachers, therefore, bring to their classrooms a particular authority that comes from their education and skill.

Teachers also have a special authority derived from the role.  A person in a teaching role controls the subject matter taught in the class, defines the schedule within which that subject matter is taught, plans the lessons for each day, and defines the evaluation framework for assessing students. A particular concern to students is the fact that teachers control the positive or negative assessment of their performance. But a teacher controls much more. A teacher can make students stand in a line, wait to go to the bathroom, or insist that they be quiet. By the time students become young or mature adults, they have so internalized these rules and regulations that they obey them without direction from  the teacher. For experienced students, the controlled order of classroom behavior is automatic. Adult students bring notebooks and paper, expect exams, sit through a class regardless of whether they are suffering physiological discomfort, and often follow the directions of the teacher without question.

The power that a teacher has lies in the control a teacher exercises over things that are of value to students. Usually this control is focused on outcomes such as grades, advancement, credit toward a degree, or certification of qualification for employment. The structure of control encompasses most aspects of classroom life.

Both teachers and students bring their independent wills to the classroom. It is in the contests of will that students and teachers struggle for power in their relationships with one another. A teacher may will to affirm, rebuke, encourage, destroy, build up, or tear down students. Students may will to obey, disobey, contradict, comply, harass, or submit to the authority of the teacher.

Through the engagement of will, teachers and students create an emotional climate that defines the characteristics of teacher-student relationships and student-student relationships in the classroom.

When cultural differences are added to these power issues, there is a potential for misunderstanding and conflict. As we think about teaching cross-culturally, we recognize that Christian teachers have a great responsibility as they seek to honor Christ and be filled with the Spirit in their teaching relationships. A power struggle may become a critical factor in one’s effectiveness as a Christian teacher.

Culture as Palace and Prison 

As I already related, my first teaching assignment was in a middle-class community where students shared with me a common cultural heritage. It was a wonderful year that affirmed my gifts as a teacher and rewarded me for my investment in the development of these young people. In that context, my culture served me well. I understood what to expect from the students, they understood what to expect from me, and our mutual relationship was rewarding and fulfilling.

My second teaching assignment was much more difficult. The students did not like me, I did not understand them, and we struggled daily with power issues in the classroom. I insisted that they conform to my schedule and respond according to my direction. They resisted, harassed me, and generally worked to make my life miserable. Neither I nor my students understood that we were prisoners of our cultures. I assumed that the only proper way to run a classroom was the way I had experienced it growing up and the way I had achieved success in my first teaching job. They in turn saw no reason to conform to my routines and patterns of relating that from their perspective were oppressive, boring, and unhelpful.

Our struggles soon became a contest of power. I sent those who refused to conform to my demands to the principal’s office.  On occasion the principal dismissed them from school. Others, recognizing my will and my commitment to force them to conform, submitted grudgingly to my demands and expectations.  A few at times harassed me to such an extent that I went home weeping in frustration. I am sure there were times when students went home deeply frustrated and crying to their parents about their experience with me.

What was the problem? The basic argument in this book is that our culture serves us well when it is the only culture in focus.  In fact, it is a palace when there are no other contesting voices around us, when we can live fairly comfortable, ordered lives in the context of our own cultural system. However, when we are pushed into relationships that are outside the boundaries of our culture, that culture becomes a prison to us. We are blind to other ways of seeing and doing things, and we assume that our way is the only way that is appropriate. We become frustrated and angry with those who insist on breaking our rules, and we attempt to enforce our rules on them. In such a context, the more powerful people are usually successful in forcing their cultural way on others and making them conform to their way of life.

In my (Sherwood’s) earlier work (Lingenfelter 1998), I argued that all of us are prisoners to our culture. While our culture serves us in many useful ways, we become so enamored of it that we cannot imagine any other way of relating to people. We assume that others will do things our way, and we interpret their behavior in accord with our own values and understanding. As  a consequence, we are blind to cultural differences and do not even think to question why people act or think differently than we do.

Jesus: The Master Teacher 

As Christian educators, we should seek to model our work on the principles and values taught by Jesus and his apostles in the Bible. Jesus Christ is our master teacher and provides both principles and examples of effective teaching. The mystery of the incarnation, Jesus “being in very nature God” yet taking on a human body and becoming a servant to humanity (Phil. 2:6–9), provides a powerful analogy that can guide us in teaching cross-culturally. 

The Gospel of Luke (2:41–52) reveals that Jesus began his young life as a learner. Luke tells how Jesus departed the company of his parents and relatives to stay in Jerusalem to learn more in the temple. His frantic parents discovered him after three days of searching “sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions” (Luke 2:46). We have reflected often on this passage, pondering the significance of this young man who was “in very nature God” sitting among the experts in his culture and learning from them.

If Jesus felt it necessary to begin his career listening and asking questions, how can we do less? We have tried to model this example in our teaching and service by spending hours in places like Yap, listening to the experts in the culture and asking them questions. We have learned that the only effective way to enter into another culture is to make its experts our teachers.

In Luke’s story, Mary and Joseph “were astonished” and confused by Jesus’ behavior. Luke 2:52 concludes the story by saying, “Jesus grew in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men.” This conclusion suggests that Jesus was committed to mastering the knowledge and habits of his culture and that by doing so he grew in favor with people and with God.

The teaching phase of Jesus’ life shows that he indeed mastered the cultural ways of the people around him. His lessons were filled with quotations from Scripture, stories based on local economic and social life, and parables that drew on a deep  understanding of their way of life. His classroom was everywhere— in a house, on a boat, on the seashore, on the plains, in the hills, or on the road. He taught lessons using the contexts of work, family, community, and religious life. Using practical demonstrations, he healed the sick, cast out demons, and addressed people in the midst of broken relationships or family crises. Jesus engaged his students during their work, on the Sabbath, and in public debate. He met them at any place where he could effectively teach them to think in new ways about their relationship with him, God, and the world.

In Philippians 2:6–7, Paul tells us that Jesus was “in very nature God” yet “made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.” This text suggests that Jesus was 100 percent God and 100 percent human. If we can imagine it, Jesus was a 200-percent person. Jesus was obedient to Mary and Joseph and to his eternal Father. He lived as a respected and honored Jewish rabbi but also as the Son of Man, sent on a mission by his eternal Father. He obeyed his Father’s commands and submitted himself to the betrayal of his friends and to crucifixion by the Roman authorities.

What relevance does this have for teaching cross-culturally?  As I (Sherwood) suggested in Ministering Cross-Culturally (1986), Jesus is the example we are to follow in our lives. Paul makes this clear in Ephesians 5:1–2: “Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.” 

It is obviously impossible to be born into another culture as Jesus was born into the Jewish world. Many of us enter another culture as adults and take on teaching responsibilities as an assignment for our daily work. But we, like Jesus, should begin as learners, listening and asking questions. Our responsibility is to love the people to whom we go and to give up part of our identity and values for their sake to become effective servants of Christ among them.

The Incarnational Teacher: A 150-Percent Person 

In Ministering Cross-Culturally, I (Sherwood) suggested that those who minister cross-culturally should seek to become 150-percent persons—75 percent birth culture and 75 percent incarnate in the culture of ministry. Judy and I were both born as middle-class Anglo-Americans. We were raised to be proud of our culture, to respect our parents, and to appreciate the way of life that we knew in the United States. We came to know Christ as young people and learned to worship in a Christian church. We earned bachelor’s degrees from a Christian college and doctoral degrees from a secular university. We have had a lifetime of learning to conform to our cultural world. When we went to the island of Yap in the late 1960s, we were suddenly thrust into a situation in which we had to become less American and more Yapese.

When teaching cross-culturally, the ideal is to become less American (75 percent) and more like those we teach (at best 75 percent) and therefore 150-percent persons. Obviously we can never stop being the children of our parents and of our culture. But to be effective in a new culture, we must learn a host of new behaviors that are not part of our way of life. For example, in Yap we had to learn new values about time and to think differently about obligations of relationships. We discovered that the Yapese way of dealing with crises was far different from our way, and we had to adjust to their way.

Learning about our differences was oftentimes stressful because it usually occurred in day-to-day life rather than in a classroom. We learned by making mistakes and seeing the pain that we caused others. We learned by watching and listening and asking questions. We learned by participating with people in the daily and the crisis events of their lives. In a short period of time, we had to give up values and practices we had learned to cherish and to take on new ways of doing things that were strange for us. To succeed in a new context, we had to take on a new cultural way of life.

When I accepted the Yap elementary school teaching assignment described at the beginning of this chapter, I had already spent more than a year living among the Yapese people and learning their language. Because of this village experience, I saw the behaviors of the children differently than I would have seen them when I first arrived on Yap. I had a framework within which to interpret the responses of children, and that framework provided creative ways for bridging cultural differences and bringing these children together to learn.

Perhaps the most important thing that happened to me was coming to the realization that I could no longer rely on my past experiences and identity as a teacher in the United States. My cultural identity had changed because I had adopted many of the habits and behaviors of the Yapese villagers. These new habits and behaviors increased my repertoire of options for responding to students and helped me engage the students in different ways. I had become at least a 120-percent person, perhaps 80 percent American and 40 percent Yapese. I saw my role as a teacher as much more complex and varied than I had understood it in McKeesport. And I interpreted the students’ behaviors and values from two cultural frameworks, the one I understood in America and the one I now understood in Yap. Because of these two different frames, I was able to avoid the temptation to use my power as a teacher to force students to conform to my way of doing things; instead, I began to see how best to help them grow and learn in their context.

Jesus, a person with infinite power as the only begotten Son of God, refused to use that power to achieve an end that would have benefited him. He taught his disciples that the way of the world was to lord it over others, but he was among them as a servant. At his last supper with them, he washed their feet and then challenged them to follow his example (John 13).

Throughout this book, we will reflect on the example Jesus gave us as an incarnational teacher. We will ask when it might be appropriate to give up our cultural practices, ways of doing things, or values about effectiveness. We will ask when it is appropriate to take on the structure, values, and relationship styles of the people we seek to teach and to serve. We know we cannot stop being Americans, yet we also know we can learn to be much more. To assist you in this process, we will seek to clarify and to value the cultural distinctives you will encounter as you teach cross-culturally. We will then try to highlight the issues that bring conflict into your relationships with students and colleagues. Pointing to biblical principles, revealed especially in the life and teaching ministry of Christ, we hope to show you a common spiritual ground between you and those you seek to serve. Finally, we will try to guide you to the development of strategies that will facilitate your learning and the learning of students in your classroom.
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