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Introduction to Encounters with Westerners

I. General

The ultimate goal of English study is not just to learn a language for its own
sake. Rather, the goal is to learn how to understand and effectively communicate
with people from other nations and cultures. Encounters with Westerners is a textbook
to help students not only improve their English, but also grow in their ability to
interact effectively with people from other cultures, especially Westerners.

This integrated skills textbook provides students with practice in speaking,
listening, reading and writing. It is appropriate for use in courses on Western cul-
ture or intercultural communication, but due to its heavy emphasis on discussion

it is also appropriate for use in oral skills courses.

Il. Goals of Encounters with Westerners

This textbook aims to achieve five goals:

1) Help students improve their English language skills. Encounters allows
students tobuild their English skillsby reading about and discussing topics that
are intellectually appropriate — and generally interesting — to adult learners in
China. In particular, Encounters helps students learn to explain ideas at ever
greater levels of nuance, and share ideas effectively in discussion.

2) Help students develop good intercultural communication habits and
skills. In particular, Encountersbuilds students’ awareness of how they go about
interpreting the behavior of foreigners. It also encourages them to develop the
habit of pausing to consider possible alternative explanations of puzzling or
problematic behavior on the part of foreigners, rather than jumping to (often
ethnocentric) conclusions.

3) Familiarize students with basic concepts of intercultural communication.
Encounters introduces students to many of the basic concepts of intercultural
communication. The more that students understand about the various factors
which affect intercultural communication, the more aware they will be of the

role these factors play in how they interpret the behavior of foreigners.



4) Teach studentsbasic aspects of Western culture. While Encountersaddresses
Western culture in general, special attention is given to American culture.
In part this is because the US is the world’s largest English-speaking nation
in terms of both population and economy. Also, as one of the world’s most
strongly individualist cultures, it provides an especially sharp contrast to
China’s culture.

5) Helpteacherslearnmoreabout culture andintercultural communication.
Through teaching Encounters, it is hoped that teachers — both Western and
Chinese — will grow in their understanding of intercultural communication,

of their students’ culture, and of their own culture.
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Critical Incident Exercises and
Encounters with Westerners

I. Why should we teach intercultural communication skills in

English classes?

For students in China, the real purpose of learning English — or any other
language — should not simply be to learn grammar and vocabulary; instead, the
real goal should be to learn how to communicate with people from other countries
and cultures. Sometimes this communication is direct, for example, when a Chinese
student talks face to face with a foreigner from the United States or Britain, or
perhaps from Jordan or Thailand. Sometimes this communication is indirect, for
example, if a student reads a book written in Canada or watches a movie made in
South Africa. However, for all these situations, the real goal of learning English is
to learn to communicate cross-culturally.

In order to interact successfully with people from other countries and
cultures, one thing students need to learn is a foreign language. Of course some
foreigners in China can speak Chinese — and more and more people around the
world are studying Chinese as a foreign language. However, there will always be
many foreigners who don’t speak Chinese, and students who learn English will
generally be better able to communicate with a broad range of foreigners from all
around the world.

A second thing that will help Chinese students communicate well with
foreigners is culture knowledge. Obviously it will be easier for Chinese students
to interact with foreigners if they know a lot about those foreigners’ culture. The
problem here is the question of which culture students should learn. Clearly it is
good for learners of English to know something about the cultures of the major
English-speaking countries, and the more they learn, the better. However, in real-life
use of English, learners are as likely to use English to communicate with Russians,
Indonesians, Indians, and Brazilians as with Americans and British people, and
it would be impossible for students to become expert in the cultures of so many
different countries.

This means that, in order to interact successfully with people from other



cultures, students should study not only English and Western culture, but also
intercultural communication skills, in other words, general skills and habits that
will help them whenever they communicate with someone whose culture is very
different from theirs. In fact, study of intercultural communication skills should
not be something separate from learning English; it should be incorporated into
English learning, because real-life use of English also requires use of intercultural
communication skills.

The goal of Encounters with Westerners is to help students build not only English
skills, but also intercultural competence — skills and habits that will help them
interact more effectively with people from other cultural backgrounds. The main
type of activity that Encounters with Westerners uses to build these skills is called a

critical incident exercise (CIE), and there are at least two of these in each unit.

Il. What is a critical incident exercise?

Critical incident exercises were originally developed in the 1960s for inter-
cultural skills training, and they have come to be one of the most successful and
widely used types of activities for intercultural training. (Wight 1995:127; Wang
et al 2000:7) Since the 1980s, they have also increasingly been used in foreign
language teaching.

Consider the following example (from Encounters with Westerners, Unit 1, “The
Gift”)

Situation:

Xiao Wang has been granted a special scholarship at an American university, and his

English teacher, Ms. Kelsen, wrote a reccommendation letter that was instrumental in his

gelting the scholarship. Xiao Wang feels very grateful to Ms. Kelsen, so he decides to buy

her an expensive gift, a landscape painting, in order to thank her. One day after class ends
and the other students leave, Xiao Li presents the gift to Ms. Kelsen. Looking surprised, Ms.

Kelsen says thank you, but says that she can’t accept it. Xiao Wang offers the gift several

more times but Ms. Kelsen insists on refusing.

Question:

Why do you think Ms. Kelsen won’t accept the gift? List at least five possible reasons, and

be ready to explain why you think these are likely.
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As you can see, this CIE basically consists of two parts: 1) a story in which
a person from one culture encounters a person from another culture, but there is
some kind of problem or misunderstanding; 2) a question that invites learners to
interpret the story, i.e. figure out what went wrong and why.

Some CIEs are designed so that there is one right answer, and the students’
task is to discuss the situation and then try to figure out the right answer to the
question. For example, a cultural assimilator (also called an intercultural sensitizer) is a
critical incident exercise where the story is followed by four possible explanations,
and the learners’ task is to figure out which explanation people from the target
culture would be most likely to choose. The goal of this kind of exercise is to help
learners develop the habit of trying to see things from the perspective of the target
culture, so for this kind of exercise, the “right” answer is the one that most people
from the target culture would pick. (Albert 1995:164; Wang et al 2000:13)

Other critical incident exercises are more open-ended; no list of possible
answers is provided, and there may be more than one “right” answer. Open-ended
critical incident activities encourage learners to think more broadly about the situ-
ation, and to explore the many factors that may affect intercultural communication
situations.

Each unit in Encounters with Westerners has two critical incident exercises.

¢ TheEncounteractivities are classic critical incident activities that only provide

students with a situation and a question; “The Gift” (above) is an example of
an Encounter activity.

® The Letter to Fran activities give students not only a situation and a question,

but also a response from a fictitious teacher named Fran who analyzes the
situation.

While these two kinds of critical incident activities differ in form, both are
relatively open-ended — they recognize that many factors may play into the situa-

tion, and that there may not be one single right answer.



lll. How are critical incident exercises good for building English
skills?

While the precise English skills that students practice during a critical
incident activity vary, it should be obvious from the example above that critical
incident activities can easily be adapted for practicing any and all of the main
English language skills. For example, a listening practice component can easily
be incorporated into the activity if the teacher presents the situation to students
orally, asking them to remember and take notes. Or, if the teacher wants to give
students more reading practice, the situation can be given to students as a reading
text. Writing can also readily be included in the activity, for example, by having
students write responses to the situation.

However, critical incident exercises are most obviously useful as activities
for helping students build their speaking skills. While there are quite a variety of
different ways a critical incident exercise can be organized and used in a lesson
plan (see “Teaching Encounters with Westerners”), most of these involve a lot of dis-
cussion. Taking “The Gift” as an example, students will probably first discuss the
situation and question in pairs or small groups, and then report their conclusions
to the class; further speaking practice will ensue as the class as a whole discusses
what the small groups suggest.

Furthermore, it should be noted that students don’t simply practice speak-
ing; they practice the more advanced skill of explaining. As you can see in “The
Gift,” much of the discussion revolves around the question “why,” so students need
not only to suggest ideas but also to explain and justify their ideas. This kind of
activity stretches students’ speaking skill in ways that many other discussion top-
ics do not.

Finally, critical incidents tend to be good topics for discussion because most
adult students find them interesting to discuss. All too often, students with adult
level thinking skills are bored in English classes because the topics have been kept
simple so as not to exceed students’ speaking abilities. However, the result is too
often that students find the topics childish and not very engaging. Critical incident
activities are good for adult students because they are generally interesting and

engaging for adult students, but also quite flexible in terms of the language skills
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they demand. For low intermediate students, it is not difficult to keep the situations
simple enough to understand even when presented in English, and basic explana-
tions of the situation can often be stated in fairly simple language. The language
skills of more advanced students, however, are challenged by the need to explain
ideas in more detailed and nuanced ways, and also the need to provide evidence

for ideas.

IV. How are critical incident exercises good for building

intercultural competence?

Some of the potential benefits of critical incident exercises are quite obvious.
One thing critical incident exercises are very good for is helping students learn
more about other cultures — and even about their own. For example, “The Gift” is
a good way to start discussion of gift-giving customs, and can easily be followed
by a talk or reading that gives more information about gift-giving in Western
cultures. Of course, study of other cultures also generally helps students become
more consciously aware of their own culture. (Wight 1995:128; Fowler and Blohm
2004:58) Critical incidents are also good for preparing students for future intercul-
tural encounters by giving them a chance to think about possible problems — and
also possible responses; students who have thought in advance about a situation
are usually better able to cope with it than students who are caught completely off
guard. (Wight 1995:128; Cushner and Landis 1996:195)

However, the assumption underlying Encounters with Westerners is that the
main benefit of CIEs is that they help students build useful thinking habits that
will help them deal with intercultural encounters more successfully. These habits

will be described one by one below.

A.CIEs help students build the habit of thinking more slowly
and carefully when they run into problems in intercultural
encounters.
This is a very important point; in fact, it may be the most important benefit
of doing CIEs. However, in order to explain this point clearly, we need to first talk

a little about human psychology.



Psychologists suggest that the human mind has two basic ways of thinking,
in other words, two different ways of analyzing situations, making sense of them,
and deciding what to do about them. The first one, called System 1, is an instinc-
tive approach that does not involve much conscious or careful thought. This mode
of thinking functions more or less automatically, and very quickly; in fact, Daniel
Kahneman (2011) even calls this kind of thinking “fast thinking.” This is the think-
ing system we use most often when we interact with other people, because it is fast,
efficient, and does not require much effort; it is also usually quite accurate and
effective when we are dealing with familiar situations.

The other mode of thinking, called System 2, is much more conscious and
careful; it also requires much more effort and functions more slowly; in fact, Kahne-
man calls this “slow thinking.” This system tends to be more thorough and reliable,
and often produces better results than System 1, especially when we are dealing
with unfamiliar or complex situations. However, we also tend not to use it unless
we absolutely have to, because it requires more work. Kahneman points out that it
could also be described as “effortful” thinking.

How does this relate to intercultural encounters? In most interactions with
other people, our natural habit is to make many rapid judgments using System
1. This is because people generally interact primarily with people from their own
culture; in fact, most of the people they interact with are not only from the same
culture, but often friends or family members. These are the environments in which
our thinking and communication habits are formed, and in these situations System
1 is usually not only fast and easy but also quite accurate.

The problem is that the habit of relying heavily on System 1 is not so effective
in intercultural encounters. When we are interacting with people from unfamiliar
cultures, and perhaps in unfamiliar situations, it is generally best to rely more heav-
ily on System 2, in other words, to think more carefully and consciously. However,
it would be impossible to think carefully and consciously about everything that is
said and done in an intercultural encounter; there are simply too many things hap-
pening for us to think carefully about all of them. So, in intercultural encounters,
the trick is to develop the habit of being alert for situations where we should switch

to System 2 and think more slowly and carefully.
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Regular use of CIEs helps students get into the habit of paying special attention
during intercultural encounters, and also of switching to System 2 when problems
arise. The situation gives students a rough model of the kinds of situations where
System 2 may be needed, so regular exposure to such situations makes students
more aware of the kinds of conditions under which they need to be ready to slow
down and switch to System 2. The question serves as a signal that announces “Now

you need to switch to System 2 and think more carefully!”

B.CIEs help students build the habit of thinking more broadly,
and considering more possible explanations of a situation.

As we saw above, in most communication situations our natural tendency is to
make very quick judgments about what other people mean. Another way of saying
this is that we naturally tend to accept the explanation that seems most “obvious”
to us. However, our decisions about what is “obvious” are often based to a large
degree on our own cultural background, in other words, the “obvious” meaning
of something is what it would most likely mean in our own culture. Of course, the
problem is that what seems obvious to us may not at all be what somebody from
another culture meant, and if we use System 1 to make quick judgments in inter-
cultural encounters, there is a good chance that our judgments will be wrong.

This problem is related to the phenomenon known as ethnocentrism, in other
words, the natural human tendency to judge situations and people by the norms
of our own culture. Sometimes ethnocentrism is talked about as if it were a bad
thing to do, almost as if it were some kind of crime that people consciously commit.
However, ethnocentrism is better described as a very natural tendency — but one
that can unfortunately cause problems during intercultural communication if we
do not consciously manage it. So for students, the real goal is to learn to be aware
of ethnocentrism and to manage it.

Open-ended CIEs, such as the ones used in Encounters with Westerners, help
students build the habit of making a conscious effort to think of several possible
explanations of a situation, rather than quickly adopting the most obvious — and
quite possibly — ethnocentric explanation. In an exercise like “The Gift,” students

should certainly consider the explanations that, from their own cultural perspec-



tive, seem most obvious to them. However, they are also required to think about
the situation long enough to generate several other less obvious explanations. While
this does not guarantee that students will arrive at the “right” explanation of a
situation, or even that they will come up with non-ethnocentric explanations, the
habit of carefully looking for additional explanations increases the chances that
students will find at least some explanations that are not rooted entirely in the

norms of their own culture.

C.CIEs can be used to help students build other habits that will
make them better intercultural communicators.

The two benefits discussed above are inherent in open-ended CIEs - no mat-
ter what specific format you use for conducting the activity, it will help students
build good skills and habits related to these two areas. In addition to these, CIEs
can help students build several other good habits, but these are more dependent
on precisely how the activity is conducted.

The habit of being careful when generalizing about other cultures: When stu-

dents do CIEs, they have a natural tendency to draw general conclusions based on
the behavior of foreigners in the CIE situations. For example, students who do “The
Gift” may conclude that Western teachers — or perhaps even Westerners in general —
don’t like to accept gifts. Of course, most students probably wouldn’t over-generalize
to quite this degree, and they realize that there will be some differences between
individual Westerners. However, the temptation to draw general conclusions from
specific examples is very strong because the human mind is naturally designed to
learn in this way. In fact, scholars point out that one potential problem is that the
stories in CIEs may encourage students to draw overly broad generalizations about
foreigners and their cultures. (Wang et al 2000:17; Corbett 2003:112)

However, this problem of over-generalization is typically only serious if teachers
ignore it. In contrast, if teachers explicitly deal with the issue when teaching CIEs,
CIEs can actually be quite useful for helping students learn to generalize more
carefully and wisely. Taking “The Gift” as an example, if teachers do not talk abont
how typical Ms. Kelsen’s behavior is or, even worse, assume that the behavior must

be typical, there is a danger that students will draw overly broad eenclusions about
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