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Aims:

1.Understanding family issues, including family
structures, values and relationships

2. Exploring family relationships in American culture

3. Exploring cultural differences in the concept of a
happy family

Suggested class hours:
Approximately 15—18 class hours
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Listening and Speaking Activities

Interview 1

A Happy Family

1 Discussion

Suggestions for discussion:
Tolstoy’s words have now become the hallmark of his insightful views on the nature and values
of family matters. The discussion can begin with making suggestions of the following points.

Ask students to say what makes a family happy. Write the students’ contributions on the
blackboard for discussion.

A happy or unhappy family is usually defined according to its situation in the following aspects
of life:

Income (steady, sufficient or not)

Jobs (secure or insecure)

Health (good or poor)

Relationship between its members (close or remote; caring or cold; intimate or oppressive; relaxed or
stressful)

Respect (for each other or not)

Have students discuss the above aspects and their impact on the quality of family life.

Information for teachers

a.

Leo Tolstoy

Students can find a special website devoted to a plethora of materials on the life and works of this
great Russian literary figure. For an account of his legendary life, visit the following website: http://
www.bibliomania.com/010/52/frameset.html.
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b. Anna Karenina
Anna Karenina tells a tragic love story set in 19th century, Russia. Anna is the heroine of the story
who deserted her family for a lover called Vronsky. However, the love between them did not make
her life very happy, because society in Russia then gave Vronsky freedom to participate in normal
social life as a military officer while Anna was estranged and despised. She later, in an erratic fit of
jealousy caused by the popularity of Vronsky at a train station, took her own life by throwing herself
under a train.

¢. The theme

The themes of the novel are love, values of family, and self-discovery. (Multiple-interpretations are
encouraged.)

To read the complete novel, visit: http://www.sparknotes.com/lit/anna/section].html

Q: What is a happy family?
1 think a happy family is the family that stays together, which in this country is pretty hard
to establish because there is no extended family. People don’t reach out to their cousins,
brothers, and grandparents. The culture here has really separated those family members.
So for me, a happy family is having all the extended family around and being together, |
would say. And | don’t think it's very common here.

Q: 1s your family a happy one?
| think my family is a happy family, but a crazy family. | think, eh, that in general I'm
always struggling to teach my children that happiness is not material; | think that is an
important thing. And | think | remind them constantly that Father comes home every
night, which doesn’t happen with lots of my friends’ parents. Yeah, | am very happy

because | have everything | want. | think my kids have everything they want. But they
have to be reminded that they are very lucky.

Q: What is the most im nt thi r il
For me absolutely we are together. My kids are well educated. My kids are decent people.
They turn out to be decent adults. | would say that’s it. That’s all | want.

Q: What would you say about American families in general?

| would say American family is disintegrating. And | think you can break it down into very
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different categories. For example, in the typical lower middle class families, both parents

. are working. They are working very hard. They are making 30,000 dollars a year if they
are lucky together. The parents are working double shifts, which makes me very sad
because | know | am lucky. I'm a very lucky woman, because in those families they don’t
have an extended family to support them and the kids are staying in after-care. They
don’t see their parents that much. And | feel bad for them because | know that they all
want the right things. But it doesn’t work that way. And then | see what happens to
parents like me. | am very lucky. | don’t have to work. | can give my kids all the time in the
world. | drive them everywhere and | pick them up. They come home to someone who is
here, That’s luxurious. That’s not a typical family in America. So you know, | wish it worked
for everybody.

Q: What is the future change of the American family?

Interestingly, I think, after Sept. 11th, people are really reassessing how they feel. And |
noticed that a lot of people that | know, saying “No ... we’re not going out tonight. We're
going to stay home with kids.” And | think that’s something good after Sept. 11th. | have
noticed a tremendous change in the way people are sharing time with their children. |
think that’s very important.

Another interesting change, retailing industry in the US obviously caved in after Sept.
11th. But one store that had increasing sales was a home store for cooking, because
Americans don’t even cook anymore. You know they buy everything frozen, they buy
everything pre-made or they eat pizza. We had a couple for dinner one night with their
son. And the father joked to the son “Isn’t it nice to use knife and fork?” meaning they eat
pizza every night. So | was so interested in the fact that the store had increased sales,
which means parents are going home and cooking soups and doing things that are
soothing. And the number one book sold in that store was the soup recipe book, which
was interesting too, because it has the connotation of something warm and nurturing
and nutritious which | thought was amazing. | think the trend will improve if we remember
what we are going to do, if we want to keep our values intact.

Information for teachers
Cultural information: Lower middle working class
A social class is often defined in economic terms; however, it is also a relative concept. So when
Megan mentioned lower middle working class families, she meant the families whose incomes were
considered to be below the middle level in the state of Pennsylvania where her family was. To help

the students see clearly what 30,000 dollars meant for a family in her state, introduce the following
statistics to the class.
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The Median Income of Households of Some States in the US

Ranks MEDIAN INCOME
1 New Jersey $54,226
2 Connecticut $53,108
3 Alaska $52,876
4 Maryland $52,436
5 Hawaii $51,046
UNITED STATES $42,409
20 Pennsylvania $42,043
48 Arkansas $32,819
49 Mississippi $31,434
50 West Virginia $30,695

Source: Census 2004

Retrieved from http://www.ers.usda.gov/Data/Unemployment/RDList2.asp?ST=US

Listen andtake notes -
Suggested points for discussion:

1) What is Megan’s idea of a happy family?
Family members stay together.
Having a big, extended family.

2) What is life like in a lower middle working class family?
Their annual income is around $ 30,000. :
Parents work double shifts.

Children don’t have enough care from their parents.

3) What is her view of American families in general?
They are disintegrating into many different categories, such as single parent families, mixed parent
families, etc.

4) What are her expectations of her children?
Give them all she could give and expect them to be well educated and become decent adults.

5) What change has Sept. 11th caused in the attitude of ordinary Americans toward family
life?
Americans started to re-evaluate the value of family life. People prefer to stay with their children/
family members, cook more at home than eat out.
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3 Language work
Listen to the passage again and find expressions for the followlng blanks.

1) A family whose members, including their relatives such as cousins and grandparents, live
together is called an_extended family.

2) You may own a lot of things in life such as cars, a beautiful house, and posh furniture, but
your family may not be a happy one. So a happy family may not be material.

3) For the woman, it is luxurious that children can see their father every evening.

4) American families are more and more diverse in structure. In Megan's opinion, American
family is disintegrating. )

5) Americans are reassessing how they feel about family life after Sept. 11th.

6) In Megan’s opinion, to keep American values intact, Americans must improve their attitude
toward family life.

Interview 2
Relationship

Husband and Wife:
A Cross-Culture Marriage

Pre-Listening instruction

In the following recording, you will hear a talk given by a husband about his views of his family.
Listen and take notes. Answer the questions based on what is presented in the recording.

Q: What is your idea of a happy family?
It’s not an easy question, but | guess, eh, a family that is intimate and able to communicate
their feelings to each other. Basically, | don’t want to say a family that doesn’t fight,
because | think that’s, you know, part of the lives, but, | think there is a sort of genuine
closeness between siblings or with your parents, | think that’s my idea of what would be

a happy family. | don’t place a lot of values on material things. | mean, | guess a happy
family could be regardless really of your social status.
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Q: 1 heard that your wife is Chinese, but American, When you formed this family, di

you think there would be differences in your views about family life?

I think so, | think, hum, | think in many ways. She is closer to her family in terms of whom

often she speaks to on the phone. | think there is a very strong sense of, kind of, both
respect and taking care of your elders. | am probably not as substantial as she is. | think,
for example, | think in part, of my own experience. This comes from, you know, my own
family. My dad is a very independent person. So even he gets older, | think, he really
strives to be, ah, independent. He is someone who doesn’t need really anybody’s help,
you know, for example, financially, or whatever. | think that he doesn’t really like the idea
of being a burden to us. So we never really kind of talked about it. Even so | would expect
that we would at, you know, some point, have him move in with children. But it's not
something that we really discuss, whereas | think with Lin Lin’s family, one of the things,
her parents worried about her marrying me in America was that | wouldn'’t have the sense
of responsibility. | think they are worried that, you know, | wouldn't feel obligated to take
care of them. Her mom is very worried because all the kids should be together, not just
two of us. | think the méjor concern would be that, we, you know, |, as an American, or
whatever, wouldn’t have a commitment to taking care of our elders.

: Is it easier for you to deal with her family or is it for her to deal wit| r family?
Yeah, I think, hum, so there are different issues in dealing with her family. | think it’s really
the language barrier. |, for example, think, from what | can tell, | think | liked her father
very much and think that we would enjoy talking about things. But it’s difficult because of
the language barrier. | don't feel very concerned about culture difference because truly,
her father is very cosmopolitan. He was educated in Beijing, Japan, and later in France.
Besides, he travels. | mean he is very active, and he is a professor. | mean, heis a very
sophisticated guy, and then | think that we would actually have quite a bit to talk about.
But | think that her mom is more concerned that she really just, you know, would not like
me at the beginning, because, | am speaking English or whatever. But that feeling has
passed quickly because with time she is more comfortable with me. | think she really
appreciates us. So now, | actually enjoyed, you know, visiting them. And | hope | can do
it again.

For Lin Lin, I think with my family, she just has this feeling, like, you know, we were kind
of a strange family, which is all relatives. But | think, she doesn’t understand sometimes
the dynamics of my family, which sometimes | can talk to her about but sometimes |
can’t, because it’s very difficult to explain the history of one’s family and all the events
that are going to explain why you get along with one person or not another. | think
sometimes she doesn’t have a real understanding, and so, from her point of view, it's just
kind of strange. An example would be, financial matters. With my father, he has the idea



