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To the Teacher

What is “culture”? There are many definitions. Some would define it as the
art, literature, and music of a people, their architecture, history, religion, their
traditions. Others might focus more on the customs and specific behavior of the
people. We choose to use a sociological definition of culture as the way of life of a
group of people, developed over time and passed down from generation to
generation. This broad definition includes every aspect of human life and
interaction. It would be impossible to cover every facet of American culture in a
single book. We have, therefore, chosen to take a values approach to our
discussion, focusing on the traditional mainstream values that have attracted
people to the United States for over 200 years. After explaining how these
traditional values developed, we will trace how they affect various aspects of
American life. ’

Why a book on American culture? There are many reasons. Those of us
who have worked with foreign students in American universities or who have
taught English to students both here and overseas are repeatedly confronted by
questions about life in the United States. Students who are. preparing to come to
the United States to study, or who are already enrolled in English as a Second
Language or other programs in American universities, frequently are confused
or even mystified about the values, attitudes, and cultural patterns that surround
them. Even those students who have mastered enough English to take courses in
an American university may find that they have not adequately mastered the
cultural rules that are required for them to be successful American students.
Many of these rules can be understood only within the broader context of
American cultural patterns in general.

It is not only students who need information of the kind presented here.
Foreign business people, visiting scholars or government officials, and even
tourists would find their time spent in the United States more satisfying if they
were able to understand more of the values underlying American behavior
patterns and institutions. Newly arrived immigrants or refugees, as well, would
find adaptation to their new home easier if they had a systematic introduction to
their new country and its inhabitants.

Thus, The American Ways is suitable for a variety of students. It has been used
as a text in a number of programs for foreign students, including intensive ESL or
EFL programs, short summer courses in the United States for foreign high school
and college students, both quarter and semester courses at American universities,
government programs for foreign visitors, and classes for immigrants. It has also
been used in many different settings outside the United States, both as a text for
students and as a reference guide — for Ameritan Peace Corps volunteers, for
example, and others who are teaching American culture to ESL or EFL students.

The Amenican Ways



~ What do we really learn when we study about other cultures? First and
foremost, we learn about our own. Until we are confronted by a different way of
doing things, we assume that everyone does things the same way that we do,
and thus our own culture — our values, attitudes, behavior — is largely hidden
from our view. When we spend some time analyzing another culture, however,
we begin to see our own more clearly and to understand some of the subtleties
that motivate our behavior and our opinions. Therefore, students using this
book cannot help but begin to understand themselves and their own cultures
better as a result. To enhance this understanding, we have followed each of the
chapters with a series of exercises, some of them specifically designed to
encourage students to thirfk about their own values or patterns of behavior and
to compare these with what they are learning about or experiencing in American
settings. We have also included a number of exercises that aré intended to
encourage foreign students to interact with and talk with Americans. In these
exercises, we have provided a set of carefully structured questions that students
can ask Americans. This information will help students get a composite picture
of American beliefs and practices as they relate to education, business,
government, sports, recreation, and so on.

Some of the chapter exercises will provide students with an opportunity to
explore more fully an idea that has been presented or to discuss these ideas with
other students. You may wish to assign different exercises to different students
or small groups of students and then ask them to share their findings and
opinions with the rest of the class. If possible, small groups should include
students from different countries so that in addition to learning about American
culture and their own, they are also learning about others.

Perhaps this is the real goal of a culture course: to help us become more
sensitive to cultural differences and more accepting of them. However, there will
always be things about another culture that we do not “like,” no matter how
much we might understand it. Thus, the objective of this book is not to persuade
others to approve of all facets of life in the United States but rather to help them
understand it more fully and be able to adapt, even if only temporarily,
whenever it is desirable to do so. There are always opportunities for exploiting
one’s “foreignness,” but there are also times when being from a different culture
can be a real liability. The ultimate choice is up to the individual, but we hope
that this introduction and cultural overview will enable people working or
studying with Americans to make more informed choices.

»/‘N
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About the Second Edition . ..

We have tried to change this book as little as possible, concentrating on
updating events that have occurred since its original publication in 1984. If you
have previously used the text, however, there are some changes that you should
watch for. Perhaps the most significant difference is the addition of material on
multiculturalism. We believe that this issue deserves special attention because
the United States has become much more culturally diverse since the early
1980s. It is now even more difficult to describe “the American culture” than it
was then. In fact, we modified the title of the book to The American Ways to
reflect this multiculturalism. The basic conceptual framework of values is the
same, but now these values are referred to as traditional, basic values. The first
and last chapters have undergone extensive revision; the material on television
has been moved from Chapter 5 The Heritage of Abundance to Chapter 10 Leisure
Time: Organized Sports, Recreation, and Television. Also, Chapter 11 The American
Family has new information about nontraditional families, reflecting changing
American lifestyles. For each chapter, we have added a list of movies that may
be used to illustrate ideas or themes presented in the chapter. You may choose
segments, or show a whole film, depending on your class. Please be sure to
preview all films because some segments are likely to contain material that may
offend or be totally inappropriate for your students.

We have been delighted to hear from many teachers about creative ways they
have used The American Way — not only to introduce American culture, but also
in cross-cultural communication, listening/speaking, reading/writing, academic
preparation, and even literature courses. Teachers have used the values framework
to design courses where students could explore ways in which the values appear
in American literature or current events, for example, focusing on materials the
teacher developed from other sources and presented in addition to the text.

Originally, we envisioned this book primarily in ESL/EFL courses, preparing
students to study in American universities. Because we believe that these students
need experience presenting information and voicing their own personal opinions
to others, they should be encouraged to make oral reports and participate in
debates and formal discussions. We have written many exercises that suggest
appropriate topics and activities. The first edition also included other exercises
that could be used to help the student become more effective in an American
university. For example, the outlining exercises provided instruction on how to
organize information into main ideas and supporting details. For the second
edition, however, we have eliminated the outlining and the skimming exercises to
make room for more pair work and small group discussion activities of general
interest. But the outlining work is not lost! New outlines for the second edition
have been done and are published in the Teachers’ Resource Manual that
accompanies The American Ways. In this manual you will find the exercises from
the first edition, as well as answer keys, lesson plans, and graphic organizers — all
presented as reproducible masters. The manual includes many other ideas for
listening/speaking activities using movies and videos available commercially.
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The Book at a Glance

Purpose To increase students’ awareness and understanding of the cultural
values of the United States, their own country, and, we hope, other
countries.

To provide interesting cross-cultural activities for small group and
class discussions, and topics for oral presentations, research, and
writing projects.

Level High intermediate to advanced. The vocabulary level is in the range
of 3,000 to 4,000 words. Grammatical structures are not controlled,
although an effort has been made to avoid overly complex patterns.
(The level of the second edition is somewhat higher than the first.)

Content Information about the traditional basic American values, where
they came from, and how these values affect various institutions
and aspects of life in the United States: religion, business,
government, race relations, education, recreation; and the family.

Types of Vocabulary practice, comprehension check, questions for discussion,

Exercises cloze summary paragraphs, values clarification, questions for
Americans, suggestions for research and oral reports, suggestions
for writing, debate topics, proverbs, people watching, understanding
the media, suggestions for further reading, recommended movies,
pair and small group activities, and experiments.

Use of ¢ To orient students to American culture

Text ¢ To foster cross-cultural communication
¢ To promote reading, discussion, and composition
¢ To encourage conversation
¢ To serve as a conceptual framework and accompany other

materials focusing on literature, the media, current events, and
SO on.
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