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To the memory of Sheng Yan (1939-2003)
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and my first guide to communicating in Chinese culture
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Anticipated Questions
Hopeful Replies

Galal Walker

This book constitutes an opening to a conversation about teaching
Chinese as a Foreign Language. From a wider perspective, it is an
exploration of how we use culture and language to communicate, and how
these two phenomena influence the way we teach our students. The
following questions are obvious. Perhaps some day the responses will be

too.

WHAT WE ARE DOING WITH THIS VOLUME?

The United States and China are journeying into the 215t Century together
as the two most dynamic societies on the planet. That these two societies
are going to be increasingly interwoven is a conclusion widely shared on
both sides of the Pacific. People from every level and every corner of
China and the United States will have close encounters with each other.
While not every individual will exhibit cultural and linguistic expertise in
these interactions, there will be a growing number of persons who will
learn to express themselves effectively across the linguistic and cultural
barriers that divide who Americans think they are from whom Chinese
think they are. The reason for this book is to increase the number of
brave souls who consent to dance along the edges of our identities. The
hope is that we can do this by making the pathways to their abilities to
communicate their expertise less haphazard, less hazardous to their egos,
and less time consuming. Of course, the studies found in this book will
have to be visited by many teachers and graduate students in China and
the United States before  their impact ultimately reaches those brave
culture navigators. When learning Chinese as a foreign language is

routinely - considered to be a series of negotiations  through social
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environments appropriate to Chinese culture, that pathway can become a

well-traveled road to countless individual successes.

WHO ARE WE?

The authors of these studies share the understanding that the roles and
functions of Chinese language teachers are being transformed. More and
more of the people responsible for Chinese language instruction see
themselves as the program directors and team builders who create,
nurture, and manage ever more complex social environments in which
learners become increasingly engaged in acts of communicating mutually
understood intentions. This transformation is being borne out in
technological advances, recent research on learning and memory, the
application of an ever more sophisticated understanding of culture, and an
expanding cadre of experienced Americans functioning successfully in
Chinese culture.

The progress in communication technology of recent decades permits
learners of Chinese to repeatedly and routinely observe culturally
authentic contexts , to quickly reference newly encountered language and
culture phenomena, and to establish and maintain contact with Chinese
speakers and students of Chinese language around the planet. Research in
learning has helped us relate learning environments with the rates of
progress by learners, and has given us better ideas about the patterns of
successful learning careers. As we explore ways to base language
instruction on analyses of Chinese culture, we find cleater and more
significant contexts in which to present the language events we want our
students to master. Finally, after we have observed an increasing number
of learners of Chinese who have achieved impressive expertise in
communicating in Chinese, we have an evolving inventory of attainable
goals and the experiences that lead to those goals. If these advances were
to be halted today, it would still take our pedagogy a long time to catch up
to all the possibilities that technology has already delivered.
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WHAT DO WE DO?

The term Performed Culture is used to describe the perspectives on learning
Chinese as a foreign language found in these studies. This term expresses
the idea that communication occurs in culture, that culture can be
presented as performable elements, and that the knowledge of a language
resides in the performance of the culture. The language exists in the doing
of the language.

Foreign language study is a field that tends to be expressed as one
methodology or another or associated with one charismatic figure or the
other. While Performed Culture favors certain disciplined activities over
others in the pursuit of gaining language skills, it does not require a fixed
methodology nor does it need the inspiration of an exceptional
personality. Rather it is the pursuit of specified goals and a conviction
that knowledge and action combine to assure us whether or not a person

“knows” Chinese, in other words that these goals have been met.

WHERE DOES PERFORMED CULTURE COME FROM?

Performed Culture has its origins in the millennia-old Confucian tradition.
We have referenced the ways of transmitting this tradition carefully, and
have assumed that the pedagogy itself is critically important to the long-
term survival of the tradition.

I have been influenced by Wang Yangming’s epistemological
injunction: REFMMAITH . FMAIT, KK . (There is no
such thing as someone who knows something while not acting on that
knowledge. If you know something but do not act on it, then you simply
do not know it yet.) Accepting this refusal to separate knowledge from
action clarifies the whole range of what it means to teach, learn, and
access language skills. This Ming era insistence on practice in the
pedagogy of the Confucian tradition reflects the Lun Yu (or Analects) from
over a millennia earlier.

The Lun Yu has three explicit references to practice, 2] xi “to try out,

to put in to practice,” beginning with its first line:
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FMNNZ o AIREF.  (To learn and at the right
time to put into practice what you have learned, is this not
pleasure?) Relating the appropriate action at the
appropriate time to the individual’s pleasure identifies a
basic motivation for learning—the self-satisfaction that is
earned by returning a backhand in a game of tennis or
using the appropriate expression in the course of a

conversation.

£ N3] F . (Teachings not being put into practice—
when considering things that one is careful to avoid.) The
Confucian insistence on practice being essential to
knowledge is expressed elsewhere in the La# Yu and
strongly reinforced centuries later in the thought of Wang
Yangming.

AT, 2JAHIE. (By nature we are close to each other,
by practice distant from one another.) Here we are
instructed that cultural difference occurs when we express
our intentions, but the intentions are largely shared across
cultures. Humans can understand each other if we learn

how put the desire to do so into practice.

WHY DO WE DO WHAT WE DO?

Let me (us) mention ten points that characterize those of us who are

teaching and researching Performed Culture.

1.

We view culture as the cognitive construction through which we
humans make sense of our world. This view has many
forefathers—the eatliest being Lev Vogotsky and one of the most
recent being Jerome Bruner. We assume that language is one of
the devices through which we access the possible meanings of our
respective cultures.

The effective use of cultural content in linguistic interactions--

both spoken and written—roughly correspond to the level of
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individual language abilities. Achievement culture is effectively
used at the higher linguistic level; Behavior culture is
indispensable from the lower levels of language ability. Thus, the
presentation of the target culture starts with behavior culture
and adds information culture and achievement culture as
linguistic skills reach higher levels of efficient expression.
Communicating in a language requires the automatic employment
of learned behaviors, or the use of pedagogically compiled
memories. When we operate in foreign languages and cultures, our
success depends on the accuracy of our learning in a limited range
of cultural options. Foreign participants in a culture can become
proficient in a large number of contexts provided by that culture,
but cannot replicate the diverse and complex cultural resources of
native members of that culture.

“Story” is the basic unit of memory of a C2. Stories comprise the
demonstrable knowledge of C2: The more culturally appropriate
stoties in which an individual can participate, the more intelligent
that individual will appear to be in that particular culture.

Stories are formed by personal experience in a culture and can be
revealed either declaratively, by telling, or procedurally, by
performing.

Chinese language teachers, materials developers, and program
designers present learners with versions of Chinese culture that
learners assume have been devised for their future needs. The
more accurately these versions reflect the learners’ future needs,
the better the instruction is.

The concept of Chinese culture that underlies Chinese language
instruction has to yield identifiable “frames” for learner
performance that are recognizable as useful samples of Chinese
cultural behavior.

A “performance” includes five elements: (1) a specified time, (2) a
specified place, (3) specified roles, (4) appropriate scripts, and (5)
accepting and acceptable audiences. A learner who knows these
things will understand that act of interpersonal communication.
Before the common availability of the tools to manipulate video,

graphics, audio in addition to print, the presentation of such
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10.

performances was not possible. We are now in the process of
understanding how to create programs, materials, and teacher-
student interactions that take full advantage of these resources.

Chinese language pedagogy will be advanced by blending on-going
research in language, culture, performance, information
technology, the biological foundations of learning, and the
creation and management of rich environments where meaningful

communication can take place on multiple levels.

Performed Culture is an ambitious undertaking and goes against Horace’s

injunction that “life is too short to entertain long hopes.” So we need

more minds to contribute. In the meantime, we have developed what we

hope to be interesting approaches that we will continue to share in future

discussions.

vi
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