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To the Teacher:

Teaching Encounters with Westerners

l. 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
culture or intercultural communication, but due to its heavy emphasis on

discussion it is also appropriate for use in oral skills courses.

ll. Goals of Encounters with Westerners

This textbook aims to achieve five different kinds of goals:

1) Help students improve their English language skills. Encounters allows
students to build their English skills by reading about and discussing
topics that are intellectually appropriate — and generally interesting — to
adult learners in China. In particular, Encounters helps students:

[ILearn to explain ideas at ever greater levels of nuance.
[ILearn to share ideas effectively in discussion.

2) Help students develop good intercultural communication habits and
skills. In particular, Encounters builds students’ awareness of how they go
about interpreting the behavior of foreigners. It also encourages them to
develop the habit of pausing to consider alternative possible 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 students understand about the
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various factors that affect intercultural communication, the more aware
students will be of the role these factors play in how they interpret the
behavior of foreigners.

4) Teach students basic aspects of Western culture. While Encounters
addresses 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 with Chinese culture.

5) Help teachers learn more about culture and intercultural
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.

lll. Suggested Plan for Teaching Each Unit

By design, each unit in Encounters contains more material than you will
probably need. This allows you a degree of flexibility in deciding which parts of
each unit you want to cover and how much time to devote to each. The following
suggested plan is intended to serve as a starting point for your planning, not as a
straightjacket limiting your freedom of movement.

If you want to finish the book in one semester, and plan to cover each unit
during two 2-hour class periods, you might cover the parts of each unit roughly as
follows:

Class Meeting 1/Period 1: Begin by briefly going over the Language

Tools, and also reviewing material from previous lessons. Then devote most of
the period to the Encounter exercise; i.e. presentation of the situation, group
discussion, group reports and any follow-up discussion.

Class Meeting 1/Period 2: Devote most of this period to the Intercultural

Communication Reading and follow-up activities (Usage, Discussion Activities).

Class Meeting 2/Period 1: Cover the Letter to Fran and Fran’s Response,

and follow-up discussion.
Class Meeting 2/Period 2: Cover the Culture Difference Reading and

follow-up discussion.



IV. Teaching the Parts of Each Unit

A.Teaching “Language Tools”

Each unit begins with “Language Tools,” i.e. phrases students can use to
achieve a particular communication goal, either explaining something (usually
related to culture) or discussing ideas with others. Most of these words and
phrases will probably already be familiar to students, but students may not yet be
accustomed to using them when they speak, and may not fully understand how
these phrases should be used.

Students should be required to study the Language Tools as part of their
homework, and it is probably also useful to discuss these briefly in class before
doing the Encounter exercises in each unit. However, the main thing is to ensure
that students practice using the Language Tools in conversation, both in the

Encounter exercises and elsewhere as appropriate through the unit.

B.Teaching “Encounters™

The Encounter exercises are “critical incident” exercises, a type of exercise
frequently used for intercultural training. Critical incident exercises start with
presentation of a short story describing a problematic encounter between people
from two different cultures, an encounter in which there is some kind of cultural
misunderstanding. Students are then asked to think about different possible
explanations for what went wrong and why. These activities make students more
aware of the interpretation process that is such an important part of intercultural
communication; they also encourage students to develop the habit of considering
a broad range of possibilities when interpreting the behavior of people from other
cultures, rather than interpreting from only a narrow ethnocentric basis. Finally,
these exercises are useful for illustrating cultural differences.

By intent, the Encounter activities are open-ended — no “right” explanation
of the situation is provided. This underlines the reality that in actual intercultural
encounters, people often never know what the “right answer” was, and have to

tolerate a degree of uncertainty and ambiguity.



Procedure suggestions

Step #1: Presenting the situation

1) Before presenting the situation to your class, you may want to change the
setting or details of the encounter to make it seem a little closer to your
students’ lives, or to make it more comfortable for them to discuss. For
lower level classes, you may also want to simplify the vocabulary and
sentence structure; for more advanced groups you may wish to enrich the
language.

2) In general it is best to present the situation to students orally (though you
can also have them read it from the book).

[ For lower level classes:
'First introduce new vocabulary as necessary.
Then tell the situation as a story, speaking clearly and using short
sentences with ample pauses in between.
’Repeat the presentation if necessary.
] For more advanced classes:
Present the situation more rapidly, using natural speech.
Rely on students to ask about unfamiliar vocabulary or details of the
situation that they didn’t understand.

3) After presenting the situation, check students’ comprehension by
quickly asking the whole class a few questions about the key points of the
situation.

Step #2: Small group discussion of interpretations: This step provides

students with practice in explaining ideas succinctly and clearly in English.

It also provides practice in thinking broadly and flexibly about intercultural

encounters. (In this step your students’ natural instincts will probably be to

cut through the fuss and just decide what is the “right” thing to do. One goal

is therefore to help students see that how they interpret a situation is vitally

important precisely because it is the foundation for deciding what to do.

Another goal is to help students develop the habit of considering alternative

interpretations of unclear situations rather than simply jumping to the first

conclusion that suggests itself.)
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1) Have each student individually write down several possible
interpretations of the situation. Each idea should make sense as an
interpretation of the situation; in other words, in a relevant way it should
address what needs to be explained about the situation. Each interpretation
should also be explained clearly enough that other students will understand
the idea, and also see how it differs from other possible interpretations.

2) Have students divide into groups of three or four to share their ideas and
generate a group list of possible interpretations of the situation.

LI Ask for at least five possible interpretations.

— Encourage students to brainstorm — i.e. to consider any idea, no matter how
wild, and put it on the list. Only after they have generated as many ideas as
possible should they look back at their list to decide which interpretations
seem especially likely.

3) Have each group choose one member to serve as recorder (note-taker). Having a
single set of notes encourages the group to work together as a team and discuss
their ideas. It also forces them to explain their ideas clearly enough that the
recorder can write them down.

4) Encourage students to consider both nice and nasty interpretations of a
situation. It is very easy for these exercises to degenerate into a search for nice
ways to interpret potentially nasty encounters, and unless the possibility of both
bad and good intentions are considered these exercises will seem divorced from
the real world.

5) While students discuss, circulate to offer help with language, suggestions for
groups that have stalled, and advice on culture. This is also a good opportunity
to deal with interpretations which are simply ridiculous, thus sparing students
from embarrassment later — and sparing you from the need to publicly shoot
down the interpretation in front of the whole class.

Step #3: Reports and large group discussion: This step allows students to see

other options they did not think of, and gives them a chance to check their ideas
against your perspective.
1) First have groups volunteer suggestions while you note them on the board.

(] Ask each group to suggest just one idea and then move on quickly to the next



group. This keeps things moving and ensures that each group has a chance to
contribute.

- IGroups should try to add new ideas to the list on the board (so they need to
pay attention to what is being said by other groups).

_!After each group has made a contribution, open the floor to anybody who
wishes to volunteer additional ideas.

2) Then have students look at the list on the board and decide which of the
suggested interpretations they think are most likely, and which they think are
least likely. (Take care not to indicate your own thoughts at this point in the
exercise.)

3) Finally, go over the suggested interpretations and provide a Western perspective
by indicating which you think are most and least likely.

L. IWhen your judgment differs from the students’, take the opportunity to give
additional information about the “target culture” (American culture, Western
culture, or whichever foreign culture you are teaching about), explaining
relevant cultural points which the students may not be aware of.

[ Try not to make it seem that you are coming in as the final judge with the one
and only right answer. Point out interpretations which you feel are especially
probable, but also give credit to others which are not very likely but possible.
(This allows you to affirm more of the ideas students have suggested, and
also reminds everyone that the world is a place of great variety in which the
improbable sometimes does happen.)

4) Finally, ask students which of the relatively likely/reasonable interpretations
give the most benefit of the doubt to the foreigner in the situation, and which are
least generous.

[JYou do not need to argue or even imply that students should choose the most
generous interpretation, but by asking the question you call to their attention
the fact that there is a choice to be made about whether or not to give the
benefit of the doubt.

Step #4: Follow-up: Follow up by doing one or more of the Discussion

Activities. (See below: Suggested Procedures for Teaching Discussion Activities.)

Step #5: Commenting on students’ work: You may wish to collect the
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interpretations that students wrote individually at the beginning of the exercise
and go over them. This gives you an opportunity to help students improve the clarity
with which they express and explain their ideas. It also allows you to comment

on how reasonable and likely the ideas they suggest would seem from a Western

perspective. Over time, work toward improvement in these two areas.

C.Teaching “Intercultural Communication Reading”

The purpose of this reading passage is to introduce basic concepts of

intercultural communication.

Procedure suggestions

Step #1: Reading the passage

1) The passage can either be read in class or assigned as homework.

2) Before reading, students should look at the Before You Read questions, not
least because this provides a “road map” that should make it easier to read
the text.

3) Suggest that students read the passage according to the following
procedures:

[IFirst look over the Before You Read questions.

[JRead the passage one time quickly for the main ideas, marking unfamiliar
words or questions, but not stopping to look them all up.

[ICheck comprehension using the Before You Read questions.

[1Study the Usage section.

[IRe-read the passage, paying special attention to the Usage word
combinations, and also noting any questions.

Step #2: Discussing the passage

1) In class, discuss any problems students have with the content or language
of the Reading. (If your students tend to be reluctant to ask questions, you
might require them to each have at least one question prepared in advance.)

2) You might also choose to elaborate further on one or more points in the
passage, based either on your personal knowledge and experiences or
additional material from Notes in the teacher’s book.

Step #3: Follow-up
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1) Go over Usage.

2) As time allows, do one or more of the Discussion Activities. (See below:

Suggested Procedures for Teaching Discussion Activities.)

D.Teaching “Letter to Fran and Fran’s Response”

The Letter to Fran exercise in each unit is essentially another kind of critical
incident exercise. It differs from the Encounter exercises mainly in that it is not
entirely open ended — an “answer” of sorts is provided by Fran’s Response. The
interpretation task is also subtly different; in the Letter to Fran exercise the students’
task is to try to see things from Fran’s perspective and guess how she will view them.

Procedure suggestions

Step #1: Reading Letter to Fran

1) First, have students read the Letter in class. Because the Letters are fairly

short and probably not too difficult, you might use this as an opportunity to
build students’ reading speed by only allowing them a few minutes to read.

2) When time is up, check students’ comprehension by asking them to quickly

summarize the situation in the Letter to Fran.

Step #2: Answering the Questions

1) Once students understand the situation, go to the Questions. If time allows,

have them discuss the Questions in pairs or small groups. If time is short,

ask them to quickly think about the Questions and come up with one or

more answers. Have students write their answers down, and be sure to save

their answers.

(11t is best to do this in class rather than at home because students are likely to
skip this step if it is assigned as homework.

[IEnsuring that students make guesses before they read the Response will help
them build active reading skills.

2) Close this phase of the activity by asking a few volunteers what they predict

Fran’s response will be (but don’t tell them if they are right or wrong).

Step #3: Reading Fran’s Response

1) Have students read Fran’s Response in class.

[[IHave students remind themselves of their answers to the Questions.
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XVI

[[IHave students read Fran’s Response quickly, checking to see whether or
not their guesses were correct.
Over time you can help students build their reading speed and active
reading skills by only giving them a limited — and ever decreasing —
amount of time in which to read.
Encourage them to read for main ideas, not 100% comprehension of every
word. (They can re-read the letter more carefully later.)

Step #4: Discussing Fran’s Response

1) Among options for discussing Fran’s Response are the following:

[1Ask students how accurate their predictions of Fran’s Response were. Which
parts did they guess correctly? Which parts surprised them?

[ICheck students’ comprehension of the Response.

Ll Answer questions or comment on the content of Fran’s Response.

[1Give students a chance to ask about other possible explanations they may
have for the situation in Letter to Fran. (When you tell students how likely you
think these additional explanations are, give as much credit to each guess as
possible.)

2) Go over the phrases in Usage.
[[IFor students at the intermediate and advanced levels, accurate usage of
word combinations, especially verb + preposition combinations, tends to be

a common problem. To address this problem it is necessary for students to

develop the habit of learning word combinations rather than single isolated

vocabulary items.

[1'To check, ask students in class to make sentences using the Usage
combinations.

[IWith verb + preposition combinations, make special note of where the object
can come. Ex: “to clear (something) up” and “to clear up (something)” are
both possible.

Step #5: Follow-up: Follow up by doing one or more of the Discussion

Activities. (See below: Suggested Procedures for Teaching Discussion Activities.)



E.Teaching “Culture Difference Reading”

The purpose of this passage is to teach students about basic aspects of
Western culture, in particular, areas in which Western culture differs from
Chinese culture. Because the focus of this book is more on the process of
intercultural communication than on specific points of culture difference
between China and the West, these passages are fairly short and do not by any
means provide an exhaustive picture of Western culture. However, they suggest
a few ideas which may be new to students, ideas which they can draw on as they
attempt to explain the behavior of Westerners in later Encounter and Letter to
Fran activities.

Procedure suggestions (See suggestions for Intercultural Communication

Reading above.)

V. Suggested Procedures for Teaching “Discussion
Activities”

Various kinds of discussion activities are found throughout each Encounters
unit, but most fall into several basic kinds. Suggestions for teaching each kind of
discussion activity are presented below, in alphabetical order.

Interviews: These are especially good for intermediate or advanced oral
skills classes because they allow in-depth exploration of a topic and provide
students with practice in explaining opinions.

Procedures:

1) Decide what topic(s) you want students to interview each other on.

2) Give directions for the interviews. Students need to know the suggested topic
and approximately how much time they will have. If you want students to write
up their own list of questions they will also need a few minutes to do this.

3) Pair students. Often it is good to find a way to pair students with someone other
than the person sitting next to them (who they probably already know fairly
well).

4) Have students carry out interviews. Once student A finishes interviewing
student B, you can ask them to switch roles, or even switch partners. You may

want to set a time limit, and call out when partners should switch roles.
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