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Individuals aspiring to achieve expertise in any field must be practitioners of that field
: football players must play football for years before they can play professionally; football coaches do not need to have played football themselves, but they must have coached for years if they hope to be successful. Students of foreign languages and cultures are no different. In order for someone to say they “know” Chinese language or culture, they must be able to demonstrate that knowledge through action, and action is learned through participation in the target culture. During the summer of 2010, 32 students from five US universities participated in the Chinese community through an Ohio State University-managed overseas study program.

Galal Walker (in lectures at the Ohio State University) and Eric Shepherd (1998) describe six levels of participation in a culture or subculture: observer, spectator, fan, commentator, player and shareholder.  Those who use language professionally belong to the levels of player and shareholder. Players are those who are seen as participants in an event and whose actions result in either winning or losing. Winning and losing in a culture is measured by the number and/or quality of one’s relationships, how many tasks one attempts are accomplished, and so on. Players must know the rules of the game as well as be able to act according to them in order to score “points” 
. In the subcultures we will sample below, players must know how to talk and think in order to create performances that others in the same subculture will recognize as being shared.  Players who are unable to play by the rules of the subculture that characterizes a domain are either ostracized or politely excluded. Shareholders are participants in a culture whose investment in time and/or money gives them decision-making power.  They must also be players, if they intend to ‘win’ in their actions, however.

It is unnecessary for all study programs in China to assume that their participants intend to achieve player or shareholder status.  Many Americans go to China simply to be observers or fans. For these participants, whirlwind trips to three or four locations per week or a short stay in a large city like Beijing or Shanghai are sufficient. Such programs allow participants to observe Chinese culture through static objects such as Buddhist temples, or packaged performances such as Peking Opera with supplemental English explanations. For students who expect to achieve expert status in a field relating to Chinese language or culture, a more nuanced and conscious approach to cultural learning is needed.

Hector Hammerly (1982) describes three discourses of culture, a division that helps us start thinking about culture in manageable chunks. They are achievement culture, informational culture and behavioral culture. Achievement culture represents the things about which a society is proud: the Great Wall or the Peking Opera; informational culture is the set of knowledge that well-socialized people are expected to know: the population of one’s hometown or what flavors of cuisines are associated with what Chinese regions; behavioral culture are the set of behaviors that typify a group of people: Chinese people exchange business cards with two hands and do not generally bow from the waist. All three discourses can be found in teaching materials on Chinese language and culture, but not in an equal ratio: achievement and informational culture are generally given more weight than behavioral culture. 

Walker (2000) explains that natives approach cultural items from three angles: revealed culture, ignored culture and suppressed culture. As Warnick and Christensen (2006) point out, revealed culture is the most commonly taught set of cultural items. Foreign learners of Chinese language and culture are most often taught those aspects of Chinese culture of which the Chinese are themselves highly aware and also willing to share, whether achievement, information or behavior culture. Because these items (e.g., how to use chopsticks or greet one’s teacher) are relatively obvious, they are easier to observe and therefore to teach.  These items also rarely come into serious conflict with American learners’ own values or assumptions. It is difficult to have a moral issue with the use of chopsticks, regardless of one’s ability to use them.


Administrators of any program for Americans in China must decide how much of each of the six kinds of culture they will teach. Programs designed for short-term sojourners or tourists will naturally focus on revealed culture, particularly achievement culture. Programs designed for future experts on Chinese culture, however, should incorporate all forms of culture.  Some forms are easily taught through formal instruction, while others can only be learned from experiences students have while participating in the program. These experiences, though spontaneous, occur because the program is set up in such a way that these spontaneous events can take place in the students’ lives.


A defining aspect of the summer language programs in Qingdao is that students are put into situations in which they must engage the local community to achieve their own goals, and the local community expects the students to confirm to Chinese cultural standards for doing so. In these situations, the local community is not prepped for interacting with foreigners. In 2010, two of the many ways in which the OSU-managed programs in Qingdao created cross-cultural performance situations were weekly interview projects and the assignment of Chinese roommates.


While these community interactions were not directly mediated by instructor intervention, students had much in-class practice and feedback before going into the field. For their interviews, students were given a weekly theme related to some aspect of informational culture (e.g., leisure time) and were then tasked with designing and carrying out a survey on that subject. Students received classroom feedback on the appropriateness of their draft survey questions, and then they conducted practice interviews with their classmates using revised surveys. Next, the students tested their surveys with three local Chinese people and reported on the experience. Students were encouraged to treat the survey as a conversation and avoid phrases such as “homework assignment” and “my next question is,” and encouraged to turn respondents’ answers into conversation starters by spontaneously asking follow-up questions. Students again revised their questions, interviewed seven more locals, and presented their findings every Thursday. For many students, the interview assignment was the first time they had had to use Chinese to obtain a favor from a Chinese interlocutor who was not paid to interact with them. In a culture where relationships are key, and the most fundamental relationships – family, people from the same hometown, and schoolmates – are practically unavailable to Americans, the ability to initiate and maintain relationships with strangers is critical. 


The second means by which the Qingdao summer programs created opportunities for its participants to engage in real-life tasks was the assignment of a Chinese roommate to each American student. Living with a stranger – even when the stranger is from one’s own culture – entails a wide variety of communication challenges, from what direction the toilet paper should unroll when replaced to what time lights will go out to accommodate a light sleeper. A US-Chinese roommate program requires a good deal of management and logistical support from the Chinese contributing institution. While American learners may feel that everything they learned from roommate interactions they learned all by themselves, a lot of programmatic work goes into initiating and maintaining a roommate program.

The Flagship summer programs in Qingdao are designed to create opportunities for American students to practice communicating in Chinese culture, engaging local Chinese who are not trained to interact with foreigners and who cannot help but rely upon their own cultural assumptions to carry out communication. Experiencing behavioral culture that is highly different from your own can be a jarring experience, especially when the interlocutors had previously assumed that their own behaviors were the “natural” or “right” way. Some critics of this kind of program feel that American learners should not be subjected to unprofessional Chinese professionals, should not be asked to negotiate for something they need from a stranger, and should not have to recognize and adapt to new expectations regarding classroom and social success. Proponents of this program counter that Americans hoping to involve China in their professional careers must learn these skills sooner or later, and better to do it sooner when there are a variety of institutional resources available to both explain and sometimes help resolve differences.

Visiting Buddhist temples is an important part of visiting China, especially if the visit can be contextualized with the temple’s role in Chinese achievement and informational cultures. In addition to tourist sites that well-traveled Chinese are expected to have visited, visiting rural villages that have never before seen a foreigner and pursuing a concrete task like interviewing residents takes students to another level of engagement. Because knowing is doing, students studying abroad should be given ample opportunities to “do” communication in that culture. Using Chinese words in English sentences works perfectly well when a learner is only communicating with peers and Chinese instructors, but to understand how Chinese people use words and actions to create Chinese meanings requires actual participation. Simply visiting a tourist site will satisfy fans and observers, but future China experts need to be able to engage the Chinese community in a way that will allow them to succeed professionally. Conscious attendance to behavioral and ignored culture will help Americans in overseas study programs accomplish this goal.
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