INTRODUCTION TO CULTURE ROLEPLAY

Part 1: Defining Culture 

The nsima looks like mashed potatoes and you take a piece of it and roll it in your hand, indent it with your thumb, and scoop the meat or soup. I am still learning and usually have more food on my face and arms than in my stomach. Today I helped kill a chicken for the first time. It is supposed to be an honor, so I tried, but it made me feel sad. Then we plucked the feathers and are going to cook it. Very different from America's way of eating chicken!
- Emily Harker6
We're all on the same planet together, breathing the same air. We're all living in the same community.
- Dan Barutta7
These two statements, one from a Peace Corps Volunteer during her first year of service and the other from a Returned Volunteer 14 years after his experience, speak volumes about the challenges and benefits of global education. Peace Corps Volunteers and other cross-cultural sojourners often begin their journeys thinking about differences, then return home understanding our similarities. Along the way they learn about culture the daily living patterns and the most deeply held beliefs that a group of people have in common.

According to Ina Corinne Brown in Understanding Other Cultures:
. . . no custom, belief or behavior can be understood out of its social or cultural context. That is, any item of behavior, any tradition or pattern, can be evaluated correctly only in the light of its meaning to the people who practice it, its relation to other elements of the culture, and the part it plays in the adaptation of the people to their environment or to one another. No custom is "odd" to the people who practice it. 8
Even younger students can appreciate the "normalcy" of cultural practices different from their own when they examine these within a framework that links the many factors (e.g., geography, history, belief systems) influencing cultural norms rather than study the practices as isolated oddities.

Cultures are systems of behaviors and customs passed from one generation to the next. The rules, language, religion, family systems, recreation, and education that a group of people share provide predictability and safety in their daily lives. When people are bound together by common beliefs and practices, they understand each other and the world around them has meaning.

As Brown suggests, a culture is a complex and evolving pattern of life, rooted in tradition as well as place. Culture is indelibly a part of each person's identity, but individuals also influence culture. It defines how we see ourselves and how we perceive others. How can we, then, ever understand a culture other than our own? One way is to view differences through a neutral framework that organizes cultural traits around a set of common functions. Over the years anthropologists have developed lists of cultural universals, or functions, that are found in some form in every culture on earth. For example, all cultures have customs and habits related to food. Peace Corps Volunteer Emily Harker's host may slaughter her own chicken while a U.S. family buys a precooked bird from a local fast-food restaurant, but each action has the same function to acquire food.

Materials
· Cultural-norms sheets for the Pandya and Chispa cultures (half of the players will receive Pandya sheets and the other half Chispa sheets) 

· Recorded music 

· A whistle and a timer to help you pace the game 

Objectives
· Students will gain skills in observing and describing behaviors. 

· Students will develop an understanding of how our cultural values influence the way we view other groups. 

Introduction
Science fiction fans will recognize a familiar theme as they participate in this simulation. Many science fiction authors have explored how humans will behave when we meet an alien race for the first time. "Brief Encounters" brings the question closer to home and asks students to explore the interaction of two cultures, one outgoing and casual, the other more reserved and formal, with very different social norms.

Procedure
1. Remove all furniture from the center of the classroom. Students will need space to move around. 

2. Divide the participants into three groups. Two groups should be about the same size and should have roughly equal numbers of males and females, if possible. A smaller group of two to three students will act as observers. 

3. Tell the observers that they will be watching closely as two different cultural groups interact. They may move among the participants, but they may not touch or speak to them. Their observations will help the class view the activity with a wider perspective during the debriefing. 

4. Send the Pandya and Chispa groups to opposite corners of the room. Distribute copies of the Pandya cultural-norms sheets to one group and the Chispa cultural-norms sheets to the other group. Ask the members of each culture to read these sheets and to discuss their norms among themselves. 

5. Visit the Pandyas and clarify their values. Emphasize the importance of staying in "character." Emphasize that the male students should be chaperoned at all times. Remind them of their reluctance to initiate contacts with people of other cultures. 

6. Visit the Chispas and clarify their values. Emphasize the importance of making several brief contacts rather than a few lengthy ones. Define a contact as eliciting a verbal or a nonverbal response from a member of the other culture. Remind them of their friendly, outgoing nature and their eagerness to meet people from other cultures. 

7. If students ask about the scoring system that appears on the norms sheets, tell them you will discuss this aspect of the game during the debriefing. Actually, you will not keep score. The point systems are printed on the norm sheets to establish a reward system for "good" behavior as defined by each of the two cultures. 

8. Announce that the two student groups have been invited to a party sponsored by an international student exchange organization. The party organizers hope the two groups will get acquainted and learn about each other. When students return to their home schools, they will present culture reports to their classmates. The students are welcome to mingle, dance, and talk. 

9. Start the music and let the two cultures interact. The teacher and student observers should walk among the groups, looking for behaviors that can be described and discussed during debriefing. 

10. After 10 to 12 minutes, blow the whistle to end the party. Ask the students to meet once more in opposite corners of the room and to make notes for their culture reports. 

11. Give each group about 10 minutes to create a brief report. The Chispas' report will describe the Pandya behavior and values that their classmates might expect to encounter if they visited the Pandya nation. The Pandyas will create a similar description of the Chispas. 

12. Ask a representative from the Chispas to present the group's report to the class. Then ask a representative from the Pandyas to read that group's norms sheet. Ask the Chispas to note how their reports compared to the Pandyas' norms sheet. 

13. Repeat with a Pandya representative sharing the group's report on the Chispas. 

Debriefing
Use questions such as the following to guide discussion of how our cultural "biases" influence the way we view other groups. Be sure to ask the observers for their views on the participants' attempts to communicate across cultures and to maintain cultural norms.

1. How did you feel about the behavior of the members of your own group? Of the other group? Did your group's culture report use positive, negative, or neutral terms to describe the other group? 

2. How did your group organize to observe the norms of your culture? During the party, what did you do if a member of your culture did not observe a particular norm? 

3. Did your group attempt to keep score during the game? What are the real-world rewards for following cultural norms? 

4. Ask students to discuss whether they agree or disagree with each of the following statements. 

· People have difficulty describing the behaviors of other groups in nonjudgmental terms. 

· People acquire cultural norms fairly quickly. 

· People seldom question the cultural norms that are handed to them. 

· Most of the group's norms are maintained through peer pressure. 

· Americans tend to feel uncomfortable without eye contact, even though in many parts of the world, eye contact is considered to be rude and impolite. 

· The same behavior can be perceived differently depending on your group's norms. For example, the same behavior appears friendly to Chispas and pushy to Pandyas. 

5. What are some real-world situations that were illustrated during the game? 

6. Pandya women were instructed to speak for the Pandya men. In what real-world situations does one group speak for another? 

7. How would the game be different for players if the Pandya men dominated the women? 

8. What would have happened if the two groups had been required to complete a science experiment or organize a field trip together? If the "party" had lasted for the entire class period? 

9. What lessons from this activity would you want to keep in mind if you were going to spend time in an unfamiliar culture? 

You are a Chispa
Chispa Cultural Norms
· Chispas are informal and friendly. 

· Among Chispas, there is no gender discrimination. Men and women behave the same way. 

· Chispas are outgoing. They love to make contact with people from other cultures. 

· Chispas contacts are brief and casual. 

· Chispas are democratic and call everyone by first name. 

· Chispas value cross-gender contacts more than same-gender contacts. 

Scoring
· Chispas get 1 point for making a same-gender contact. 

· Chispas get 2 points for making a cross-gender contact. 

· Chispas lose 5 points if they fail to make a cross-gender contact within one minute. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------

You are a Pandya
Pandya Cultural Norms
· Pandyas prefer to interact with members of their own culture. 

· Pandyas do not initiate conversation. They speak only when spoken to. 

· Pandyas have very formal speech patterns. For example, they always use "sir" and "ma'am." 

· Among Pandyas, women have more status than men. Men are chaperoned by Pandya women. 

· Pandya men avoid eye contact with women from other cultures. 

· Pandya men do not talk directly to women from other cultures. They respond through their chaperones. 

· Pandya men can talk to men from other cultures. They can maintain eye contact with men from other cultures. 

Scoring
· Pandyas lose 1 point for initiating conversations with anyone from another culture. 

· Pandya men lose 2 points for talking directly to women from another culture. 

· Pandya women gain 1 point each time they respond to a woman from another culture on behalf of a Pandya man. 

