About the Author

About the Author

Biography

Maria Borger received her Master of Arts degree in Applied Linguistics from Columbia University Teachers College (New York, New York/USA) and Bachelor or Arts Degree in Linguistics from California State University (Fullerton, California/USA).

Additionally, Maria Borger is the recipient of a Fulbright Lectureship in the Fulbright Scholars Exchange program from 1979-81. (Sibiu, Romania).  She trained Peace Corps Volunteers in the English as a Foreign Language Program in 1994 (Tartu, Estonia).  Mrs. Borger has taught English as a Foreign Language for over twenty years in various countries: Iran, Germany, Hungary, Romania, Bahrain, Oman, Saudi Arabia, and at present in Qatar.

She has presented several TESOL ARABIA Conferences, IATEFL, American University of Cairo, and the Cross-Cultural Learning Styles Conference: Teaching, Researching, and Training in a Borderless World, in Ahmedabad, India.

Currently, Maria Borger is on the English as a Foreign Language Faculty of the Qatar Foundation for Education Academic Bridge Program where the university foundation year program is attended by Qatari and other Gulf Arab students who aspire to attend either the foreign, English medium universities on campus or go abroad to English speaking nations for higher study.  For the spring semester of 2006, Mrs. Borger created and piloted a course entitled, Cross-Cultural Perspectives which is the focus of this paper.

Maria Borger, M.A.

Qatar Foundation for Education, Science, and Community Development

Academic Bridge Program

P.O. Box 24404

Doha, Qatar

mcborger@rocketmail.com
Phone: office:  (974) 492-7315

Home: (974) 482-1679

Office fax: (974) 481-9928

Teaching Cross-Cultural Perspectives in the Arabian Gulf:

Academic Bridge Program, Doha, Qatar

Maria Borger, M.A.

Qatar Foundation for Education, Science, and Community Development

Academic Bridge Program

Doha, Qatar

Abstract

In the Arabian Gulf, in particular, educational reform has taken a stronghold and more and more high school students are participating in university foundation year bridge programs.  One such program is the Academic Bridge Program in Doha, Qatar, a center of the Qatar Foundation for Education, Science, and Community Development.  This program gives students the opportunity to improve their skills in English as a second language, math, science, and academic skills in order to meet the requirements of the American universities in Education City, namely, Texas A&M, Georgetown, Carnegie Mellon, Virginia Commonwealth University, and Cornell Medical College or other English medium universities abroad.  

In view of globalization, a static homogeneous view of culture is disadvantageous and will not help the students make deeper inroads in whatever profession they pursue.  Nowadays, job markets throughout the world demand that students graduate with more cross-cultural awareness in order to be successful both domestically and internationally.  This paper will discuss the need for greater cross-cultural understanding for Qatari students and their experience in the new, semester-long, Cross-Cultural Perspectives course at the Academic Bridge Program (ABP) and will address the findings of the instructor.  Much of the content has been taken from various sources:  the journey the students are taken on begins with viewing other cultures through examination of specific categories, e.g., gift-giving, holidays, food, preferential colors to ultimately focusing on Hofstede’s cultural dimensions implementing synthetic cultures (Hofstede, Pedersen, Hofstede. 2002; Anderson, et. al. in Gudykunst, W. (Ed).  Out of the 225 students in the Academic Bridge Program, approximately 95% have not lived abroad; however, there were several who had either lived abroad for varying lengths of time or who had traveled extensively with their families.  This generation of Qataris has gone to separate-gender schools, and has not had much direct contact with foreign cultures other than their servants.  Consequently, some have a distorted view of different cultures.  

Students’ reflections, course strengths, weaknesses, and benefits will be considered.  Methods used for delivering cross-cultural concepts resulting in awareness and teambuilding/group cooperation will be examined; discussion will also examine the outcome of the course and make suggestions for future courses.
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Introduction


Many high school students in the Arabian Gulf are graduating without the basic skills needed to succeed at the university level which is why educational reform has taken a stronghold throughout the area.  As a result, foundation year or “bridge” programs are emerging in the countries of the Gulf region, e.g., Qatar, United Arab Emirates, Oman, and Qatar.  These countries are developing programs with the goal of producing a qualitative shift  in the learning styles of their students, i.e., to steer students away from rote learning, surface learning (Ramsden, 1988) as the sole method of gaining knowledge, and to shift more toward a paradigm of independent critical thinking, problem solving, analysis, experiential and “hands on” learning.


The Academic Bridge Program (ABP), located in “Education City” in Doha, Qatar is a center of the Qatar Foundation for Education, Science, and Community Development, geared  primarily to foster critical thinking skills in students while helping them to improve their skills in English, math, science, and computers.  After one year of study at the ABP, students are eligible to apply to any of the American branch universities on campus such as Virginia Commonwealth, Weil Cornell, Texas A & M, Carnegie Mellon, or Georgetown Universities or they may apply to any other English medium universities in Qatar or abroad in the United States, Great Britain, Australia, or New Zealand.


Not only is it an absolute prerequisite for students in Qatar to have the basic skills necessary for university studies, but there is also an increasing demand for them to have an awareness and deeper understanding of cross-cultural issues.  Such awareness is required in order for students to be successful or at least competitive in both the domestic and global job markets.  In order to address these demands, a new course entitled “Cross-Cultural Perspectives” was piloted at the ABP in the spring of 2006. The course was specifically designed to address the need for greater cross-cultural awareness among Qatari students.  This paper will explore the steps taken to develop the course and examine some of the methods used for delivering cross-cultural concepts to the students.  The reflections, experiences, and benefits gained from both the students and the instructor will be discussed and finally, a discussion will ensue examining the educational implications of the course for Qatari students in the future. 

Background of the Students

At the opening of the ABP five years ago, an official from the Qatar Foundation announced that historically when Qatari students were sent abroad to study in higher education, the results were not encouraging; there was only a one-in-four success rate.  Most students did not complete the programs in which they were studying.  Since the founding and development of the Academic Bridge Program, students have a better chance of succeeding at the university level because they acquire problem-solving skills and are trained to think more analytically, synthesizing information from different sources.  This is very different from what they are accustomed to which was a reliance on memorization and a system that encouraged more passive learning.

Most of the Qatari students enrolled in the Cross-Cultural Perspectives course had never lived abroad and only a few had traveled with their families to countries outside of Qatar.  In fact, the bulk of the students had never even had direct contact with foreign born people other than their servants. Furthermore, since all of the public schools and most of the private schools are non co-educational, 95% of the students in the course had never attended a co-educational institution such as the ABP. They had only experienced separate-gender education from the elementary through the high school level.

The Goals of the Course

Qatari students live in nation of approximately 863,000 people, approximately half of whom are expatriates working in the construction and service industries. This workforce comes mainly from India, Pakistan, the Philippines, Nepal, and Arab nations such as Egypt, Jordan, Palestine, Syria, Iran and Iraq.  Additionally, over the past five years there are more and more expatriates arriving from Europe and the United States to work in education, the oil and gas industry, or the private business sector. Although there are a variety of different cultures represented and living in Qatar, the Qatari students have had very limited experience interacting with expatriates. Thus, one of the important goals of the Cross-Cultural Perspectives Course was to help students develop confidence and acquire the important communication skills necessary to identify the “subtext” in cultural misunderstandings.

Course Materials


 Two textbooks were chosen to provide an introduction to the Cross-Cultural Perspectives course. The first book, chosen for its wide variety of exposure to different cultural habits (Dresser, Wiley, & Sons, 2005). The book contains information related to gift-giving, eating habits, greeting procedures, and classroom behavior. The second book (Axtell, 1997) was chosen for its light approach to body language and gestures amongst people in many countries. Another resource in this area included a video entitled Body Language – An International View, that demonstrated gestures used in many nations throughout the world. A video was also provided by the Japanese consulate in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia and was entitled Japanese Culture, Dances, Kimono, Ikebana.  This video was used to show an array of cultural celebrations, dance and theater traditions and holiday celebrations of the traditional Japanese culture.  Finally, there was a two-part video copied from the BBC entitled, Explorations. The first part of the video explores the “Day of the Dead” in Mexico and describes how and why this holiday is celebrated and the impact it has on the Mexican people every year. The second half of the video describes the culture change in Sicily in the context of puppet-making demonstrating how the older generation is trying to pass on this skill and tradition to the younger generation.

As the course progressed, and the ground work for the foundation of the course was laid out, students began to analyze critical incidents.  The books, Global Competence: 50 Training Activities for Succeeding in International Business , (Lambert, Myers, & Simmons, 2000) and The Art of Crossing Cultures, (Storti, 2001) were helpful for in-depth analysis of cultural incidents.  Further analysis of conversations and dialogues in different cultures were explored through another text book (Storti, 1994). Through analysis of given conversations, students find reasons for misunderstandings to arise. 

Cross-Cultural Journey

Engaging students:  Students began their journey in the Cross-Cultural Perspectives course with exercises demonstrating that their interpretation of an event or a visual was not always the only one; students are engaged by recognizing that there might be multiple perspectives related to the same experience.  In the textbook, Multicultural Manners (Dresser, 2005) there were explorations of different cultures. They began by exploring differences between cultures in various categories such as traditions, food, and holidays.  Subsequently, students conducted research on the internet regarding a holiday in another culture.  Following their research, they worked in groups rotating from table to table discussing their information.  This met the initial goal which was to broaden the general horizons and background knowledge of the class as a whole. Not only that, but moving from one table to the next broke down the gender barrier as students became more relaxed working in a co-educational environment. 

Exploration through games:   One of the games that helped create a co-educational “comfort zone” called, Barnga, is a simulation game that reveals cultural clashes.  Different rules had been established for playing the game at each table and, as students moved from table to table, frustrations and clashes became apparent.  It is important here to point out that not every student in the advanced Cross-Cultural Perspectives course was of Qatari origin. Some of them came from other countries in the Arab world and, although they had the religion of Islam and the Arabic language in common, they came from very different cultural backgrounds with regard to history, traditions, and upbringings.  Some were from high power distance and others low power distance backgrounds.  As a result, some students didn’t assert themselves regarding the use of the rules as they knew them, and others did assert themselves which created a “culture clash”  After Barnga was over, there was a debriefing session in which students were encouraged to share their experiences.  The comments heard most often were, “the rules were different”, “I didn’t like what he/she said”, “I didn’t like it when he/she took my cards when I thought I had won already.” The purpose of the game was for students to discover that the rules are different in every culture and one must be aware of this fact to successfully navigate and to adapt cross-culturally.  This was accomplished by asking students to discuss how they felt while playing at different tables, what happened when the rules clashed, and how or if they resolved the differences.

To further examine stereotyping and prejudice, a simulation showcasing prejudices took place.  This particular simulation was based on a PBS video entitled “A Class Divided” (1970) where a third grade teacher divided her class according to eye color.  One day the brown-eyed children were discriminated against and the next day, the blue-eyed children.  The deterioration of the self confidence of both groups was filmed, the conflicts recorded and the teacher’s interviewing the two groups.  My simulation followed a similar pattern but the use of yellow and green colored “badges” was used to create two groups.  The groups sat on opposite sides of the room and the yellow group was “talked down” to, berated, and criticized.  The green group was praised, given understanding for not completing the assignment, and encouraged no matter what their response.  This simulation took place in two classes for seven and five minutes respectively.  It could go on no longer as tensions had mounted to a point where the student groups could barely tolerate them.

The debriefing was deep where students of the yellow group revealed how badly they felt being looked down on; students of the green group stated how great they felt, “awesome”, “bulletproof”.  Discussion went on until the point emerged that since the discrimination they had experienced took place for under ten minutes that over time, e.g., years, it would be deadly and so deeply damaging.  The students journals reflected how deeply moved they were by this simulation and how it made a difference in their views of other groups they come in contact with.

Another game used to foster team-building skills and more layers of cross-cultural understanding, was a game called, The Shapes Game.  In this game the class is arranged with six students at each table.  One envelope is passed out to each group, usually five groups, and in each group one student is the “observer” who writes down everything that takes place during the game.  Inside each envelope there are different shapes of paper. Each student must try to create a square from the pieces of paper in their envelope. It sounds like a fairly simple feat but actually it is quite a challenge because of the constraint placed on each group with the rules of the game.  Students are forbidden to speak and may only give shapes of paper to each other using facial expressions or eye contact.  All of the pieces had to be owned; none of them could be left floating in the center of the table.  The group does not succeed or “win” until each member has created a 6-inch square. Of course it is soon realized that this cannot occur unless there is caring, responsibility, and sacrifice taken on by each and every member of the group. 

Debriefings—Exploring multiple perspectives:  During the debriefing, students admitted that they didn’t care whether or not anyone else had finished their square – as long as they had completed their square. They admitted that they only really cared about themselves and sought ways to “win” when they realized they had too many pieces of paper in their hands, or they cared about other individuals only when they needed to get a “shape” from him or her to complete their square.  The purpose of the game is to gain perspective on who, when, where, and why people in different cultures take responsibility for each other in their society. The rules are different in various societies where there is more importance on “finishing first”, i.e., “individualist cultures”, vs. placing an emphasis on the success of the group as a whole, i.e., “collectivist cultures”.

Further Exploration

Ultimately, the Cross-Cultural Perspectives course progressed to a deeper exploration of discovery following Hofstede’s cultural dimensions of implementing synthetic cultures (Hofstede, 2002).  Hofstede’s views were introduced vis-à-vis the article, Nonverbal Communication Across Cultures (Anderson, Hecht, Hoobler, & Smallwood, 2003) found in Cross-Cultural and Intercultural Communication (Gudykunst, 2003). The article addressed issues of individualism, collectivism, gender, power distance, uncertainty avoidance, and high and low-context cultures. Hofstede’s book entitled, Exploring Culture (Hofstede, 2002) proved to be valuable in reinforcing the cultural dimensions using his “synthetic cultures.” Students worked together in groups of two or three. They chose which “culture” they were to portray and were asked to name various situations that would occur in any culture such as a job interview, or any other common interaction. Next, they were asked to “act out” their chosen culture without revealing the name of that “culture” facilitating a comfort zone in the chosen culture. After this was established, a member from each “culture” went to the table of another group and interacted in a given situation. For example, one member of a group could go to another group and interact in a situation such as “returning merchandise to a store.”  After all members of all groups had experienced different interactions with each “culture”, they were required to write a report identifying features of the particular culture they dealt with.  Interesting self-discoveries were made. One comment was, “We represented the larger power distance culture. When we worked with the masculine culture, they were very disrespectful, rude, and aggressive in nature. They thought the important things in life were money and power and they argued.” The importance of students to gain such experience and to grasp the valuable information related to Hofstede’s cultural dimensions (Hofstede, 2002) cannot be over-stressed.

Implications for Education


In an educational setting where students’ will study in a foreign university, it benefits them to be aware of cross-cultural differences to facilitate learning with the least resistance.  It can be predicted that when students who plan to study abroad are prepared for culture shock and its various stages, i.e., knowing what to expect and aware of coping strategies, they will be better able to adjust to their environment.  Next, being aware of how cultures differ in various aspects, i.e, Hofstede’s cultures dimensions (Hofstede, 2002), implants an awareness of and focus on their own personal behavior and that of the host nation culture.  Students’ perceptions will be heightened and there will be less tension, frustration, anxiety, and isolation which will promote greater success in studying at a foreign university.  Being aware of the above two areas is the first step towards facilitating learning with less conflict.


Focus has been stressed regarding the students, their needs and predicted reaction, as well as stating that awareness is of vital importance.  No educational setting mentioning students is complete with considering the educator.  

To give two examples, the following hypothetical situations are examined:  So often we see students enter a university and have difficulty dealing with expectations of their professors for various courses.  Obviously, if the students come from a culture where deadlines have been loose, e.g., collectivist (Middle East)—the harmony of the group is important, saving face of equal importance--they can quite easily assume their instructor will understand a missed deadline for an assignment because of a family matter be it a tragedy or celebration.

A second possibility could be where a student came from a culture where there existed a high power distance system and he participates in a seminar where consensus is the norm.  The role of the instructor is that of facilitator or guide assuring that objectives are met.  Our hypothetical student may feel that the instructor is not doing his job, i.e., spewing forth with invaluable pearls of wisdom to awaiting, reverent students.  Feeling that there would normally be a substantial distance between educator and student the student could possibly internalize his feelings of resentment and frustration rather than approach the instructor, which would interfere with his learning the required information.

It is quite unreasonable to suggest that all faculty of a host nation with a high population of international students be required to be fluent in Hofstede’s cultural dimensions.  However, a certain awareness needs to be fostered in academia where there is a high population of international students.

Considering educational scenarios with both students and educators, it would serve both groups to be familiar with various dimensions of culture and expectations of both groups.  It is not only business and industry that is globalizing, but education as well, which, in truth, has developed into a business.

Suggestions for Further Research


It is the suggestion of the author that a group of students from a “bridge” program be followed from the time they begin their studies in a foreign university until they reach the end of their studies measuring the success rate of the students regarding completion of their studies.  Half of the group will have been given a cross-cultural perspectives/communication course such as the one described in this paper, and the other half no cross-cultural training whatsoever.  The groups will be instructed to keep journals focusing on specific criteria, e.g., initial impressions of the host nation/university, the people, ease/difficulty in communicating.  At the end of every academic year, students will be asked for their journals and information will be compared in specific areas, e.g., initial frustrations, friendships formed, adaptability, academic success, enthusiasm to continue with the foreign educational program.  From the data, suppositions can be stated regarding the advantages, need, and success of cross-cultural training of students going abroad.
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