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their instructional time together. Do you avoid types of instruction where students with
English as a second language are constantly corrected? Instead, do you use instruction
that encourages their speaking and writing in expressive ways to make meaning of their
experiences and to generate knowledge? Are parents given a choice about the kind of
program they want for their children?

Linguicism has an impact both on students whose second language is English and on
language-dominant students. Academic achievement ol limited-English-proficiency stu-
dents is negatively affected when their language and culture isn't used for some instruc-
tion or represented in school. They can experience isolation, alienation, and inferiority
when their language and culture are not validated in the school. High drop-out rates
ultimately result. Students can come to devalue their own language and stop using it,
even in situations where it would be appropriate.

Language-majority students can come to believe that their language and culture are
superior if they experience it as the norm. They miss out on opportunities to learn other
languages through experience with their peers. They miss out on friendships with stu-
dents whose first language isn't English. In our increasingly global community they will
pay a price for ethnocentric ideas about the primacy of English and for limited under-
standing of different languages and cultures.
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We ordinarily assume that most people are “just like us.” While this is true for many
aspects of being human, culture and ethnicity demonstrate human unigueness and dif-
ference. When we expect others to be “just like us,” and they aren’t, we can get caught
in a cultural gap: something is said that offends us; someone acts in a way that shocks or
angers us; another response causes us fear. One reaction is to pull back and withdraw
into what is familiar and acceptable. This reaction, however, does not further communi-
cation: instead, it often gives rise to racist attitudes, actions, and beliefs. Discovering that
others are “not just like us” can create a boundary between “them” and “us.” Across this
boundary, stereotypical labeling is substituted for real communication; honest human
interchange is replaced by reactions based on anger, fear, and unresolved emotions.
There are other options when we come upon unexpected cultural interchanges. We
can simply become aware of our reaction, whatever that reaction is: fear, anger, frustra-
tion, being offended. Without withdrawing we can observe our reaction and its source—



Develop Cross-Cultural Communication Skills

our preconditioned expectations and beliefs. This awareness can lead us to change how
we interact with others; and we can develop more realistic expectations about communi-
cating with people from different cultural backgrounds.

But awareness does not come without work. Since it runs against what we have been
taught throughout our life, we have to cultivate the art of being aware in the process of
communicating with others. In other words, awareness of our reactions to others is some-
thing we need to practice. Through this awareness we can readjust how we interact with
others. We can accept others because we can accept ourselves. We can honor human
differences through our awareness, and through our ability to change how we interact
with people from other cultures and ethnic groups.

In one study a group of African Americans identified seven major determinants of satis-
fying communication with whites:

B The degree of negative stereotyping involved in conversations. This included forms of
“indirect stereotyping" like talking about “black topics” (such as music or sports) or
assuming that any African American represented the views of all African Americans.
Minimal negative stereotyping was more satisfying.

B How much acceptance they felt for their expressed feelings and opinions.

B The amount of emotional expressiveness. Greater emotional expressiveness was linked
to more satisfying interethnic communication.

B Authenticity, or the degree to which these African Americans could “be themselves” in
conversation with whites. Satisfying communication went along with higher degrees
of authenticity.

B Understanding. When respondents felt understood, good communication was report-
ed.

B Goal attaimment. Satisfactory communication frequently resulted in problem solving,
information exchange, or the completion of a project.

B Powerlessness. When respondents felt controlled, trapped, or manipulated, poor com-
munication was described. Some examples: when the conversation was “hogged” by
the other person; when someone attempted to persuade them through aggressive or
subtle tactics; when they were repeatedly interrupted.

Communicating Cross-Culturally

B Build mutual understanding rather than trying to understand where another is “com-
ing from.” No one is really able to “walk in another person’s shoes.” When we try to
understand where someone is “coming from,” we end up superimposing our life expe-
rience on theirs.

B Be open-minded. Accept your views as just one of many possible filters on reality, while
accepting someone else’s views as just another filter on reality.

B Bridge differences rather than insist on similarity of views.

B Seck agreement through synthesis rather than taking sides. Instead of giving up your
views, or asking others to give up theirs, find a third position that offers common
ground between differing views. This results in a cocreated, or shared, reality.
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