- What a Professor Learned
- by Becoming a Student.

g




. 66 mv FRESHMAN YEAR'

) 3'..:the descrlptrons of student ]er attest dlvers1ty is. one part of
o .""-college cultire that is intimately tied to community, another.
... part,. And both parts areé ulhmately conchtroned by structures i

. .-tsm and ohon:e matenahsm, and the’ remlties of .U;S demo—:_'
grapl*m:s—that may seem, at first, to have little bearing .on’

- whether college’ diversity increases because freshmen Joe and

. . Juan truly’ ‘become friends, or whether ]ane strengthernis com-
- mumity by dec:ldmg to attend Movie Night. But they do. Not _

uinderstanding this leads to a reality about diversity and-com-

- funity, in university culture that does not match its rhetorlc,,

and a persrstent confusmn about why this i is s0.-

"\
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| 5-a partial oufsider in college owing to my age, I found
myself drawn to other pattial outsiders, and vice versa,
Those of us who in some way deviated-from the norm .
percewed somethinig'in ‘common and ended up, I noted seek:

ing one another out. Thus, the transfer student on my ‘hall be- -~ -
camie a- frlend T-was close, too, to the more W1thdrawn and. -
- rural students at Previews; the lone African Ametican student*
. inmy freshman- sermnar, and the mternanonal students in- my-
: dorms and classes. : ' T

My conversatlons with students from other countries were

often flluminating. As-anthropologists. have come'to know, cul- - -

ture can be invisible to its natives—so taken for, granted. that it

“seems: unworthy of comment. Although I could view student . -
Tife with an outsmler—professor s eye, there was much about the -
- U.s. co]lege scene that, in-its farruhanty, was invigible tome as
" well: The more I spoke with mternatlonal students, the morel -
- noticed familiar refrains that both educated me and’ reminded -
"-me about my own U.S. and acadernn: culture After ‘having .
‘many $ such mformal conversations with'both mtematlonal stu=
- dents and: teachers, I decided to add fornial mtemews of inter-
: natlonal students to my mvestlgataon of US. college lJ.fe- n: a]l B
S conducted tlurteen formal interviews, as well as several infor- -
3 _ma] conversatlons, whxch mcluded perspectlves from Somalla, -




o tional students as they grappled to understand and to fit.in at

*both’ ,mundane and profound revelations about U.S. students,

:. workshop, we eyed each other like tong-lost friends, .and she
T mtroduced meto two Japanese fri¢nds accompanying her who

- months and I ain still very confused by the. customs -Americ
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o Englancl Iapan, .Germany, C‘hlna, Meuco, Spam the Umted
. _Arab Emirates, India, Malaysm, France, and Korea. In t]-us'
: chapterI share the comments made and stories told by mterna-._

" AnyU.! Their struggles, surprises; and dilemmas pointed -to

B professors, and. the co]lege educatlon system

. Gethng to I(now “Amerlcan” Students

o ?One of my earliest mternational contacts was Wlth a young Jap-

~ -anese woman, Toshi, who lived on my floor. Duririg Welcome
Week, after we played volleyball together, I introduced myself
and began a casual convérsation. When 1 saw her again at a

lived in other dorms. The. four of us talked enjoyably for a
while, and it was- ‘clear that the. three. exchange students were
pleased to be engaged by an American student in this first
week of activities.? I told them that I'd like to make dinner for
them, and, departed mtendmg to- stop by Toshi’s room and ask
~ her to invite her two friends to a Friday night dinner at our’
- ‘dorm. As I left, though one of the women (whom T'll call
* . Chiho)-asked me.a brave questlon iri, shghtly halting English:
“Excuse.me but I dor’t understand. How can we have: dinner:
together if you don’t have my phone number and I don't have-
Cyours?” v
- Isaw her con.fusmn After exchangmg telephone numbers
- with all three women for assutance, I asked Ctuho wheth

people had invited her before without following up. “I thi
s0,” she responded “but I'm not sure. I have been here for tw

"-students are 'so. friendly and'so nlce They are- 50 open abon
' ‘wanting to get together, but they never take my phone numbé
and they never contact me agaun When Tseea woman I m
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two days ago, she does not seem to know me or remember my‘ B
~_name. ' - : R
~ Iwinced at the tmth of the frrend]y Amerlcan veneer! Nrcel R
~ to meet you,” “Drop by,” “See you soen,” all sounded likeau- .~
“thentic invitations for further contact. And yet the words were

without social substance. It was notjust Japanese, or even non- -~

EL T

Western, students for whom deciphering friendliness was a
problem..One German student- commented: . "Ihere are some
surface things about American frrendlmess Like. ‘How - are’

- you?’ A girl asked me that one day when'l was feeling sick, and -

I answered that 1 wasn't-too good but she just went on like I~

. had never sald that. Maybe it’s a sign of caring to say that. But

in Germany, - ‘How are you?' is the actual start of a conversatton .
rather than jusi-a hi/ good-bye . .
Meetlng and befrlendmg Amerrcans in more than a superﬁ-

cial way presented challenges to many international students. -

Even in class, students found it difficult. One Asian student
told me how, in her linguistics class, the teacher had told the
class that the native speakers should try to include inteina-
tional students in their groups for the study project. “But when -
we. formed the groups,” she recounted, . “nobody even re-
sponded or asked us to be in their ¢ groups, S0 the mternauona'l '
students had to make their own group.” . :
In some ways, their dilemma was hke my OWTL. Where is
community in the American university, and how does one be:
come a part of it? Interhational students learned qmckly that -
being a student, being a dorm mate, being a classmate—none '
of it automatically qualifies you as a “member of the. commu-

nity,” that is, someone whom others will seek out for activities.

- “InKorea,” one woman told me, “if we all take class together |

> anid our class ends dt'-_lunchﬁme, we would go out together asa -
group.” No such group-outing was available as-a way for new. .
_students to meet othets in their classes. Becausei in Japan, creat-

ing a network of friends and contacts is a ma]or purpose of
going to college, Midori found it surprising that U.S. students -
’leave the classroom nght after class is over. They come to claSS'_ _
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to get a grade, not to meet people or talk to people. They leave -
right away and don’t talk to other people. I don’t get why stu- _
dents run out of class, packing up and running out immedi-
ately.” = . o _ : -
- Many students expressed surprise at the dull reception they |
received and the lack of interest they perceived from American
students about their experiences and backgrounds. “Students
don’t ask me anything about my life,” a Somali student
lamented. “Even my friends .. . they don't-ask me questions .
about how I got here, or my life in other places.” A student from -
the United Arab Emirates observed: “Here everyone minds .-
their own business. Theyre not that hospitable. Like if some-
one from the U.S. came to the UAE, people would: take them
out to eat and ask questions. It would be a Jong time before they -
paid for their own meal.” A Mexican student concurred: “I'm
lonely here. I don’t think an American coming to Mexico would. -
- have the same experience as I've had here. We're more social
more curious. We'd be talking to him and asking questions.”
“When I talk to them,” one Japanese woman noted with dis-
may about her American classmates, “they don't try to under
stand what I say or keep up the conversation. They don't keep
‘talking, and I realize that they don’t want to take the trouble to
talk with me.” She thought that maybe the problem had to do
with her thick accent. When I asked another Japanese studen
what questions students had asked him about his country, he
answered: “Well, mostly nobody asks me anything abou
Japan. Some Americans don’t care about other worlds. They
~don't ask questions, but those that do sometimes know more
" about Japan than I do.” _ _ o
Almost all international students discovered some individu
als who were interested in their lives, but it was much more the
exception than the rule, and these tended to.be U.5. students
who were well traveled or who had been exchange students
themselves. “What I miss most,” admitted one student, “is to
have someone to talk to, to feel that someone else is interested;
in you.” A Mexican student agreed: “I've met people who are
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interested in me, but for a lot of other peopleit’s. ., ‘whatever’!
My [car] mechanic is more interested in my life and my back-
ground than other students.” . '

It was difficult, even for sémeone born in the United States,
to see that the outward openness of both college and American
life was often coupled with a closed attachment to a small set of

relationships, many of them (as we saw in chapter 2) developed -

early in college and focused on people of very similar back-
ground. Internaticnal students were often forced into the same
structure, finding that despite their interest in forming friend- -
ships with Americans, they seemed to end up in relationships .

with other “foreigners.” In many ways the active international

programs, which ran socials and trips for its students, rein- . -

forced a pattern in which international students came in con-.
tact mostly with other non—U.S -born students. L
It was interesting to me that, echoing the camaraderie I felt -

with “others,” a number of international students indicated &

that they found it easier to get to know U.S. minority students
than white students. One student told me, “They [minorities]
seem to be less gregarious than other Americans, in the sense
that they seem not to have as many friends and they are look-
ing [shyly] for people themselves.” In practice, despite the fact
that many students had come to the United States expressly for
the “international experience,” the majority fraternized with
other foreign students. _ _
“I think I know how to meet Americans,” Beniko, a Japanese
student, told me, “because my boyfriend meets people and has
some American friends. It’s his interests.” Beniko explained to
me that Americans find relationships when they identify hob-
bies or' elective interests in common. She went on: “My
boyfriend likes playing the drums, and he plays them in the
dorms and people come into his room. They're like a friend
magnet. [t’s the same with martial arts. He likes that, and other
boys do too, and they watch videos together, like Jackie Chan.
If you don’t have a hobby in. this country, it’s harder to mee

people. I need to develop a hobby.” _ C




be assigned an American roomimate. It was surprising to Reiko -
- that théere was no formal introduction; roommates met, instead,”

" roommate would not fit the stereotype.

L .nonshlp was something that Reiko encountered as well, albeit:
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- ,Relatlonslups and Fnendshlps .

,Both MldOl‘l and Re1ko had been exc1tec1 ifa 11ttle nervous, t

, when they both happenecl to be in the room at the same time.
* Midori had heard that many Americans were messy and loud, -
but she knew that wasn’t true across the board and hoped her |

Asit turmed out, Midori’s roommate—neat and falrly quiet—*
'was different from her expectations, but she presented chal-;
lenges on another level. She spent most days and rughts at her-
_ boyfriend’s apartiment, returning only one or two days a week
- to their room. And wheri she did, as Midori explalned her per
| sonal and spatlal bounclarles were sharp IR

I bothers her if I change any‘thmg in the toom, ‘even.
though she. only_carne to the room.one or. two times a

- week. She would say, “This is my windew—don’t open

jt"—even if she is ot there and I am very hot! “Don’t

change the heater setting” I ask her, “Can’T tuin on the

-Tight now?” “Can’l put some food in your refrigerator?” It

- had almost nothing in it. After a while, she just comes back

to the room and ignores me. She let me know that Iam her
o roommate and nothmg more. - -

The separateness and mdwrduallsm of the roommate rel

without the hostility. Her roommate had also communicate
that they would be “roomrnates and nothing more,” but Reiko
 came to apprec1ate the advantages of thls arrangement '

Ilike the Amer’ican system My roommate is ]ust my room-
‘mate. In [my country} I would be wotrying .and thinking
- all the time about my 1 roommate, If [ want to go to dinner, I
 feel I have to- ask my' room.mate “Have you eaten yet?

‘as cm-uzns SEE- us _ j_ 3.

‘Would you like to go to dinner?” ¥ must ask her about her

classes and help her if she has a. problem, Heére I have.a:

. roomumate and Iwork separately I don thave to care about

" her. It’s easier.

" International students SaW mchwduahsm and mdepen-
dence” as characteristic not- only of roommate mteractlons but’

of relations with family and friends as well. When Arturo was - :
~ asked about how AnyU ; students differed from those in his owr

country, he responded: “There’s much more independence
here. At home, students live with their parents. Here families
aren’t that tied together My roommates call ‘their dads. and -

“moms maybe onice a week, and that's it. It would be differentif

they were Mexican.” A11C1a, another Mexican. student, thought -
similarly that * “Americans have a Iot of independence. At ergh- '
teen in Mexico, I can’t thintk of living by myself. Maybe it's the -

money, but we think umted is better, for both fa.rmly ties and

for expenses.”

For Peter from Germany, Nacllf from Somaha and N1ge1

from England, the disconnection from family had repercus--
sions for social life'with friends. Americans, they felt, sharply
dlstmgulshed their family from their friends and schoolmates; -

more than one international student remarked about the dearth
of family photos on ‘student doors, as if family didn’t exist at

- school. International 'students generally saw. family as more
“naturally~integrated into their social lives. “When you're not
" near your family,” Peter told me, “it’s hard to know where do T

invite people. No.one here says, ‘Come on and meet my family.”

Here I have to invite peop]e to. come: to a home with two' other

people I don’t know. It's sn-ange -
Nadlf contmued ina sm:ular vein:

have Amencan fnends but I haven tbeen to their houses
~ Fdon't know their _parents or their brothers and smters or
© farilies; Back home, if I have a friend, everyone in their o
“family knows: ‘me and 1 know them. If I go over to visit

[fneru:ls] ancl they re not there, I stﬂl stay and talk with
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L ."Itherr famlly Here frtendshlp doesnt mvolve famﬂles 1.
. don’t know Where my fnends hve and who theJ.r farmhes
C o Cares . : S C _

Nrgel found t]'le A.merrcan system peculrar, much less smular

. to his owr culture than ke had expected. “My friends come to

my house, and they justwalk in. It’s like they’re friends not just
" with me but withmy famr]y You know, a lot of my frlends par-

ents buy me Chnstmas presents He went o .

- .j'If I have a party—llke at. Chnstmas I had a b1g party—-»my
- mum-and dad, they’d just join in and drink with everyone

. élse and have a good time: My American friends would . i

think that’s daft. T have friends [at AnyU] who have all -

~ grown up in the same city near orie. another.- The}r

~wouldn’t know how to have a conversation with anyone
_else’s parents. They get their: friends to come over when

. their parents are out, like, “Hey, my parents are away,

" come- on over.” At home, it doesn’t make a difference
~whether your parents are there or not

For Ahcra from Mexaco, thrs was a].l ev1dence of American' ‘in-

dependence.” But "Jndependence," she argued, was one side of
.a-coin. The other side “13 that I’m not sure that they have real
frlendshlps '

" The issue of real fnends}up was often more- problematlc in

_interviews than I'had anticipated. typically asked what Icon-

srdered to bea stratghtforward questlon ”Do you have friends

- who are Amerlcan'?” - :

. “I'm not sure,” ’ answered: onie }apanese gu'l ”My Amerrcan

roommate nught be a friend.” : _ :

" _“What makes you urisure?” I querled further

“We]] I like my roommate,” she explained, “and sometimes

. evenIcook and we-eat together at home, but since August [six

- months earher] we have gorie out together three times. That’s
-~ really not much; not what. frlends wou]d do in rny country, sol

: don t know.”. .

- people, but the friendship is superficial. We wouldn’t even call_ :

A.s OTHERS see us '

Another student responded to my questlon about fnends
with. one of his own. “What do you mean by “friend, '
asked, “my version or the Amierican version?” A French student
responded qulckly to my query about friends: “Sure I have
friends. It’s 50 easy to meet people here, to make friends.” '[hen_
she-added: “Well; not really friends. That's the thing. Friend-
ship.is very surface-defined here. It is easy to get to know "

1tafr1endshrp In France, when you're someone’s friend, you're ‘_
their friend for life.” Their trouble . anSWerlng my- questlon'- :

: taught me somethmg There ‘Were recurring quesuons about

what constitutes frlends}up for Americans. :

A prime dlffrculty in' sorting out. the .concept centered on’ B
]udgments surrounding what one did for a friend. When Maria . *
made her first American “friends,” she expected that they -
would be more active in helping her' settle in her new honie.' o

I was hvmg in a new cotmtry and I needed help. Like wrth -
'settmg up a bank account and doing the lease. It was new . -
‘for me. And looking for a mechanic to fix my car. Or going * - -
: shoppmg—l didn’t know what to buy [for my room]. And ..’
~ whenItell my friends thatI had a hard day trying to ﬁgu.re o
- out all the tlu.ngs they say, “Oh, I m so sorry for you '

Maria fou.nd it unfathomable “In Menco, when someone is a

friend, then regardless of the situation, evén if I would get in
trouble, T would help them American people are always busy. .
‘Oh, I'like you so much,’ they say. But then if I'm in trouble, it’s,
‘Oh, I'm.so sorry for you.” So- sorry for you’ doesn’t help!”.
Geeta’s roommates seemed just the opposite. When she told
them that she was planning on buying a used car, they told her, .

o “Oh," you don’t need a car. We have two cars and one of us wr]lE '
~ take you where you want to 8O- J But then after a wlfule, she ex-
_ plamed o _ o S :

Isee how hfe is here It's ]Jke I’m a httle e1ght—year~old g1rl
and I have to say ”Could someche please take me here?"
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“Could someone take me there?” So T don’t ask much. One
day I said that I need a ride to school, and my roommate
says, “Fine, but you have to leave right now,” and now
isn’t when | want to go. After a while, I saw that I needed
My OWn Car.

Nigel told me: “I don’t understand the superficiality in
friendships here. Americans are much friendlier than the En-
glish, but then it doesn’t really go anywhere. As far as deep
friendships are concerned—I know there are people who have
deep friendships, but it's a lot harder to figure out who those
people will be.” I asked him, “What's so different about friend-
ship at home?” ' :

1 think friends at home are closer. We're in touch every day,
for one thing. For another, when one person is doing some-
thing, the others are supporting them. Here one of my
American friends graduated, and I went to the graduation
to support him. A lot of our other friends were here for
graduation, but they didn’t even go to watch him gradu-
ate, and they weren't even doing anything. That upset me.
There’s a lot of incidents like that. It’s confusing.

“Confusing,” “funny,” “peculiar” were all words used to de-
scribe American social behavior. “Why do so many students eat
alone in their rooms rather than go out or cook together?”
“Why don’t any of the guys on my hall know how to cook any-
thing?” “Why does cveryone here use computers [Instant Mes-
saging] to communicate with people who are down the hall or
in the same dorm?” “Why do young Americans talk so much
about relationships?”

The way that Americans socialized was also a prime subject
of comment. Two points stood out. First, Americans don’t so-
cialize as much, tending to spend more time alone, as this
British student explained:

People back home of my age socialize a lot more. On a free
night, you'd go out and meet friends and be doing some-
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thing together. You'd probably go out as a big group. Ina
week of seven days, I'd probably go out two or three
nights. It’s all student-based and promoted. Here, in the
evenings, you walk down the hall and people are sitting in
their rooms playing video games and watching television.

The second thing consistently noticed by international stu-
dents is how Americans seem to separate socializing and party-
ing from the rest of their lives. “Social life in Japan,” explained
one student, “is different. It’s not like, “This is party time.’” Tt's
more integrated with the rest of your day and your life.” A
French student noted this same pattern, but with regard to
clothing. “We'll be hanging out, and then we decide to go out.
The American girl in the group says, ‘I need to go home and
change.’ I think, why? It's the same people. We're just going to
a different place now. We're not going to anyplace fancy. What
is so different now that you have to go change your clothes?”

For one British student as well, the American “party time”
mentality was perplexing: '

I don’t understand this party thing in the U.S. When you

go out here, it’s get drunk or nothing. If people go out with-
people and drink, they have to get drunk. If they don't get
falling-down drunk, they think, “What’s the point of
doing it?” I find it difficult to understand. It’s really a Eu-

ropean thing. You socialize, have a few drinks together,

and go home. '

For many international students, then, there was more flow
between family and friends, school and home, and between ac-
ademics and social life.

Classroom Life

In the classroom, most foreign students notice what U.S. adults,
if they have been away long from academia, would probably
notice too: there is an informality to the U.S. college classroom -
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- .thmg together You’d probably go-out-as-a- blg group In a:--:--'-;_.---" '_
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" .nights. It's all student-based and promoted. Here, in. the -~

_evenings, you walk down the hall and people are sitting | in' .
theu' ‘Tooms play‘mg v1deo games andd watch.mg belevrsron

' The second th]ng consustently noticed by mternatronal stir- - |
derits is how Americans seem to separate sodializing and party-

ing from the rest of their lives. “Social life inJapan,” explained
- orie student, “is different. It's not like, “This is party time.’ lts L
" mote integrated with the rest of your. day and your life.” A -
¥ French student noted- this samne- pattern, but with regard to
E  clothing. “We'll be hanging. out, and then we decide to’ go out.

The American girl in the group says, ‘I'need to go home arid. . .

change.’ I think, why? It’s the same people. We're just going to
a different place now. We’re not going to anyplace fancy. What

s s0 different now that you have to go change. your clothes?”

For one British student as well, the Amencan ‘party tune"'.

: mentahty was perplexmg

1 don t understand this party th.mg in the U S When you _

" ‘goout here, it’s get drunk or nothing. If people go out w1th- B
_-people and drink, they have to get drunk: If they don’t get g
falling-down drunk, they think, “What's the point of

- doing it?” L find it difficult to understand. It's really a Bu- = .

" ropean thmg You socrahze have a few clrmks together,
.'andgohome ' S :

' For many- mternatlonal studenbs, then, there was rnore ﬂow R

] . between fam]ly and friends, school a_nd home and between ac-
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if they have been away-long from academia, would probably

notice too there is an mfonnahty to. the U S. co]lege classroom o
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S "that some, mcludmg professors would mterpret as bo_ r
o -':on disrespect. A ]apanese student giggled as she told me:
S makes me, laugh when I see how. students come to ¢lags:. shorts,
- flip-flops ...
" mas!” AMiddle Eastern student exclaimed: “You have so much’
freedom here. You can step out of class in-the middle of the
class! We could never do that.” « For: one Asian student one of
. hie surprisés wais how often students interrupt the professor in
. the middle of a lecture to ask their. own questions. This would:
. Tiot be tolerated in his countty. An African student shared his
* thoughts: “There are: certain things that surprise me- about
- American students; T look at how they drink and eat during,
-+ .class. They put their feet up onithe chairs. They pack up their
" books at the end of: class before the teacher has finished: talk-
-ing. # One European student noted; “We ‘used to eat and drm.k
in class sometimes, but at least we hid it!”"

- out:of class or mterruptmg a lecture with questions is NOW,
|+ quite acceptable, Eating and drinking during class, sleeping

.. ing have come to be standard behawor that most professors
o wﬂl ignore. - :

" - classroom and Americart professors, U.S. professors were

~ class); “casual,” and “fnend]y ” Some, like the UAE and So
. students, appreciated that “teachers are not asinvolved in'yx

l.wes——they don’t see where you live or. try to. force you
.. study.” For. others, -including the Japanese and Korean
© " dents, it was the interest in listening to students” problems _

Teachers think- helpmg stu_dents is. their ]ob In ]apan thes
o am' doirig an independent study and I asked her to ser

. ‘mean artlcle. She got mad atme and thought thls was
o 'f-'rude for meto ask her to, do thJs SRR

It.

. torn: T-shirts: Sorne students come to class in paja-.

- Indeed, as ‘afy Amierican co]]ege student knows, steppmg
openly, packing up books before the teacher has finished talk-
- For the most: part mtemauonal stu.dents hked the Arnenc

_scribed by different - international * students as aid-bac
““helpfal,” “open,” “tolerant” (of scant. clotfung and sleeping

opuuons and in he]pmg students that was refreshlng

o don'’t think that way. T e-mailed my piof in Japan because

- 'Amencan professors are Inore open, they gwe you :.thel.r
" phone numbers.and some let you call them at home. You

L 'to glve you extra help

can really talk to them outside of class and they are. wﬂ]mg S

v =

Although Amencan professors and the Amencan c]assroorn' :

: recewed ?mgh marks for . openness ‘and helpfuhess, they re--" y
ceived mixed reviews on course content; mcludmg itsrigor, or- o

ganrzahon, and modes of evaluatlon Although one Indian stu- -

~dent. apprec1ated that. ”profs tell me which pomts to.

concentrate on when I read; they sometlmes give chapter sum-

] maries so I know what to focus my attention on,” more than- o
‘one other mentioned the controlled wayin wh:ch the. Amencan o
college classroom is run. The student i is given a smhall chuink of : - -

= reading and lecture to absorb, and. then'there is a test, "usua]ly' -

- short-answer format. Then there i§ another chunk of reading

angd;a test. It is a system that one stiident described as “forced
study,” but one il which it’s genera]ly fau'ly easy to master the
material and do well. .

Most international students were used toa less pre-dtgested
academic diet. Thieir course tontent was delivered by lechire, - .
and it was students” responsrblhty to: ﬁﬂly understand the cén-

- tent-without the benefit-of outlines, projected . overhead notes,

and other aids, as in the Americar( cla.ssroom Their grades for . "
the sernester would be based only on two long comprehenswe

essay ‘exams-and sometimes a lengthy theme paper. The Amer-.
ican approach—frequent small short-answer -tests sometimes.

coupled with study guides and lecture outhnes*—was crltlazed
by dlfferent mternauona] students .'

'[It works but] in some ways 1t s 11]<e elementary school .
or grade school. “The teacher te].ls you exactly which chap- L
ters to study, and then you revrew just those chapters The - .

schedule Sornetlmes 1t 8 annoylng

-Students here have lots of exams rea]ly srnall qmzzes The |

_adv1sers tell you the courses to talce and approve your'-ﬁ"- o

qu.tzzes make you study You learn a httle b1t for the qmz L e
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o '..=."fthen you leam a little bit drfferent for the next qwz But s
e people forget. from week to week: Once the quiz.is over, :
- they forget. . . Really, I wonder at the end of the semester' :
s what people remember when they leave ST

E I fmd it deflcult fo take the exams here senously You can -
" go into-a mulﬁple-cholce exam without. studying . Iea]ly_
. andstill come cutall right | from things you remember from
o t.lass, and a process of elimination. You could never go into
_an exam ‘back home. knowing nothmg They're essay, and
Co you ‘start from ablank page; you wouldn't know what to
o write. Knowu‘lg almost nothing there, you'd get a20 per—'
. cent. Here you could pass the test‘ :

' StﬂI some students appremated the Amerlcan gradmg sys<.
= s tem, with smaller, non-comprehenswe exams and 4. syllabus,
servmg almost as a contract that laid out exactly how tests, pa-

‘pers,- and presentatlons would bear on the fmal grade As one

o A31an student explamed

" We dont know what we're getting: for a grade in [my
- country]: We dori’t have small quizzes, ]ust one final exam
- or sometimes two, and thete’s no class partlc1patlon Thad
a class that 1 thought [ was doing well i inbutIgotaC. Ex--
_ pectattons are much clearer in the U. S They are’ much :
- clearer about gradmg It’s easier to see results of a test or - :.
' paper and how 1t related to'a grade in a-course.

o : "Tea-:tung in- Amenca is hke a ene-man show " argued Elene
- a French, studerit, in the middle of our interview. “Teachers tel
“jokes; they do PowerPoint: There is audience part1c1pat10n
1 thought you just said that i France-it was a one-ma
. show,” I followed up; “because the teacher basu:al.ly just stoo_
up with a mlcrophone and. lectured . :
. “Yeah, that's true” Fléne went on, ”but 1t s not enterta1mnen
s It’ s a lecture They ‘ré not. trymg to intefestand. entertain th
- students, and where Iwent to school we never rated the profe
' sors, ]Jke entertamers, wnth evaluanons at the end of ever

AS on—nrrs ses Us

Opuuons of the US system vaned somewhat wrth a Sty
_ dent’s country of origin. While Mexrcan st-udents fou.nd U S

professors and advrsers a little formal; most international st

denits noted their easy m_formahfy A Chinese student was aloné - .

in. mentlorung that “the profs don't seem to prepare as much_ '
There is little in thé way of class notes or handouts for the stu-
dents “ And Whrle the UAE and Somiali students believed that

“U8. students are mere serious about school because it makes -

more of a dLEference to your future, for most mtematronal sti-.
derits, either the lack of rigor of Amefican classes or the work

o \att1t1.1des of Amerlcan students presented a deferent sort of sur-
= prlse :

“When I'was in }apan, I heard how hard it Was to go to uni-. .

er51ty in the U.S.,” said one. student, ”but niow I’m here and I '

see that many students don’t dothe wor
“How do you know that?” I asked. ' L
She responded, “When 1 talk about an asslgmnent they say '
they didn’t do it!” It’s confusmg, though, she admitted: “Sti- -
dents-in my class complain a lot about: the time con‘mutment :

& while, at the same time, they talk about the parties they goto
. and'the drinking. Some students make the effort but I see. that_ -

many. others don’t do the work” . - :
Most. European students agreed that u. S classes were less'-

demandmg “My first two years of classes in this country,” said *

Eléne, “were at the high.school level. What a joke! Only at the

300 and 400 level am I seeing miich better and harder material”

A British student comumented: “My involvement within rny ac-
tual .classes is-a lot higher here, but. as far as the content of. '

work, it’s. actua]ly aldt easier. I didn’t work nearly as hard as I . o

could, and1 got Bsand better inall of my classes.” Accordmg to
Li, Chmese students work: harder and do more: homework: T
don’t thmk the American students work. that hard. I, did ‘a

group pro]ect with an American student and T éee he follows. I
organize: [ suggest the books we should read'because I want a--"

good grade. He just comes to meetmgs but doesni't rea]ly pre- :
pare. At.the end, he thanks me for carrymg the project.”

”Group work” was one of three poinits that were: often re- o
peated Iuthen_I asked what if anythingis dtﬁerent about_ the -
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.. “academic approach” in the American classroom. I had never
.. really thought about it tmtil I saw how many international stus
-~ dents noted the frequéncy of group projects and presentations_
in their classes. One European recounted: “Here they keep
__telling you to' get into groups; do a presentation. I've done so°
- many presentations while I've been here T can’t believe it. .".
" 'Many of thém aren’t even marked—we just'do them as an'exer--
' cise. Jthink it's a good thing, because people here get alot more:
"7 confidént about talking in front of others.” s
S Ivs funny,” [ mused with Beniko, a Japanese student, “that
" i sirch an individual culture students do so much work.in
. T think I iinderstand why you can,” she answered. “It is be-
- catise of ‘your. individualism. I Japan, we don’t and couldn’t
" do much group work because we would. consider each other
* oo mucH, and the project would get very complicated because
- of that.” Only American students, she suggested, would have
" - the necessary boundaries and sense of their own preferences to

- be able to negotiate the demands of a group project: © =

© .+ Individuakism and individual choice also figired into both of
- the other mentioned themes. For Asian studerits in particular,

one formidable challenge of the American classroom was in the

Aumber of times people were asked to “say whiat they think.”

* One Korean woman remarked fo me:

- Everything here is: “What do you want?”. “What.do you

- think?” “What do you like?” Even little children have pref-
. ‘erences and interests in this ‘country. I hear parents in
. restaurants. They ask a three-year-old child, “Do you want
- French fries ot potato chips?” Every little kid in this coun-
-+ try can tell you, “1 like green beans but not spinach, I like

" vanilla but not chocolate; and my favorite color is blue.”

. that most American-born students ‘are unaware. of. “You ¢

- Iike archacology—good, I take it. But then I also like astroti-

~ she “can’t takg_a ceramics course just because I like it.” The
. courses she takes are. deterrhined by her major and not subject

~ “Professors are.always asking what you think of this and think
* of that,” maintained one Japanese student.. “Its great, but it’s
- scary when you're niot used to this. T don't always know what I

R asomserssneis g
.. “Choice” abounds in the U.S. edticiaﬁonal: 's')'r'steni}'_:i;r_l'.-.ﬁay
take [courses] that interest you here,” affirmed one student: If y

omy, so [ take that.” A Tap'mese S_tudent ekplairiéd that at home

to choice. In Europe, another student told me, “when we get .
_elgcnves, we are able to choose from-.'a_‘véﬁry-shdt't-1ist3which N
‘_:O}Irse_from the list you will take. You get very few ‘open cred-
its .—whaf you call electives—where you can actually pick th;:
course, and it is usual for someone to take a course that is re-
lated to their major so it helps them with other courses.” -

In their home countries, most international smdents -céi,dd v

‘not change their major, nor could they liberally choose classes -

c-)uf.t,Side their major, nor could they double-major or double-
minor. MGfSt ‘could not'drop courses after they were .enro]led .
Fo_r': some mtemational— students, éven'being able to pic.k )one:-’s"
major was a luxury. In countries that rely heavily on fest scores 'l
for entry into specific fields, one’s major often depends on -

- rankings on exams. A Japanese student reported: “Many

people in Japan pick majors théy don’t want. My friend i
le 1 1 r : Y. _ .My friend is. . .

studying tsi be an English teacher, bitt she wants to be a dog' -~ -
groomer. She picked her major based on her test ltsand
what she did wellin.” —.°. . er_f. * Iesults and .

_‘.‘Thgr_e{_s a 'lolt'o:fl choice in yout curriculum,” one Spahish stu-
gen?:.mamta{ned,-_"and -even in the time you take classes. In

pain, certain courses' Must be taken, and 4 class i€ ziven at one
time and that’s it.” . - T Eeaone
_ Thesame choice inherent.in the_currii;lilum'.Wés seen in the |
extra-cur?ﬂ:ul.“nf- “There are so many clubs to choose from
he;e—»-)__f__ou can pfck any interest and there will be a club for it .
rem_arkegl anAfrlcan student. “If you want to join a sport in my - ..
country, sald ?nother, “we have onie or two sports you canjoin .
(s'occer: and cricket), but here you can choose from so m‘an)?" g
different ones like climbing, snowboarding, basketball, soccer,
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There were few detractors from the benefits of choice in the
American system, but a couple of students pointed out the
downside of having so much choice. One suggested: “Your sys-
tem is much more complicated, and it’s much less spécialized.
Because you take so many different kinds of courses, you are
spread thinner and have less focused knowledge in particular
areas.” Another looked at the implications of students’ freedom
to drop a course at will: “People here can drop a class whenever
they want. [f [don't like it, I drop it. If I don’t like the teacher, I
drop it. If I'm not doing well, I drop it. In Spain, once you sign,
you pay, and you can’t drop. I think it affects attitude.”

Indeed, as one foreign-born teacher confided, “1 take time to
talk to my students who didn’t do well on an exam or who are
having trouble. I suggest that they set up an appointment with
me, and T tell them what skills they need to work on extra, The
minute T do that, it has the opposite effect in your system. In-
stead of coming to my office, they drop the class. It’s really

quite surprising!”

Worldliness and Worldview

The single biggest complaint international students lodged
about U.S. students was, to put it bluntly, our ignorance. As in-
~ formants described it, by “ignorance” they meant the misinfor-
mation and lack of information that Americans have both about
other countries and about themselves. Although most interna-
tional students noted how little other students asked them
about their countries, almost all students had received ques-
tions that they found startling: “Is Japan in China?” “Do you
have a hole for a bathroom?” “Is it North Korea or South Korea
that has a dictator?” “Where exactly is India?” “Do you still
ride elephants?” “Do they dub American TV programs into
British?” _
These are just a few of the questions American students actu
ally asked of international students. While they no doubt camé
from the less sophisticated among their classmates, it was cleat

AS OTHERS SEE US 0’.

:12: themational StLllderltS across the board felt that most
o €ricans—even their own friends—are woefully ignorant (SF
e world scene. It is instructive to hear how students fr'om di;

verse countries discuss their perceptions of American students’
views of themselves and the world.

TAPAN: Really, they don’t know very much about other
countries, but maybe it’s just because a country like Japan
is so far away. Japanese probably don’t know about the

Middle East. Someti i
o metimes, students keep asking about nin-

UAE; American students are nice, but they need to sto
being 30 ignorant about other countries and other culturesp :
Americans need to look at the world around them. a cl
even the cultures around them in their own country. o

zixxc;): "I:he U.S. is not the center of the world, [Ameri-
c s} don ’t know any}hmg about other countries. Many of
em don’t have an inferest in learning about other cul-

tures. The only things students
ever ask i
culture is food. St me aboutin my

CHINA: Americans know very little about China or its cul-
ture. M0§t people think China is still very poor and ve |
comumunist-controlied, with no freedom. There is a Ve:y
antlco!mmunist feeling, and people know little abou)‘i
today 5 China, which is quite changing and different. New ‘
Zeeilandeljs know much more about Chma—perhal.::s it’s
their proximity. I think that older people here have more of

a sense of history, and that history, about the wars, about
the cold war, makes them understand mare abc:ut the
world. Younger people seem to have no sense of history

ENGLAND: People here know surprisingly little about En-
gland, and they assume a lot of things, some true sﬁm

not. Perople’s impressions of me when I say I'm frc:m Erf
g‘lanFl is that T might drink tea off a silver tray, and maybe
live in a castle, and use a red telephone box. That's }tzhe'




honesttruth .Th_e queshonsthat Ivebeen_asked are: unbe- .
© “liévable. P N L _

all Muslims are Arabs when they have many Muslims here’ -

UGERMANY:-Ameri;:an -stﬁdents jare- muchmore 1gnorant _Of |

.+ other-countries and cultures. I suppose it's becauise it's 50
o “big, and khoi«vhig about California for you is like us know-

- ‘ing about France. It’s a neighbor. The U.S. is less depen-

. know less: Still, Afnericans come across as ncit'-i'.ntergst_e‘_d in
o other Ciilmré'é, like they don’t really care about other coun-

. ‘unfair of me to Tepresent international student perspectives

1
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 saavsia: el people that Lam Musliny, and they take for .
' ranted that ' an Arab. How can they Tiot realize thatnot

" who are American?

" dent on other cultures, and maybe that’s why they.need to .

~ tries. So they think things like Swedlsh people are only
“YNDIA: Sdmeb'bdy ésk_e,c__l' :n}é' if we_"st_jl_l .ri_de on :elepha}gt:;
" That really bothered me. If Isay I'm Indian, 't,hf&y; as:k vl: ::; h
- ‘reservation? I say I'm fromBombay”Where is Bo:n._n _ag_.-f
" 'Some people don't even _l_cnow_where_ India is. A fn%n o
* mine arid I tried to _ma_k'e these Amnericans see whatllt W glls _
like and we asked them where they're from. They said Cal-
ifornia. And'we said, Where wasthat? = . .'
. FRANCE: People here don't know whereanythmgls For
- World War II, the teacher had to bnngl in a map _tc; _shovdv
. where Geriniany and England are—it was incredible! I teac
" semewhere a Iittle'research_'that said only 15 to'20 pe;c_f?nt
“of Americans between ‘the ages eighteen .tp'h&enf)/j- veé
© . could pbin.t out Iraq on a map. _'I_fhe co;gtry Wn_ll _gp:tp.ufar
* butit doesn’t know where the couriiry ist S

B -[.)espi'te"the critical consensits in these comments, it would

" roundly negative. In general; students f_rbm: 0ut51cle thg_ Ut
© States warmly appreciated the’American educational syst

.+ well as the spirit of the American college student. The criti-
| cisms that they did: have, though, were pointed and. focused.

. AS OTHERS.SEE US "

- Taken together, they, amounted.to nothing léss than a theory of .- ”
-~ the relationship among ignorance, intolerance, and ethnocen

 trism in this country, one that international eyés saw bordering
on profound self-delusion: When T asked the linked questions;.
“What would you want American students to see about them- . -
 selves?” and “What advice would you give them?” one Ger- .

- man stadent stated succinctly what many students commurii- -

cated to me at greater length: “Americans seem to think’they .
have the perfect place to.live, the best country, the best city. I - :
‘hear that all the time. [ tsed to think you. just. got that from - . -,
politicians, but now I see it's from regular people-too. The pa- -
triotism thing here really bothers me.” - | e
- Tt is sobering to hear these words from a Geérman student, .
‘whose country’s historical experience in- the 1930sand 19405
taught him the dangers of hypernationalism. To his fellow US.
Studenté.he offered this recommendation: “I'd give them ad-

vice to live elsewhere. They should Tecognize that the way of

- living in the U'S. is fine, but it iSn’t_'n_écesSaifily the best way for -

everyone. I don't like to evaluate, and I'd like that applied to .
me. Be more informed. Information leads to tolerance.” -
It bothered- a Chinese student who read in an article that
“American students don’t want to study a foreign language be:
cause: they believe that the world language will be English. ‘1.
think they need to learn about the world, to learn a foreign lan-

-guage,” he urged. It bothered-a British student, who lamented |

how much of world music American, students seem o miss.:

' “Everything here [on his’ corridor] is, either bl'ack'gai;gster rap |

or punk. rock, anid that's basically it. They don’t want to hear -
other muSib—%;ontemporary music from arfound the world.” -

- The connection between lack of information and intolerance -
 ranslated occasionally into personal stories of frustration, hit-
ting home in the lives of some students, “Fwish they [his hall |
 mates] were accepting of more different music;” said an Indian -

tudent. "‘I_-'play' my-own music. I play it loud just like t_h'ey do— -
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| .A].'ablC and Purqabr and other stuff—and they cornplam to the -

‘- RAs. But it's my nght to play that t00. Why clon t they under-

 stand that?” -
They don’t accept other cu]turesg speculated one ]apanese _

. student

e body else in the kitchen area looked at me funny. She
.. asked, "Why are you making so much nolse?” I told her

:Once I was eatmg the food I had made—-—]apanese noo-';;.
" dles—and we Japanese eat noodles with a noise. Some* .

- that’s the way Japanese eat their noodles, and I can see by -

her face that she is disapproving. It hurt e to see that.

. Some Americans don’t care about other worlds. -

 One key toward creating a more positive cycle of informa- * 4
- tion, self-awareness, and tolerance was for many the university
and unjversity education itself. Learti a foreign language and 3
" study overseas, many. recommended for individual students.
Usé your education to expand your purview beyond your own'
cou.ntry For the university, other students recommended a.
greater emphasis on self—awareness, Including a. more crltlca]

eye directed to our own institutions and history. :
For one Chinese student, the need to be more reflective about

the media representatlon of news and. issues was eritical:.

“Media coverage has a very. great influence here. In. China,

has less influence because everyone knows it’s propaganda -
Here it i3 not seen that way because there is & free press. Butit’s
- curious.” In American newspaper articles and TV news, “the. 3

individual facts are true often, but the whole is not sometimes

. T can see how Americans need to quesﬂon the way stones are,

bemg represented to them.”

- A French student beseeched us to examine our own educa—-‘

tional systern

Arnencans teach h.ke the Ol'llY m‘lportant thmg is Amenca
‘There-is no requ.l.ted hrstory course in college. The history
. course 1 too_k on Western civ. a_t AnyU was rm_d_(_ﬂe—school

A8 OTHERS see us; 'ﬁ 39

level and it was verY blased I. mean the o
. ¥ taught howr inc oo
- World War I, America saved Frarice and saved the world, *

how they were so great. The courses don’t: consxler what - o
Americans have done wrong. All the current events here s - :

News about Amerlca and ‘what’ America’is domg If it's
-about another country, it’s about what America is doing

- there. There’s nothing about other countries and their his-

tories and problems [In France] we had lots of history and -
geography courses, starting very young I learned about

France, but then we had to take a course in U S. industrial- |

ization, in China, Russia, Iapan, too. We got the history

~and geography of the world, so we could see how France e

now fits mto the blgger pleture

y

For the mternahonal students I mterv1ewed Arnerlcan col~ '
lege cultureis a world of engagement; choice, individualism, -
and independence, but it is also one of cross-cultural i 1gnorance .
and self-delusion that cries out for remediation. Tt was a Somali

. student who summed up all of their hopes for * ‘America”; “You
‘have so much here; and so many 0pporturul1es Twish America

‘would ask more’ ‘what thrs country can do to make the' world a
better PlaCe " - = S |
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