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IEREST
Intercultural Education Resources for Erasmus Students and their Teachers

Module 1 - Activity 1

Perceptions of self and other
1. Introduction
This activity invites the students to explore the concept of ‘multiple identities’ and to consider how it is related to intercultural communication. This concept is considered fundamental in view of an experience abroad. In addition, terms such as ‘co-constructed’, ‘negotiated’, ‘ascribed’, ‘contested’ identities will be introduced at the beginning of the activity and then practised in the four tasks, in order to provide the students with the appropriate language to articulate the concepts introduced. It will be in the light of these concepts - which may be new to most students - that other more common terms are reconsidered, namely those of ‘stereotype’, ‘prejudice’, ‘essentialism’, and ‘ethnocentrism’. 
The central idea of ‘multiple identities’, which is introduced in Task 1 in a context unrelated to student mobility, is gradually linked to students’ future experience abroad in the successive tasks.  
The activity proposes various forms of experiential learning, some of which take inspiration from real experiences of study abroad. It also encourages students to reflect on their intercultural learning objectives during their study abroad, (re)frame their expectations and set realistic goals for study abroad in relation to their intercultural encounters.
The estimated overall time for completing the activity is 9 hours.

2. Learning objectives and outcomes
	
	Learning objectives

This activity aims to enable students to:


	Learning outcomes

Learners will be able to:

	1
	Reflect on each person's uniqueness but also similarities, and on the fact that difference is not necessarily negative and that sameness in not necessarily positive  either.


	Recognise and explain the variety and complexity that exist among individuals in social groups.

	2
	Understand how different types of identities  (gender, age, racial, ethnic, national, geographical, historical, linguistic, etc.) impact on communication with others.


	Be able to explain ways in which  different types of identities (gender, age, racial, ethnic, national, geographical, historical, linguistic, etc.) impact on communication with others.

	3
	Become aware of the ways in which people (re)construct and/or (re)negotiate their own and others’ multiple identities depending on experiences, encounters, contexts, and interlocutors.


	Describe ways in which people (re)construct and/or (re)negotiate their own and others’ multiple identities depending on experiences, encounters, contexts, and interlocutors.

	4
	Consider the problematic nature of using certain terms (e.g. ethnicity, race, nation) to frame identity.


	Recognize and explain the problematic nature of using certain terms (e.g. ethnicity, race, nation) to frame identity.

	7
	Understand how key concepts such as stereotyping, ethnocentrism, essentialising, and prejudice can lead to misunderstandings and misrepresentations of people from other horizons.


	Recognise when misunderstandings may be the result of stereotyping, ethnocentrism, essentialising and prejudice.

	8
	Reflect on some of the myths about study abroad and interculturality (interaction, language learning, identity, culture, etc.) in order to (re)frame expectations about the mobility period.


	Set realistic objectives in relation to intercultural encounters, including language and communication expectations, for their stay abroad.


3. Overview and description of tasks
	Task 1.
What kind of person are you?


	· Introduce the activity and its objectives.
· Show the video What kind of Asian are you? twice: the first time with no sound, the second with sound.
· Stimulate class discussion, and provide explanation of some theoretical concepts (e.g., ‘co-constructed’ and ‘negotiated’, ‘ascribed’ and ‘contested’ identities).


	Task 2.
A student in Norway
	· Split the class in groups and give a copy of the text Student in Norway (Attachment 1) to each group. Ask each group to read the text and answer the questions provided.
· Discuss the answers to the questions in plenary.


	Task 3.
Focus on language
	· Provide explanation of some theoretical concepts (e.g., essentialism, otherising, stereotype, prejudice).
· Divide students in groups. Students analyse the language of the text Student in Norway with the help of Attachment 2.
· Invite groups to use the same grid to identify and name their personal experiences.


	Task 4.
Acting out identities
	· Watch the video What kind of Asian are you? again (if needed).
· Divide the class in groups of 3 and ask them to write a similar scenario according to the instructions provided in Attachment 3.
· Ask groups to act their role-plays in front of the class.
· Comment on the role-plays with the class on the basis of peer observations and of previously provided theoretical concepts.
· Invite individual students to self-assess their learning according to Attachment 4.



Task 1. What kind of person are you?

Time required: 1 hour

Task overview: In this task, students will be introduced to the concept of ‘ascribed identities’ (i.e. when others impose a pre-conceived identity on an individual due to, for example, their physical appearance) by watching the video “What kind of Asian are you?”, available on YouTube. The clip shows a fictional casual meeting between two Americans, a woman and a man, while jogging. The man’s essentialising assumptions about the woman and her Asian physical traits cause a conflict between them.
1. The students watch the video twice: the first time, start the video so that the title is not visible, and play it with no sound, asking the students to speculate about what is happening. Then play the video again, this time with sound. If these questions have not been addressed yet, ask the students to consider the following points:
· Where do the two people come from?

· Are they friends?

· What are they talking about?

· How does the woman react to his questions?

· Does she react to the subject the man introduces or to the way of expressing it?

· How does the man respond to her reaction?
· In your opinion, how do they both feel at the end?
· Have you (or someone you know) ever had a similar experience? How did you/they feel? How did you/they react?
· Have you ever put someone in such a situation? What happened?
With a large class, you may want to divide the students into small groups and ask them to discuss the questions before addressing the last two questions in plenary. 
2. During the discussion, introduce the necessary basic concepts and terms: theories and concepts of ‘co-constructed’ and ‘negotiated’, ‘ascribed’ and ‘contested’ identities (see Slides 2-9). The clip will be used again in Task 4, in order to address the issue of what the woman could have done differently, to avoid conflict and move the conversation forward. Hence, this should not be discussed here.
Task 2. A student in Norway
Time required: 2 hours

Task overview: In this task, the focus moves to the context of Erasmus student mobility, by reading and analysing an extract from a real student report. You may wish to remind students that part of their experience abroad will be uncomfortable as they move out of their comfort zone. This is a common reaction which will fade away once they become more familiar with their new environment. 
1. Split the class in groups. Each group is given a copy of Attachment 1. Ask each group to read the text Student in Norway and answer the questions.

· Explain that the aim of this task is to reflect on issues pertaining to identity, how people perceive others, how essentialising and stereotyping occur, and the implications for intercultural communication.
· Mention to students that this text is the translated and slightly edited transcription of an interview conducted with an Italian Erasmus student in Norway. After an initial period characterised by a high level of expectations, idealisation of the destination country, and great enthusiasm, the student begins to feel frustrated and disappointed, leading to a negative reaction involving stereotyping of others.
2. Discuss the answers to the questions in plenary, asking each group to report on their discussions about the excerpt as well as the students’ own experiences.
Task 3. Focus on language
Time required: 2 hours

Task overview: In this task, while working on the same text, the students are encouraged to draw on the theoretical input in order to understand better the process of essentialising and stereotyping others from a linguistic point of view.  

1. Introduce the theories and define the concepts of ‘culture’ and ‘non-essentialism’ (Slides 10-17), ‘stereotyping’ and ‘otherising’ (Slides 18-21), ‘prejudice’ and ‘ethnocentrism’ (Slides 22-26).
2. In groups, the students work again on Attachment 1. This time ask them to classify the linguistic and discourse phenomena that reveal how essentialising, otherising and prejudice are present in the text, on the basis of a grid provided in Attachment 2. Following the theoretical introduction provided, the students should be able to identify and name these key concepts, which they have already identified informally during Task 2. In particular, ask them to focus on how essentialist discourses can be manifested or embedded in language. If possible, maintain the groups as they were in the previous task, in order for them to continue their discussions while expanding their analytical reading skills.
3. Invite the groups to use the prompts in Attachment 2 to help each other identify and name their potential personal experiences of essentialising others or being essentialised themselves, as well as otherising and being otherised, and judging or being judged on the basis of prejudices.
Task 4. Acting out identities
Time required: 4 hours

Task overview: In this final task, students are offered the opportunity to role-play a meeting between two Erasmus students, avoiding stereotyping.
1. Ask students to divide in groups of 3, encouraging a different group composition with respect to the previous task. Students watch the video clip What kind of Asian are you? again and reflect on the following questions:

· Can you identify examples of essentialism, stereotyping, ascribed/contested identities?
· What is problematic about this encounter?
· If you were the man/woman in this clip, how could you communicate differently?
2. Students are given role-play cards (see Attachment 3) in which they are asked to write a similar scenario to the one in the video clip, but in an Erasmus context, where one student essentialises another. In their groups, they need to decide which of the two options suggested in the attachment to act out.
3. Students act out their role-plays in front of the class. To engage the class during these role-plays, students in the audience could note down any linguistic and discourse phenomena used by the role players.

4. Encourage the class to discuss the role-plays on the basis of their peers’ observations and of previously provided theoretical concepts. Offer additional examples/explanations, if needed.
5. Ask the students to self-assess their performances (Attachment 4).
4. Assessment methods
· Self-assessment using a form (see Attachment 4) provided at the end of the role-play performance (Task 4). 
5. Suggested readings
· Dervin, F. (2011). Cultural identity, representation and othering. In J. Jackson (Ed.), Routledge handbook of language and intercultural communication (pp. 181-194). London: Routledge.
· Phillips, A. (2010). What’s wrong with essentialism? Scandinavian Journal of Social Theory, 11(1), 47-60.
6. Materials and resources

· A computer, access to the Internet, a projector.
· The IEREST slides.
· Four IEREST attachments:
· Attachment 1: Text Student in Norway and relative questions (Task 2).
· Attachment 2: Guiding questions for language analysis of Student in Norway (Task 3).
· Attachment 3: Role-play cards (Task 4).
· Attachment 4: Self-assessment grid (Task 4).
Attachment 1 (Task 2. A student in Norway)

Read the following extract, transcribed from an interview to an Italian student who is making her Erasmus experience in Norway (Beaven, 2012). Then, with your group, answer the questions.

I’ve done my exam, and I’ll have to wait three weeks to get the results. I’ve realized that it’s too easy for me to stay here. Everything works well, but I find myself thinking "I have to study so much harder at home!”. The exam was too easy. It was a written exam, so the mark will depend on how well they can understand my English. But in terms of content, it was ridiculous, really basic...

No point staying here for the university, because these people don’t have a clue what anthropology is. Here I'm studying things that for me are folklore anyway, so I’m going home in December, after a four-month holiday... I don’t rule out that I might come back, but not to study.

Anyway, we’d been told that Norway was like…"poor things, with their language dying out". But actually, they’re really proud… so you’ll never get a job if you don’t know their language ... I started looking for work but can’t get anything because I don’t speak Norwegian. Yes, they speak English, but they speak it like foreigners, and many don’t speak it at all. So after the first month of enthusiasm you’ve got to get things into perspective, and that’s what’s happening these days. And I'm not learning what I want, what I’d be studying in Italy. Despite the huge disorganization in my university, if I want to work hard and learn something, I can. Here they expect so little that you just don’t feel like doing more...

I had a fling with a guy, and I have to say they’re not rocket scientists…. And they don’t study much,  ‘cause if you can afford to have two different jobs and at the same time train with the cycling team… In my opinion, this way of doing things is good enough for them. I couldn’t do all that back home. As they don’t have a yardstick, they think what they do is really hard […]

 We also tried going to the theatre, but it’s in Norwegian. Films are just about ok, if they’re in English, or with English subtitles. But the theatre, no way! From an anthropological point of view, in my opinion, this is a country that is happy to be outside the European Union, it’s delighted to have nothing to do with Europe, and it organizes activities to make life better for the Norwegians, it doesn’t give a damn about the foreigners, tourists, nothing. For a few months in the summer, it gets back to life, and then they accept you as an assistant cook even if you don’t know any Norwegian. But when they no longer need you… as a country it’s very attached to its traditions. My "Norwegian Society and Culture" course basically consists in those dreary outdoor activities, which are no longer fun for us foreigners, because we’re not used to running around in the rain like idiots. But they want to keep their traditions alive, teach you how to make a fire, come rains or snows. And so my feeling is this: it’s perhaps the least anthropologically developed country in the world, and it’s happy to be so. It’s very rich, it’s fine on its own, it doesn’t need foreign countries... so they have some activities, but they don’t involve us because they’re only in Norwegian. And it makes you angry because they speak perfect English. It's not like in Italy, where we still don’t know English, so everything’s in Italian. Here, they speak English perfectly, but they don’t want to speak it. It’s different, it’s the attitude that’s different...

Knowing Norwegian would definitely have helped but not that much, because the problem is that they’re not open to strangers, whatever language you speak. Some students speak Norwegian perfectly, but they don’t have more Norwegian friends than me. As an Erasmus student, you're brought here with 150 other Erasmus students, because you don’t have many other choices.

Other than that ... I think their university, even for the Norwegians, is simpler than ours, because I’ve met people who’ve got various jobs, in Italy I don’t think that's possible. I think their level of culture is much lower than ours, but it’s all related to the fact that they don’t need to go abroad to look for work. So you're not motivated, because you know that as a teacher there you can earn as much as a rich guy in Italy, I see it this way: "we don’t need to leave our country, so we don’t have to make other people understand our culture"… For Erasmus students for sure they don’t do much, there’s a limited number of courses you can do. If you go to Spain, you can take the same classes as the Spanish, so you can chose anything.
Norway is beautiful; if you’re forty years old and speak Norwegian I recommend you come to live here because it’s wonderful. But you can’t send me to study anthropology in Norway.

QUESTIONS 

· How does the student perceive her own identity?

· What assumptions does the student make about people from Norway?

· On which basis does the student make these assumptions? 

· How does she ascribe identities to Norwegian people? Why do you think she does this?
· Do you think she feels disappointed by her Erasmus experience? Why? What do you think she expected?
· Have you been in a similar situation where you judged people or have been judged on the basis of prejudices (positive or negative)? And have you experienced essentialising others or having been essentialised? What happened? How did you feel?  
Attachment 2 (Task 3. Focus on language)
With your group, read the transcription of the interview again (Attachment 1) while answering the following questions, which help you identify possible essentialist and/or otherising discourse strategies within the text.
Level 1: Topics and vocabulary

· How does the student name Norwegian people?

· How are they described? 

· What characteristics are attributed to them? Are such characteristics mostly positive or negative?

· Does the student state her opinions explicitly or implicitly? Are such opinions intensified or mitigated?

	An example of essentialising using a euphemism:

I had a fling with a guy, and I have to say they’re not rocket scientists. 


Level 2: Structures

Consider how the student describes Norwegian people, and what they do:

· Does the student use more often affirmative or negative sentences?

· Does she use more often active or passive forms?

· Which personal pronouns are used more often to refer to the Norwegians and to other groups? 

	 An example of otherising using negative sentences and personal pronouns ‘they’:

It's not like in Italy, where we still don’t know English, so the activities are in Italian, there’s no excuse. They speak English perfectly, but they don’t want to speak it.


Level 3: Text

· How does the student build the logical sequence of her statements about Norway and the Norwegians?
· Look for the parts of discourse (conjunctions, adverbs) that connect statements together.

	An example of contrasting prejudices on Norwegian people using the adversative conjunctions ‘but, actually’:
We’d been told that Norway was like “poor things, with their language dying out”. But, actually, they’re very proud… 


The following table is meant for teachers and should not be distributed to the students. It reports some elements teachers can suggest if students do not mention them during group or class discussions.

	Topics and vocabulary


	Structures
	Text

	Students can identify connotations given to nouns, adjectives or verbs, look for metaphors, pay attention to register shifts, focus on euphemisms or intensifiers, etc.


	Students can focus on personal pronouns, deictics, adverbs of manner, active/passive forms, affirmative/negative forms, etc.
	Students can pay attention to the logical organization of the text, focussing on connectives, adverbs, disclaimers, etc.


Attachment 3 (Task 4. Acting out identities)
In groups of 3, read the following role-play cards and write a scenario where one student (A) is essentialising another student. As a group, you need to decide what attitude B is assuming, choosing between those provided (options 1 and 2). 
	Setting: A kitchen in a residence for Erasmus students in Sweden.

Participants: 

· STUDENT A: Erasmus student, Spanish, male.
· STUDENT B: Doctoral student with oriental traits, French, female.




	STUDENT A

You are a Spanish male Erasmus student. You speak English very well, with a slight Spanish accent. You have just arrived in Sweden. In the kitchen of the residence where you live, you meet a young woman (student B) with oriental traits who is eating with chopsticks. You approach her with essentialising and stereotyping questions. You start the dialogue with the question: “Are you from China or from Japan?”. When B answers that she is from France, ask again the question, as in the video What kind of Asian are you?: “But where are you REALLY from?”. 




	STUDENT B (option 1)

You are a French female doctoral student who has gone to Sweden to complete your research. You speak English very well, without a particular local accent. You react to A’s question first answering politely that you come from France. When you realize that A is essentialising you, overtly contest his essentialist assumptions:

· You can do this with other essentialist assumptions, for example making fun of his nationality (Spanish stereotypes) or about his being male (‘men are stupid’).
· You can be very direct and tell him that you find his reasoning very limited.
· You can use the identity he has ascribed to you as a strategy to cut the conversation short.


	STUDENT B (option 2)

You are a French female doctoral student who has gone to Sweden to complete your research. You speak English very well, without a particular local accent. You react to A’s question first answering politely that you come from France. When you realize that A is essentialising you, you react by trying to make him understand his approach is a limited one and that it is possible to know each other better and become good housemates or maybe friends: 

· You can do this first by using the ascribed identities ironically so as to let him understand your point of view.
· You can also directly explain to him why you find his reasoning limiting for yourself but also for him, what you have in common and what you can share (for example, you discover that you share the same field of study).
· You can invite him to have lunch together, so you can get to know each other better.



Attachment 4 (Task 4. Acting out identities)
This is a self-assessment grid to evaluate what you have learnt throughout this activity. What do you think you have learnt to do? Tick the boxes, and provide examples where possible.
	I can interact with people…
	I can do it without efforts


	I can do it sometimes
	I can do it sometimes but with lots of efforts


	This is an objective I would like to reach



	… taking into account that my identity and, in general, people’s identity is varied, plural and complex. 


	
	
	
	

	… taking into account that identity is constructed and negotiated, and that I and others have multiple evolving identities depending on interlocutors and contexts.

	
	
	
	

	… avoiding certain forms of stereotyping and discrimination (on the basis of nationality, ethnicity, skin colour, gender, religion, sexual orientation, etc.).
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