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I am delighted to have this opporjunity to meet with yob tonight. I 

see from our agenda that•a number of important topics are scheduled for the 

mall group sessions. In examining the student-teacher transaction, I 

note that care has been taken to cover both content (e.g., adults measure 

metrically, survival skills for E.S.L.) and process (e.g., tips on teaching 

reading to adults). Other important sessions deal with administration, 

counseling, and evaluation of ABE programs. 

To my mind, an underlying concern in approaching any of these topics 

must be.che,process of communication. .Titus, my topiç .for tonight is Some' 

Facets\of Cross-Cultural Communication and Their Implications to ABE and 

ESL Teachers. The importance of this topic was verified for me in our 1970 

research study entitled Adult Education and the Disadvantaged Adult, which 

was published by Syracuse University.

I would like to begin by focussing with you on the topiç of cross-

cultural communication between the teacher and persons who are sometimes 

called "disadvantaged adults." I prefer the term' "culturally different 

adults" to "oisädvan:aged adults " 'The latter term has acquired pejorative 

'connotations because it sets these people apart as somehow inferior. ,Also, 

"culturally different" better exprelses the tremendous diversity in a popu-

lation chat is set aside fromlthe dominant middle-class society for reasons 

associa zec with race, nationality, education, occupation, incomé,.and so on. 

Research ir, the area of cross-cultural communication it increasingly 

commanding the attention of_adult educators. They recognize the grave 

comnunicaxion problams between members of, thè dominant.middle-class society 

-(to which most adult educators belong) and individuals from culturally 

dyfferent groups. The underlying ,factor is, of course , the vastly different 

perceptions of reality entertained on both sides.. What are the bases of



these different perceptions which cause these groups'to'be strangers to 

each other? Adult Education and the Disadvantaged Adult reviews,many studies 

. .,which suggest'that the perceptions of the poor are shaped by distinctive 

value systems and attitudes., Although the diversity of the groups we call 

culturally different adults makes it difficult to generalize, it has been 

found that many of them uphold value systems that are clearly at odds with those 

of the dominant middle.-class society. Because these groups foresee no future 

that aiffers much from the prekent, they tend to pragmatism and "present" 

orientation, a live-for-today philosophy that stresses immediate rewards. 

On the other hand, members of the dominant middle-class society lean 

toward future orientation and exhibit more,willingness to wait fof, 

rewards. In practical terms, also, as I response to discrimination on 

the part of the dominant middle=class society, many groups reject its 

institutional structures (such as schools and universities) in favour of 

"small personal kinship, locality of friendship groupq."1  Incidentally

one should not affix "good" or "bad" labels to these findings, but instead 

treat them as valuable insights When working with these groups. 

These different`p'erceptions'of•reality have been researched-by Hall,' 

who comment! that 

people from different cultures not onlys speak different languages 
but, what is possibly more important, inhabit different sensory 
worlds. Selective screening of sensory data admits some things 
while filtering out'others, so that expeV.ence as at is perceived 
thrAigh one •suet of culturalyy patterned sensory screens is quite 
different from experience perceived through anothér.2 

If we attempt to translate some of  the research into a communication

model, we might agree that, fundamentally, the communicatitn process, ih all 

its forme, involves tle•exchangej of meaning between the sender (encoder) 

of a Message and the receiver, (decoder). 'Schramm's model is pertinent here. 



Sinificahtly, its Sender, Encoder-Signal-Decoder-Re;.eiver pattern depends 

upon intersecting fields of experience, that' is, common or shared events, 

ideas, and attitudes.3 In fact  the points of intersection, as the concept 

is applied to the dominant middle class society and the culturally different 

groups, may be extremely limited. 'Hence, it'seems more appropriate and 

more realistic to talk about different "cultural milieus." We all know 

that in the cultural milieus- we are discussing, the different pgrceptions 

of reality are communicated through both verbal and non-verbal modes. The 

verbal, involving apeáking and writing, and succinctly described by Lasswell 

'as "who sùys what in which channel to whom with what effect, "4  has generally 

been better understood than the non-verbal mode. For one thing, our culture 

has traditionally stressed verbal skill and rewarded the literate mart. Yet, 

non-verbal communication, sometimes called body language, is equally as 

important. It is partly instinctive, partly taught, and partly imitative.5 

Through this language, the receiver of a message can perceive the attitudes 

and inr.er,feelings of the communicator. The study of body language has 

emerged within the'past few years under the label. "kinesics,"6  which is 

dgecribbd as follows by Knapp: 

Body motion, or kinesic behaviour, typically includes gestures, 
movements of the body,.limbs, hands, feet and legs, facial 
.expression, eye behaviour, and posture. The furrow of the brow, 
'the slump of the shoulder and the tilt of ahead - all are within 
.the purvleweof kinesics. Obviously there are different types of 
non-verbal behaviour just as there are differerr types'of verbal 
behaviour. Some non-verbal cues are very specific, some more 
general; some intended to communicate, some expressions only; 
sóme provide informatión about emotions, dithers carry information 
about personality traits or attitudes.? 

'We sometimes forget that silence,too, is an important carrier of 

meaning. How many of us have suffered in the uncomfortable silenc' that 

'follows a remark we wish we hadn't made. Obviously, the messages conveyed 

kilresically are more susceptible to misinterpretation than is verbal

behaviour; that.is  it seems easier for the decoder to read into body` 



movements messages that the encoder never intended. 

"Proxemics," like kinesics, is a relatively new field of study 

that has important implications for vs as adult educators. It has to do 

with the space needs of human beings and is described by Thompson as 

follows: 

Animals that live together, including humans, require space 
in which to move, eat, sleep, work and'socialize. Proxemics 
proposes to describe and investigate how tt(ey use space as a 
rudimentary language system to pass information back and 
forth.8 

Hall has conducted some interesting research on the variations in "proxemic 

patterns" among Americans, Englishmen, Germans, Frenchmen, and others. 'For 

example, Americhris are sometimes accused of being loud talkers. As distance 

between them increases, they increase the volume of their voices and do not 

seem to care if they are overheard. The English, on the other hand, consider 

such behavior to be an intrusion on others'. privacy, and carefully modulate 

their voices so that they barely override background noise and distance. In 

an .American setting, this hàbid makes the Englishman seem conspiratorial.' 

Such proxemic patterns, Hall warns, "point up in sharp contrast some of the 

basic differences between people -- differences which can be ignored only at

great risk."9 

To summarize our discussion of the concept of communication, we'can 

say that this.igteraction includes bot, vernal and nonverbal transmissions, 

i.e., noises ~silence, and the body'language of posture, movement; eye' 

contact, and facial, expression. Non-verbal detivities may precede conversai 

tion, occur in conjunction with it, or follow it. When they do; the total 



act or phenomenon is referred to as "para language" or "paralinguistic 

behavior." 

Given.all these factors, what are'some of the communication barriera 

that, could occur? And what are the implications to us as adult educators 

wh deal with ABE and ESL students? To answer the first question, one 

major problem relates to differences in language. The most obvious involves 

the non-English-speaking members of cuituralry different groups. And, 

even where such mersons have attempted to learn English, "interferences" 

often arise from their native languages'. Among a group of Finnish-Canadians, 

I found that manyhad evolved a "slang" which is a curious combination of 

English sounds approached through Finnish rules  pronunciation. "Finglish," 

as it'is known in the United States, produces such.words as "hospitalli" 

for "hospital" and "co-operatiivi" for'"co4operative."10  In addition, 

there are language, prcblems attributable to regional or local dialects, 

as exemplified by certain expressions found tope common in. Appalachia: 

a beln (being able); out he goes a playin (go out and play) she fixin 

11 
(while.she fixed)• 

Another communication problem that we must ccern ourselves with is 

language of the "hard-core poor,"'many óf• whom find their way into ABE. 

classes. Their language, like other languages, has at.times been maligned 

by thedoagthant middle.class society as inferior, sub-standard, etc. But 

such appellations overlook the value and•the vitality of the language 

within the group itself.. .,There, it is á viable form of communication, 

described by Bernstein-as having "a simplicity and directness of expression, 

emotionally virile, pithy,'and powerful, with a, metaphoric range of 

considerable force and appropriateness."12  As you have probably discovered, 



this language serves admirably the needs of the group for an obvious 

reason -- encoder and decoder share the same cultural milieu, the same 

experiences, attitudes,.and expectations. But, outside that milieu, and, 

especially in the context of thé dOminant middle-ç•lass society, the language 

of the hard-core Boor suffers severe limitations. Notably, because their 

iverbal facility is restricted, these people often rely significantly on 

kin-verbal cues in both giving and receiving messages. Thus, when recçiving 

messages from the dominant middle-class society,, the hard-core poor will 

often pay more attention to actions:than{ to words-- lip important point for 

educatorstó remember. As forgiving messages, a study conducted at the 

University of Pittsburgh implies thatcertain  features of the language used-

by this group render it almost incomprehensible to persons outside.13 To 

complicate the situation, there is evidence that the language directed to 

other individuals or ,groups is sometimes deliberately contrived "to keep 

44 
the outsider out.` 

What are some of'the difficultieb with this language? An important 

one is that the language is "a predominantly d'escriptive mode of abstraction, 

rather than an analytic one . . . ." That is, it describes persons or 

events with little concern for.underlying_ideas o-C assumptions. .Also., 

meanings are embedded in local and tima-bound settings. The 
meanings depend, for full understanding, on the authority and 
other social relationships of the communicants, as yell as on 
their ages, sexes, and other personal charactériitics, on the time 
and place in which they are spoken. . . 

Mo rdover, many distinctive words have been formed by various means, becoming 

idioms not easily grasped by\outsiders. For ex9mple, r 

Agentive.Substitution pia produced by sUbstituting typical 
action" or functions.of an actor for the actor himself, by the 
addition of -er (baby--crumb-crusher, pea-pusher; door--slammer; 
tooth brush--pearl-pusher... . 



The ,use of words such as "job" and "man" as suffixes to construct 
new selections (e.g., crying--kleenex job; hair--comb job, grease 
job; outwitted--tank job. . . social worker--job man; neighbor-
hood leader--man man; most respected or knowledgeable person-- 
down man. . . 

Resultative Appellations -- This group of words is produced by 
selecting an extreme result is a substitute for its cause (e.g., 
angry--smoking; fight with a gun--blast; fight with a.shárp 
instrument--bleed. , ,16 

Another communication problem has been succintly described by Vaudrin 

J,n hie work with Alaskan natives. He reports on the difficulties that 

natives experience when they encounter 

regional or cultural idioms that are not id their field of 
experience, e.g., "bull in a china shop" or "out in left field." 
Such metaphors, used by a membat of the dominant middle-class 
society in an oral presentation, might be taken literally by
the native people. The result might be confusion on their 
part and a consequent tuning out of the,entire presentation. 17

And finally, before we turn to the lmplícations"of all these problems 

. for adult educa'tors, we must realize that when faced with language limita- 

tions,.we all search for non-verbal cues, that is for covert or,hidden 

messages. The point is that if members of the dominant middle-class society 

fail to recognize the reliance of culturally different adults on the non-

'verbal mode of communication, the most sincere attempts at communication 

are bound ;o fail. Kleinfeld, who has.donélresearch among Alaskan native 

people, writes: 

Increascd awareness of these covert messages and how they' are 
cbminunicated is especially important in Cross-cultural relation-
ships because of the heightened sensit.vity of both parties in an'' 
unfamiliar interaction and because social symbols differ across 
cultures.18 

Then there is the matter of consistency between vetbal and non-verbal 

messages.. Sometimes the covert messages which Indians receive contradict 

the verbal ones-- when a white man, for example, outlines a progrém'designed 



to help them,:but shows through his kinesic beh'4viour (a éhruggt of the 

shoulders or a furrowing of the brow) his disd. •n.for their values 'or his 

impatience with their opinions. Likewise,'his ignorancd of, or lack of 

attention to, proxemic principles may cause hint to bejave'in ways th'at are 

puzzling or even threatening to Indians.' This expression of he super-

ordinate-subordinate relationship wit the white mah • n assuming the 
1 

' dominant role, can and does become cdercibe. The stereotyping and préjudice 

which are thereby generated,often cfeate à formidable barrier to successful . 

communication. •.Byuarm, in a sociological study that•set tDe'coAditions for 

interaction between.negroes and whites on an equal bdhis at Mounds,Jllinois, 

reportea tt theha cleavage createdby the factors I hove alluded to made it 

impossible for either informal channels of communication to operate or for' 

formal   channels to open up for exchanges of views. 19

Turning to our other question, what are some implications of these 

communication problems for us as adult edudators in  ABE and ESL? First, the 

adult edugators must have a firm grasp of the,communicafiop mceas. Ít 

is important to iinderstand communication models and, to be aware of the 

factors which facilitate or impede cross-cultural communication. A vital

factor in furthering communication is the empathy shown to people through 

humanistic approach. This is Manifested through the practice of talking 

with them, not'to them or' at 'them. Listening and observational skills are 

likewise important to the adult educatprs. -Second, they must realize.xhat 

their own background and training are likely.to,make them perceive reality 

different'y from the adult students with whom they are dealing. They could 

unwittingly look at .the situation through-the lens of, their own middle-class

biases and assumptions and sq Misjudge the needsOend expectations of culttrally 



different groups. To help avoid''thie pitfall, it is essential that adult 

educators involve the, groups ful,ly iii the program planning process. 

Otherwise they risk failLre Many programs have foundered in the past, 

'because they have,been,based on the needs of the groups as pereeived,noÇ b 

them, but by persons in the dominant middle-close ~ociety. Thus, pfogr~apls 

have been traditionally based on minimal skilld in readigg writing, acrd 

computation, instead of larger configurations that stress "coping" with

job démarils, consumer needs,'and the like. 

A third implication arises' from. the immensely'compliiatled nature Of the 

longuage of the houps. Adutlt, educators wilt err if they think that these 

languages are samplea and easily mastewed, because the people generally 

have a low level of education or if they'regárd these'languages as 

inferior and crude. Rather, adult educators must respect these languages'` 

for their quaitities of utility and forceand even learn, if they can, to 

understand them. Such understanding of a man's language is a valuable key

to a mans needs and hdpes. At the same time, perceptive adult educators 

wilt recognize the dilemma of individuals or groups who 'have only one 

"language" hvailabie to them. In other words., they lack the options of 

better educated persons'wlo shift easily from colloquial language suited 

to informal conversatians.tq more formal 'liatterns as the occasion demands. 

The task, then, is oneof educating Members of the culturally different 

groups in tf a perception and use or the available language options, in 

order tb improve communication between them.and•the dominant middle-class 

society. Fourth,.in establishing programs with and for culturally different 

'-groups,th importance of oral.commgnication iri.the'leerning process'should 

not be overlooked.1r 'In addition, adult educators should make programs Mnore 



relevant by using figures of speech and fdioms which ate awn from the learners d r

thdmselves. Fifth, adult educators must be acutely aware of the non-verbal 

modes of communication. A knowledge of kinesics is important if thn sender 

(encoder) of a verbal message is to relay that message successfully to.the 

receiver (decoder). In particular,, verbal and nonsverbat modes of commun ça- 

lion ought to be consistent and not in conflict with each other. 

Acquaintance with kinesic behaviour patterns among culturally different 

groups is also'necessary otherwise, adult educators magi inadvertently 

baffle, amuse, or offend them. Sixth, another relatively new'field of study, 

proxenlics, offers insights into the culturally determined space needs of, 

various people. Again, it is important that adult • educatord'unders`tañd 

proxemic behaviour patterns among culturally diffeteet groups. Seventh; , 

the stperordin4te-subordinate communication patterns that have persisted 

between the'dbminant middle-class society and other groups need close atten-

tion, Adult educators should be aware of the'negative implications of those 

patterns ,and do what they can to ameliorate the effects. InvoLvipg these 

groups in their own destinies, so to speak,' is`the' key. Freire suggests 

this in his concept of "conscientization," described as:* 

..the processŒin which men, not as recipients, but as kowing 
subjects, achieve a deepening awareness both of the sociot 
cultural rvality which shapes their lives and of their capacity 
to transform that reality. 19

Finally, we, as dduit educators dealing"with ABE and ESL students+, 

must make use of the vast array of materials and media available to 

as9ist us in cross-cultural communication. One excellent resource is the 

ERIC Clearinghpuse in Career Education, which has the responsibility for 

providing user services to you on a Vast array of topics relating to adult 

and continuing education. •Here, you can acquire help in the form of curriculum 



guides, research reports, and evaluation studies. For curriculum materials, 

we are all aware of the regional centers which I0E is currently in the 

process of establishing and which will be a great asset to you in the class- 

room. Both of these resources should spur you on to develop materials of 

your own to meet the specific needs of your students. In closing, I can 

hardly do better than quote from Arkava's Sociology for Impoverished Life  

Styles: 

The general communications . . approach is one that is based oh 
the underlying assumption that confusion exists, between 
ind OiduFuls and social systems because they are not effectively 
communicating The idea is that if people can see more 
correctl , communicate more adequately, and reasons more 
efcectiv y, they will be able to lay a realistic common 
basis for action and changing.20 
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