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Embracing Diversity

A colleague once asked me, "How can you accept
everyone?" The question stunned me. I thought
that was inherent in my job description. In our
teaching, we help students to see the hidden
richness in themselves, those around them and in
the world as a whole. To prepare them for their
roles as global citizens, we teach foreign languages,
cultural and historical background information, and
methods for understanding what they see in
societies, economies, and the business world. We
also encourage them to be aware, curious and
open-minded. We want them to become competent
in intercultural situations.

Beyond language learning motivation studies, I
also looked to UNESCO, the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization,
for some insights about what accepting others might
include. In a 2013 report, a summary of necessary
skills and competences for intercultural competence
was mentioned. The list offered by Deardorff (2011)
includes:

® Respect (‘valuing of others");

® Self-awareness/identity (understanding the

lens through which we each view the
world");

® Seeing from other perspectives/world views

(both how these perspectives are similar
and different');

Connie Roguski

® Listening  (engaging in  authentic
intercultural dialogue;
® Adaptation ('being able to shift temporarily
into another perspective');
® Relationship building (forging lasting
cross-cultural personal bonds";

® Cultural humility (combines respect with

self-awareness').!

To develop these skills surely requires time and
practice. It takes experience to become comfortable
with diversity, to actually enjoy the variety that
surrounds us, even within one culture. Students
mention making friends from different regions of
Japan as one of the most stimulating parts of their
university experience. While some students have
had many opportunities for travel or contact with
people from other countries, many have not. For
some, our university provides the very first chance
to actually speak with a foreigner, whether it be a
professor, a classmate or a visiting student or
researcher. Talking to foreigners and dealing with
the unexpected in small talk conversations can
make many students nervous. Even before having
a study abroad experience or overseas internship,
students can acquire some of the skills and
awareness that are necessary for intercultural
communication. On campus, in small ways,

openness can develop.
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This year I started greeting everyone I passed in
Knowing that

students are often uncomfortable with English, I

the hallways of our building.

spoke Japanese unless I knew they liked English.
In many countries, when sharing the same bike
path, narrow street or hallway, it is common to greet
the approaching person. dJust recognizing the other
person, instead of looking down or away can create a
friendly atmosphere.

I hoped that perhaps even just saying hello to
me could give students a chance to feel a bit more
international. = People often mention how shy
Japanese students are or how they lack confidence
in their English, or how busy they are. Of course, if
the people in the hallway were talking with others
or intent on what they were doing, I said nothing.
Intrusion was not my purpose; inclusion was. At
the beginning of the year, many new students
Most older

students, too, responded. A few nodded or said

seemed to appreciate a greeting.
nothing. Now, however, some students I do not
know personally say hello first, in English or in
Japanese.

Dealing with the unexpected is necessary to
cope and thrive, especially in intercultural
situations. dJust being able to go out of yourself and
respond to someone's "Hello" or "Hot day, isn't it?" or
When I said hello and

commented on a student's shirt with an English

"Nice shirt!" is a start.

message, he was startled. After I explained that
the words on his shirt meant something like
“fashionable guy”, he seemed happy. Leaving down
the stairs, the student said to his friend,
"Communication, get!" Other students sometimes
laugh as they walk away. They may be

uncomfortable or they may think it odd for me to

speak to them though I do not know them. If our
students can become less flustered talking to
foreigners near them and have more confidence in
their ability to interact, without it feeling so unusual,
they will be better able to adapt.

In classes, too, we can continue to give students
opportunities to consider and study issues from
many perspectives. Recently, students read about
the ban on sales of water in plastic bottles near
official city buildings in San Francisco, California.
Students thought about this new regulation as if
they were the city officials, vendors, office workers,
drink makers, garbage collectors, police who would
enforce fines, and average citizens. The topic
offered not only the chance to step into someone
else's shoes, but it also encouraged discussion of
cultural similarities and differences in protecting
the environment.

These are just two small efforts to encourage
students to see themselves as part of the world
community. On a larger scale, following the news,
exchange with international students, meeting with
people in the community and overseas to do various
projects, peer tutoring, and actual study abroad are
very desirable. Perhaps we can further enhance
the international flavor of our community by adding
multilingual signs, or offering photo displays that
highlight the countries where students have studied
or where they are from. We can also simply greet
each other more often and continue to encourage an

atmosphere of openness and connection.

Competences.  Conceptual and
Operational Framework. Paris, France: UNESCO,
2013. 24.
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