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Introduction 

 

‘Otherness’ is often intriguing. It can be exciting and attractive, as well as bewildering and unsettling. 

When ‘otherness’ is experienced at first hand it can prompt all kinds of questions not only about 

‘others’ but also about ourselves and whether we wish to take on or be part of that ‘otherness’ or 

not. It can point to differences and similarities which challenge or conform what we already know 

and feel. It very frequently questions what we believe to be true. for some, ‘otherness’ is worth 

exploring, whereas for others contact with it may bring about or even confirm a reluctance to 

venture into the realms of the unfamiliar and close off not only new worlds but also questions about 

ourselves. This book seeks to encourage an attitude of openness towards others, and to involve, if 

possible, the hesitant as well as the enthusiastic. 

 

Within a school setting it is an area of experience which needs careful programming, sensitive 

handling and an open mind. ‘Otherness’ is perhaps best described provisionally. Learners need to 

know that further evidence in the form of more experience or new information will always be 

sought to modify what may appear, at first sight, to be stable features within a culture or way of life. 

This seems to be a justifiable strategy for, even if ‘otherness’ remains static for a while, changes may 

occur within the learner’s experience which in turn alter their perceptions of others. 

 

‘Awareness’ is subject to changes not only in the observed but also in the observer. This book seeks 

to develop the idea that both ‘otherness’ and ‘awareness’ may therefore be relatively provisional. It 

uses the term ‘cultural awareness’ with caution because ‘culture’ is frequently considered by 

learners to be something to be observed, existing solely as a fixed, stable, self-defining 

phenomenon. ‘Awareness’ as used in this book, implies ‘knowledge about’ as well as ‘thinking about’ 

and ‘talking about’. In most examples ‘awareness’ is also seen in terms of ensuing attitudes or 

evaluative judgements. 

 

The book attempts to outline how opportunities can be created, without leaving the country, for 

learners to experience, learn about and explore ‘otherness’, where their role is to define what they 

interpret this ‘otherness’ to be. It will suggest strategies which help them to make up their own 

minds about what ‘evidence’ of a way of life, set of beliefs, way of behaving means to them. It will 
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encourage them in a practical way to seek more knowledge and more evidence and to be open to 

the possibility of changes of mind without being unsettled by the experience. It will also offer ways 

into learner explorations of conventions and modes of behaviour which can enhance communication 

and without which even relatively casual or brief contact with others may be problematic. t 

deliberately avoids the merits of travel abroad and activities based on a stay in another country 

because this has been extensively covered elsewhere. 

 

1. Study topics 

It is believed that an awareness of others can be increased by developing, over time, an 

understanding of: 

 

• social conventions; 

• similarities and differences between groups of different language communities; 

• the unfamiliar within a target language community; 

• stereotypes as perceived by one linguistic group about another; 

• attitudes towards ‘others’; 

• language as culture. 

This process can be started by first trying to understand: 

• the variety of conventions, attitudes, values, languages in our own country or community and 

more about where and how we live. 

From these starting points learners will be encouraged to develop an understanding of : 

• where and how others live; 

• attitudes, values and conventions in other communities. 

 

It is suggested that learners work predominantly from evidence and that. as far as possible, teachers 

encourage an approach which involves discussion and investigation. 

Evidence and data 

Let us look first at what might constitute the raw material of this approach. Evidence can take many 

forms. I may be a collection of, say, handwritten self portraits in which teenagers from one language 
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community describe themselves. It may also be the result of enquiries or surveys by questionnaire 

conducted amongst members of another language community. A beginning list might include such 

additional items as: 

• documents produced by target language speakers, such as timelines, graphs, bar charts, 

timetables, diagrams; 

• interviews; 

• textbook extracts; 

• objects; 

• realia; 

• newspaper and magazine articles or information; 

• TV programmes; 

• video or audio material- the list can be extended by teacher and learner alike. 

 

To gather such materials should be, as far as possible, the responsibility of learners rather than the 

task of teachers. There are several reasons for this. Firstly, it is time consuming and the involvement 

of many participants can provide a wide range of evidence which is both desirable and necessary. 

Secondly, of collected by one person only, the materials would probably reflect that individual’s 

choice and may not therefore be of interest to all. Thirdly, it is always advisable to involve the 

learners in as much of this work as possible so that they feel part of the process and not just 

recipients of it. Fourthly, all forms of evidence and data collection make purposeful use of the target 

language. Learners can write simple letters, compose an occasional email, decide on the questions 

they they want to ask in a  questionnaire, conduct simple interviews with target language speakers, 

read and select relevant information; all four language skills can be practised for a real purpose and 

for a known audience. 

 

There are many opportunities for evidence to be collected. These include: 

• oral/written questions to local target language speakers (Foreign Language Assistants, visitors, 

local community groups…); 

• requests for information to be written or provided by local target language speakers (letters, 

descriptions, notes, realia…); 

• class links with target language sparkers; 
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• visits and exchanges during which participants collect not only for themselves but also for those 

not able to participate; 

• letter and/or email requests to target language organisations at home and abroad. 

 

2.  Monitoring and recording developing understandings 

 

To help record developing understandings learners are encouraged to keep a log book of evidence 

and its interpretation. 

In addition, it is strongly recommend also that the teacher has a dis[play board for IMAGES OF US 

AND OF OTHERS, protected by a sheet of plastic, fixed by double glazing clips, so that the display can 

be changed easily and regularly, on which learners’ views are expressed. The rule here is that views 

about ‘otherness’ may be expressed as long as: 

• they are supported by hard evidence, also on display 

• at some time discussion takes place about the substance of the views expressed 

• the images display board is divided into 

columns so that readers can see which opinions are much less firmly held than others, and which are 

seeking corroboration or otherwise. It should, however, always be the teacher’s intention that all 

views expressed, no matter in which column they are displayed, can be changed in some way when 

further evidence has been produced and discussion has taken place. 

 

Use of the target language 

When evaluating evidence the majority of foreign language learners will probably use English. When, 

however, they are preparing or working from evidence or producing accounts of findings, 

explanations , descriptions, or working with realia received form another country they can nearly 

always work in the target language. The implications of this approach are therefore that, where 

possible, discussion in English takes place in non foreign language lesson time - often schools have 

considered this topic to be relevant within a Personal and Social Education (PSE) programme - and 



The Barry Jones Archive: Cultural awareness 

5 

work in the target language takes place in a foreign languages’ lesson. Schools have also developed 

programmes of work to be done jointly by the Foreign Languages’ and Geography, Humanities, PSE 

teaching staff. 
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3 Projects which help promote awareness of others 

What follows is a range projects which can be tried with Year 7 tp Year 12. Some are short and last 

only a lesson or a part of a lesson; others are more extended. For each project an appropriate year 

group will be suggested (assuming a Year 7 start to foreign language learning), together with a list of 

materials and a range of learner tasks 

Aim 

To make comparisons between aspects of life in the UK and life in the target country. 

Materials 

• interview questions and answers and/or 

• handwritten personal descriptions about 

- likes/dislikes 

- home town 

- weather in home country 

- food at home 

- menus for special days 

- family 

- house 

- pets 

- school life 

- interests and pastimes 

- opinions about… 

- similarities and differences in home country/other country 
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Source materials 

Collected by asking a Foreign Language Assistant (FLA) and/or other native speakers (e.g. in 

exchange school, partner school, linked class, family) at home or abroad. 

Possible tasks 

Compare evidence from FLA (or others) with similar evidence from UK class and write/say what 

appeals to the UK pupils. Emphasis here is put on positive opinion and what is attractive rather than 

what is considered negatively strange or unattractive. 

Example tasks 
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Working from handwritten descriptions: 
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Aim 

To make comparisons between aspects of life in the UK and life in the target country. 

Materials 

A set of slides or colour photos which learners consider ‘represent life in their home town’ to be 

compared with a similar collection from the target language country. 

Source materials 

Slides or colour photos are taken either by the UK learners themselves or by the teacher taking a 

group of learners in a minibus into their nearest town and asking them to say when a scene should 

be photographed. It is important that the learners indicate what should be photographed and also 

that they should know to whom the photos are to be sent. 

One example of this task involved four Year 9 pupils, three girls and one boy. They were told that the 

photos were to be sent to 13 and 14 year old pupils in a secondary school in la Nouvelle Caledonie. 

They asked that the following photos should be taken. Their reasons, recorded in note form at the 

time, are quoted after each photo. 

1. the Co-op mini supermarket - they should see one of our shops where we go shopping 

2. a woman pushing a pram - they probably carry babies on the backs over there 

3. a man posting a letter, and a post box- they might not have letter boxes there 

4. the police station - so they can compare what their’s looks like 

5. a fish and chip shop sign - so they can see what is typical English food 

6. an old white house covered in roses - that is a typical English house (None of the pupils lived in a 

house like this but all felt it represented a typical English house more than their own.) 

7. a pub with pupils sitting at a table outside - that’s typical English 

8. a local stately home with one of the girls pointing it out - that’s a famous house 

9. inside the local church with all five standing in pews pretending to sing hymns - because that’s 

what you do in church (The pupils admitted that none of them went to church regularly.) 

10. inside the church a sixteenth century, Elizabethan marble effigy of a nobleman at prayer - that’s 

bit of English history 
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11. a few neat rows of onions growing in one of their parent’s allotments - that’s where we grow our 

vegetables 

12. their school from the outside- that’s our school (Learners from Sawston Village College, 

Cambridge) 

 

Possible tasks 

The possible task here is to send off the photos, requesting a collection of photos from pupils in 

another country. It is important that both sets of learners receive an identical brief, namely to put 

together a collection of photos which they think ‘represent life in their home town’. 

Example tasks 

Justifications or descriptions for what is sent off can be written (or recorded) in either English or the 

target language, depending on the ability of the group. On the whole this teachers who have 

experimented wit this project have found that it is linguistically most beneficial of the pupils who 

produce the materials are given the foreign language vocabulary necessary to talk about and refer to 

what they have received. Many questions can be asked in this project about how representative or 

‘honest’ the image is that the learners are conveying. 

Aim 

To make comparisons between aspects of life in the UK and life in the target country and to 

investigate language as an expression of culture. 

 

Materials 

Scattergrams based on key concepts such as: 
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Source of materials 

These can be obtained by asking groups of native speakers (FLAs, local people, exchange pupils on a 

visit to your school, pupils in a link school) to write on one sheet of paper all the things they think of 

when given one key concept such as food. Each participant needs to be given white, unlined A4 

paper and a black felt tip pen to allow clear photocopies to be made afterwards. Learners write their 

most spontaneous word associations nearest to the centre of the page, where the key concept is 

written. As their thoughts become slower and less spontaneous they put the words further away 

from the centre - written, obviously, in their target language equivalents.  

 

Possible tasks 

When these have been read, patterns of associations can be extracted and used not only for their 

content but for the language in which they are expressed. The foreign language learners can then 

write their own associated ideas (some key concepts in the target language and others in English) so 

that the receiving class can compare what they wrote originally with what the English foreign 

language learners have produced.  
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Aim 

To investigate the validity of stereotypes. 

Materials 

Responses to a questionnaire on ‘what is it like to be English?’. 
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Here are two language versions of the questionnaire. 
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Source of materials 

Blank questionnaires are sent to a target language group for completion by 20+ respondents who 

are the same age as the group who will read and analyse the results. 

Possible tasks 

Again when these questionnaires have been read, patterns of responses can be extracted and used 

not only for their content but for the language in which they are expressed. The foreign language 

learners can then write their own reactions to the questionnaire data, saying, in the target language 

or in English, whether they agree or disagree with it. 
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Aim 

To make comparisons between aspects of life in the UK and life in the target language country. 

 

Materials 

Sound files, video, email links, photographs, group dossiers. 

 

Source of materials 

Whole class of learners in partner schools are linked person to person (or one to two if numbers do 

not match) and exchange once , twice or three times in a year some or all of : bilingual letters, sound 

files, self portraits and photographs, news about themselves and their daily lives, special events, 

recipes, drawings, graphs and bar charts, menus, guide to and photographs of school, school 

timetables, postcards, tickets, brochures, shop receipts, sporting programmes, newspapers etc. 

 

Possible tasks 

Since the messages which are exchanged are bilingual, time can be spent in foreign language lessons 

preparing recordings and written work in the target language as well as in English. There is a known 

(and named) audience for all communication and the purpose is quite explicitly to convey ideas and 

information to someone else and tell them something they do not know. This has a motivating force 

and for some learners may be the first time they have spoken or written to a real target language 

speaker! 

Aim 

To analyse what appears to identify one particular speech community. 

Materials and source of materials 
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Videos of (French/German/Spanish/Italian) speakers in their local context, as often seen in 

(French/German/Spanish/Italian) TV programmes which are made for a home audience or as 

language teaching materials. 

Possible tasks 

Some well chosen extracts - and many extracts lend themselves to this treatment- can be played to a 

class without sound. It is the task for the class to analyse what they see, note and describe any 

gesture, facial expressions, or body language which they think is particular to the speech 

community. Visual and sound should then be played. These non-verbal features can then be 

transferred to a dramatised version of the original scene and the class can judge if the actors 

accurately represent what has been identified. 

Aim 

To demonstrate that the target language being taught is spoken throughout the world, either as a 

first language, or by the majority of a country’s population or is a foreign language taught in a 

variety of countries. 

 

Materials 

Travel brochures and written descriptions from French speakers who come from outside 

metropolitan France, or from other French speaking countries (from DOM/TOM countries, belgium, 

Switzerland, Luxembourg, Canada etc.) and written/printed descriptions with have been produced 

by learners of the target language in other countries (French written by Turkish learners in Ankara, 

Bulgarian learners etc.). These examples can be readily extended to German, Spanish and Italian as 

these languages are spoken and learned by many people outside Germany, Spain and Italy. 

 

Possible Tasks 

Given a range of materials, comparisons can be made between different life styles of peoples who 

share the same language. In the case of material produced by other learners of the target language, 

this can be persuasive in demonstrating the usefulness of one particular target language as a lingua 

franca for many different peoples - an aspect not often experienced by foreign language learners in 

school.  
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Aim 

To provide something tangible which can be physically examined by foreign language learners when 

appropriate topics occur in a foreign language learning programme. 

Materials 

for a topic on ‘food’ 

• food packets, wrappers, labels, pots, time, price lists, posters, advertisements etc. 

• recipe + real ingredients to make and eat, fr example, croque monsieur, salads de tomates, tarte 

aux pommes etc.; 

for a topic on ‘school’ 

stationery goods in priced packets (unopened!) to get ready for going back to school in September; 

for a topic on ‘first aid’ 

bandages, safety pins, scissors, aspirin, antiseptic cream etc. (This serves both for classroom 

demonstration of First Aid techniques and for classroom emergencies!). 

All of the above can be collected from a trip abroad either by members of the teaching staff or by 

groups of children on an exchange visit or as a result of a request to a person in the country. 

Possible tasks 

There are a number of tasks, some of which are implied in the above. Food containers can be 

compared with UK equivalents, if such exist, and examined for contents, price, ingredients, as well as 

being simply objects which can be associated with words to aid memorisation and referencing for 

the learner. some food can be made and tasted with ratings given. Stationery goods can be priced 

and prices compared with those in the UK. Costing going back to school in France can be compared 

with the UK. Differences in similarities in attitude and practice can be investigated and documented.  
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Aim 

To collect expressions of opinion about target language speakers from the media. 

Materials 

English newspapers, other language newspapers, magazines, TV programmes in UK and elsewhere. 

Possible Tasks 

To collect statements made in the media about other peoples, and assess the validity of the 

statements made, where possible, in the light of evidence rather than prejudice. This project is one 

which lends itself to display, provided that each piece of evidence is accompanied by a balanced, 

evaluative statement produced by the foreign language learners. 

Aim 

To communicate on a regular basis with a class of pupils about everyday interests, concerns and 

information. These can include cross curricular themes, such as weather changes, environmental 

issues, local town/village surveys, patterns of consumerism, or be more simply an exchange of 

personal information about family, pets, school timetables, leisure activities, ‘how I spend a 

Saturday/Sunday’ etc. 

Source of Materials 

Email links 

Possible tasks 

If email is possible, even occasionally, then the motivation gained from the immediacy of sending a 

message and receiving a reply is considerable. Email has the advantage of being inexpensive and 

learners can send images such as drawings, maos, chats etc as well as text and sound files. 
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Aim 

To make comparisons between aspects of life in the UK and life in the target language country. 

Materials 

Surveys and questionnaire responses especially for a whole class in the target language country, 

e.g..: 

• which sports are played and watched by members of the class; 

• which are the class’s most popular leisure activities; 

• which jobs do the class have to do at home; 

• how much pocket money is received and what do the members of the class spend it on; 

• what is a typical breakfast; 

• how many members of the class go to church, the synagogue, the mosque, etc. weekly/in 

December; 

• which magazines are the most popular amongst members of one class (send a copy of the top 3!); 

• which kinds of television programme do members of the class watch most (send a copy of the 

radio/TV programme guide). 

Source of Materials 

The survey results may be collected by asking a FLA who may well have contact with English teachers 

in his or her home country, and/or by asking other native speakers (e.g. in exchange school, partner 

school, linked class, family) at home or abroad. Email links are particularly appropriate here. 

Possible Tasks 

Compare evidence from the target language country with similar evidence from the UK class. 

Emphasis, as in all comparisons, is put on positive opinion and what is attractive, rather then what is 

considered negatively strange or unattractive. 
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Aim 

To provide a sustained, enjoyable and successful experience of listening to and responding in the 

target language and to engage in as many pursuits as possible normally reserved for the target 

language community. 

Materials 

For a foreign language day games, outside and indoor, can be played. A French day can include 

outdoor games such as boules, handball and indoor games such as a French version of Monopoly 

and other card games if appropriate. Other non one-country specific possibilities are: 

• a range of ball games; 

• making another country’s food from a recipe: to be eaten at midday; 

• a Treasure Hunt/Hunt the Criminal using clues/Alibi; 

• learning a regional dance; 

• an element from another subject to be taught in the target language (Geography, Home 

Economics, P.E., Maths, History all have topics which can be taught without huge resource 

demands in the target language); 

• making up a newspaper or TV programme to be videoed during the day with editor, journalists, 

actors, presenter and sources of information, some of which could be online. Advertisements and 

jingles for goods from the target country are always popular; 

• presenting famous people from the target country; match name to profession or occupation; 

• putting captions to cartoons, works of art (paintings by the Belgian painter, Magritte, cartoons by 

Sempe etc. are very suitable for this activity); 

• sorting images into their country of origin (France, Germany, Spain, Italy, Netherlands etc.) using 

the target language names for each country and a collection of images collected by members of a 

class prior to the day. 
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4. Cultural awareness project: Council of Europe 

Year 8/9 

This is a project which was launched at the Council of Europe’s Workshop 13A in Genoa in December 

1993. The report which follows outlines the pilot study carried out from January to July 1994. Of 

those responsible for coordinating work with schools in their own country one is making bilingual 

German-English contacts, one bilingual French-English, one bilingual Spanish-English, two are 

communicating in French as their lingua franca, and three are communicating entirely in English. 

Aim 

The aim of the pilot project is to see how each country’s 13-14 year old school pupils portray their 

own nationality to children of the same age in another country. The project believes that one 

country’s foreign language learners will only begin to understand the way of life of another country 

if they begin to look first at their own. 

Materials and Source of Materials 

To do this in a practical way the project asked for schools in Britain to: 

1 find a group of willing 13 to 14 year old pupils; 

2 ask them to fill a real shoebox (or similar size) with objects which they believe represent their 

country and the English way of life. 

They were encouraged to discuss as a group: 

• what should go in the box; 

• why each object is chosen. 
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Each pupil also wrote, in brief, his or her reasons, in the target language or mother tongue, for 

including each object in the box. 

When filled the box was sent to a secondary school in one of the European countries. Later a box 

was sent back to the UK school. 

The initial letter sent out to children in one UK school is included below since it illustrates the detail 

of the project (see Appendix 1, p37). 

 

Since its beginning in December, 1993, the project has aroused interest not only within the group of 

original participants but with an increasingly wide range of other people. The idea of secondary 

foreign language learners filling a shoebox with objects, papers, wrappers, tickets and numerous 

other items which they believe represent their way of life has proved appealing. for the recipients 

there has been an increasing understanding of how others live, as well as a certain questioning of 

how the objects they choose to send portray their own culture and way of life. As boxes are 

exchanged and the contents are analysed questions inevitably arise. Children want to ask why some 

of the contents were included, why some were omitted, what some mean, how representative some 

‘pieces of evidence’ are. these are all questions which are sent back to be answered by pupils in the 

other country, and, significantly, their answers often provoke further questions. Understandings 

become refined, generalisations are modified. The complexity of a person’s cultural identity begins 

to emerge. 

Exchange of materials 

• The language of explanation has been target language + English. In an Ankara - Cambridge 

exchange pupils in both schools communicated with each other in French, their only common 

language of communication. This feature really emphasises an aspect of foreign language learning 

not often experienced by learners, namely the use of the target language as the only language 

possible if communication is to take place. In a Getafe - Cambridge exchange the Spanish and 

English children used a principled mix of English and Spanish. 

Other materials and information that have been sent to Cambridgeshire schools include: 

• A ‘dateline’, or sort of calendar of events on which pupils post all the important personal, school, 

national, international events of the year, explained through writing, drawings, pictures (a 

description kindly provided by Mary Rose Mifsud, Valletta, Malta). A ‘dateline’ received from 

Warsaw (illustrated, in parts, on pp28-33), was beautifully presented. It was eight metres long, 

consisted of 24 sheets of paper joined together lengthways and was the work, done in English, of 

all members of one class of pupils. 

• A questionnaire What is it like to be English? , (French version from Belgium, Turkey and Bulgaria). 
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• »it was eight metres long, consisted of 24 sheets of paper joined together lengthways and was 
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the work, done in English, of all members of one class of pupils.»  
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Record keeping and documentation of the project. 

In order to keep a record of the way the project developed and was being used by pupils in all 

participating schools, every item included in the shoeboxes exchanged during the pilot phase was 

logged. Since this now seems to give a fairly representative view of the kinds of contents which 

pupils put in shoeboxes, a decision was made to limit logging of contents to items which were a new 

development, or were sent in response to documented pupils’ questions and requests. Such a record, 

including questions on the item illustrated and appropriate answers from the partner school, will 

then document the evolution of pupils’ understandings of other cultures and ways of life over time, 

an important theme emerging from the initial exchange of boxes. 

 

Other records kept are: 

all questionnaire responses referred to earlier. 

a second questionnaire (see Appendix 2) given to English children when they receive a shoebox. This 

questionnaire attempts to describe the pupils’ perceptions of other teenagers in different countries 

based on the shoebox contents. So far children in Cambridgeshire schools have characterised their 

views of what it is like to be Turkish in Ankara and Spanish in Gatafe. The use of this second 

questionnaire was not introduced until it was realise that no permanent record was being kept of 

pupils’ initial understandings of ‘otherness’ and how this understanding changed over time as the 

exchange of materials continued. Although the example given is in English because the Year 7 coup 

involved was not linguistically very advanced, more able groups can attempt answers in the foreign 

language. It is , of course, not possible to devise a questionnaire such as this until the contents of the 

shoebox are revealed. The example shows the collaborative effort of a geographer and a foreign 

language teacher. 
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written descriptions of reasons given by pupils for including each item in the shoebox. This is vital 

evidence in trying to establish how children see themselves and their culture when they are 

conveying this to their peers in other countries. 

written accounts by teachers and others describing how they were adopting or adapting the 

shoebox project for use with their own classes. This has taken the form, to date, of written 

descriptions and evaluations of the project, notes on its implementation in class or an extension 

report. (for an example of this see Appendix 3.) 

Ways of working 

For schools who exchange shoeboxes the project suggests that, before sending shoebox a teachers 

can: 

(the example which follows comes from Hanna Kijowska in Warsaw, Poland) 

Step 1 

Discuss with a class what differences and similarities there might be between living in their country 

and living ion the shoebox sender’s country. Teachers are asked to keep notes of this discussion. 

Step 2 

Ask pupils to bring to school something that they feel represents their family. As Hanna Kijowska 

commented, ‘At first think nothing of this request. But the following day they arrive with comments 

on how difficult it is to find something or to decide on one object. In the end three people finally 

decided to bring something which describes themselves.’ Teachers are asked to keep lists of what 

the pupils bring. 

In the example from Warsaw the list included, before some items were discarded - 

a book of poems by national poet, Adam Mickiewicz 

a biography of Chopin 

a book of music; 

a collection of coins; 

a collection of stamps; 

a little black cat, ceramic; 

a couple of dolls in Greek national costume; 

a car map of Poland and a sea shall; 

a plant; 

a book on flowers and animals; 

pictures from the races, horses; 
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a detective story; 

crosswords - one homemade; 

a book of comics Asterix, Bhagavad-Gita; 

a newspaper; 

a painting. 

Step 3 

Put all the objects into a box (without the pupils knowing who has brought what) and present the 

objects, one by one, to the class. Groups of four pupils can then discuss each item, try to guess who 

brought it and write comments. Some objects are very easy to identify, others obviously not. The 

following day each pupil can pick out an object brought in by someone else and try to guess or 

explain why it has been chosen to represent a family. Immediately afterwards the owner gives his or 

her explanation. Pupils can then write an evaluation of the activity which can be kept by their 

teacher. 

Lastly, open the shoebox (received from England in the example from poland) and work as described 

in Step 3, namely in groups who study the shoebox contents, discuss them and write down their 

feelings and first reactions. They can also be encouraged to write down their questions to send to 

the partner school, in this case in England. A record of the questions should be kept for reference 

purposes later. 

Step 5 

Ask the class to write a letter (to England) and create a (Polish) shoebox in response to their won 

discussions in Step 3 and in Step 4. Teachers are asked to photocopy any such letter and list the 

contents of the shoebox, together with the pupil’s reasons for including them. 

When sending a box, every teacher: 

1 asks each pupil to write what he/she has put in the shoebox and the reason for the item’s inclusion 

on a piece of paper attached to it; 

2 lists the total contents of the box and the first name of the pupil who is responsible for each item; 

and, before receiving a box, every teacher: 

asks every pupil in the class to write on a piece of paper their name, age, and what they know and 

what they think of the way of life of pupils in the sending country before they open the box. This 

they can do in their own language, if appropriate.  

and after opening the box, every teacher: 

1 asks every pupil in the class to complete the questionnaire (Appendix 2) or an adapted form of it. 

This has already been shown to provide insights into how children interpret the evidence contained 

in the shoebox; 
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2 write notes or an account of how they dealt with the shoebox in addition to 1 and 2 above; 

3 ask every pupil to fill in a French or English version of the questionnaire shown earlier. 

Participating teachers are asked not to change the wording of this. 

Elements of the project, from the experience of the pilot phase January -July 1994, which need 

improvement. 

The following comments come from various participants: 

Problem 1 

‘Maltese students were exposed to an English opinion of themselves. But the shoebox was 

misleading at times; for example in the box which arrived from the UK there was neither a teabag 

nor any reference to royalty. So Maltese students concluded that these may not be as important as 

they're said to be for English people. In another box sent by an English class, of which our co-

ordinator sent us photocopies of the contents, both items featured prominently. It would seem 

therefore that the strategy may be too limiting and limited at times.’ 

Comment 

Since there is no limit to the number of boxes to be sent from one country to another, nor is there 

any restriction on what is to be included it is suggested that the Maltese children ask their English 

counterparts why they chose not to include these or ay other items. In this way the English children 

may be made more aware of the image that their shoebox is creating, and may (or may not!) wish to 

correct it. A two-way conversation can be started with some interesting questions; such 

conversation could be written or recorded. 

Problem 2 

‘A problem of logistics concerned the postal contact between us and our European counterparts… 

Thus the envisaged contact, comparison and cross fertilisation of ideas was delayed.’ 

Comment 

In the first two months of the project there was an inevitable delay caused by the necessity to 

contact and brief local schools and teachers who knew nothing of the project. In their turn, they had 

then to integrate the discussion and collection of shoebox materials into their work schemes. One 

school (Linton Village College, Cambridge) took ten schooldays to do this, another (St Ivo School, St 

Ives, Cambridgeshire) eleven weeks and quite justifiably so, given the extent of the project which 

they developed in French and PSE timetabled slots. Once, however, each school has launched its 

own link the time to be taken can be negotiated with the partner school. Tis will avoid 

disappointment for the participating learners. 

Another way to avoid long delays when nothing is received is to send some of the materials at 

regular intervals. A ‘dateline’ can be sent first, then an audio recording a week later, then a shoebox. 

Similarly, when a new group of schools is involved, both can agree to send the first box at the same 

time, on an agreed date. The exchange of questions and related materials can then follow as and 

when the partner schools can manage the exchange. Books, songs, postcards, photos, newspapers 
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etc can also be suntan response to questions asked by children in one or other school at regular 

intervals. 

Elements of the project, from the experience of the pilot phase January - July 1994, which have 

worked well. 

This section of the report can best perhaps be served by a verbatim quotation from an evaluation 

carried out by Mary Rose Mifsud at the end of May 1994. 

Objectives 

To see whether a deliberate input of culture would help students: 

a. learn English better (language awareness) 

b. engage in self-awareness 

c. understand English culture 

d. become more tolerant of other people’s values, beliefs and life-styles. 

Results 

Students: 

a. enjoyed the project and practised a number of social and cognitive skills, including: prioritising, 

categorising, selecting, debating, consensus building, inferring and forming opinions from 

evidence. There was a marked increase in students’ oracy. 

b. were made aware of their own culture through research, reading and discussion. They also 

learnt English vocabulary connected with Maltese cultural events. This linguistic area is usually 

problematic. 

c. were exposed to English culture through the use of video, realia as well as standard written 

material. 

d. were exposed to the English opinion of themselves. 

e. learnt more about the culture than if the component had been left to chance. 

Such an evaluation gives an optimistic view of the value of the project. 

 

Conclusion 

Whether small scalar large scale the importance of developing an awareness of and respect for 

others is without question. It is hoped that this book will add to most teachers’ already extensive 

repertoire of activities which give their learners access to the lives, concerns and environments of 

people living in this and other countries. As a summary of what has been proposed, the following 

would seem to be key ideas and processes: 
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Start with the learners 

how do we see ourselves? 

eg.: what would you choose as being ‘your world’ to show a visitor? 

This demonstrates a ‘best side’ approach, gives an idea of the things that learners believe interests 

others and begins to raise awareness about the nature of evidence. 

how do we see others? 

eg.: what do you think the (French) are like? 

This can show dominant features of a currently held stereotype. It can be turned into an hypothesis 

rather than a fact and can lead to a request for evidence. 

Decide what constitutes reliable evidence 

• set up an IMAGES board 

• collect statements from the press, books, adults, peers, FLA 

ask : 

• what do you make of this evidence? 

• do you want to shift any statement from either column after one week, one month, two 

months…? 

• do you still believe what you said one week, one month, two months … ago? 

• what made you change your mind? 

• what do you believe now? 

 

Test hypothesis 

• use primary sources: 

scattergrams, bar charts , pie charts from partner class/school, interviews, printed materials, 

posters, letters, native speaker at home and abroad, the media 
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• use secondary sources: books, reference materials, course books; 

• use online resources; 

• make comparisons; 

• evaluate what you have explored. 
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The Barry Jones Archive: Cultural awareness 

36 

Appendix 2 
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Example of a questionnaire devised by a modern Language teacher and a geographer to encourage 
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learners to evaluate the contents of a shoebox.  
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