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PERSPECTIVES ON EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING IN INTERCULTURAL COMIUNICATION*

Nobleza C, Asuncion-Lande
University of Kansas

(Thig- paper was srepared for presentation at the Tenth Annual Inteinational
Convention of the Communication Association of the Pacific, June 10-11, Tokyo, Japan)

Intreoduction

Since the 1960's experiential learning as an edézational concept has gained
increasing acceptance among teachers and practitioners of intercultural communica-
tion. Among the more common forms of experiential learning techniques are
simulation exercises, games, role playing, case studies gnd figld trips.

The increased use of experiential learning methods in~insﬁfuction and in
training in applied communication has created a potential learning dimension

which has not yet been fully understood. Consequently, though learning materials

have increased rapidly in quantity and have become more readily accessible to

teachers and trainers, serious queptiong have aé;sen &oncern;ng their purposes,
application, and long term effectiveness. Such que;tions appear to have especially
serious implications, in the field of intercultural communication Since some

of the experiential approaches that have proven to be very popular in the United.
State; cannot be transferred into the context of most other céltﬁres without
certain modifications. This is especially true-when we consider that e#periential

learning is bilased towards individual expression and the articulation of strong

emotions. Still, it is possible for individuals from other cultures to learn

the fundamental techniques of experiential instructiqn and to gain some experience

in adapting them to different cultural and learning contexts.
" There -are many types of experiential instructional techniques. In this paper,

how:ver, the discussion will focus on the utilization of the simulated structured

exercises and games that are widely used in the United States. However, the
¢

-

#This paper is an expansion of a paper that was previously presented at the Fourth
- Annual Conference of the Society for Intercultural Education, Training and
Research (SIETAR), in Phoenix, Arizona on February 22-26, 1978.
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general statements about the nature of expériential instructional techniqﬁes that
are made in this paper apply equally well to the other types of experiential

learniﬁg activities.

.

Definition of the Term

. Experiential learning refers to the process of learning by doing. The learner
is expected to be an active participant in his own instruction. It is through‘
actiyg participation that the indiviﬁual can internalize the learning experience.
Ther; is research evidénce which proves that such participation increases the

rate of learning. Such learning comes from the individual'’s insights and reactions

to the learning situation. The goal in experiential learning is for the student

to have a concrete, personal, observable and subjective learning experience.

Thus, a high value is placed on reaching insights about oneself, In thia process,

r
)

the learner is assisted by the facilita‘or and by the other learners. They provide
the constructive feedback which enablea the individual to reflect upon his/her

communicative behavior. Thus, experiential learning fosters a cuoperative venture
. '

between the learner, the facilitator and the other members of the group. A

The pedagogical structure of this approach includes semi-structured, open-
ended and open=minded exércises in which there are not necessarily right or wrong
answers to a problem; What is important is the experience of experimenting with
;arious approaches‘to a problem under relatively controlled situations. 501}1,
it 1s expected that the learner will be able to make use of what he has learned
by this means in his everyday life. Thus one should not make the mistake of assuming
that what happens under these laboraéory-like conditions 18 not "real”, Furthermore,
tﬁe émociéns that are engendered during the exercises aré also very real and so
cheyomuec ﬂe dealt with aefi?uﬁiy; That is why it is ne&essary that the facilitator
ié uel}?trained to cope with the unexpected and unpredictable responses of the

participants.
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Some general characteristics of the experiential instructional approach arg:
(1) It parallels real life situations. (2) It “nvolves all the participants.
(3) It requires active participation. (é) It ﬁrovides instant feedback. (5) 1t
is flexible. .

The's;rﬁctured exercises and activities that constitute an integral part
of the instructional content of experiential learning simu%ate real life situa-
tioﬁs and events. They are désigned to recreate within ;*controlled atmosphere,
real life experiences in a very short and’ compact period. By ;hg very nature of
the exercises or games one can not avoid involvement. Since they occur in
iﬁteractive settings where the pa;ticipants have the opportunity to give and receive
feedback, they are able to improve upon or practice neﬂ,commuﬁication ﬁehaviors.

Some important aspects of the experiential learning approach which distingu}sh
it from othef instructional approaches are that (1) It works primarily on the
affective level. (2) An attempt is made to enable individuals t> learn how to
learn skills, values, att;tudes and habits; ho# to orient themselves to different
contexts; how to acquire insights :I.t;to the context of problm'sol‘ving- The

didactic mode of learning focuses on the cognitive asgpects and knowledge is
: o

usually assessed by performarnce on tests requiring written responses.

" Basic Assumptions in Experiential Learning
- @ ’ ’

When the choice is made to utilize the experiential learning approach, theng_

* are some basic assumptions that should be understood: *

1. The most conducive climate for experiential learning is an open,
supportive and non-evaluative environment.

2. The responsibility for learning rests ultimately on the learner.
3. Everythfng that the léarner learns is asséped to be important to him/ﬁer.
4, Llearning that is éxperiential permits the individual to experience

the exercise cognitively and emotionally without prior’ knowledge of
what he/she is supposed to be learning. )
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Experiential learning builds upon the concrete, personal and unique
experience of the individual,

6. The way games and exercises are structured is an impbrtant consideration
if maximum growth and learning are to be achieved.

Applications in Intercultural Communication

The primary objectives of experiential instruction in'interculturgl communica-
- tion are: 1. To help the learner increase his/her understanding of other
cultures. 2., To develop skills for -effective cross~cultural interaction. 3,
To promote intercultural communication betweein pétrscas of different cultures.
Simulation exercises and games gsuch as BaFa BaFa, Culture Cont;ct, inter-
national Relations Game, East-West Game and others can.help gtddents ékﬁlore,
_Fﬁpand and deepen their knowledge of intercultural communication. When the .
;:udentg perform these exercises they may ex;erience almost the full range of

thoughts and feelings that would normally be present were they to visit other

cultures and participate in the daily activities of the inkabitants, or to dis~

cover the difficulty of being objebtive as they listened to fdeas they did not

. ghare. As they becowe aware of potential conflictual situations they are
encouraged to try to p:evamtjo; ninimize them. They are aided in thei? efforts
by the facilitator or instructor in an atmosphere more supportive and less
threatening than an actual foreign experience., In this instance, the instructor
has a great responsibility for the creation and maintenance of an atmosphere
th;t promotes meaningful iﬁarning and growth, *

_ T the discussions that follow the exercfées, students can reflect upon the
explanations for tﬁei; behav@or';nd try new ways of con@upting their intercultural
interactions. Furthetmére, thelr actual performance Sf?thé exqrcises and the
prccessing of tﬂ; Enowledge gained after the games are céncluded constitute a
vﬁultisensory experienc;’that reinforces the learning process. fhe challgnge of
discovering what they are expécted to learn often results in students takfﬂgﬁfh“‘
coneiderably greater initiative and responsipility in attaining their intended

objtctivu. . S . 6
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Another advantage of the experiential instruction approach in intercultural
commuqibation iz that it can be easily combined with traditional methods of
instgpction and enhance further léarning in the course.

3

A List of Simulation Games and Exercises ™

The nature of :ﬁL intended experience in intercultural education and training

generally dictates the choice of the game or the simulated exercise. That choice

is also dependent upon the skill of the facilitator or trainer in using various

instruments or procedures. The following is a 1igt of games and exercises that

o

offer a range of useful possibilities. They were selected on the basis of the
author's familiarity with them, and of the recommendation of colleagues who have
had experience with their use.

AID TO MINORIANS, (In Intercultural Sourcebook)

Participants divided into two groups (Minorians and Majorians)
with the latter equipped to give "aid" to the former. Focuses

on feelings emerging from tha giving and receiving of aid between
cultures and nations. (11 ~ 3 hours, 8-40 adults).

ALBATROSS (In Beyohd Experience, Experx.ent in International Living, Brattleboro,
Vermont, in press.) -

Demonstrates a radically different culture to players who remain

- partly particizants and partly observers. Strong feelings about
the nature of the culture are stimulated and make for fruitful
discussion. (1-1/2 .~ 3 hours, 3-30 high school through adult
participants).

BAFA BAFA, (Sinile II, 1150 Silverado, San Diego, Califgrnia).

Group divided into two to learn different cultural behaviors
(Alphas and Betas). They visit back and forth to experience
and attempt to learn the other culture. (1 1/2 - 3 hours, |,
15~40 high school through adult participants). ‘

BALDICER, (John Knox Press, Atlanta, Georgia)

* Centered on food Bistribution and economic development,
participants form groups. and engage in crosscultural
cooperation and face the dilemmas of econdmic growth and
crogs-national competition. (1 1/2 = 3 hours, 10-40 high
school through adult participants).

*  BLACKS AND WMITES, (Psychology Today)

Designed to provide participants with an awvareness of what is
involved in being black and poor and to suggest the nature of
ghetto conditions, (1 1/2 - 3 hours, adult players).

"
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BODY TALK, (Psychology Today)

The game focuses upon the realm of nonverbal communication and
is designad to heighten participant awareness of their own non-
verbal behavior. (1 1/2 - 3 hours,-adults).

(Simile II) -

A simulation of international conflict, in which players serve
on teams representing one of gix fictional nations. The nations
vary in strength and military capacity and collectively must’
resolve situations esSential to their mutual well-being. (2 =~ 4
hours, 25-35 junior high school through adults).

CULTURE CONTACT, (ASt Associates Inc., 55 Wheeler Street, Cambridge,.Mass.)

A roleeplay game designed to focus upon the sorts of misunder~

" standing and potential conflict which can arise when a trading
expedition docks at an island inhabited by a pre-industrial
society. (1 1/2 =.3 hours, 20~30 upper elementary-through adults.)

EAST=WEST GAME or “The Emporor’s Pot” (In Intercultural Scurcebook, Volume I,
Cross-Cultural Training Méthodologies“; Society for Focus on
cultural assumptions and values as one group attempts to gain the
"national treasure" of the other. (1 1/2 = 3 hours, 18-20 junior
nigh school through adult participants).

(Pundamental Interpersonal Relations Orientation)

Designed to measure an individual's eggressed behavior towards

others and the behavior he wants from others, from the dimensions
of inclusion, control,-affection. (1 1/2 - 3 hours, adults).

(in Intercultural Sourcebook).

Participants divide into two culture groups, the behavioral norms
of which simulate North American and Latin American Cultures.
Provides -insight into interaction processes between North and
South Americans. (1 1/2 = 3 hours, 8~46 junior high school
through adult participants). .

INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS GAME, (Stanford Institute for Applied Intercultural
Communicatié_j

¥
~ Explores relations between -two neighboring countries of Franistan
and Germania each with different backgrounds, values,, levels of
economic’ independence and socfal composition. By negotiating on .
a specific problem, individuals see¢ more clearly the need to consider
the othar's point of view. (2 - 3 hours, high school through"adult
participants)i < " -

(In A Manual of Structural Exercises, Weeks, Pedersen; and Brislin, N
.Society for Intercultural Education, Training and Research, Pittsburgh,
1977).

Four groups negotiate over the allocation of a sum of money given
to tbem. Sum must be allocated within specified time or it is lost.
Communication, conflict and caooperation issues emerge strongly.

(3 hours, 12-48 high school through adult participants).




SOMFAU EXERCISE, (In Intercultural Sourcebook).
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Three culture groups {(vominant and two minorities or foreign
groups) in conflict over behavior of children in dominant
culture's school system. Participan‘s play representatives

of cultures in meeting called to discuss the problems. Focus .
on cultural stereo-typing, differing perceptions, and cross=-
cultural conflict., (1 1/2 «-3 hours, 9=30 adults).

STAR POLIER, (Similie I1I).

A,

. Differenc gtatus groups 63mpete for wealth and power.
' Participants experience impace of social and economic
inequality. (2-3 hours, 13-25 junior high chrough adult
parcicipancs).

(In InCercuICural Sourcebook).

Couple attempts to find cultural key to visiting an exotic
country. Focuses on- cultural/perceptual diffeveénces.
(11/2 - 3 hours, -4 players, unlimited. observers). .

The number df hours indicated for each game includes discussion of
information generated from the accivicies.

o

.t
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