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Component 1

Objective A of the Ball State University Strategic Plan specifically states, “By 2012. . .achieve 5% total enrollment from international origins”, equating to 1,000 students. With enrollment of international students continuing to increase, the Rinker Center for International Programs (RCIP) has created a variety of different programs to support the social needs of the new international students. When the international students first arrive to Ball State, RCIP provides workshop sessions to discuss various aspects of their new lives in America. Sessions discussing housing, registering, banking, and insurance are the main focus of the orientation week. One session in particular discusses American culture and how to interact with American students. However, the focus is on the process of interacting with American students only, not with American professors. The new international students are left with little to no idea of how to interact with professors in an American classroom. This is the reason that this current project with ITAS is so crucial. The students are unfamiliar with American professors, and American professors are unfamiliar with international students. By helping professors become more familiar with their international students, the classroom can become a place of mutual understand and be a positive learning environment. This can hopefully create an easier transition for the new international students. 
Component 2

A recent addition to campus, Innovation in Teaching, Assessment, and Scholarship, also known as ITAS, was created as of January 1, 2010. This group was created to answer the call for a centralized resource for faculty development. According to its members, previous to the development of ITAS, faculty development and support was on a departmental or college level. As each department or college within the university was responsible for professional development, faculty received unequal resources and often less than what was needed. This was often due to a lack of funding or personnel who had the experience, time, or interest to help their co-workers become better inside and out of the classroom. To answer this call, the administration decided to create a campus-wide task force that would be charged with professional development of faculty through innovation in teaching, assessment and scholarship. 


The overall goals of ITAS are two fold, to provide support to faculty in regards to teaching and scholarship. This is being done through a partnership between Academic Affairs and Information Technology. Specifically, ITAS supports teaching through the development of pedagogical, technological and assessment resources. The group also focuses on scholarship in regards to research design, statistical analysis, and scholarly writing. To accomplish these goals ITAS has developed various professional development services and resources. Services include things like training sessions and one-on-one consulting. Resources have been developed in terms of tips for teaching and guidelines for building stronger assessments. ITAS has provided links to various pedagogical tools on their website including things like online teaching support, teaching international students, information on how to participate in immersive learning opportunities and workshops that range from short, informative conversations over lunch to single workshops providing in depth discussion and practical applications to the development of learning communities that develop resources collaboratively over time. Technology is the other main focus within the teaching section of ITAS. Resources regarding everything from the use of iClickers, or student response systems, to Gradebook, Blackboard, rGrade and video networking are available. In terms of assessment, ITAS has resources addressing everything from day-to-day teaching to larger program or departmental assessment. This aspect of ITAS seems to be of particular importance to many of its members as accreditation is a constant concern. 


The second focus for ITAS is scholarship. This is in direct response a section of Ball State University’s Strategic Plan which focuses on faculty and student scholarship of discovery, integration, application, and teaching. ITAS is working in collaboration with various campus offices including Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL), Sponsored Programs Office (SPT) and the Social Science Research Center (SSRC) to provide resources for faculty regarding their own scholarship. Additionally, ITAS can assist in research design through one-on-on consultations for faculty, staff and students who would like help with research design, instrument and survey construction, data collection techniques and statistical analysis and interpretation. In terms of the writing portion of scholarship, ITAS has developed a Faculty Writing Community providing a quiet, distraction free space where faculty can come each week to work on their writing projects. This community is aimed towards new faculty members who might find it difficult to carve out a regularly scheduled time each week to work on their writing. Additionally, workshops area also available which focus on reading and discussing texts that will help faculty develop their writing skills. 


ITAS is a comprised of a diverse group of faculty and staff from across Ball State’s campus. Within the staff directory, there is Teresa Brown Caddell (Administrative Coordinator), Kianre Eouanzoui (Statistician), Kethleem Jacobi-Karna (Assistant Director of Faculty Development), James A. Jones (Assistant Director-Research and design), Gary Pavlechko (Director of Teaching Technology), Brian Pickerill (Assistant Director of Academic Assessment and Assessment Technology), Linda Putnam (Learning Technologies Consultant), Hamid Tabariasl (Web Technology Specialist), and Yasemin Tunc (Director of Learning Technologies Consulting). Additionally, there is also an Advisory Board consisting of eight faculty members from various departments across campus. 


While ITAS has a broad scope in term of their responsibilities, this project is specifically concerned with the development of resources for faculty regarding the increased amount of international students on campus. ITAS has developed four videos in an attempt to help faculty adjust to the challenges they might meet while instructing students form different cultures. This focus is in response to another section of Ball State University’s Strategic Plan. Two objectives in Ball State University’s 2007-2012 Strategic Plan include goals for international students. Objective D calls for an “increase diversity of student, faculty, and staff populations and enhance the climate supporting diversity.” 

In addition to this, by 2012, the university is looking to increase faculty diversity to 15 percent and staff diversity to 9.5. The second goal within the strategic plan is an increase by 20 percent over 2006-07 base participation in cultural activities on campus by 2012.  These objectives influence the University’s international learning communities and adjustments may need to be made to accommodate the future growth. This future growth has indeed come to reality, as international student enrollment will soon reach over 650 students on campus. With enrollment of international students continuing to increase, ITAS has recognized the need for additional material and resources to be developed regarding instructor and international student interaction within the classroom.  ITAS has sought out the assistance of the Rinker Center for International Programs (RCIP) for advice and suggestion on developing appropriate training for professors. 

RCIP will serve as a crucial link to developing training material regarding international students in the classroom. RCIP staff members, in particular director Scott Cantrell, are functioning as consultants, advising ITAS staff members on the development of the training modules based on the extensive information they have regarding the needs of international students and how those needs carry over into the classroom. 
With enrollment of international students steadily increasing, ITAS has recognized the important of preparing professors to teach in an increasingly diverse classroom. Through this project, it is our hopes that professors will feel more comfortable and knowledgeable while interacting with international students and classrooms will be a place of mutual respect and understanding.  
Component 3

Students from Saudi Arabia that choose to study in the US might have a hard time adjusting to American life for many reasons, including several drastically difference cultural dimensions. One such difference comes in the form of the collectivistic versus individualistic cultural dimension. Saudi culture is very collectivistic, just like many countries in the Middle East. According to Hofstede, Hofstede, and Minkov (2010) “Arab” cultures are ranked 41-42 on the Individualism Scale, whereas America is ranked first on this particular scale. This difference in collectivism versus individualism can have implications, which can be especially seen in the classroom. Colorado State University conducted a training seminar on March 22, 2007, which was aimed at educating staff at the University on how to better interact/teach students from Arab Countries, which includes Saudi Arabia. 

One section of the training was on pedagogical differences between these countries and the US and focused on collectivistic versus individualistic cultures. Hofstede et al. (2010) refers to collectivistic cultures as believing in the power of the group, and individualistic cultures believe that the “power of the individual should prevail over the group” (Hofstede et al., p. 91).  The training material from Colorado State University stated that since Middle Eastern cultures tend to be more collectivistic, “students will generally respond well in situations where they can form friendships with other students and faculty” (Ahmad, H.M., Al-Sumait, F., Berry, N., Hirchi, M., & Ephraimson-Abt, V., 2007, slide 30). The material also stated, “Students might put group gatherings over class meetings or deadlines . . . sometimes, the care for the group is such that some members of the community will help others in ways which may border on cheating by Western standards” (Ahmad et al., slide 30). Hofstede et al. pointed out that in collectivistic cultures, “relationships prevail over the group,” and “students only speak up in class when sanctioned by the group” (Hofstede et al., p. 124). The material also suggested addressing these behaviors in private meetings because individuals from collectivistic cultures do not appreciate being singled out in public. This can create a “loss of face and make future communications more difficult” (Hofstede et. al., p.124).  

Another dimension where clear differences can be seen is that of power distance, which is the extent to which those not in power accept that the power will be distributed unequally. On the scale created by Hofstede et al. (2010), Arab countries are rates as 12-14, and the United States is ranked 59-61, meaning Arab countries (Saudi Arabia) have a high power distance. Suggestions for professors in the classroom are to be explicit and up-front about rules and guidelines for the classroom because these students like to know what those in authority professors expect from them (Ahmad et al., 2007). 

In addition to the basic power distance between students and professors, there is also a clear power distance between males and females in Saudi culture. In the Saudi educational system, men and women do not attend school together past kindergarten. According to a 2003 education report published by the Ministry of Education, “the aim of Girls' education aims at the upbringing of the girl in a correct Islamic way, so that she will fulfill her mission in life and will be a successful house-keeper, an ideal wife and a good mother, and at preparing her to do what conforms to her innate nature such as teaching, nursing and medical practice. The State takes care of girls' education, provides the necessary means - as much as possible - in order to absorb all those [girls] who reach the age of education, and gives them opportunities in branches of education that fit a woman's nature and satisfy the country's need” (UNESCO, 2003, p. 13). 
This report is consistent with the findings of Hofstede et al. (2010) who discussed gender roles in relation to masculine and feminine cultures. According to Hofstede et al., “a society is called masculine when emotional gender roles are clearly distinct: men are supposed to be assertive, tough, and focused on material success, whereas women are supposed to be more modest, gender, and concerned with the quality of life . . . women are supposed to be concerned with taking care of the home and children” (Hofstede et al., p. 140). These authors would then assert that Saudi Arabia is a masculine culture with clearly defined gender roles which are reinforced by their educational system.  

However, the tide could be turning in Saudi Arabia. Previously, education of females was controlled by the General Presidency for Girls’ Education. In the early 2002, this was dissolved, and this branch was absorbed by the Ministry of Education. In 2005, the Ministry of Education created a Ten-Year Plan outlining the new goals of all students, male and female, in Saudi Arabia. Some highlights from this plan are: 

1. To prepare students academically, and culturally at a local and international level to be able to achieve advanced posts internationally in the fields of mathematics and sciences for the various age categories, taking into account International tests’ standards

2.   To improve the quality of male and female teachers and to increase the citizens’ rate in the education sector to achieve the full use of Saudi human resources
3. To develop male and female adults’ education and to eradicate illiteracy

4. To develop syllabi based on Islamic values leading to the development of male and female students’ personality and to their integration in society as well as to the achievement of scientific and thinking skills and life characteristics resulting in self education and lifelong learning

Even with this strategic plan, the Ministry still separates males and females in schools. Since male and female students have not attended school together since early childhood, they are often times unfamiliar with how to act around the opposite sex. For this reason, it is suggested that educators be sensitive to the potential awkwardness these students might be feeling if forced to do group work with someone from the opposite gender. Also, closed door advising sessions with someone from the opposite gender could create uncomfortable feelings and awkwardness and should be avoided if at all possible (Ahmad et al., 2007).

Colorado State, with the help of professors and faculty members, created a list of differences between the needs of American students and Arab students. One of these differences came in the form of communication patterns between individuals and can be explained using Edward T. Hall’s high-context verses low-context cultures. Hall (1976) described high-context cultures as being very contextually based; meaning knowledge is situational and is less verbally explicit. Members of these cultures, such as Saudi Arabia, are expected to understand what is being communicated often through nonverbal and indirect messages. On the other side, low context cultures, such as the United States, value public and explicitly stated knowledge. Meaning is carried more by words rather than nonverbals, and communication duration is usually shorter and more direct (Hall, 1976).

In the classroom, Saudi students may have a hard time adjusting to the rule-heavy, direct and open interaction styles. Individuals in America see communication as a way of exchanging ideas and information especially in the classroom. To Americans, these conversations usually have a clear purpose. However, Saudi students in the classroom value circular and context-filled communication which is often indirect and subtle. Communication is seen as a “social lubricant,” (Ahmad et al., 2007, slide 34) used to create and maintain relationships with other group members. These differences could cause Saudi students to feel as though American students and professors are harsh and too open and honest. Training material from Colorado State encourages professors to be encouraging and engage in positive reinforcement throughout the class period. This will hopefully help alleviate some of the negative stress that Saudi students could be feeling due to the very direct and often too honest conversations they may have with American students. 

Saudi students not only face internal differences in the classroom, but extreme external differences as well, especially for female students. According to the CIA World Fact book (2010), 100% of Saudis practice the religion of Islam, and are therefore referred to as Muslim. In the religion of Islam, females must cover their hair, neck, arms, legs, and torso when in public or in front of males. Specifically in Saudi Arabian culture the women must also cover their faces when in public or in front of males. When traveling outside the country, particularly in the United States, women usually remove the coverings from their faces, leaving only their hair and body covered. For Muslim women, covering the hair and body is a sign of modesty and self-respect aimed at protecting women and has been outlined in their Holy Book, the Quran (Salat: Ritual prayer, 2006).

In addition, Muslim men and women practice the Five Pillars of Islam, which require prayer five times a day. These prayers come at specific times during the day, and can often conflict with class schedules. Students might need to leave the classroom for roughly ten minutes to complete a prayer, which often may leave the teacher confused and frustrated. On Fridays, Muslims have a special midday prayer which they conduct at a local Mosque (Salat: Ritual prayer, 2006). This too could potentially interfere with a students’ class schedule while he/she is in the United States.

Common classroom practices also differ between American students and Saudi Arabian students. For example, American students sitting in the classroom often sit with knees bent, one foot propped on the knee of the other leg. In Islamic culture, pointing the bottom of the foot towards another is a sign of major disrespect. Also, giving and receiving with the left hand is a disrespectful notion to Muslims, but is a common practice in the United States. Even more common practices can be hard for Arabic students to adapt to. For example, in an individualistic society like the United States, students are encouraged to raise their hands in class and “speak up”. However, collectivistic societies have a hard time with this concept. Hofstede et al. (2010) stated that “for the student who conceives of him-or herself as part of a group, it is illogical to speak up without being sanctioned by the group to do so. If the teacher wants students to speak up, the teacher should address the particular student personally” (Hofstede et al., p. 117).  Class participation, which is so highly value in American society and is often a part of the students’ grade, can make students from collectivistic cultures, such as Saudi Arabia, very uncomfortable.

Students from Saudi Arabia who chose to study in the United States may have a hard time with the drastically different educational and cultural systems. However, through training and education, American professors and staff members can hopefully come to an understanding of the best ways to teach these students. An environment of mutual respect is needed, and the only way this can be created is through mutual understanding and tolerance. 

Component 4

Extensive research currently exists on professor/Saudi Arabian student interactions in the classroom. However, it is important to critically examine this research in comparison to the actual lived experiences of the students.  Through the stories and examples given by these students, many similarities, as well as differences, begin to arise. These stories uncover clear contributions to the problems so many Saudi students face when interacting with American professors. By examining the discussions of these students in comparison to research on the topic, clear suggestions for future improvements can be found.

These issues will be discussed using experiences from two Saudi Arabian students studying at Ball State University in the United States. The first student is Amal who is a 20 year old student studying in the Intensive English Institute department. Amal has been in the United States for three months, and is currently learning English. The second student is Hassan, a 23 year old senior Health Science major who has been in the United States for four years. These two Saudi Arabian students provided valuable information that contributed greatly to this area of research. They provided information that directly relates to clear cultural patterns discussed extensively in previous theoretical research. 

Cultural Patterns/Dimensions

Individualism vs. Collectivism

Saudi Arabia is a collectivistic culture, where according to Hofstede, “relationships prevail” (Hofstede et al. p. 124) and the group often receives priority over the individual. In a classroom setting, this translates to students preferring to work in groups rather than work as an individual. Interestingly enough, students in Saudi Arabian classmates usually work individually on homework, projects, and other assignments. The concept of group work is almost unheard of. In fact, many Saudi students experience their first classroom “group work” when they enter an American classroom. Amal stated,

I think group work is more perfect and helpful, because you get new experiences, especially when international students are your classmates. When I work with myself I will not know a new things [sic], so I prefer to work with a group to exchange experiences with each other and take new ideas.

Research has also shown that Saudi students will feel more comfortable if they feel as though they are being encouraged to form relationships with classmates and professors (Ahmad, Al-Sumait, Berry, Hirchi, Ephraimson-Abt, 2007). The interviews conducted with Saudi students confirmed this point of research. Saudi students made numerous comments about enjoying professors who were friendly both inside and outside the classroom. When asked about her favorite teacher, Amal stated, “She is not always serious when she explains something. She makes it funny sometimes. She’s always asking ‘how are you, how is the class going?’” Hassan also stated, “I see professors joke with the students, ask how their weekends were. . . talk with them about always anything about life.” 


Professors in Saudi Arabia are not encouraged to form relationships with their students inside or outside of the classroom. This directly relates to the concept of power distance.

Power Distance


Hofstede (2010) rated Saudi Arabia as 12 on a list of around 80 countries in terms of power distance. This shows a much higher power distance than the United States who is ranked 59. Previous research has suggested professors to be up-front with classroom rules and expectations, to let the students know what those in authority expect from them (Ahmed et al., 2007).. The interviews with students showed that while though the power distance is high in Saudi Arabia, they prefer the lower power distance of the United States in terms of the classroom. 

Hassan stated, “In Saudi Arabia, I only see my professors in class. I even don’t [sic] see them around campus. I don’t know if they have a secret door to come to class or something.”  Amal had similar comments stating, “Even if we do see them [professors] outside of class, we just say hi or something. They [professors] try to avoid you, like ‘I’m not here!’” Since the Saudi Arabian educational system does not encourage close relationships between students and professors, Saudi students are often startled by the classroom environment when they first arrive. 

In my first class, I thought they [students] were disrespectful. Some would put their feet in the professor’s face, would eat in class. It was like really bad. It was a shock for me. In Saudi Arabia you can’t even cross your feet in some classes. You can’t eat inside the class, not even gum, said Hassan.  

Amal also stated, “When the professor is speaking, here it is okay if classmates are chatting while the professor is talking. This does not happen in Saudi Arabia. All of our classmates respected the professor.” The issue of respect is such a part of the values of Saudi Arabian students, that they even have a hard time reporting professors who are clearly crossing the line between appropriate and inappropriate classroom conduct. 


Both Amal and Hassan told stories of professors making negative comments about Saudi Arabia and Islam. Amal said she had a professor refer to the clothing of many female Saudi students as “tents.” Hassan had a professor say that the clothing Muslim females wear “. . .makes them look like terrorists.” Hassan and Amal also relayed stories of professors insulting Saudi Arabia in class, making comments about the lack of democracy leading to many problems within the country and how Saudis were supposedly responsible for 9/11. However, neither Amal or Hassan stated they made any kind of formal complaints against the professor. Hassan stated, “I know I have the right to report him, but in my culture we don’t’ do that. I don’t want to do anything like that.” When describing a professor making negative comments about the lack of the concept of dating in Saudi Arabia, Amal stated, “That bothers me sometimes. I think it’s just his culture, but it hurt. Other Saudi students were upset but we didn’t say anything.” For Amal and Hassan, the professor is the authority figure who has a larger amount of power than the students. This power, used for both good and bad, is to be respected at all times by the student.  

In the United States, respect is shared more equally between students and professor. Unlike in Saudi Arabia, in America the line between student and professor is permeable. This adjustment to professors who are also friends with their students can be a hard one for new Saudi students to make. And it isn’t just power distance between students and professors that is hard for students to adjust to, but it’s also the distance between males and female Saudi students, which can be examined through the masculinity vs. femininity dimension.

Masculinity vs. Femininity

  
Children in Saudi Arabia grow up segregated from the opposite gender throughout school. In fact, most children grow up having little contact at all with the opposite gender, except with relatives. Most female students are taught by females, and male students are taught by males. Classmates are of the same gender as are friends and most individuals in the child’s social network. However, when Saudi students decide to study in the United States, classrooms in most public universities are mixed gender. Saudi students are now thrown into an unfamiliar classroom setting where they must interact with the opposite sex on an almost daily basis. Research shows this experience can be extremely stressful for these new students (Salat, 2006). When asked about his first time working with a female student, Hassan stated,  

It was terrible. I was looking at the ground, not at the face of the other girl. I wouldn’t touch her or talk about anything other than the project, the work. It was so different . . . We’re kept separate in school back home. I only used to talk to my aunt, my mom, and my sisters.

Hassan stated that when he first arrived and had to work closely with another Saudi female, the female asked to be moved out of his group because it was too hard for her to work so closely with a Saudi male. Hassan explained that Saudi culture forbids such a close interaction between the two genders. So in America, when the Saudi males and females have to work together, it can create an awkward interaction because of their shared cultures.  On the other hand, not all students have such an awkward first encounter. 

I worked with an American. It was the first time I had to do this. I ask [sic] him, we had to do a project because the teacher made us, so would you like to do the project with us? Maybe it was okay if I take his number and his Facebook account. It was okay.

When it comes to performance in school, research from Hofstede (2010) had stated that in masculine cultures, failing in school is a shameful disappointment.  The answers from Amal and Hassan echoed this point. Hassan stated, “Back home, if you don’t know the answer, everyone will laugh at you.” Amal also agreed stating that students must know the answers the professor is asking. Hassan also stated, “In my culture, it’s really bad to answer wrong or not to answer. If you say ‘I don’t know’, the professor will loudly say ‘why don’t you know? I work really hard for you to understand.’” Both Hassan and Amal conveyed a sense of embarrassment and shame if they did not know the answers to class material. They felt shy if the professor was forcing them to answer class material. In the minds of Hassan and Amal, it is better for a professor to not try to “single-out” a student in order to get information from him or her. If the student does not know the answer, they will feel shameful or even angry since they are not able to answer the professor’s question. 

Previous research by Hofstede (2010) has shown that students from collectivistic cultures will often times only speak up when they feel it is appropriate and sanctioned by the group (other students). American professors have trouble getting their Saudi Arabian students to participate in class, so they will often “single-out” students and ask them to answer the question or give an opinion. This can create a loss of face, and can be very detrimental to the student/professor relationship. Amal and Hassan suggested ways to overcome this problem, in addition to several other problems previously discussed. 

Solutions

Working in Groups

Through extensive research, as well as these personal interviews with Hassan and Amal, it has been clearly established that Saudi students prefer to work in groups. However, Hassan and Amal made it clear that professors need to understand that Saudi males and females have a hard time closely interacting with one another. Saudi students should be placed with other students of the same gender, if possible. This will lead to a more comfortable and positive atmosphere for the students. Hassan stated,

Saudi women should be either placed with all females, or international or American males, but not Saudi males. Saudi females have a hard time interacting with males but especially with Saudi males, especially if the woman is wearing a hijab or covering her face. It will be better for her. 

Answering Questions
Research has shown that American professors often have a hard time getting their Saudi students to participate in class (Hofstede, 2010). To combat this problem, Hassan and Amal suggest giving Saudi students the option of answering questions in a similar fashion to Hassan’s teacher. “He would ask me, ‘Hassan, do you have anything you’d like to contribute? Please share your answer if you would like to.” This makes Saudi students feel that it is acceptable to share an answer, but they do not have to. Both Hassan and Amal stated that they do not like feeling forced to answer a question. “No one likes feeling forced to do something. That is not good,” stated Amal. Asking questions in this non-threatening way helps the students feel encouraged to share answers, but not forced. 
Understanding Religion

Students can often feel “singled out” when professors force them to answer a question, but also when professors make remarks about aspects of Saudi Arabia which include religion and politics, as discussed earlier. Saudi students, especially females, appear both internally and externally different from their American classmates. Research on Islam (Salat 2006) uncovered many physical differences between American and Saudi students, with the most obvious being the hijab and/or face covering that many Saudi students wear. 

Try to understand your students’ culture and religion. Some of the students report to me that their professors don’t like them wearing a hijab (head covering) in class. Don’t just judge them by the way they look. Try to understand them. Professors should really do research on their students, suggested Hassan.

Hassan and Amal feel that professors can better understand Saudi students if they would just do a little research on their own to try to understand the culture and religion. 

Providing Explanations

When students are encountering a language barrier, it can create frustration and anxiety. For Amal and Hassan, this language barrier led to the need for further explanation when it came to learning new words and terms for class assignments. Hassan stated, “My favorite professor repeated the material until I, and everyone else, understood it, even if it takes the whole time. He doesn’t care how long it takes. He repeats it to make us understand it.” Amal agreed stating,

I have a professor who just says the word and expects you to understand it. He doesn’t say it in a different way. In Saudi Arabia, if you don’t understand one word they’ll say another word in another way to make you understand.

Rephrasing and restating is an important way for Saudi students to learn new material. It is important for professors to have patience and make sure that the students understand the material before they move on. Hassan also suggested for professors to write out the word or concept they’re trying to teach the student. “It helps a lot in order to understand,” stated Hassan. In addition, Hassan stated that it is helpful when the professor encourages students to visit his/her office hours to help clear up any confusion from the material.

Encouraging Students


Students need to feel encouraged not only to participate and ask questions, but also to make relationships with professors and classmates. Hassan suggested a method that he felt was beneficial in his classes. 

I liked when my professor encouraged my classmates to get to know me. I was shy and was often alone. He told my classmates to talk to me and find out about my life and culture. He asked us to learn one another’s names and gave us a quiz on it. 

Amal stated that she has a lot of friends who are friends with Americans. She said their professors really encourage American classmates to learn about non-American students through interactions outside of the classroom. She explained that her classmates and professors attend Saudi events to help learn about the culture.


Both Hassan and Amal relayed their happiness for such close relationships with professors. “I have professors invite me to dinner, to office hours to talk about my culture, to coffee. I even play soccer with one of my professors. It is nice that it’s not so formal,” stated Hassan. It is important for professors to have a desire to learn about their Saudi students, and to participate in activities that their students enjoy. Trying to get to know them outside of the classroom can be very beneficial for the classroom environment. 

The information provided by Amal and Hassan show many similarities to previous research, as well as expose just how hard it can be for a Saudi student to adjust to an American classroom. Overall, Saudi Arabian students have found that American classrooms are different than classrooms back home, but they are working hard to adjust to the new atmosphere. Amal and Hassan usually enjoy their American classmates and professors, but have suggested ways to improve interactions amongst the two groups. Hopefully this information can provide an important tool for increasing respect and understanding in the classroom. 

Component 5

Communication problems are occurring frequently in interactions between Saudi Arabian students and their professors. After interviewing Saudi students, it has become clear that changes must be made in order for professors to maintain a harmonious classroom. Through research, analysis, and interviews, suggestions for improvement have emerged. These suggestions consist of areas for improvement among professors, in addition to positive techniques that professors are already implementing and should continue to develop. Suggestions fall into the categories of collectivism vs. individualism, masculinity vs. femininity, and power distance. 
Recommendations

Collectivitic vs. Individualistic

As previously mentioned, Hofstede et al. (2010) refers to collectivistic cultures as believing in the power of the group, and individualistic cultures believe that the “power of the individual should prevail over the group” (Hofstede et al., p. 91).  Saudi Arabia is considered to be a collectivistic culture. Not only did the research clearly reiterate this repeatedly, but the interviewees made this point clear as well. 

group work. 

Both Amal and Hassan mentioned that they prefer working in groups because it allows them to gather ideas from other students in the class, and gives them a sense of comfort. Therefore, it is recommended that professors place Saudi students in groups as much as possible for assignments, even if it means having the student work with one additional person.  However, it is important to remember that Saudi students have never experienced the concept of group work. They are having their first experiences with it here in the United States. So professors should explain the concept of group work to students prior to assigning this type of collaboration on an assignment. A suggestion would be to discuss with the entire class the idea of sharing the work equally, and making sure every group member is aware of group meeting times. One critical aspect of group work that must be mentioned relates to the next area for improvement, masculinity vs. femininity.


Masculinity vs. Femininity


As the research of Hofstede et al.(2010) stated, a society is called masculine when emotional gender roles are clearly distinct. Saudi Arabia is a country where the gender roles are so distinct, that males and females are kept almost completely separate from one another. When entering an American classroom, the two genders are suddenly supposed to work closely with one another. This can create numerous problems for both the students and the professors.

group work.

Saudi Arabian students prefer to work with individuals of their same gender. They often feel uncomfortable working with students from the other gender, and this can even interfere with the completion of their work. Therefore, during group assignments, Saudi females especially, should be placed with other females. If this is not possible, the Saudi female should be placed with males that are not from Saudi Arabia. This will ease any tension that the Saudi students might be feeling do to the intermixing of genders. 

Power distance

Hofstede et al. (2010) stated that power distance is the extent to which those not in power accept that the power will be distributed unequally. Saudi Arabia has a high power distance, meaning they follow a clear hierarchy, and expect those in power to show authority over those not in power. 
professor/student relationships.
As both research and personal interviews showed, Saudi students really appreciate the opportunity to form personal relationships with classmates and especially professors. They enjoy professors who are willing to enteract with them outside of the classroom. Therefore, it is important for professors to seek out their students in a non-traditional classroom setting. Saudi students stated they enjoyed meeting with professors during office hours to discuss Saudi culture, going for coffee or lunch with a professor, or any other activity that can show the student that the professor is interested in the Saudi lifestyle and culture. 

In addition, material gathered from a training session conducted in 2007 at Colorado State University stated that suggestions for professors in the classroom are to be explicit and up-front about rules and guidelines for the classroom because these students like to know what those in authority professors expect from them (Ahmad et al., 2007). Saudi Arabian students appreciate professors being direct with them, except when it relates to requests for class participation.

class participation.

Professors might feel as though their Saudi students do not participate in class discussion. This is because they feel shame if they incorrectly answer a question. To create a classroom environment of acceptance, positive reinforcement is needed. Professors should make sure to positively comment after students share comments, and encourage Saudi students to answer questions by asking the student “If there is anything you would like to share, please feel free to.” This allows the student to offer an answer, but the student will not feel as though he/she is being forced to answer.
religion.

Students from Saudi Arabia have a deep respect for those who are in authority, which in this case is professors. That is why they will hardly ever correct a professor when he/she makes a negative or untrue comment about the student’s country. For example, interviews with Saudi students revealed several comments made by professors about the clothing Saudi students, especially women, wear. These items of clothing, worn for religious purposes, clearly makes the student stand out from classmates. However, professors cannot and should not draw additional attention to the Saudi student by making jokes, teasing, or making any offensive comments toward the student of his/her country. 

Using examples of “Life in Saudi Arabia” can often make a student feel singled-out and uncomfortable. It is usually better to only make small references to Saudi Arabian culture in class, and make no negative references towards the country of its people. It is recommended that professors attend a seminar or workshop that will teach them basic information on the country of Saudi Arabia, as well as the religion of Islam. This is crucial to the development of understand and respect that professors should strive for with all of their students. 

Best Practices

After thoroughly examining the cultural issues occurring in this organization, I have come to a realization: Patience and understanding are the keys to surviving intercultural encounters. Respect and understanding cannot necessarily be achieved overnight. But it is important for people not to assume that they know about a particular culture, but to instead attempt to come to a deeper understanding of the culture through research and reflection. This is a practice that takes patience but will lead to a respectful and satisfactory cultural interaction. 
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