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Welcome to Conversation Partners.  Whether you are volunteering for Conversation Partners for academic credit, or simply wanting to help as a volunteer, be assured that this opportunity will be a blessing for both you and the international students you befriend and help in the weeks ahead.  This resource guide is designed with one thing in mind – to give you the confidence and skills to be the best possible Conversation Partner you can be.   Let’s begin by gaining an appreciation for what it is like to learn a new language.
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Learning Another Language

Living in another culture takes a lot of courage. International students who take this risk encounter many adjustments in coming to our culture. Their main task after getting settled will be to learn all they can about our language and life in America. Although many international students have studied English prior to their arrival, some enroll in a class to improve their language skills. This course, called English as a Second Language (ESL),  provides instruction in English conversation, comprehension, and writing. Your Conversation Partner is currently studying in such a class, and now wants the opportunity to practice what he/she has learned.  Learning another language is hard work. It is easy to become mentally fatigued and emotionally frustrated. Sometimes you feel as if you are going "brain dead" after several minutes of listening or speaking a new language.

One of the biggest challenges in learning a new language is being willing to take a risk to practice what you have 

learned with native speakers. This is where you as a Conversation Partner come in. Your international friend considers you as someone he or she can feel "safe" with in practicing conversation.  You will not laugh at their mistakes, and that makes it so much easier to learn. In fact, your friendship may make the difference between your Conversation Partner having a positive or negative cultural experience while staying in this country.
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Your international friend may already understand or speak English well, but lacks confidence to converse using this new language. Other times, they may use an incorrect word, or be unfamiliar with slang or idioms. As a Conversation Partner, you are like a cultural informant and cheerleader rolled into one.  All of this occurs within the context of casual conversation.  There is no booklet to follow or course sylabus.  You just talk.  It’s that simple.

      Don't feel like you need to constantly correct mistakes. Help when help is needed, but avoid casting yourself as the superior partner.  The only other need is for you to keep your commitment in coming each week.  There is nothing worse than for someone to count on you, and for you to let them down.  Keep in touch by phone or email, so if you can’t make it to Conversation Partners, make sure to tell your international friend in advance. Otherwise, you will kill any chance you have for developing trust between you.
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The “Give and Take” of 

Cross-Cultural Relationships
The relationship with your international friend represents a unique opportunity for both of you to learn about a new culture. You will discover things about American culture that you may have never thought of before. This is because your international friend has a unique vantage point of being outside your culture, looking in. So take advantage of his or her insights and learn something new about the culture you thought you knew.

Some volunteers want to get together with their international friend for other activities.  Go for it!  But remember that it is your role as the “host” to explain the purpose of any activity you may invite your Conversation Partner to participate in, and give them an opportunity to say "no" to your suggestions. Be sensitive to their needs and interests.


Chemistry and Friendship

It is safe to say that not every relationship you have established with someone turns into a budding friendship.  There are a variety of factors to consider – compatibility, level of motivation, shared interests, and personality to mention a few. The best advice is to give your relationship time to develop.  Chances are, you are not going to be great friends overnight.  Give things time to develop. If for some reason you are having difficulty connecting, call the CP Coordinator listed on the front cover of this booklet.  Don’t let the relationship slip into inactivity.  It is often more effective to find the source of the problem by using third parties to investigate rather than trying to figure it out on your own.  Remember, if all else fails, you can be rematched with another person.
What’s the Deal on Religion?

One of the great surprises American Christians experience is the degree of openness that most internationals have toward religion. Even though our nation experiences a large degree of religious freedom, we are also one of the few nations that attempt to legally separate religion and culture (church / state).  Many internationals discuss politics and religion with the same ease that we talk about weather and sports.

There is an additional reason for an international student’s openness to religion. Think for a moment that you were going to live overseas for an extended period. Would you not want to learn as much as you could about your new culture – visit the temples and religious sites, talk with the locals about their life and experience.  Of course you would. The same is true in this context.  

      If you feel uncomfortable about discussing religious issues with someone from another culture and religion, your reluctance may stem from not wanting to offend or endanger your friendship. The foundational Scripture addressing this issue is I Pet. 3:15:

 “But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect.”

When it comes to international students discussing religious issues, pushy people that treat people as mere objects of conversation tend to push people away from Him.  Those who take the time to develop genuine friendship are much more appreciated.

      There is one other thing you need to know.  Most ESL programs today do not take kindly to people in the community who use high-pressure tactics on their students.  This program follows the guidelines for community organizations set forth by NAFSA:Association of International Educators:


These guidelines provide three simple rules that any of us would want others to treat us in like manner:

1. Always give an accurate description of any activity you are participating in together.
2. Always give your international friend the option of participating or not.
3. Never force your views on an unwilling audience.  It’s all about dialogue.
Conversation 

Starters
Friendships in any culture are built upon the same foundation -- shared experiences and trust. Conversation is often the entry point into developing a trust relationship, and the questions on the next page  are suggestions for learning more about your international friend's customs, culture, and family.  As you converse, offer insights into your own family and culture when appropriate.  We do not want to pry or force conversation, but want to be prepared to offer suggestions on what topics to discuss for your time together.  Some Conversation Partners have brought pictures of family, special sights from vacation, or other personal interest items to provide a more personal context to what you are discussing.  You might also consider topics relating to your friend's home country from the newspaper or other sources.
.  
Customs & Gestures

1. How would you introduce me to your family?
2. What form of greeting would I use?
3. Would I be expected to bring a gift?
4. What would we do after the greeting?
5. What is the polite way to leave a social evening together?
6. What is the most common greeting and farewell in your country?
Education

1. What are some of the differences you have observed between schools in your country and those in this country?
2.  How do you plan to use what you have learned here back home?
3. What are the procedures for a student desiring to enter the university in your country?
Food

1. What are your favorite types of foods?
2. Does your family eat together?  Do you talk during the meal or keep silent?
3. How would you prepare one of your favorite meals (could we cook it together)?

Leisure Activities

1. What is the most popular sport?
2. What films from here are popular in your country?
3. What kinds of music do you listen to?
4. Are libraries available in your cities? Are they free, or is there a fee involved?
5. How do most university students spend their leisure time in your country?
6. What kinds of activities do most families enjoy after work or school in your hometown?
Pets

1. What is the most common kind of pet?
2. Where do people keep their pets?
3. What animals are useful for work, and how are they used?
Religious

1. What is the predominate religion in your country?
2. Is there a state religion? If so, what is it?
3. What is your perception of religion in this country?
4. What are your centers of worship like?
5. What is your concept or belief about God?
Children

1. How do parents select a name for their baby?
2. At what age do children start school?
3. Are children punished for bad behavior? Who does it?
4. What song or story do you remember from your childhood?
5. Is school mandatory? Up to what age?  Does the government provide free education?

Shelter

1. Please describe the appearance of a typical home in your neighborhood.
2. What furniture is found in a typical residence?
3. How frequently do people move to a new residence?
Social Groups

1. What different languages do people speak?
2. How strong are class distinctions?
3. What types of organizations are most popular with adults?
4. What is the most common religion in your country?
5. Do you find that people are willing to openly discuss religious or political issues?
Family Life

1. What is the average family size in your country? How many members are in your family? Do you have pictures?
2. Do grandparents or other relatives live in the same house with the family?
3. Do married women work outside the home? Do they have similar or different job opportunities as men?
4. What are some special holidays for your family, and how do you celebrate?
5. What is an acceptable way to meet someone to marry?
6. At what age do children leave home to live on their own?

Transportation

1.  What forms of transportation are available in urban areas?
2. How do you get to school or work?
3. Is it customary for a family to go somewhere for vacation?

4. How expensive is it to purchase fuel?
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An Insiders Look At Being an English As A Second Language Student





At first, we feel a bit insecure about being in this new culture.  When you are not confident in knowing the language, you tend to shy away from situations where you have to communicate with the “locals.”





For many ESL students, it is our first time away from home.  We miss our family and friends, and everything familiar.





Some of us might experience a problem with the freedom we have here.  We might unknowingly get into dangerous situations, or do things here that we might not do back home.  





Most of us have an idea of what life in America will be like, but we all have to readjust our expectations once we get here.





We want to learn English, so we appreciate Americans who take the time to get to know us.








(Article 10, The NAFSA Ethics Program, p.11)


Make certain that organizations providing programs for foreign students and scholars have clear statements of purpose and responsibility, so that all parties can know what is expected of them.  


Accurately portray their services and programs, making clear the identity, the intent, and the nature of the sponsoring organization and of each particular event and service. 


Provide appropriate opportunities to observe and join in mutual inquiry into cultural differences. … The organization should make clear that surreptitious, deceptive or coercive proselytizing is unacceptable.








Bottom-Line Insights For 


Cross-Cultural Friendships








Trust takes time


There are no shortcuts to developing the kind of trust that fosters deep sharing and openness. The walls of difference separating us are not brought down with one mighty blow. They are dismantled brick by brick.





Friendship must be unconditional


No hidden agendas – just loving others the same way God loves us. Remember that as the “host culture”, we need to take the initiative in offering genuine assistance and hospitality.





Be Yourself. 


Let’s qualify that a bit.  Be yourself, as long as it does not involve insincere, pressuring, or deceptive behavior. That kind of behavior never works in friendship development.  As Jesus said, “Treat others like you would have them treat you.”





Emphasize faithfulness over results


Looking at the big picture, we are the display case for God’s love, but in the end He is the one who draws people to Himself.  Allow God to do his job, and you can concentrate on the opportunities for “wordless” and “worded” witness He brings your way.





Pray for spiritual discernment


Only the Holy Spirit can reveal the place in a person's life where the Gospel becomes personal and meaningful. Pray for your international friend on a regular basis so you may be able to minister more effectively in the power of the Holy Spirit.





First Language Opportunities


If your international friend keeps asking you questions about your faith, keep in mind there is nothing quite like reading God's Word in one’s mother tongue to help you grasp the fact that Jesus Christ loves the whole world and not just us living in the West. Foreign language Bibles, and the Jesus movie are available. Also, request a catalog from Multi- Language Media, PO Box 301, Ephrata, PA 17522  (717) 738-0582 , or order online at www.multilanguage.com


























