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Abstract

The case portrays the real story of a young American who takes an educgtional job in South East Asia.

The story narrates the cross-cultural challenges associated with the_in tion of foreign teachers

with the local administration of the public school in Thailand.

up an

ne feels

hools. The major

Thai administrators,

nce

e, a’'young Ameri tional and aspiring English teacher was looking for an experience
primary sc Southeast Asia. He had spent years in the region studying the
language up to the leve uent speaker, travelling, and tutoring adults. After a fair amount of job

searching, Shane ke a year contract teaching English, Science, and a few other subjects in
JORSATSY

a public school i ern Thailand. The school had just opened a program employing foreign

was the only American, working with colleagues who came from several
a, the Philippines, and the Netherlands. The supervisor of the foreign faculty,
howeve a Thai woman who had never worked extensively with foreigners and had never lived
a% on his arrival, Shane was surprised to find that there was literally no orientation or cultural
training of any kind; he was simply shown our classrooms and expected to teach. It was an intense

introduction to his teaching experience, but since the program was so new, he simply assumed it was
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part of the growing pains associated with establishing a new program. Initially, he noticed a host of
superficial differences between his previous experience in a western education system and his
experience teaching in Thailand. Still, given his regional experience and campetency in the language,
he was confident that he would be able to adjust to the new circumstantes\and began his teaching

responsibilities with great enthusiasm.

The First Weeks

However, the first few weeks of Shane’s experience.at'the school were full of odd,Suiprising,
and even confusing situations, one after another. Kirst,during the first/week of classes; Shane was
asked by the head teacher for his grade to help lead the students on a field trip to ¢he-local temple for
their annual session of religious studies with the local monks. Hewvas also asked by the supervisor of
the foreign teachers to establish an Engliskclub, which met bi-weekly to providé_games and activities
in English for all interested students im'the schoel (notjust/for Shane}s students). He was also asked
to help supervise and assist students\ who were ‘preparing for a djstrief-level singing competition.
Shane felt overwhelmed, especially given_the-stress associated mwith-the first week of classes, and
annoyed to be given such a lgad of extraneous dufies that seemed completely unrelated to his position
as a teacher in the school’s-fledgling English program. In factiatime went on, his role as a teacher
was constantly being stretclied to include.tasks wholly tigelated to education. He was asked to take a
shift in helping the/kindergarten students cross a busycstreet after school was out, and was asked to
help lead some Bay Seotit and 'Girl S¢out activities;,\aswell as to act as a host for a farewell party for
retiring teachers. FEach.time/he was presented withyone of these assignments, Shane would think to
himself “None.of this was iy contract. Jim Hesrg to teach English, not to waste my time with other
activities.And-yet, thepattern continyed§ on& day a pupil of Shane’s scraped his knee badly on the
playground._Shane took the student to thevhurse’s office, only to find out that the nurse was out for
the day> With~no other health prefessionals around, Shane had no choice but to treat the wound

himself. “Feacher, are you a decter?” asked the young student. Shane smiled faintly, but didn’t reply.

Shane‘was also surprised when he received the curriculum and course materials for his classes.
The English textbooks dn~particular were a far cry from what Shane had seen in the USA. The
textbooks were aythored/and printed in Singapore, and utilized pictures, puzzles, songs, and cartoon
depictions of everyddysituations. Shane had expected books with detailed explanations of grammar,
pronunciation,—and. writing principles, as well as extensive exercises, and thus utilizing those

textbooks during his lessons proved to be very difficult.

iacterms of the English program, Shane noticed several issues with the organization and
comsunication (or the lack thereof) between the foreign faculty and the program’s administrators, as
well as/glaring issues with the curriculum. He hoped that these issues would be the focal point of the

first general faculty meeting of the new school year. Instead, during the meeting, the administrators
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spent the entirety of the meeting discussing the plans for the construction of an additional building on

campus which, as the principal was eager to point out, would be the largest educational building of

any primary school in the province. The topic then shifted to the upcoming competitions for sports

and other subjects with other schools in the district, and then the meg was ‘adjourned.

worksheets without written permission from his direct stpervisor. She_explained that t as the
protocol that the principal had instituted several years-ago. ea ed his case, but:tono avail;

a_series of evaluations@ess the English-

speaking capacities of all the students in his class;.and hewas dismaye discrepancy between
the highest and lowest scores. Wortried-that seme students should@ e been placed into the
English-speaking program, Shane/{] ul raise the issue with the principal of the school,
unch at a n restaurant. Just as Shane was
intetyupted loudly %ﬂcefully by a Thai colleague (and

. Meanwhi é@e hai teacher leaned over to Shane

%ere.”
cs of lif‘c ool that seemed strange to Shane as time

at it was schoobpolicy for all teachers to arrive by 8:00 am and that

m. However, Shane often witnessed members of

said the colleague. “It’s just normal here.”

really an interru&n,
The i&%b

@ day, Shane was informed that he would be missing an entire day’s worth of classes to
tr h a large contingent of faculty, foreign and Thai, to a school visit at a school in a province
about 3 hours away. Shane was not pleased to be missing classes again (he already felt so behind

with his lessons), but the words of a Thai colleague gave him hope that the activity may actually be

4
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beneficial. “The school we’ll be visiting is one of the best primary schools in Thailand,” said the
colleague. “Everybody wants to be like them. Everybody wants to do what they do.” Similar
sentiments were abundant in the days leading up to the excursion, and Shane couldn’t help but hope
that his chance to observe the state of the other school’s program would-give him insights as to how
he could deal with his concerns at his own school and how the prdgram.as a whole.could be improved:
He wrote a list of questions regarding the curriculum, effective teaching styles, the*organizatien-of‘the
program, classroom management techniques, and a host of other topies. He had this list of questions

in hand when the visiting contingent arrived at the host school.

Immediately upon arrival, all the visiting teachers were-taker into a very_well-appointed
conference room and given a wide assortment of food and drink. A recording of 4-television program
about the host school by a Thai television statien was showi;-the program praised the beauty of the
school, the good behavior of students, and the popularity and influencg, of the administration,
specifically the principal of the schogl. Thatsame principal then arnived in person and gave a short
speech to the visiting faculty. Shane noticed, that the principal mever-mentioned anything even
remotely related to academics;/tather, the~hosting principal’s speech was a long, seemingly never-
ending list of accomplishments framed using~We did this firstx>.”” or “Our school is the only school
in Thailand to do this.. ”—After the speech, the visiting facultyzavere taken on a tour of the school.
During the tour, they were\ shown various’school facilities; a nice computer lab, a posh lounge for
teachers, and even/a swimming-pool. \They were taken thyough rooms with various awards, banners,
and pictures of dignitaries who.had Visited theSchoolan the past. They were able to observe a class
for about 5 /minutes,\but_Siane noticed that everything in the class seemed very staged, as if the
students amnd-teachers were petforming a skitGnstéad of participating in a class. The teachers would
ask a questioir, aibofithe students would eagerly raise their hands as though they knew each answer,
but the teacher would\only choose a sitnalnumber of students to answer the actual questions. Shane
and his—celleagiies—were unimpressed;/the teaching styles employed by the host school’s faculty
seemed _oddly-umimaginative. (kater; they were briefly allowed to see the English curriculum, and
Shane was surprised to see thabthe textbooks used for the different English courses were very similar
to the on¢s which he hadiybeen provided with. Though Shane remained unimpressed by the
unstructured content 0% thosg texts, he noticed that all his Thai colleagues were carefully copying
down the book names;-authors and publishers in their personal notebooks. Before long, the visiting
teachers were led o the cafeteria were they ate lunch, and the visiting principal announced that the
tour had beena great success, that the visiting faculty had been well-instructed, and that they would

now returmito the bus for the journey home.

Back on the bus, Shane stared blankly at his list of questions, all of which remained
unanswered. “What was the point of all this?” he thought to himself. He was joined by Anthony, a

colleague from Kenya, and they discussed the situation between themselves. “I don’t understand why
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we came; it seems like a wasted day” said Anthony. “From what we saw, their school and their

academics aren’t far ahead of ours, and we just opened our program!” exclaimed. “Their students are

Anthony. “It can’t be the
best.” Shane replied. “They put on a good show, but in terms of e are many sc @

10st famous means you-are
roughout t ion of

the journey.

The Incident

“ ir circumstances as
@s time went on, some

a stration began to appear.
nnounced) faculty meetings

lessons in favor of what the

After the school visit, the foreig

o Shane, they appeared quite

<%communicate feelings and thoughts for both the

Despite hisbe tts, Shane was frequently caught in the crossfire as the

incident e@@?pecially controversial. During normal classes one day Shane

by a group o eachers who asked him to abandon his classes for the afternoon

reate displas and other decorations for an upcoming conference of local schools
e’s

school. No previous notice had been given, and the details of the

which being hosted by
foreign faculty’s rote @ actual conference were not especially clear. Annoyed at being interrupted
yet again during ci% '.orn hours, the foreign teachers convened informally to discuss the situation

together. Duri ﬁg meeting, many pent-up frustrations were voiced. Many of the teachers viewed

s’ request as sacrificing their primary responsibility as a teacher for their students
(their o%ob and responsibility), for something which they deemed to be utterly trivial, especially
giv ct that they hadn’t been previously notified. “How important could this conference really
be? ed Jennifer, one of Shane’s colleagues from the Netherlands. “If it was truly important, they

wouldn’t have waited until the last minute to prepare for it.” Anthony quipped: “Every time we get
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interrupted or asked to do something instead of teaching, it always seems like a complete waste of

time! I came here to teach, not to sit in meetings or decorate display boards.” Many heads nodded in

agreement. After the discussion, the entire foreign faculty decided to inue with their classroom

g of all his previous

resent misunderstanding. She

lves in the most appealing way

r the school - and subsequently, a

school’s Parent Association. It brought face and

% Thus, conferences, hosting visitors, and other

72)

or each school to showcase itself, something that

standards; one is expected to pitch in and help when called upon, regardless of his or her

previous engaggients. In these circumstances, the “show” was more important than quantitative
results, a n\@ ynamic other education systems which Shane had observed. Ultimately, Shane
lizethat neither side was actually “wrong”, but that cultural dimensions differed so much

came to%
as t significant amount of misunderstanding from this single incident. Shane was able to

ese lessons to both his Thai and foreign colleagues, and each party benefitted from the

cultural insights throughout the remainder of the year.
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Questions

1.

Based on the evidence presented in the case, please identify cultural differences between Thai

Describe the leadership traits of the pri
management, based on the GLOBE

c@explain their behaviour? Please

ai and Western personnel (Hall,

e-behavior of the teachers and administrators. The cultural differences
ane in the i c&nt had manifested themselves previously, but in
Had Shane able to identify the underlying causes of these

re conflict. What could Shane have done differently?

will‘ -1@\\ think visually, reframing and re-structuring the critical events and their causes.
su O

ested visual mapping technique for this exercise is the fishbone diagram (also known

awa diagram)
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