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AIIS Advanced Language Programs
Guidelines for Living and Learning in an Indian Environment

I. Cultural Orientation

Some of you are going to India for the first time and others are experienced travelers in India. But even those of you whose experience in India consists primarily of travel or a limited time in residence should note that settling down with a family and cultivating relationships within a community for a year is a very different experience. When you travel from place to place, your actions have little repercussions, but when you reside in one place, you and your actions are remembered and become part of the local community’s experience of American students.  

Those of you who are visiting India for the first time will find many cultural differences, ranging from the way in which people conduct simple daily activities, such as shopping, bathing, or eating, to the entire way in which they socially interact with one another.  Learning to live within a foreign community requires patience, understanding, and willingness to compromise.  Remember that for every interaction or behavior that seems strange to you, your reaction and counter-behavior may seem equally, if not more, unusual or incomprehensible to local people. If you take the initiative and keep communication as open and friendly as possible, you may find that your friends and host family will be more willing to meet you halfway in any given situation.

Remember, your actions reflect not only on yourself, but on the entire program as well. Many of you are joining longstanding programs, supported by local networks that the Program Directors have worked hard to build.  You all will be playing an important role in expanding and solidifying these networks. Your actions can help shape the program’s future for better or for worse. Communicate with the Program Directors about your successes and failures, and help shape the program's future in a constructive way!

Suggestions for Cultural Adaptation

Here are some successful strategies for adaptation based on personal experiences of participants in AIIS Language Programs, University of Wisconsin College Year in India Programs, and the Penn-in-India Program.

1.  Understanding the Beliefs and Basic Assumptions of the Host Community
Living in a foreign community is a situation wherein two sets of behavioral norms arising from underlying sets of beliefs, assumptions and visions of life can collide. Such intercultural collisions can elicit annoyance, anger or even conflict. Dealing with such situations calmly and thoughtfully can be an opportunity to learn about the other culture. Warmth, sincerity, respect, reading, and keen observation are keys to unlocking the many doors of knowledge about the host culture. 

2. Owning Our Collective Responsibility
Fostering a focused, productive, and dynamic learning environment in our language programs is the shared responsibility of students, teachers and all others connected with the program. To maximize your stay in the host country, it is often necessary to overlook small inconveniences in the interest of your larger goals. Please try to discuss problems when they arise with another member of your class or in a group and try to find a friendly solution. If at any stage you need the assistance of your instructors or the Program Director please do not hesitate to talk to them. For major difficulties with your work, your family, or another student, talk with the Program Director before trying to tackle it on your own. 

3. Conflict Resolution
Living with the same small group of people for a year can be stressful.  There will be people with whom you get along better than with others. If there is a conflict between you and another person, try to think of the best way to resolve it without serious side effects to an individual or the program. Try to go beyond the surface behavior of the other person and realize his or her intentions. There is a good possibility that you may find the situation at fault and not the person. Try to communicate with someone with whom you have established a rapport and discuss the matter with him/her to get another point of view. 

4. Living Arrangements
AIIS is strongly committed to family homestays as an important component in the language immersion experience.  Most of our academic year program students are assisted in making homestay arrangements, but for the larger number of students who come for summer programs homestays are not always possible.  The teachers and staff in your program site will do their best to assist you in finding the most suitable living arrangement for you, whether in a homestay or a shared flat. 

When living with a family, you will be expected to abide by their rules. You may have to compromise a bit to maintain good relations, as they may also compromise to make you feel more comfortable.  Although, in case of irresolvable difficulties, a change of host family may be possible, you may find that certain rules may remain constant from family to family, and you may just have to accept them as part of the cultural experience of living in India for an extended period.  

Middle-class Indian families (and those who take in foreign students as “paying guests” tend to be of this status) are often socially conservative, and family elders may regard and “adopt” you, as a student, as their “child.”  This “fictive kinship” is a normal Indian way of incorporating outsiders, but it can also lead to friction if you feel that your hosts are being more protective or intrusive than you would like. Try to be understanding—their protectiveness may reflect an awareness of risks that you don’t fully understand—and try to be sensitive to their cultural standards: for example, your host family may ask you to respect certain rules of the family (i.e. not to enter the kitchen if they are traditional Brahmans, or not to bring alcohol into the house). They may have children and may want to protect them from what they might deem socially unacceptable practices. If you are female, your host family may think it inappropriate for you to go out late at night with a male companion, and you may also want to keep some distance between yourself and male family members, to avoid possible misunderstandings.

Concepts of privacy vary between India and the US, and you may find family members more inclined to enter “your” space than you would like or expect.  Try to be tactful in dealing with issues of privacy. If you have personal belongings that you don't want people to see, keep them in a locked trunk or bag.

In case of a conflict (i.e. disagreement about curfew, boundaries of privacy, or even harassment) with your host family, the Program Director may be more qualified to mediate than anyone else.  If the problem is impossible to work out, s/he will be able to help you relocate in the most tactful way possible. 

5. Developing Good Relationships within your Neighborhood
Get to know people in your neighborhood and surrounding areas (however, women should be wary of talking too much to men to whom they have not been introduced).  If you leave for a trip, etc., ask a friend or family member to watch your house. Protect your privacy — don't let strangers know where you live, and ask your neighbors not to divulge personal information about you.

6. Male-Female Interactions
Rules governing male-female interactions tend to be more conservative in India than in the US, even in “modern” urban areas. It is not considered appropriate for a man to touch a woman in public, or to talk familiarly to a woman he doesn't know (i.e. to ask for friendship, a walk, a movie, etc.). Be wary of making or receiving inappropriate advances.  One student created a scandal in his neighborhood when he invited a local girl to go to see a festival with him.  It was a friendly invitation with no illicit intent, yet the community interpreted it as an inappropriate advance.

Try not to let members of the opposite sex enter your room unsupervised. Keep the door open, or meet them in a public part of the house.  Otherwise, what might simply be a friendly encounter might be construed as promiscuity. Such behavior can lead to harassment, particularly for women students.

When traveling alone by train, women should try to book a women's compartment, or ask people to shift seats so they can sit with other women. Women should avoid smoking in public and drinking alchohol in places where people from their neighborhood can observe them. Such activities are often associated with promiscuity and may incite harassment.

Romantic relationships with members of the local community should be avoided at all cost.  Our concept of casual dating can collide with Indian expectations, with drastic consequences.  You may end up ruining someone’s reputation within his or her community, and reportedly one case of “dating” by a student led to a suicide when the relationship broke up.

If women find themselves being harassed or groped in public while in the company of other women, they should protest as loudly and vociferously as possible. Attracting the attention of people in the crowd can lead to public embarrassment for the perpetrator, which may make him think twice before he harasses someone again.  Know that the majority of people on the streets do not condone such behavior.
7. Clothing
Clothing can pose a dilemma for the American in India, especially for a woman.  Do you wear Indian clothing, or do you shrug off any attempts at assimilation and cling to your jeans and T-shirt?  Either option should be adopted with sensitivity to accepted cultural values.  For example, some of you might feel more comfortable in Western clothes, but women should make sure that their clothes are relatively loose and appropriately concealing, and men should also adhere to accepted conventions of decency; e.g., no short pants for either sex! Others may find that they enjoy wearing Indian clothes, but these too should be adopted following accepted conventions.  For example, male students choosing to wear a lungi (in North India) may get odd looks or even harassment, because of its lower-class association. When visiting a sacred site (temple, mosque or church), or someone’s home, you may want to be especially respectful in what you choose to wear.  Keep in mind that the type of clothing that one can wear in one place may not be suitable in another (i.e. clothes that may be acceptable in New Delhi and Kolkata may certainly not be in Jaipur or Madurai or in a village). A good rule of thumb is to observe what local middle-class people are wearing and follow their lead.  Neat, clean clothing is a marker of social status in most of India, and middle-class people are more likely to “dress up” than to affect the “relaxed” look popular among many Americans.

8. Living in a Tourist City/ Bargaining
Cities such as Jaipur attract more tourists than cities like Madurai or Kolkata.  But walking through tourist-frequented areas anywhere can be a stressful experience.  Although your experience with salesmen and hustlers can leave a bad impression, not everyone is simply after money or favors.  You may find that people who initially approach you for commercial motives might end up becoming genuinely friendly once they realize that you are a student and not just a tourist, and once you become a familiar face.  Everyone has different ways of handling the stress of being treated like a tourist, but it is advisable to be patient, to ignore the more pushy hustlers, and to recognize that the process of bargaining with shopkeepers is very much a playful game.  Remember that no one can make you buy something you don't want to buy, and that a merchant will never sell anything for a loss.  If you treat the process as a game, you'll have a better experience than if you take it as a devious attempt to cheat you.  If you don't feel like being harassed, avoid the more touristy areas and shop in local markets.

Program participants staying in India on a longterm basis tend to be resentful of “tourists,” but this label can be misleading.  Foreign visitors may be other students or academics, people involved in development or NGO work, or others with a serious commitment to or specialized knowledge about India.  Some of the most interesting people that past students have met have been on the “tourist” circuit in India.  At the same time, keep in mind that people in your community will associate you with the type of people with whom you associate, and that it will hamper your linguistic experience to spend excessive time with other foreigners. 
9. Dealing with Academic Stress
The AIIS language program can be stressful. Every week you’re required to meet a demanding schedule that may well be more rigorously structured than your school life in the U.S.  The best thing to do is to not allow yourself to become frustrated, and to try to keep up with work rather than allowing it to pile up.  For example, leaving your weekly journal writing for the last night is much more stressful than doing it slowly, a few pages at a time, over the course of the week. Taking time off your written assignments to practice speaking with your host family or friends, or to see a film or other cultural event, may also provide a welcome yet educational break.  If, at any point, you feel overwhelmed, talk with one of the teachers or the Program Director.

10. Courtesy and Cleanliness  

Some common rules of courtesy apply in any culture, but you will find that many actions associated with courteous behavior and cleanliness in the U.S. do not have the same meaning in India, and vice versa.  Here is a preliminary list of do’s and don’ts that you may want to modify depending on your location and experience:

· Do your best to be respectful in culturally appropriate ways to the people associated with the program. The future of the program and its continued good relationship with its surrounding community depend on this.

· When at someone's house, sit cross-legged or with your feet folded under you; sprawling casually or pointing your feet at anyone, especially someone senior to you, will be construed as an insult.

· Try not to hand anything (i.e. money, a gift, etc.) to anyone with your left hand.

· Always eat with your right hand, never with your left. It is perfectly acceptable, however, to use your left hand to pick up your glass, etc., once your right hand is soiled with food.

· Don't share food from your plate while eating a meal. Once you’ve started your meal, the food will be considered jhuuThaa (unclean/used/not fit for consumption by others).  Taking a “taste” from another’s plate or glass is a taboo, and if you intend to share a bottle of water with others, drink by “pouring” the liquid into your mouth (you will observe all Indians practicing this learnable “art”) rather than by touching the bottle to your lips.

·  Water washes away all, especially when accompanied by soap.  The “Indian toilet” is considered by many to be much cleaner than our paper-heavy system, and some Indians find it funny (or disgusting) that people in the West use toilet paper.  Your can certainly find toilet paper in the markets, but it may be more abrasive than you are accustomed to, and you may find it more comfortable to adopt the toilet practices of your hosts.

· The use of courtesy formulas such as thank you, and please for routine interactions is often jarring to Indians, and commonplace compliments—such as praising someone’s clothing or the beauty of a child—may embarrass them or make them nervous (since such praise is thought to connote covetousness or to invite the “evil eye”).  Your language teachers will help you to learn idioms appropriate for everyday social interactions.

· In India’s age-ranked hierarchy, younger people are expected to initiate greetings first.  When addressing or talking about those who are chronologically or socially senior to you (e.g., a landlord’s wife or a teacher), it is appropriate not to address them or talk about them by their first names. Socially appropriate honorific prefixes or suffixes or kinship terms should be learned. 

· Do not blow your nose into a napkin or handkerchief in the company of others. It is best to go aside to do this. On the other hand, belching (especially after a satisfying meal) is not generally considered discourteous in Indian society.

11. Student-Teacher Relationships


Student-teacher relationships in India are generally more formal than in the United States. It is not considered appropriate to address a teacher by his or her first name, no matter how young s/he might be.  Some honorific marker (e.g., in Hindi, -jii after the first name or the use of the formal second-person pronoun aap) is expected.  Students in India do not challenge their teachers’ authority and knowledge, and generally listen passively and respectfully to their teaching. AIIS instructors receive orientation about their students’ expectations and many have had long experience working with foreign language students.  They are therefore likely to be more friendly, to encourage their students to ask questions, and, of course, to interact with them in linguistically engaging ways.  But when in doubt, it is better to err on the side of politeness and formality, to avoid giving offense.

12. Discussion of Sensitive Topics


Politics and religious (“communal”) identity are two sensitive topics and people can at times get emotional about their viewpoints. In such cases, it is better to listen to others rather than to get into an argument, particularly while you lack the linguistic skill to make subtle points.  Communal and ideological prejudices are often highly situational, and views that you may find offensive may not necessarily reflect the way the speaker would behave in all circumstances.

II. Academic Orientation

Below please find a brief introduction to the sociolinguistic situation in India followed by an important section on your responsibility for taking charge of your own learning.  Serious learners with long-term goals need to be aware of their learning environment, how to best use their academic and social resources, and how to think about language learning as a process. Hopefully, you will find some good tips here that will help you in the lifelong journey of language acquisition.

1.
Sociolinguistic Situation in India 

· The South Asian subcontinent is highly multilingual, and most people command two or more languages. It is not uncommon to see a person using one language or dialect at home, a second on the street, a third in school, a fourth in a holy place, and a fifth at work. Furthermore, for various social and psychological reasons, people may mix these languages freely at the lexical and sentential levels. They also switch from one language to another depending on the topic they are talking about or the person to whom they are speaking. This is known as “code switching.” 

· Apart from actual code-switching between languages, individual South Asian languages are also typically highly “diglossic”: there is a wide gap between informal and formal varieties of every language. The two varieties of most South Asian languages differ in their choice of vocabulary, and for some languages (such as Tamil) there are also differences in the use of morphology and syntax. Even for native speakers, acquisition of formal vocabulary and formal grammatical features of their language is not automatic, but is acquired only through education. Persons who lack formal education may not comprehend the language of a newspaper editorial, a TV newscast, or a high-flown speech, as all of these are highly formal in their structure. Although you are in India to master a single language, you will find, as you progress in your studies, that it encompasses a variety of speech registers, and this discovery can be both exciting and daunting.  Although your teachers are committed to helping you acquire a (generally agreed-upon) “standard” form of the language, they are also sensitive to dialectal variants and will try to acquaint you with these from time to time.  You are welcome to ask questions about everyday variants that you encounter, but be patient with the approach of your instructors, who know that most students cannot cope with multiple dialects and unlimited vocabulary all at once!

· South Asian languages with long literary traditions have interacted with other literary traditions and have borrowed many concepts and expressions. For example, Tamil has assimilated Sanskrit vocabulary and Hindi has assimilated Sanskrit and Perso-Arabic vocabulary. As a result, many new concepts and words to express them have been incorporated into each language, and many familiar objects have acquired multiple signifiers. It is thus common to find many different words for water, sky, flower, cloud, food, earth, body, soul, deity, teacher, mother, father, etc.  You will find that each such synonym has its own contextual niche.  Part of the challenge of advanced language study is not merely learning (endless!) new vocabulary, but also mastering the context of its culturally appropriate usage.

2. Empowerment of the Learner: Taking Charge of Your Own Learning

The focus in language education has shifted from teaching and passive listening to the active involvement of students in the learning environment and process.  AIIS teacher-training emphasizes a student-centered approach that is unusual in the Indian educational context, and it will be most effective through your active collaboration. Here are some suggestions in this regard:

· Be involved in all stages of your language learning: planning, implementing, monitoring, problem solving, and evaluating. Discover what you can already do in the language, and note down what skills you need to acquire.

· Keep a systematic record of your needs, your achievements and your failures. Learning logs help learners to reflect on their needs and their progress.
· Consult and negotiate with your teachers in planning the syllabus, selection of materials, and classroom strategies.
· Enhance your awareness of the sociolinguistic aspects of the target language.  Identify and invent language learning opportunities outside the classroom where you will grapple with the language in its regional and socioeconomic variants. 

· Think of ways to upgrade your structural accuracy and mastery of everyday idioms, and develop confidence in interacting with a variety of native speakers in informal and formal situations.

Individual Learning Log

You will receive your individual learning log from your AIIS language program in India. 

Use the log for noting:

· your long-term goals for speaking, listening, reading, vocabulary, grammar, and cultural back-ground knowledge

· your successful interactions today: what you were able to communicate and understand

· your observations about your interlocutor’s strategies, content, and language

· what you did not succeed in doing but wanted to do

· your short-term goals for the next day/week

Setting Short-Term Goals

Your program will have some general goals for all the students but you will also have the opportunity to set your own goals based on your specific needs.  Your immediate focus should be on short-term or even

day-by-day goals:

· Every morning, set your communicative goals

· During the day, try to accomplish your goals to the best of your ability

· Keep a note of the details of daily communicative activities, your successes and challenges

· Complete your log the same evening

· Seek your instructor’s help promptly on the challenges you faced

· Ensure that you understand new material conceptually and then get practice/drill in using it

3. 
Role of the Teacher

In a student-centered language classroom, the teacher creates the necessary learning environment for students, oversees their activities, and steps in to correct their errors when necessary. The teacher prepares students for in-class and extra-curricular activities to maximize their learning. S/he is a resource person and a storehouse of cultural knowledge and experience that students draw on as needed: a reservoir of the free-flowing idiomatic target language to which students get exposed in appropriate bits of comprehensible input. The teacher supplements what is available in print, encourages students to think critically, and devises activities in which students can participate meaningfully. Teachers provide continuous feedback on the performance of their students and help them to be aware of their learning trajectory. 

4.
Tips for Language Learners

· Be realistic in your learning goals because the linguistic and cultural distance between South Asian languages and English is greater than that between most European languages and English. 

· In social interactions, there is much shared cultural knowledge that is simply assumed. Language learners need to gradually acquire this. Although some cultural knowledge can be gained by reading (in both the target language and in English), it is best acquired by participation in and observation of everyday interactions, and by noting your observations in your learning log.

· Pay special attention to the development of informal and formal styles in your target language. Because of diglossia, you may be able to communicate effectively in everyday conversation yet not be able to comprehend formal speech or writing.

· Language learning is a lifelong endeavor, so learn strategies to turn the real world into a classroom. Seek opportunities for language use and turn every interlocutor into a teacher by asking the right questions. If you wish to gain advanced-level proficiency, you must not miss any opportunity that helps you enhance your language skills.

· Work with your teachers to achieve your learning goals. Your active participation and creative ideas about learning are important because pedagogical materials for South Asian languages are not always ideal. Both teachers and learners have to work together to go beyond the grammar-translation and audio-visual approach of past decades. Language is communication and interaction, so seek and create communicative activities for language use.

· Familiarize yourself with proficiency guidelines for foreign languages (see 

http://www.sil.org/lingualinks/languagelearning/mangngyrlngglrnngprgrm/WhatIsAProficiencyScale.htm). 

Make a note of tasks you can perform and how well you can perform them. Can you ask and answer questions, narrate and describe, give explanations, state and support an opinion? Judge your language not only for its pronunciation and grammatical accuracy, but also for its appropriateness.

· Don’t be afraid of making mistakes; they are part of your language developmental process. However, pay attention to mistakes, especially recurring ones, and work on your errors before they fossilize.

· Know the difference between productive (speaking and writing) and receptive (listening and reading) skills. Productive skills are more demanding because the learner has to know correct pronunciation or spelling, word meanings, grammatical structures, and the rules of usage. In reception, however, you can afford to overlook many grammatical and semantic details (e.g., gender or number marking), as they may not be essential for grasping the meaning of an utterance or a written text. Ultimately, these two sets of skills are mutually reinforcing.

· Identify your learning style and use appropriate strategies to improve your skills. Both a cognitive learning style (analytic approach) and an affective or behavioral style (practice-based approach) can contribute to language learning, but some of your habitual strategies may be counter-productive. Evaluate your existing strategies and be willing to experiment with new ones.

· There are stages in language acquisition:  from concept control to partial control and then to consistent control of linguistic rules. Concept control means you understand the rule, but are not able to use it when needed. Partial control means you can sometimes use it, but not always correctly. Consistent control means you can use it correctly almost all the time. Be aware of your stages of learning in order to achieve your goals.

· Language learning isn’t a strictly linear “ascent” but typically involves a series of “plateaus.” When a new one is reached, students may feel that they aren’t getting any better for a long time.  But persistent effort—especially in the acquisition and practice of vocabulary and idioms—will lead naturally (and sometimes, suddenly and unexpectedly) to the next level, where you’ll find yourself worlds ahead of where you were just the day before.  Your teachers are there to help you, but the achievement will be yours!

Learning and using the language of your host society is one of the highest forms of respect and admiration you can show. It is a powerful act that will bring you respect and affirmation from your local acquaintances and friends. 

