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A Classroom Discussion Guide with Key Terms

Cultural Anthropology: Ask students if they have ever heard of Cultural Anthropology, and get their feedback. Explain that it is a social science that studies cultures around the world. 
Culture: Ask students to share what comes to mind when they think of “culture.” Often times, students will say food, religion, music, festivals. Expain that these are products of culture—not culture itself. From an anthropological perspective, culture is a system of meaning that a group of people are taught and use to communicate with each other. The symbols that we use to communicate are arbitrary—they are given meaning by the people who agree upon them. This can be a difficult concept to understand, but students love to talk about it once they are given a road map because they realize they are participating in systems all the time. 
You can begin by getting them to think about how sounds become words. As we know, there are thousands of different words for the same thing in languages around the world. One word is not better than another—they each develop in a different context and are understandable to the people who have given it meaning. Over time, word uses can change and be given other meaning. For instance, musicians often talk about the importance of “woodshedding.” Ask the students if they have heard of this before: What comes to mind when they think of a “wood shed”? A small building outside behind the house? What does it symbolize for a musician? Practicing alone. But it is more than this as well. Paul Klemperer explains: 
It is a recognition of the need to sequester oneself and dig into the hard mechanics of the music before you can come back and play with a group in public. There’s something philosophical, almost religious, about the term. The musical treasures of jazz are not easily accessed. You have to dig deep into yourself, discipline yourself, become focused on the music and your instrument, before you can unlock the treasure chest.
When you start learning something new, you have to learn the symbols that create a system of meaning. Ask students if they have ever done something like this before. Have they ever joined something new? What was it like? Have them give some examples and help them think about the way meaning is created. It could be the language used in aa sport, a dance, a club. At the beginning, everything is confusing and you have to learn about how to participate. You have to learn how to talk to people, what their gestures mean, why they wear certain clothing and jewelry, and what your role could be in the rituals that help bring people together. In short, they are doing some ethnography without even realizing it. 
Ethnography: A form of qualitative research also known as participant observation. To do this kind of research, you have to directly participate in the culture you want to study, but you also have to take fieldnotes, talk to people, and develop more in-depth interviews to make sure that you are understanding what you are learning, and that your interpretations algin with what other people in the culture think they are doing. If you are studying a culture that you already belong to, you have to take steps back to defamiliarize yourself from what you take for granted. As Zora Neale Hurston wrote about studying her own culture: “It was only when I was off in college, away from my native surroundings that I could see myself like somebody else and stand off and look at my garment. Then I had to have the spy-glass of Anthropology to look through at that.” (Hurston, 1990/1935:1) You can lead the students through the steps of ethnography the culture of their school as an example, since everyone remembers what being at a new school is like. 
• Entreé: Your entrance into a culture. How did you learn about this culture? How were you able to participate in it? Who did you need to talk to? What did you need to do? 
• Culture Shock: Once you are in a new culture—or system of meaning—you may experience a disorientation based on a loss of familiar cues. The way people interact with each other may be different and you may not know what is the “right” or the “wrong” way to do something


 Your reactions to the disorientation can be subtle or very dramatic. People can experience shyness, homesickness, or anger. Often you have the feeling like a child because you cannot communicate on the level you are used to participating. You will notice the smells, tastes, sights, and sounds in greater detail because they are all new. If you are an anthropologist, your senses are important guides. They usually create powerful memories. 
• Developing Rapport: The next stage is when you begin to understand enough that you start to feel more comfortable participating. Your confidence will go up as other people accept what you are doing, and that you are making a contribution.To really develop rapport, anthropologists need to do their own form of woodsheding. They need to practice and they need to take notes on what is going on around them.
• Understanding Culture: The final stage is when you have the knowledge to understand the meaning behind the culture. Why are people doing things this way? What does it say about how they see themselves as individuals and also as a group? You are able to share what you have learned with others. 
When anthropologists are doing fieldwork, they have to be aware of the process of fieldwork, and keep an open mind to learn about the culture they are studying. This open mind is developed through practicing cultural relativity, a critical concept developed by an anthropologist named Franz Boas, who argued that each culture must be understood on its own terms, not on those of outsiders. This does not mean that we have to accept everything that a culture does, but we need to be aware of our own biases, and recognize that just because something is different does not mean that it is necessarily wrong. However, this can be a difficult to fully achieve because of ethnocentrism: Societies all over the world believe that their way is the right way. We may judge other groups negatively based on our own standards and want them to change their ways of doing things to fit our way. 
Finally, there are two other terms that students can put in their anthropological tool kit to be able to be able to help them begin to unpackage ethnocentrism. 
Social Construction: Culture is learned behavior, and has nothing to do with biology. A baby born anywhere in the world could be relocated to another culture and learn the language, customs, dances, and music as easily as a child born to parents from that culture. We teach culture, and the categories we give to people are created by people. They can change. 
Historical particularism: Another important concept that came from Franz Boas. It is the idea that we need to look to the past to understand what’s going on in a culture today. Cultures are not set in stone. Their rules, traditions, rituals, and music—to name just a few—change over time. We need to understanding their history, and how important events may have impacted people’s lives, to be able to gain a better sense of why they do what they do. It will help us have a better understanding of their current perspectives.
Code-switching: When we learn to move between cross-cultural settings, we learn to code-switch. We may talk differently to our grandparents than we do our siblings or friends, we may speak differently to people from different cultures and backgrounds. Learning to move from one way of speaking to another is called code-swi

