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Introducing cultural competence within the social psychology curriculum: A focus on self, identity and helping behaviour Patricia M. Brown Anita S. Mak James T. Neill Centre for Applied Psychology Background Key topics in social psychology, such as self-concept formation, group identity and helping behaviour are underpinned by cultural factors. Therefore, social psychology provides a useful platform for teaching about culture within the context of its core curriculum. Cranney and Dunn (2011) argue that as we head towards working in an increasingly globalised society, graduate attributes adopted in the future by Australian Psychology Accreditation Council should emphasise not only psychological literacy but also global citizenship and employability. An important skill for our graduates will be the ability to work effectively in diverse cultural contexts and with people from diverse cultural backgrounds. A pilot of curriculum changes were implemented in a final year social psychology unit. These changes built upon the EXCELL program (Mak, Westwood, Ishiyama, & Barker, 1999) which has previously been used to teach international students cultural competencies within a new cultural context. We sought to adapt aspects of this program for use with domestic students to engage students with intercultural skills and concepts in an experiential way that was meaningful in terms of the curriculum of the unit. The curriculum changes implemented had two main aims:



Evaluation Students (N = 108) completed a reflective learning journal. Of these, 71 students gave permission for their journal entries to be used as part of this study. The reflective journal entailed three separate entries. The first two were made in the week immediately following each of the tutorial activities. Students were asked to briefly summarise the activities and to reflect upon what they learnt in this tutorial. The final entry was made approximately two weeks following the second tutorial activity. In this entry, students were asked to reflect upon each of the tutorials and to respond to two questions: “What did I learn about cultural differences in identity, values and behaviour?” “What did I learn about seeing things from another person’s perspective?” Journal entries were assessable and students received 10% of their overall assessment for completing them. In the final tutorial for this unit, students were invited to complete a measure of cultural learning (Mak, 2012). Participation was voluntary and anonymous; however, students were given the opportunity to enter a prize draw in acknowledgement of their participation.



Preliminary Results



Alliance building and cultural validation. Initially we aimed to increase students’ awareness of culture, to validate students’ own culture and to encourage communication within the group.



Students readily engaged with the ‘Story of My Name’ exercise. This provided a useful ‘icebreaking’ exercise and also highlighted the cultural diversity within the class.



Via the process of cultural mapping, to develop knowledge and experiential skills for developing effective behaviour in cross cultural contexts specifically with reference to helping behaviour.



“This tutorial put me at ease with my fellow students and began to build a cohesive group through the discovery of shared interests, cultural background and history.”



Curriculum Changes The notion of ‘culture’ was introduced in the first lecture with a presentation of what it is and why it is important to the study of social psychology. Throughout the remaining lecture topics, cultural influences were considered in relation to each of the topics in the curriculum. For example, in week 2 the topic was ‘The Self”. The lecture included material regarding the differences between independent and interdependent self-concepts which tend to be derived from individualist versus collectivist cultures respectively (Markus & Kitayama, 2010). This distinction was built upon in the tutorials. Two tutorial activities were designed which drew upon the first two stages of teaching cultural competency described in the EXCELL program (Mak, Westwood, Ishiyama, & Barker, 1999), namely Alliance Building (activity 1) and Cultural Mapping (activity 2).



Alliance Building In the first tutorial of the unit, students shared the ‘story’ of their name. In pairs, students interviewed each other regarding their names, what they meant and their history, with an emphasis on any cultural influences or meanings. Students then introduced their partner to the rest of the group and told the ‘story’ of their name. Following this, students created ‘maps’ which represented their self-schemas and discussed the cultural influences on the development of their self-concept and identity. This was followed by a discussion of the meaning of Australian identity.



Cultural Mapping In a tutorial 4 weeks later, students engaged in cultural mapping of requesting help. Tutors modelled the EXCELL mapping method of breaking down a dyadic interaction into the ABCD stages of Approach, Bridging, Commenting and Departing/Developing using a scenario of initiating conversation at a social gathering. In groups of four, students were given two scenarios; one where they had to imagine they were an international student in Australia asking for help in locating a reference in the library, and one where they imagined themselves in another country requesting help to find accommodation. Students then role-played the stages of the scenario for another group. This was followed by a discussion of situations where help could be offered and perceived cultural barriers to offering help.



“I found it interesting hearing about other people’s names and saw how a name and its origins helped shape and form that person’s sense of self and identity.”



Many students commented that they found the self-schema mapping exercise difficult as they had never really thought about all the things that contribute to their self-concept. The activity highlighted that one of the influences on our self-concept is our culture or the group we belong to and identify with. “Most of us realised that we are part of a bigger group even if we would like to think that we are quite individualistic.” “Most parts of one’s identity revealed in the schema activity was a result of their culture. For instance their emphasis on family, hobbies, values and other behaviours were all clearly a representation of their culture.” “I thought the most thought-provoking part of the class was when we had to use schemas to classify ourselves. It was a very hard thing to do because each person has so many different selves. It was hard to categorize all of the different selves into one person and pick the truest representations in the limited time that we did have. It was a great topic that makes me still think about those questions still. ”



Students also readily engaged with the cultural mapping exercises. Many commented that it was difficult to do the scenario that involved them taking the perspective of an international student. It also made them more aware of norms within their own culture that are often taken for granted. “besides learning about the ABCD Model itself; the use of scenarios depicting us as foreigners within the Australian culture was an eye opening event highlighting aspects of our culture that are often overlooked from those who live in it.” “I found it really interesting and amazing to see how many verbal and non verbal cues when communicating with someone have cultural values underpinning them. It must be really scary coming to Australia from cultures very different to our own.” “The cultural mapping exercise was the activity for me that particularly revealed things from another’s perspective. Discussing how it would be for an international student in Australia trying to get research help initially sounded straightforward, but when we broke it down into the individual steps of the interaction it showed how difficult it could potentially be for this person in an environment different to their cultural ways.”



Conclusions The pilot of these curriculum changes was successful in engaging students with the intercultural learning in a way that was relevant to the curriculum of social psychology. Culture is often included in social psychology units as an ‘add-on’ module. In this unit we attempted to ‘embed’ intercultural learning throughout the curriculum Feedback from students suggested that the experiential aspects of the tutorials were especially beneficial. A challenge for educators is to engage students beyond a surface level with material. Students commented on the value of the reflective learning journal and how their learning had been enhanced by being made to ‘reflect’ upon class material. Thus, making a component of the learning activities assessable may be beneficial. Another challenge in teaching about other cultures is to avoid common cultural stereotypes. Some students commented that they reverted to these when completing the cultural mapping activity and this needs to be given careful consideration in the design and implementation of future activities. There are many other topics in social psychology (e.g., prejudice, stereotyping, intergroup conflict and cooperation, conformity) that also have strong cultural components. Intercultural learning activities could readily be developed in the future in relation to these topics. “While having everyone understand everyone else’s cultural backgrounds would be helpful in reducing ethnic tension, I think this is an almost impossible goal to achieve. Rather, if EVERYONE respected the diversity of different cultures, and didn’t feel the need to compete with each other over who has the ‘best’ culture, then Australia would be able to truly call themselves multicultural.”
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The notion of 'culture' was introduced in the first lecture with a presentation of what it is and why it is important to the study of social psychology. Throughout the remaining lecture topics, cultural influences were considered in relation to each of the topics in the curriculum. For example, in week 2 the topic was 'The Selfâ€�. 
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