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Unit Two 
Social and Cultural Interaction 

 

Instructional Goals: 
 
• To create an awareness of the differences in patterns of social interaction 

across cultures 

• To facilitate an understanding of the major patterns of social interaction in the 

US workplace 

• To assist participants in developing appropriate strategies for interacting across 

cultures in the US workplace 
 

Cultural Learning Objectives: 

 
Upon completion of activities in unit three, students will 
be able to: 
 
1) Identify difference in social distance and body contact within various cultural groups. 

2) Display appropriate social distance and body contact for professional 

interaction in the US Workplace. 

3) Identify and discuss appropriate topics to discuss in the US workplace 

4) List conversational topic taboos in the US workplace and compare to what is 

and is not appropriate in other countries 

5) Demonstrate an awareness of appropriate personal presentation and dress for 

a variety of occupational clusters in the United States 

6) Compare and contrast US gender roles in the workplace to those in other countries 

7) Compare and contrast roles of authority in the US workplace and the 

workplace in other countries 

8) List the benefits and challenges of interacting outside of individual cultural 

groups on the job 

9) Develop and demonstrate strategies for interacting effectively outside one's 

cultural group on the job. 
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Chapter 6 - Formalities and Informalities in the Workplace 
 
 

Objective: 
  
• Distinguish between formal and informal communication and display 

appropriate use of each on the job. 
• Greet co-workers, supervisors, and other individuals on the job. 
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Setting the Stage  
 
Introduction: 
Blockbuster movies are a great way to show short segments of social interaction 
in the workplace.  This activity uses short clips from well-known videos that 
contain an everyday example of social interaction in the U.S. workplace.  Some 
videos are suggested, however, there are numerous titles from which to chose.  
Participants will watch short segments of a movie (be sure to preview) and 
observe the level of formality in the workplace.  This is a fun way to look at 
mainstream culture in the U.S.  Be careful though, some movies don't actually 
portray a realistic view of U.S. American society and social norms in the 
workplace. 
 
Materials: 
• VCR and TV 
• Video:  a short video clip which displays employees and employers engaged in 

conversation on the job.  Suggested videos are"9 to 5", "Working Girl", "The 
Associate", "Gung Ho", "Baby Boom", or "The Truman Show". 

 
Time: 
15-20 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
Step one 
1. Introduce the topic of communicating with co-workers, customers, and 

supervisors on the job.  The following list of questions will guide discussion on 
the topic of formal vs. informal communication on the job. 

 
• How do employees address each other in your country? 
• How do employees address supervisors in your country? 
• How do people address older people in your country? 
• How do people say hello and goodbye in your country?  Is there more 

than one way? 
• How do people introduce themselves and others in your country?  Does 

age make a difference? 
• Do you think people are more or less formal at work in the United 

States than in your country? 
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Step two 
1. Play a scene from a movie that displays typical conversation between a 

worker and an employer or supervisor. 
2. Now show a video clip of co-workers engaged in a typical conversation or 

some sort of verbal exchange. 
3. Ask participants if they can tell who was the employee and who was the 

supervisor in each. 
 
Questions for discussion: 

• Which clip showed an employee and an employer? 
• Which clip showed two co-workers? 
• Did the communication style differ from one clip to the next? 
• How did the people address each other in the first clip? 
• How did the people address each other in the second clip? 
• How did they differ? 
• Do people in your country interact in the same way on the job?  If not, 

how is it different? 
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Cross-cultural Comparison 
 
Introduction:   
In this activity, participants will look at social customs from their parts of the world and 
identify appropriate levels of formality.  Participants will list a number of individuals and 
rank the level of formality that they would use with this person in terms of forms of 
address. 
 
Materials: 
• White board or large sheets of butcher paper 
• Markers 
 
Time: 
30 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
 
1. Discuss with participants the idea of formal and informal language. 
2. Ask participants if they use the same type of language with everyone in their country 

regardless of the relationship they have with that person. 
 

Questions to guide discussion: 
 Do you have different titles such as Mr. and Mrs. that you use with a person's 

name in your language?  (Allow participants to state some of the titles they 
use in their country and for whom they use these titles.) 

 Do you greet people differently depending on who they are? 
 
3. List a number of different individuals on the board.  Some ideas are: 

 
your boss   a customer   your boss's assistant  
your teacher  a professor   a doctor   
an older coworker  your neighbor   the mother of a good friend 
a younger coworker  the mother of a your child's friend 
your child's teacher  a supervisor from a different department    
president of your company a new employee   worker from a different department 
 
4. On the board or on a sheet of butcher paper, make three columns labeled "first 

name", "last name", "title", "other" 
5. Ask the following question: "How would you address this person in your country?" 
6. Go through the above list of people and place the person in the column or columns 

the participants list.  Make tallies next to the responses for each participant that 
responds with the same answer. 

 

example: first name last name title other 

 neighbor ll an older coworker 
llll 

doctor ll mother lll 
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7. For the next question, make two columns labeled "formal" and "informal" and repeat 
the process. 

 
How would you greet or say good bye to this person in your country? 

 
8. Discuss the results of the activity. 
9. If you have a culturally diverse group, the answers may vary depending on the 

customs in each country. 
10. Ask participants if they see any differences in the way people in the U.S. greet, say 

goodbye, and address people. 
11. List differences on the board. 
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General practices in the United States 
 

Common “American” Behaviors 
 
Titles and names 
• When meeting someone for the first time one generally uses a title plus the last 

name.  For example, Mrs. Gomez. 
• If you do not know if a woman is married or single, use Ms. (pronounced Miz). 
• Many people use a nickname (often a short version of the first name) 
• People in the U.S. are will often be open about how they wish to be addressed. 
• After individuals are acquainted, they generally use first names, even supervisors, 

company executives, and people of different ages. 
• Men who have the same first name as their fathers will often use the title Jr. (Junior) 

following the name.  For example James Ward, Jr.  The father will use the title James 
Ward, Sr. (Senior). 

• If you are unsure how to address an individual, use Mr., Mrs. or Ms. plus the last 
name.  If they do not correct you, it is safe to assume they accept this form of 
address. 

• If a person asks you to be called by the first name, they sincerely wish to be called by 
their first name.   

• Most people in the U.S. are generally informal when it comes to names. 
 
Greetings 
• A smile, wave or nod are all acceptable casual greetings in the United States. 
• When being introduced in the U.S. in a professional situation, shake hands firmly.  A 

firm handshake often signifies confidence. 
• When greeting in the workplace, "hello", "good morning”/ “afternoon” / evening", or 

"how are you?" are all acceptable ways to say hello. (Note:  How are you doesn't refer 
to your health) 

• To say goodbye in the workplace, "See you later", "Good night", or "Good bye" are all 
acceptable. 

• Good friends and relatives often hug each other when greeting. 
 
Formalities 
• The U.S. Americans expect direct eye contact and do not consider this disrespectful 

even if a person is of different status in a corporation. 
 
Common U.S. American values which reflect these behaviors 
Informality –  Americans prefer to operate on an informal but respectful basis.  Their 
body language, gestures, use of idiomatic phrases, all display the level of informality 
which U.S. Americans prefer. 
Equality – Americans view all individuals as equal.  They attempt to treat people of 
varying degrees of socioeconomic or professional status equally.  Americans tend to 
display levels of status in more subtle ways than most other cultures. 
 
Sources: 
Kiss, Bow, or Shake Hands  by:  Terri Morrison, Wayne A. Conaway, and George a. Borden Ph.D. 
American Ways  by:   Gary Athens 
Living in the USA.  by:  Alison R. Lanier 

Permission granted to photocopy for classroom use - General Practices in the US - (1.1)



 234

 

Critical Incident 
 
Introduction:   
In the following critical incident, the supervisor prefers to operate on an informal 
basis with the employees on the floor.  He likes to operate on a "first name 
basis".  When Kwang continues to refer to him as Mr. Kelly, Pete, the supervisor, 
feels uncomfortable.  He can't seem to convince Kwang that it's okay to use his 
first name. 
 
Materials: 
• Copy of critical incident and discussion questions 
• Copy of vocabulary 
 
Time: 
20 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Tell participants you are about to read a hypothetical situation (critical 

incident) in a workplace in the United States. 
2. Go over any vocabulary that may cause trouble before you read the critical 

incident. (see suggested list) 
3. Read critical incident while participants follow along. 
4. Check for comprehension.  
5. Review questions for discussion. 
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Vocabulary and Language Review 
 
lead nurse  call him by his first name  supervisor  
treated the same     unit       medical field        uncomfortable 
 
Critical Incident  
 
Kwang works at a local medical clinic.  He has been working at the clinic for a 
year.  In Korea, Kwang was a doctor.  Kwang is working as a medical assistant 
while he finishes medical school.  He wants to be a doctor in the United States. 
 
Pete Kelley is Kwang's supervisor.  Pete is the lead nurse on the floor.  Pete likes 
to treat all the employees the same.  He likes to know all his employees and 
wants his employees to be comfortable talking to him.  Pete asks all his new 
employees to call him by his first name.  He feels this will make everyone more 
comfortable at the clinic. 
 
Kwang prefers to call Pete "Mr. Kelly".  Pete feels uncomfortable when Kwang 
calls him Mr. Kelley because Kwang has more experience.   
 
 
 
Questions for Discussion 
 
1. Why do you think Kwang calls Pete "Mr. Kelley"? 
2. Why does Pete feel uncomfortable when Kwang calls him Mr. Kelley? 
3. How do you address supervisors in your country? 
4. Whom do you call by their first name? 
5. Whom do you call by their last name? 
6. Who has a title in front of their name? 
7. Do people in your country use first names at work? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Permission granted to photocopy for classroom use - Critical Incident (1.1) 
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New Language and Vocabulary 
 
 
Formal Titles     
 
Mr. "Mister" 
Mrs. "Misses" 
Miss 
Ms. "Miz" 
Dr. "Doctor" 
Professor 
Judge 
Pastor 
Reverend 
Father 
 
Stating Preferences 
 
Please call me Jo. 
You can call me Mr. Smith. 
I go by Rick. 
I like to be called Kim 
My name is pronounced…. 
 
Formal Greetings/Leave Takings 
 
Good morning    
Good afternoon    
Good evening    
Goodnight     
Good Bye    
  

 
Informal Greetings and Leave 
Takings 
 
Hi 
What's up? 
How's it going? 
How are you? 
How are you doing? (How ya doin?) 
Hello 
See ya later. 
Bye. 
 
Responses to Greetings 
 
I'm fine thanks. 
I'm fine.  How are you? 
Good, how about you? 
Not bad. 
I'm doing okay. 
Hanging in there. 
So far so good.   
   

 

Asking about Preferences  
 
Should I call you Mrs. Nguyen? 
How do I pronounce your name? 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Permission granted to photocopy for classroom use – New language and vocabulary (2.6).'
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Cross-cultural Encounter #1 -"I'm sorry to disturb you." 
 
Introduction: 
In this dialog, both Kwang and Pete feel uncomfortable with the way each person 
prefers to be addressed.  Kwang feels more comfortable using Pete's last name.  
However, Pete feels last names are too formal, especially since Kwang really has 
more experience in this line of work.  Pete may not understand how Kwang feels 
about using first and last names on the job.  Had Kwang explained to Pete that he 
feels more comfortable using Mr. Kelly as opposed to Pete, Pete may have 
understood why Kwang addressed him in such a formal manner. 
 
Materials: 
• Copies of dialog 
• Extra copies of new language and vocabulary 
 
Time: 
20 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Go over the setting of the dialog. 
2. Ask two volunteers to read the dialog. 
3. Check for comprehension and review any unfamiliar vocabulary. 
4. Go over questions for discussion. 
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Vocabulary and Language Review 
 
stuffed up  sir  interrupt  What can I do for you? 
 
Dialog Setting: 
 
Kwang works at a local medical clinic.  Kwang is a doctor in his country, but he is 
working as a medical assistant until he finishes medical school in the United States.  
Pete Kelley is a nurse and is Kwang's supervisor.  It is Monday morning and Kwang 
has a question about his work schedule.  Pete is in his office, and the door is half-
open. 
 
 
 
Kwang: (knocking quietly on the door) Excuse me, Mr. Kelley.  I'm sorry to 

disturb you. sir. 
 
Pete:  Kwang, come in. You know you don't have to call me Mr. Kelley. 
 
Kwang: Mr. Kelley, good morning.  How are you sir? 
 
Pete:  Kwang, please call me Pete. I'm fine.  How are you doing? 
 
Kwang: I am feeling better.  I had a cold last week.  My head was really stuffed 

up.  Thanks for asking.  I actually wanted to ask a question, Mr. Kelley. 
 
Pete:  No problem, What can I do for you? 
 
 
 
 
Questions for Discussion: 
 
1. What did Pete mean when he asked, "How are you doing?" 
2. Was Kwang's response appropriate?   Why or why not? 
3. Do you think Pete really wants to be called by his first name? 
4. Do you think Pete feels comfortable when Kwang calls him "Mr. Kelley" or "sir"? 
5. Why do you think Kwang wants to call Pete by his last name? 
 
 
 

Permission granted to photocopy for classroom use - cross cultural encounter #1 (2.6) 
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Cross-cultural Encounter #2 - "Please call me Miguella." 
 
Introduction: 
In the following dialog, Kwang is called into the Human Resources Office to talk with 
the director.  He is nervous and addresses both the assistant and the director in a 
formal manner.  Although both prefer to operate on a first name basis, Kwang feels 
this is a bit disrespectful and prefers to use titles and last names. 
 
Materials: 
• Copies of dialog 
• Extra copies of new language and vocabulary if needed 
 
Time: 
20 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Go over the setting of the dialog. 
2. Ask two volunteers to read the dialog. 
3. Check for comprehension and review any unfamiliar vocabulary. 
4. Go over questions for discussion. 
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Vocabulary and Language Review 
 
expecting you  ma'am   bother you  benefits  
 
noticed   signature  paperwork  insurance 
 

Dialog Setting 
Kwang received a message from the personnel office.  The message said that Kwang needed 
to see Miguella Sanchez, the director of personnel, as soon as possible.  Kwang is very 
nervous and doesn't know why Miguella Sanchez wants to speak with him. 
 
Kwang: (speaking to the receptionist) Hello, I am here to see Mrs. Sanchez.  My name 

is Kwang. 

Assistant: Hi, Kwang.  I'm Charles, Miguella's assistant.  Miguella's office is down the hall 
on the right.  I'll let her know you are here. She's expecting you. 

Kwang: Thank you, sir.  (Kwang walks up to the open door and knocks quietly) 
Kwang: Excuse me, ma'am.  My name is Kwang.  I'm sorry to bother you.  

Miguella: Oh, yes.  Kwang, come in.  I'm Miguella Sanchez.  I need to talk to you about 
your health benefits. 

Kwang: It's nice to meet you Mrs. Sanchez.  I'm sorry, is something wrong?  What is 
the problem? 

Miguella: Please, call me Miguella.  There's no problem.  I just noticed that we need 
your signature for your benefits.  As soon as we have the signature we can 
send in the paper work.  Your health insurance will start tomorrow. 

Kwang: Oh, thank you so much ma'am.  My family will be so happy that we all have 
insurance now.  Thank you. 

Miguella: No problem.  It's part of every employee's benefits.  Kwang, it was nice to 
meet you.  Have a good day. 

Kwang: Yes, you too Mrs. Sanchez.  Thank you. 

 

 
Questions for Discussion 
1. Why was Kwang nervous about talking with Miguella? 
2. Would you be nervous? 
3. Do you think Charles prefers to be called sir?  Why or why not? 
4. How do you know Miguella wants to be called by her first name? 
5. What would you say if you didn't know if Miguella preferred to be called?  
6. Do you think Kwang knew weather or not Miguella was married?  What title did Kwang 

use? 
 

Permission granted to photocopy for classroom use - Cross-cultural encounter #2 - (2.6) 
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Cultural Learning Activity #1 - "People Cards" 
 
Introduction: 
This activity is designed to help participants compare the levels of formality and informality 
in the United States to the levels in their own countries.  It will also help participants note 
differences among the various cultures present in the group.  This activity works well for 
visual participants as it allows participants to compare and contrast information presented by 
the participants in each group. 
 
This activity works best if you have more than one participant from the same cultural 
background.  For the purpose of this activity, have like cultural groups work together.  The 
responses of the groups provide an excellent source of cross-cultural analysis. However, do 
not assume that because participants are from the same geographical area of the world that 
they will share common values, cultural characteristics and/or customs.  Stress that we are 
all different and approach situations in different ways regardless of cultural background. 
 
Materials: 
• People Cards  
• Several sheets of poster paper  
 
Time: 
20 – 30 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Cut out people cards. (you may choose specific cards and/or add your own depending 

on the needs, goals, and objectives of the group.) 
2. Participants can work alone or with a partner.  It is helpful if partners are from the 

same cultural background. (If you have mixed language levels, you may want to pair 
participants with lower levels of language with a partner with higher level language 
skills)  

3. Attach each situation card to a piece of poster paper. 
4. Ask participants to circulate around the room and answer the questions that follow.   
5. It is best to focus on one question at a time.  This will allow you to focus on the 

differences presented within the group. 
 

• How would you address this person in your country? (by first name, last name,  or 
specific title) 

• How would you greet this person in your country?  
• How would you say good bye to this person in your country? 
 

 
6. Repeat the process but ask participants to answer the questions as they apply to the 

situations in the United States. (you may want to draw a line down each piece of poster 
paper and do a side by side comparison) 

7. Discuss general practices in the US Workplace. 
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Topics to guide discussion: 
• Ask participants to identify the differences in each group.  Discuss why there are 

differences among the different groups in the class. 
• Ask participants if the members of the group agreed with each other when 

categorizing the cards into the columns.  How did they negotiate within the 
group? 

• Record the responses of the group. 
• Discuss the variation among the different cultures in the group. 
 



 

 243

 
 

Olga Harris 
 

A co-worker who is older than 
you. (female) 

 

 
Zubaida Aziz 

 
A supervisor who is younger 

than you. (female) 

 
Andrea Gomez 

 
A co-worker who has worked 
at the company longer than 

you. (female) 
 

 
Janice Yeremin 

 
The president of your 
company. (female) 

 

 
Nahee Kim 

 
A co-worker who is about the 
same age as you. (female) 

 
Oscar Rosas 

 
A co-worker who is older than 

you. (male) 

 
Galina Anderson 

 
A customer who is older than 

you. (female) 
 
 

 
Donald Montoya 

 
A co-worker who is younger 

than you. (male) 

 
Benjamine Smith 

 
The department manager at 

your company. (male) 
 

 
Tran Nguyen 

 
A co-worker who is younger 

than you. (male) 
 
 

 
Patricia Sanchez 

 
Your family Doctor (female) 

 
Rae Ann Edwards 

 
Your English Teacher. 

(female) 

 
Laura Kelley 

 
A professor at a University 

(female) 
 
 

 
Lydia Yasakowa 

 
The manager of the personnel 
department at your company 

(female) 

 
Tulsi Hassan 

 
The manager of the personnel 
department at  your company 

(male) 

 
Sandra Mitchell 

 
The maintenance worker at 

your company. (female) 
 
 

 
Teresita Valdez 

 
The receptionist at your 

company. (female) 

 
Cal Wong 

 
The receptionist at your 

company (male) 

 
Malia Yi 

 
Your next door neighbor. 

(female) 
 

 
Kumi Chung 

 
a fellow student at your school 
who is about the same age as 

you. (female) 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

  

Permission granted to photocopy for classroom use - People Cards - (2.6) 
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Cultural Learning Activity #2 – "Cloze Exercise" 
 
Introduction: 
In this activity, participants will change the original dialog and include language that 
helps Kwang explain why he prefers to use the last name as opposed to "Miguella" 
when addressing the Personnel Director in the workplace.  Have participants discuss 
reasons why Kwang might feel uncomfortable using a first name basis with her and 
possible ways to address the situation.  Ask participants to think about how Miguella 
might react to Kwang's explanation. 
 
Materials: 
• Copies of cross-cultural encounter #2 
• Copies of cross-cultural encounter #2- Cloze exercise  
• Extra copies of new language and vocabulary 
 
Time: 
30 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Ask for two participants to role-play Cross-cultural encounter #2. 
2. Have participants work alone or in groups of two. 
3. Give each participant or group a copy of the Cloze exercise. 
4. Ask participants to fill in the blank with responses appropriate for the workplace 

in the United States. 
5. Circulate and check for comprehension. 
6. Have participants volunteer to role-play the new dialogs. 
 
 
Topics for discussion: 
• Who should you address by the last name in the US workplace? 
• Who should you address by the first name? 
• With whom do you use a professional title? 
• What can you say if you don't know how to address someone? 
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Directions:   
Work with a partner.  Change the dialog and fill in the blank with new information.  

When you finish the new dialog, role-play the dialog with a partner for 
the group. 

 

Kwang: (speaking to the receptionist) Hello, I am here to see Ms. 
Sanchez.  My name is Kwang. 

 
Assistant: Hi Kwang.  I'm Charles, Miguella's assistant.  Miguella's office 

is down the hall on the right.  I'll let her know you are here. 
She's expecting you. 

 
Kwang: ___________________________________________. 
 

Knock Knock 
 
Kwang: __________________.  My name is Kwang 
               _____________________________________________. 
 
Miguella: Oh, yes.  Kwang, come in.  I'm Miguella Sanchez.  I need to 

talk to you about your health benefits. 
 
Kwang: It's nice to meet you ___________.  ______________ 
                 ____________________________________________. 
 
Miguella: There's no problem.  I just noticed that we need your 

signature for your benefits.  As soon as we have the 
signature we can send in the paper work.  Your health 
insurance will start tomorrow. 

 
Kwang: _________________________.  My family will be so happy 

that we all have insurance now.  Thank you. 
 
Miguella: No problem.  It's part of every employees benefits.  Kwang, 

it was nice to meet you.  Have a good day. 
 
Kwang: __________________________________________ 
                 __________________________________________. 
 

Permission granted to photocopy for classroom use – New language and vocabulary (2.6).'
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Cultural Learning Activity #3 - "Situational Rounds" 

 
Introduction 
This activity is a "round the room" activity.  Participants sit in a circle and form 
questions and statements, which go around the circle.  Participants will draw a 
situation or two from a basket and act out the situation using the new language 
and vocabulary they have practiced.  Participants will decide on the level of 
formality they use with each person and will discuss how they decided on that 
level. 
 
Materials: 
• Situation cue cards 
 
Time: 
15 – 20 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Ask each participant to draw one or two situation cards out of a basket.  

Make more than one copy of the situations included at the end of this 
activity because there are many ways to address each situation. 

2. Ask participants to get into a circle and follow the instructions on the card.   
3. Go around the circle and give each participant a chance to act out the 

situation on their card. 
4. Repeat the process using another card. 
5. As an addition, have the person to the right respond to the person acting 

out the situation. 
6. Have students discuss why they chose to address the situation in the way 

they did. 
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You want to say hello to a person but 
you don't know how to pronounce their 
name. 

 
Someone has called you by your first 
name.  This bothers you.  Ask them to 
call you by your last name. 
 

 
Say hello to the president of the 
company.  Her name is Olga Mitchell. 
 

 
You aren't sure what to call the person 
sitting next to you.  Ask the person 
what they prefer and say hello. 
 

 
A co-worker has just called you by your 
last name.  Tell them it is okay to call 
you by your first name. 

 
A person has just pronounced your 
name incorrectly.  Tell them the correct 
pronunciation of  your name. 
 

 
A co-worker has just asked you "How 
are you doing?".  Answer the person. 
 

 
Say hello to the Human Resources 
director of your company.  It is 8 a.m.  
Her name is Sheila Kim. 
 

 
Say goodbye to the receptionist at the 
office.  It is 7 p.m. and his name is 
Steven Calloway. 
 

 
You have a new boss.  Her name is 
Stephanie Lee.  You don't know if she 
is married.  Greet her (use a name) 
and introduce yourself.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Permission Granted to photocopy for classroom use – Cultural Learning Activity #3 (2.6) 
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Cultural Learning Activity #4 - "Situations on the Job" 
 
Introduction: 
"Situations on the Job" help participants come up with workplace scenarios and 
role-play the situation for the class.  Participants will draw from a variety of 
situations included at the end of this activity and invent a workplace dialog.  
They will then act it out for the class. 
 
Materials: 
• One or two sets of the situation cards 
• A basket or something from which the participants can draw the cards. 
• Video recorder if available 
 
Time: 
30 – 45 minutes depending on the group size 
 
Procedure: 
1. Put participants in groups of two. 
2. Have each pair draw up to three situations from a basket. (make sure each 

group has three different situations) 
3. Ask participants to make up their own dialog based on the situation on the 

card(s) they drew from the basket. 
4. Allow participants to refer back to dialogs and New language and vocabulary 

sheets. 
5. Circulate and check for comprehension. 
6. Once participants have had enough time to construct dialogs, ask volunteers 

to role-play their situations. 
7. Compare groups with the same situations and discuss differences in the 

dialogs. 
8. If participants feel comfortable, video the role-plays and use for class 

discussion.  The video can be revisited for other activities such as body 
language, etc.  The video is also a great tool for assessment of participant 
progress. 
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Your co-worker's name is Sandra 
Mitchell.  Greet her and ask her if she 
would switch shifts with you next 
Tuesday.  You have a doctor's 
appointment and can't change it.  
 
 

 
Your supervisor’s name is Carl Harris.  
Greet him and ask him if you can 
change to the swing shift.  Your 
wife/husband got a new job and needs 
a ride to work every day. 

 
Your supervisor's administrative 
assistant's name is Tulsi Hassan.  Walk 
into the office, greet him, and ask him 
if you can make an appointment to see 
the boss.  You want to talk about your 
review.  The boss's name is Tran 
Ngyuen. 
 

 
You work at an insurance firm.  One of 
your regular customers called you and 
left a message.  Her name is Zubaida 
Aziz.  You don't know if she is married. 
Return the call.  Ask for her on the 
telephone and have a short 
conversation with her. 

 
You have a job interview at Microsoft.  
The person you are supposed to meet 
is Lydia Yasakowa.  Walk into the 
office, greet the receptionist and tell 
her whom you are there to see.  
 
 
 

 
The president of your company is at 
your office for a visit.  This is the first 
time you have met the president.  His 
name is Cal Wong.  Introduce yourself 
to the president and tell him that you 
enjoy working for the company. 

 
You are new at the company.  You 
have a co-worker that sits at the desk 
next to you.  Her name is Olga Harris.  
She is about ten years older than you 
are.  Greet her and ask her if she will 
show you where the mailroom is 
located. 
 
 

 
The supervisor from another 
department comes into the room.  Her 
name is Kumi Chung.  You want to talk 
to her about openings in her 
department.  Introduce yourself to her 
and ask her about the positions. 

 
You are talking to a new employee.  
His name is John Simmons.  He is 
younger than you are and he calls you 
by your first name.  This makes you 
uncomfortable.  Tell him what you 
prefer to be called. 
 

You have a message on your desk from 
the administrative assistant.  It is from 
a customer.  The customer's name is 
Malia Yi.  You aren't sure how to 
pronounce her name but you must call 
her back.  What do you say when you 
call? 
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Expansion and Assessment Activities 
 
 
Workplace Surveys  
Ask participants to take an informal survey in their workplaces.  Participants can ask 
different people on the job how they prefer to be addressed and greeted. Participants 
report back findings and compare to the rest of the group.  Discuss how different work 
settings may differ, ages and positions of people surveyed. 
 
Dialog Journal Questions  
Ask participants to write about differences in the formalities in the workplace in the U.S. 
compared to their native country. 
 
Observing Pop Culture 
Ask participants to watch a sitcom on TV Have them record the ways in which people 
address and greet each other.  Pay particular attention to workplace situations. 
 
In your native country 
On a note card or scratch piece of paper, ask participants to list three people to whom 
they would speak or whom they would address differently in their country than in the 
United States. 
 
 
Additional Resources: 
 
Living in the USA by:  Alison R. Lanier 
"Informality” pp. 5-6 
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Notes:
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Chapter 7 - What to Talk About 
 
 
 
Objectives:  
 
• Identify and discuss appropriate topics of conversation in the U.S. workplace. 
• List conversational taboos in the U.S. workplace and compare to what is and is not 

appropriate in other countries. 
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Setting the Stage 
 
Introduction: 
Discussing inappropriate topics in the workplace is sure to put an employee in a sticky 
situation.  However, what is an appropriate topic in one part of the world, may not be the 
case in another.  This activity introduces the learner to the idea that there are some things 
we talk about at work, and some things we don't.   
 
Materials: 
None 
 
Time: 
20 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. List the following topics on the board. 

 age 
 sexual preference 
 marital status 
 income status 
 immigration status 
 ethnic background 
 religion 
 opinions about other co-workers 
 salary 
 employment history 
 job related goals 
 politics 
 family members 
 children 
 hobbies  

2. Review the list of topics with the class.  Clarify unfamiliar vocabulary. 
3. Ask the learners to write the topics they might talk about at work. 
4. Ask the learners to vote on whether the topic is okay to discuss with another person. 

In what circumstances? 
 
Questions for discussion: 
 
1. How do you know what you can and can’t talk about in a particular circumstance? 
2. Have you ever been asked a question at work that made you uncomfortable? 
3. What was the question?  How did you respond? 
4. Have you ever offended a person by asking a question they felt was inappropriate? 
5. What happened, how did you know the person felt uncomfortable? 
 
 



 
 

 255

Cross-cultural Comparison 
 
Introduction: 
This next activity gives the learners the opportunity to compare topics that are and are not 
appropriate in each individual's native country.  Learners can discuss why people talk 
about certain things and why other topics are kept private.  Encourage each learner to 
explore how his or her values affect the topics they feel comfortable discussing in the 
workplace as well as how these issues may differ from the setting in the U.S. workplace. 
 
Time: 
30 minutes 
 
Materials: 
3x5 note cards 
 
Procedure: 
 
1. Ask learners to get into groups of two or three.  This activity will work best if learners 

are from similar or the same cultural background. 
2. Read Scenario aloud. 
 

You are in the break room having lunch with a co-worker.  You have worked 
with this person for about 2 ½ years and know each other fairly well.  
 

3. Tell learners you want them to think of three to five questions that they might ask 
this co-worker in their country while making small talk. 

4. Give learners about 15 minutes to come up with a list.  
5. Assure the learners that this is not a grammar exercise and grammar, spelling, and 

punctuation are not important. 
6. Circulate and assist learners with vocabulary and general sentence formation. 
7. When each group has had a chance to come up with a list of questions, ask each 

group to share their questions. 
8. Have the group respond to the questions, stating whether or not the question would 

be appropriate in the workplace in their country. 
9. Ask learners to use the list from "Setting the Stage" and place questions in those 

categories.  Add more if necessary. 
 

Modification:  Ask for a volunteer to ask you the questions and act out a lunchroom 
scene.  Respond to inappropriate questions by avoiding the question with statements 
such as "well, I'm not sure” or "why do you ask".  Ask the class to vote weather or not 
this was an appropriate question. 
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Questions for discussion: 
 
1. Are there some things that are okay in one country but not in another? 
2. How do you know what you can and can’t talk about? 
3. What happens in your country if someone asks a question that is inappropriate? 
4. What are some things U.S. Americans talk about at work that people from your 

country consider rude or inappropriate? 
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General Practices in the United States 
 
Common “American” Behaviors 
• Americans are generally private people and don’t talk about personal topics with people 

they do not know well. 
 
• In the workplace, people don’t usually talk about divorce, family problems, or financial 

problems.  
 
• When first meeting people, especially women, it is best not to ask if they are married. 
 
• Some women may be offended if a person asks her if she has children.  It is also 

inappropriate to ask a woman why she doesn’t have children or when she plans to 
have children. 

 
• In job interviews, it is illegal for an employer to ask if a person is married or if they 

have children. 
 
• It is not customary to ask a person how much money they or their family make.  This 

is especially true in the workplace. 
 
• Americans generally avoid talking about religion or politics.  Most people have different 

opinions and US Americans tend to avoid conflicting points of view whenever possible. 
 
• In a job interview, it is illegal to ask a person about his or her religion or political 

affiliation except in special circumstances where it applies directly to the job. 
 
• If you know a person is married and has children and you know them fairly well, it is 

okay to ask a question such as, “How is your family?” 
 
Common American values which reflect these behaviors 
 
Privacy – Although U.S. Americans are very open and informal, they tend to be more 
reserved and private about their personal lives.  If you know a person well, this is not 
always the case.  However, in the workplace it is best to avoid talking about any personal 
issues with co-workers. 

 
Sources: 
Kiss, Bow, or Shake Hands  by:  Terri Morrison, Wayne A. Conaway, and George a. Borden Ph.D. 
American Ways  by:  Gary Athens 
Living in the USA  by:  Alison R. Lanier 
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Critical Incident - What about kids? 
 
Introduction: 
In the following critical incident, Margaret is offended when Juan asks questions which she 
considers to be too personal.  As a result, Margaret responds inappropriately resulting in 
Juan asking for a transfer to another department. 
 
Materials: 
A copy of critical incident and questions for discussion 
 
Time: 
20 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Tell learners you are about to read a hypothetical situation (critical incident) in a 

workplace in the United States. 
2. Go over any vocabulary that may cause trouble before you read the critical incident. 

(See suggested list.) 
3. Read critical incident while learners follow along. 
4. Check for comprehension.  
5. Review questions for discussion. 
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Vocabulary: 
 
human resources  work space  work related issues  avoids  
 
personal life   ignores  any of your business 
 
Critical Incident 
 
Margaret and Juan work in human resources at a local hospital.  They share a workspace 
and often talk about work related issues.  Margaret sometimes feels uncomfortable 
because Juan asks her questions about her personal life.  Margaret usually ignores the 
questions.  Sometimes she changes the subject so she doesn’t have to answer the 
questions.   
 
Last week, Juan asked Margaret why she didn’t have any children.  Margaret got really 
angry with Juan and said to him, “Look, I don’t think my personal life is any of your 
business!” 
 
Juan was really upset.  He didn’t understand why Margaret was so angry.  Juan went to 
his supervisor the next day and asked to be moved to another office. 
 
 
Questions for discussion 
 
1. What happened here? 
2. Why did Margaret get so angry? 
3. Why do you think Juan keeps asking Margaret personal questions? 
4. What would you have done if you were Margaret? 
5. What would you have done if you were Juan? 
6. How can Juan and Margaret fix the problem? 
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New Language and Vocabulary 
 
Responding to questions you don’t want to answer 
 
I’d rather not talk about that. 
I’m sorry, I don’t feel comfortable talking about my personal life at work. 
I prefer not to discuss that topic. 
Do you mind if we talk about something else? 
That's a difficult question.   
I don't know how to answer that question. 
I’m sorry, but I prefer not to answer those questions. 
If you don't mind, I don't want to discuss that. 
Why do you ask? 
 
Asking questions that may be personal 
 
Do you mind if I ask you a question about your family? 
Can I ask you a personal question? 
I'd like to ask a question but I'm not sure if it's too personal. 
 
Apologizing 
 
I'm sorry if I offended you. 
I'm sorry if that made you uncomfortable. 
I apologize if that question was too personal. 
Did I say something that upset you? 
I'm sorry if that was inappropriate.  It's okay to ask that question in my culture. 
I  hope you don't mind that I asked that question. 
 
Avoiding personal Questions - Changing the subject 
 
Well anyway…. 
Why do you ask? 
On the other hand…. 
On a different note…. 
Not to change the subject but,…. 
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Cross-cultural Encounter #1 – Are you married? 
 
Introduction: 
In the following dialog, Juan asks several personal questions while trying to make small 
talk with Margaret.  Margaret gets angry with Juan and abruptly tells him to stay out of 
her personal life.  Both employees could have handled the situation differently in this 
example.  Had Juan understood that these types of questions were inappropriate in the 
workplace, Margaret wouldn't have been so upset.  On the other hand, had Margaret 
politely explained to Juan that these weren't questions she felt were appropriate, he might 
have understood her reluctance to answer the questions. 
 
Materials: 
• Copies of dialog 
• Extra copies of new language and vocabulary 
 
Time: 
20 - 30 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Go over the setting of the dialog. 
2. Ask two volunteers to read the dialog. 
3. Check for comprehension and review any unfamiliar vocabulary. 
4. Go over questions for discussion. 
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Vocabulary 
 
How about you?   spent some time  a busy week   
 
stay out of my personal affairs make conversation  getting so upset  
 
none of your business 
 

Dialog Setting 
It is Monday.  Juan and Margaret are talking in the human resources department about 
last weekend. 
 
Juan:  Hi Margaret.  How are you today? 
 
Margaret: Oh, I’m fine.  How about you? 
 
Juan: I’m doing well.  I had a nice relaxing weekend.  What did you do this 

weekend? 
 
Margaret: Oh, I just spent some time at home.  I relaxed all weekend.  It was really 

nice after such a busy week at work. 
 
Juan:  Are you married? 
 
Margaret: I’m so busy with work.  I really enjoy my job right now and don’t really have 

time. 
 
Juan:  How old are you?  Don’t you think about getting married some day? 
 
Margaret: Look Juan, I really don’t want to talk about my personal life with you.  It is 

really none of your business.  Would you stay out of my personal affairs. 
 
Juan: Sorry, I was just trying to make conversation.  I don’t know why you’re 

getting so upset with me. 
 
Questions for discussion 
 
1. What happened? 
2. Do you think Margaret is angry with Juan?  If so, why? 
3. Why do you think Juan was asking Margaret these questions? 
4. Do you think it was okay for Juan to ask Margaret these questions? 
5. Do you think Margaret responded appropriately to Juan’s questions? 
6. What could Juan and Margaret have done differently? 
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Cross-cultural Encounter #2 –How much $ do you 
make? 
 
Introduction: 
In the following dialog between Anita and Sam, Anita uncomfortably avoids answering 
Sam's questions about her pay raise.  Sam wants to know how much Anita is making.  
Unfortunately, Sam doesn't realize that Anita is uncomfortable talking about her salary.  
Because she has been at the company longer, Anita probably knows that her pay may be 
higher than Sam's.  Sam continues with his questions as Anita carefully tries to indirectly 
answer without telling him exactly how much money she makes. 
 
Materials: 
• Copies of dialog 
• Extra copies of new language and vocabulary 
 
Time: 
20 - 30 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Go over the setting of the dialog. 
2. Ask two volunteers to read the dialog. 
3. Check for comprehension and review any unfamiliar vocabulary. 
4. Go over questions for discussion. 
 
 



 
 

 264

 
Vocabulary 
 
Review  probationary period I bet…   raise 
 
 
Dialog Setting:   
Sam and Anita are in the employee lunchroom.  Last week every employee had a 
performance review.  Some people got raises and some people were promoted.  Anita 
received a raise because she has been with the company for a year now. 
 
Sam:  Anita, did you have your review yet? 
 
Anita: Yes, I talked to my supervisor yesterday.   
 
Sam: I did too.  I didn’t get the raise I was hoping for.  My supervisor told me I 

had to finish the probationary period before I could get my raise.  I don’t 
think it is fair. 

 
Anita: I’m sorry to hear that. 
 
Sam:  Did you get a raise? 
 
Anita: Well,  I have been here for a year now.  Every one gets a raise after the first 

year. 
 
Sam: Wow, I wish I didn’t have to wait for my raise.  My family really needs the 

money.  My son just went to college. How much money do you make now?  
I bet you have a good paycheck. 

 
Anita: I think it is the same as other people in my position. 
 
Sam:  Well, how much is that? 
 
 
Questions for Discussion 
1. What happened here? 
2. Why do you think Sam was asking so many questions about Anita’s salary? 
3. Do you think Anita wanted to tell Sam how much money she made?  Why or why 

not? 
4. What would you do if you were Anita in this situation? 
5. What would you do if you were Sam? 
6. Do people at your workplace talk about how much money they make?  Do you think 

this is okay?   
7. Do you think talking about salaries at work could cause problems? 
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Cultural Learning Activity #1 – “Can you ask that?” 
 
Introduction: 
In this first activity, the learners will read a number of questions that could be asked in the 
workplace.  In groups or alone, the learners will decide if the question is appropriate or 
inappropriate to ask someone in the workplace. 
 
Materials: 
• Handout – "Can you ask that?" 
 
Time:  30 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Ask learners to think of a question that they have been asked that they didn't want to 

answer. 
2. Why didn't you want to answer the question? 
3. How did you respond to the person? 
4. Give each learner a copy of the handout "Can you ask that?" 
5. Have each learner (in pairs or alone) read through each question and decide if the 

question is appropriate or inappropriate to ask in the U.S. workplace. 
6. Review responses. 
7. Discuss why some questions are not appropriate. 
8. Ask learners for suggestions on how to indirectly answer these questions. 
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Can you ask that? 
 
Directions:   
Work with a partner.  Read the following questions.  Decide if the question is appropriate 
or inappropriate to ask in the workplace. 

 
 
 

Question Appropriate Inappropriate

What is your name?   

Do you like your job?   

Why aren't you married?   

Do you live in the area?   

Are you married?   

Do you have children?   

Why don't you have children?   

What did you do at your last job?   

How long have you worked here?   

How did you hear about this job?   

Are you going to get married?   

How old are you?   

Who is your child's father/mother?   

How much money do you make?   

Is your wife pregnant?   
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Question Appropriate Inappropriate

What does your husband/wife do?   

How much money did you make in your country?   

What are you doing this weekend?   

Will you invite me to your house some day?   

Are you divorced?   

What did you do for the holidays?   

Why don't you live with your husband/wife?   

Do you like to travel?   

Who are you going to vote for?   

What do you do?   

How much do you weigh?   

Can I borrow some money?   

Are you gaining weight?   

Why did you get divorced?   

Did you lose weight?   

How much did you car cost?   

How much did you pay for your house?   

Do you color your hair?   

Did you get a haircut?   

Are you pregnant?   

Is your partner a man or a woman?   
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Cultural Learning Activity #2 - "Responding to 
Inappropriate Questions" 
 
Introduction: 
This activity will give the learners the opportunity to think of questions that may not be 
appropriate for the workplace.  The questions that the learners brainstorm may be questions that 
are okay in the individual countries of the learners, but not appropriate in the U.S. workplace. 
 
Materials: 
• 3 x 5 note cards 
• butcher paper 
• tape 
 
Time: 
45 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
Part One 
1. Ask learners to brainstorm topics that are not appropriate for the workplace in the United 

States and list them on the board.  Some examples follow:   
 

(age, wages, marital status, personal questions about relationships, personal health, 
illness, politics, religion) 

 
1. If learners have a hard time coming up with some ideas, ask them to refer to the worksheet 

on “General Practices in the United States) 
2. List the topics on board. 
3. Hand out note cards.  Ask learners to work with a partner and come up with one or two 

questions that are inappropriate for the workplace in the United States.  Write the question 
on the note card.  Circulate and help students with grammar and spelling if necessary. 

 
Part two 
4. Collect the cards and write each question at the top of a piece of butcher paper.  Hang each 

piece of butcher paper on the wall. 
5. Ask volunteers to offer suggestions of ways to respond to the inappropriate question.  As 

groups call out responses, list them under the question. 
 
Example:    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 As a follow-up activity, you can pass out the note cards to the learners.  The learners can go 

around a circle and practice asking and responding to the inappropriate questions. 

 
How much money does 
your husband make? 

 
• He earns a 

good salary. 
(indirectly avoided the question)
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Cultural Learning Activity #3 – Cloze Exercise 
 
Introduction: 
This cloze exercise gives the learners the opportunity to change the interaction between 
Juan and Margaret.  The learners will use new language in an effort to come up with a 
new dialog, which avoids cross-cultural conflict. 
 
Materials: 
• Copies of the cloze exercise  
• Extra copies of the new language and vocabulary sheets. 
 
Time: 
30 -40 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Ask the learners to find a partner. 
2. Review the dialog from Cross-cultural Encounter #1. 
3. Ask learners to think of ways in which they might change the interaction so that 

Margaret and Juan don’t get upset. 
4. Hand out the cloze exercise. 
5. Distribute extra copes of the new language and vocabulary sheets if needed. 
6. Ask learners to make up a new dialog by filling in the blanks with new words. 
7. Express that the goal is to avoid conflict and encourage healthy communication 

between Margaret and Juan. 
8. Circulate and help learners with new language. 
9. Ask for volunteers to act out their new dialogs. 
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Directions:   
Change the dialog between Juan and Margaret.  Instead of getting angry, what could 
Margaret have said to Juan to let him know his question was inappropriate?  How do you 
think Juan would respond if he realized his questions weren't appropriate and made 
Margaret uncomfortable?  Use your New Language and Vocabulary sheet for help with 
new words and phrases. 
 

Dialog Setting  
It is Monday.  Juan and Margaret are talking in the human resources department about 
last weekend. 
 
Juan:  Hi Margaret.  How are you today? 
 
Margaret: Oh, I’m fine.  How about you? 
 
Juan: I’m doing well.  I had a nice relaxing weekend.  What did you do this 

weekend? 
 
Margaret: Oh, I just spent some time at home.  I relaxed all weekend.  It was really 

nice after such a busy week at work. 
 
Juan:  Are you married? 
 
Margaret: I’m so busy with work.  I really enjoy my job right now and don’t really have 

time. 
 
Juan: How old are you?  Don’t you think about getting married some day? 
 
Margaret: __________________________________________________ 
 ___________________________________________ 
 ___________________________________________ 
 
Juan: __________________________________________________ 
 ___________________________________________ 
 ___________________________________________ 
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Cultural Learning Activity #4 - A Role-play 
 
Introduction:  This activity will engage the learners in role-playing an actual situation in 
the workplace.  Each group will act out a mini-dialog in which a co-worker asks an 
inappropriate question.  The learners will practice responding to inappropriate questions as 
well as apologizing for asking a question that a co-worker may feel uncomfortable 
discussing. 
 
Materials: 
Mini dialog cards 
 
Time: 
45 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Put learners in groups of two.  If you have some participants with lower levels of 

language proficiency, you may want to put them in groups of three, each group 
having a variety of levels present. 

2. Ask each group to choose a mini dialog card from a basket. 
3. Each group will come up with a dialog and act out the situation for the class. 
4. Circulate and provide assistance where needed. 
5. Suggest that learners use the New Language and Vocabulary Sheet for ideas. 
6. Ask learners to role-play the dialog for the class. 
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#1 -  ______________(person's name), how much money do you make? 
#2 - (respond to question) 
#1 - (apologize) 
#2 - (respond to apology) 
 

 
 
#1 -  ______________(person's name), why don't you have any children? 
#2 - (respond to question) 
#1 - (apologize) 
#2 - (respond to apology) 
 

 
 
#1 -  ______________(person's name), how old are you? 
#2 - (respond to question) 
#1 - (apologize) 
#2 - (respond to apology) 
 

 
 
#1 -  ______________(person's name), how much money does your husband make? 
#2 - (respond to question) 
#1 - (apologize) 
#2 - (respond to apology) 
 

 
 
#1 -  ______________(person's name), how much did you pay for your house? 
#2 - (respond to question) 
#1 - (apologize) 
#2 - (respond to apology) 
 

 
 
#1 -  ______________(person's name), who do you like for the next president? 
#2 - (respond to question) 
#1 - (apologize) 
#2 - (respond to apology) 
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#1 -  ______________(person's name), are you a republican or a democrat? 
#2 - (respond to question) 
#1 - (apologize) 
#2 - (respond to apology) 
 

 
 
#1 -  ______________(person's name), what is your religion? 
#2 - (respond to question) 
#1 - (apologize) 
#2 - (respond to apology) 
 

 
 
#1 -  ______________(person's name), do you believe in God? 
#2 - (respond to question) 
#1 - (apologize) 
#2 - (respond to apology) 
 

 
 
#1 -  ______________(person's name), do you have a boyfriend/girlfriend? 
#2 - (respond to question) 
#1 - (apologize) 
#2 - (respond to apology) 
 

 
 
#1 -  ______________(person's name), why is your husband/wife so sick? 
#2 - (respond to question) 
#1 - (apologize) 
#2 - (respond to apology) 
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Expansion and Assessment Activities 
 
 
 
Dialog Journal Questions 
 
• Have you ever been asked a question that made you uncomfortable?  What was the 

question?  How did you respond to the person? 
• What are some topics that are okay to discuss in the workplace in your country?  Are 

any of these inappropriate for the U.S. workplace?   
 
Surveying Co-workers 
 
• Have participants ask three people at work if there are topics they don't like to discuss 

with co-workers.   
• Ask supervisors if there are topics that are inappropriate for the workplace. 
• List responses of co-workers and supervisors and bring them back to class and share 

with the group. 
 
60 Second Scramble 
 
• Give each participant a note card or 1/2 sheet of paper. 
• Give them 60 seconds to list as many topics as they can that are inappropriate for the 

workplace. 
• Review lists with the class. 
 
Changing Questions 
 
• List a number of inappropriate questions on the board. 
• Ask learners to change the question to something similar that is okay to discuss in the 

workplace. 
 
Good Questions 
 
• On a note card, ask participants to list 3 questions that are okay to ask in the 

workplace. 
 
 
Additional Resources: 
 
Living in the USA by:  Alison R. Lanier 
 
"Personal Questions" pp. 10-11 
(See worksheet that follows.) 
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Living in the USA 

by:  Alison R. Lanier 

"Personal Questions" 
 
Directions:   First read the following questions.  Now Read the article and try to 

answer these questions with the information in the reading. 
 

 
1. When do Americans ask the following questions? 
 

1) Are you married? 
2) How many children do you have? 
3) Do you play golf? 
4) What is your score? 
5) Where do you work? 

 
 
2. If you were at a party, would these be friendly questions or rude questions?  
 
 
 
3. Is it okay to ask any of these questions at work?  Why or why not? 
 
 
 
4. What kind of questions did the author say are too personal (in any 

situation)? 
 
 
 
5. The author gives two examples of ways to avoid personal 

questions.  What are the two suggestions? 
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Chapter 7 – Comments 
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Chapter 8 - Who's in Charge? 
 
 
 
Objectives:  
• Compare and contrast gender roles and roles of authority in the U.S. 

workplace to those in other countries. 
• Describe the purpose of mission statements and personnel policies. 
• Identify common workplace hierarchies and management functions. 
• Participate in employee meetings. 
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Setting the Stage  
 
Introduction: 
For many immigrants and refugees, the endless paperwork trail involved in working in 
the U.S. is often overwhelming.  Many will get a packet of information from an 
employer, say "thank you" and never look at it again.  The system of documentation and 
informing employees of rights and responsibilities is very foreign to most immigrants and 
refugees.  Many will say, "Why do I have to fill out all this paperwork?  Why can't I just 
go to work?"  I may not be viewed as important.  Furthermore, the organization and 
hierarchical structure may be very different from what many immigrants and refugees 
are accustomed.  This activity begins to introduce some of these foreign concepts to the 
participants.  By viewing samples of these materials, participants will begin to think 
about what they already know about this aspect of working in the United States as well 
as what questions/comments they may have about the system here. 
 
Materials: 
• a copy of an organizational chart 
• a mission statement 
• an employment application 
• W4 form 
• I9 form 
• a copy of an employee handbook 
• insurance enrollment form 
• time sheet 
 
Time: 
20 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Lay the previously mentioned materials on a table. 
2. Ask participants to get up and view the materials. 
3. Ask the group to look at each item, if they are familiar with the item/form and 

know what it is, ask them to pick one item up and return to his/her seat. 
4. Ask participants who picked up items to discuss the item, what it is, why it is used 

in the workplace, and his or her experience with this particular item in the 
workplace. 

 
Questions for discussion 
 
1. What are these materials? 
2. Do any of these look familiar? 
3. Do you have any of these in your workplace (in the U.S.)? 
4. What is an organizational chart? 
5. What is a mission statement? 
6. Why do employers have these? 
7. Why do employees get a handbook? 
8. Would you read one?  Why or why not? 
9. What other forms or booklets do employees have to read or fill out on the job in 

the U.S.? 
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Cross-cultural Comparison 
 
Introduction: 
The cross-cultural comparison in this chapter is designed to begin dialog and 
identify differences in organizational structures around the world.  This activity 
includes questions that will facilitate a discussion on the roles of workers, the 
structures of different types of organizations, and the purpose and the unwritten 
rules and regulations that many organizations have. 
 
Materials:  
• Questionnaire 
 
Time: 
15 – 30 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Give each participant a copy of the questionnaire. 
2. Allow some time for participants to review questions. 
3. Individuals from the same countries may want to work together or consult 

each other about answers to the questions. 
4. Review student responses and go over questions for discussion. 
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TTHHEE  WWOORRKKPPLLAACCEE  IINN  MMYY  CCOOUUNNTTRRYY  
 
 
1. What job did you have in your country? 
 
 
2. What did you do? 
 
 
3. Who made most of the decisions at the company? 
 
 
4. How did people advance in the company? 
 
 
5. How were people hired? 
 
 
6. Did women and men have the same kinds of positions? 
 
 
7. Do women make the same salaries as men in similar positions? 
 
 
8. Did your company have a mission statement? 
 
 
9. Did employees receive an employee handbook? 
 
 

10. Did your company have employee meetings? 
 
 

11. Who attended the meetings? 
 
 

12. Did your company have certain policies and procedures that all 
employees had to follow?  If so, how did you know about the 
rules? 
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General Practices in the United States: 
 

Common “American” Behaviors 

• Men and women work as equals in all working environments.  There is no division 
between gender in the workplace. 

• 52.9% of working women are in professional positions. 
• Although many supervisors operate on a fairly informal basis, employees are very 

aware of who is in charge.  Managers, supervisors, administrators, and foremen all 
hold positions of authority in an organization (men and women alike). 

• Although women and men work as equals in the workplace, women still make .71 
for every $1 that a man makes. 

• In the U.S., if a family member works for an organization, it doesn't necessarily 
mean that you will get a job or have advantages over other employees. 

• Most companies and organizations have what is called a mission statement.  The 
mission statement lists the overall values, goals, and purpose of the organization. 

• Many companies have “organizational charts" which visually lay out the layers of 
authority within an organization, who reports to who, and which employees are 
working in the same capacity.  Organizational charts also show the breakdown of 
departments in an organization. 

• In the U.S. workplace, it is common for all employees to attend staff meetings.  
These meetings may be weekly, bi-weekly, or even monthly.  At staff meetings, it is 
generally acceptable for all employees to participate in the meeting.  It is considered 
a time of sharing of information, brainstorming, or catching up on company 
business. 

• Some companies may have separate departmental meetings. 
 
Common American values which reflect these behaviors 
 
Structure and organization:  
Most American companies have a definite structure.  Organization is highly valued and is thought 
to lead to a more productive and lucrative working environment. 
 
Orientation toward the future:  
Most companies and organizations in the U.S. are focused toward progress and the future.  
Mission statements are a good example of how a company states their ongoing future goals for 
success. 
 
Equality:   
Although women are still struggling for equal status in the workplace, women and men hold 
equal weight in the workplace.  Women and men should be given equal respect in all positions. 
 
Sources: 
Kiss, Bow, or Shake Hands by:  Terri Morrison, Wayne A. Conaway, and George a. Borden Ph.D. 
American Ways by:   Gary Athens 
Living in the USA.  by:  Alison R. Lanier 
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Critical Incident 
 
Introduction: 
This critical incident describes a situation in which two employees fail to go 
through the correct channels to change a work schedule.  The employees 
assumed that because the work schedule was covered, there would be no 
problem.  Had they gone through the appropriate channels to make the schedule 
changes, they would not have been punished for their actions. 
 
Materials: 
• Copy of critical incident and questions for discussion 
 
Time: 
20  minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Tell learners you are about to read a hypothetical situation (critical incident) 

in a workplace in the United States. 
2. Go over any vocabulary that may cause trouble before you read the critical 

incident. (See suggested list.) 
3. Read critical incident while learners follow along. 
4. Check for comprehension.  
5. Review questions for discussion. 



 
 

 284

Vocabulary 
 
team leaders  swing shift  to cover for him   
 
written up  approval 
 
 
Critical Incident 
 
Josh and Alex work at a production plant.  They are both team leaders for 
different shifts.  Josh is the team leader for the night shift and Alex is the team 
leader for the swing shift.  Alex needed to leave work early one day.  So, he 
asked Josh if he could stay late to cover him.  Josh said yes.  At the end of the 
pay period, the supervisor called Josh into his office and asked him why he had 
worked overtime that day without approval.  Both employees got in trouble and 
were written up. 
 
 
 
Questions for discussion: 
 
1. What happened? 
2. Why do you think Josh and Alex would make their own schedule changes 

without talking to the supervisor first? 
3. Why did the supervisor get upset? 
4. In this company, why do you think they have rules about working overtime? 
5. Who do you think is in charge of making schedule changes? 
6. What do you think Josh and Alex could have done differently? 
7. What do you think the supervisor could have done to avoid this type of 

problem? 
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New Language and Vocabulary 
 
 
General Terms 
agenda 
bi-weekly bi-monthly 
organizational chart 
mission statement 
equality 
authority 
structure 
all-staff meeting 
department meeting 
 
 
Speaking up at meetings 
 
I have an announcement. 
I'd like to make a comment. 
Can I interrupt for a moment? 
Excuse me, would you repeat that? 
I have a question? 
 
Questions asked at employee meetings 
 
Are there any announcements? 
Does anyone have a comment? 
Are there any suggestions? 
Are there any questions? 
Does everyone have an agenda? 
 
Phrases used in meetings 
 
Let's review the minutes from the last meeting. 
Are there any additions or changes to the minutes? 
Let's take a vote. 
All in favor.. 
All opposed.. 
Table the discussion 
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Cross-cultural Encounter #1 - "That was 
confidential." 
 
Introduction: 
The following dialog outlines a situation in which an employee doesn’t follow the 
chain of command and some important information is lost.  Had the office 
assistant followed the correct procedure, she could have saved herself some 
trouble with the supervisor. 
 
Materials: 
• Copies of dialog 
 
Time: 
20 - 30 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Go over the setting of the dialog. 
2. Ask two volunteers to read the dialog. 
3. Check for comprehension and review any unfamiliar vocabulary. 
4. Go over questions for discussion. 
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Vocabulary: 
 
files    confidential   regarding 
 
first thing this morning receptionist 
 
Dialog Setting 
Linda works as a medical billing assistant.  Her supervisor asked her to type up 
some important information regarding a patient.  Linda finished the file and was 
ready to go home, but her supervisor was on the telephone.  Linda knew her 
supervisor needed the information that day, so she asked the receptionist to give 
the file to the supervisor when she got off the phone.  The following 
conversation takes place the next morning between Linda and Sharon, her 
supervisor. 
 
Sharon: Linda, can you come into my office for a second? 
 
Linda: Sure, what’s up? 
 
Sharon: You know that file I asked you to type yesterday?  Well, I didn’t 

receive it.  I needed to send it first thing this morning.  What 
happened? 

 
Linda: Well, you were on the phone last night when I was leaving so I 

gave it to Steve.  He said he would give it to you when you got off 
the phone. 

 
Sharon: I didn’t get it.  That information was confidential.  It is very 

important that we don’t give these files to just anyone.  The file 
contains personal information about one of our patients at the 
clinic.  Where is Steve today? 

 
Linda: He left on vacation today.  He’ll be back next week.  I’ll have to try 

to find what he did with the file. 
 
 
 
Questions for discussion: 
 
1. What happened? 
2. Why do you think Linda gave the file to Steve? 
3. Do you think she understood that it was confidential information? 
4. What would you have done if you were Linda? 
5. What would you have done if you were Sharon? 
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Cross-cultural Encounter #2 
 
Introduction: 
The following dialog takes place between a worker, Albert,  and the director of 
human resources.  Albert wants to recommend a family member for an open 
position at the company.  When Julio tells him that his relative will have to go 
through the application process like all other applicants, Albert is offended.  He 
doesn't understand the importance of the procedure and why one would go 
through such formalities. 
 
Materials: 
• Copies of dialog 
 
Time: 
20 – 30 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Go over the setting of the dialog. 
2. Ask two volunteers to read the dialog. 
3. Check for comprehension and review any unfamiliar vocabulary. 
4. Go over questions for discussion. 
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Vocabulary: 
 
what's on your mind? have a seat  qualified placed an ad  
 
meets the qualifications references  fill out  resume trust 
 
personal recommendation  cover letter  applicants benefits 
 

Dialog Setting: 
Albert and Julio work for the same company.  Albert is the president of human 
resources.  Albert is looking for another person to work at the company.  Julio has a 
cousin who might be qualified for the job and wants to recommend her for the position.  
When Albert tells Julio that his cousin must go through the formal application process, 
Julio is offended.  He doesn't understand why Albert wouldn't take his personal 
recommendation and hire his cousin. 
 
Julio:  Albert, can I talk to you for a minute? 
 
Albert: Sure, come on in and have a seat.  What's on your mind? 
 
Julio: Well, I heard that the company is looking for a new technical assistant.  

Can you tell me more about the position? 
 
Albert: Well, we are looking for someone with a least 2 years experience.  This 

person will be supervising two other workers.  It's a full time position with 
benefits after 6 months.  We placed an ad in last Sunday's newspaper 
and will be interviewing in two weeks. 

 
Julio: Well, I think I know someone who would be perfect for the job. 
 
Albert: Really?  Who is it? 
 
Julio: My cousin Susana.  She just graduated from college and she has 2 1/2  

years experience working as a technical assistant at the University.  She 
is looking for a full-time job. 

 
Albert: Sounds like she meets the qualifications.  She'll have to come in to 

human resources and fill out an application.  We also need a cover letter 
and a current resume with references. 

 
Julio: Oh, I can give her a personal recommendation.  Does she really have to 

go through all that?  She's my cousin.  Can't she just come in and meet 
with you? 

 
Albert: That's fine, I'd be happy to talk to her.  But, she'll have to go through the 

same process as all the other applicants. 
 
Julio: Wow, I thought you would trust my opinion. 
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Questions for discussion: 
 
1. Why did Julio ask if his cousin could just come in and talk to Albert about 

the job? 
2. Why doesn’t Julio think Albert trusts his opinion? 
3. Do you think Albert trusts Julio's position? 
4. Why do you think Albert wants Susana to fill out an application like all the 

other applicants? 
5. Do you think this is necessary?  Why or why not? 
6. Why do you think the company has this type of rule? 
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Cultural Learning Activity #1 –Organizational 
Charts 
 
Introduction: 
This activity introduces participants to the concept of an organizational chart.  
This activity works best when done in a workplace setting.  The idea is to have 
participants investigate the actual organization of the workplace in which they 
are currently employed.  If you are teaching in the workplace, ask the employer 
if they have a copy of an organizational chart.  You can white out certain people 
on the chart and have the participants fill in the blanks.  If you are not in the 
workplace, use the blank chart and do a hypothetical workplace with the 
participants in your class.  Another option is to have the participants complete an 
organizational chart for the place they are currently working. 
 
Materials: 
• An organizational chart from the company in which you are teaching or 
• a copy of the blank organizational chart or 
• have participants make their own chart 
• Names of the positions that fill the chart cut up into strips (if teaching in the 

workplace, get the actual positions in the organization) 
• copy of questions for discussion 
 
Time: 
60 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Explain reasons for having an organizational chart and how it might be 

helpful for employees. 
2. Put the learners in groups of two or three. 
3. Give each group a copy of the organizational chart and the names of the 

positions. 
4. Ask the group to place the positions on the chart (where they think they 

belong) 
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Notes: 
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Organizational Chart 
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Chief Executive Officer - (CEO) 
 
Director of Finance 
 
Director of Personnel 
 
Facility Director 
 
Facility Manager of Production 

Facility Manager of Distribution 

Facility Manager of Customer Service 

Facility Manager of Maintenance 

Facility Manager of Quality Control and Inspection 

AM Shift Leader - Production 

PM Shift Leader - Production 

AM Shift Leader - Distribution 

PM Shift Leader - Distribution 

AM shift Leader - Customer Service 

PM Shift Leader - Customer Service 

AM Shift Leader - Maintenance 

PM Shift Leader - Maintenance 

AM Shift Leader - Quality Control and Inspection 

PM Shift Leader - Quality Control and Inspection 
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Cultural Learning Activity #2 –Who do you tell? 
 
Introduction: 
In this activity, participants are given a number of situations and an 
organizational chart.  The participants will decide, based on the situation and the 
people involved, who the person in the situation should approach about the 
problem. 
 
Materials: 
• Copies of the organizational chart 
• Copies of the situations  
 
Time: 
30 – 40 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Ask participants to get into groups of two or three. 
2. Give each group an organizational chart and a copy of the situations. 
3. Have each group decide which person on the organizational chart the 

employee in the situation should address with their situation/problem. 
4. Once participants have had enough time to decide, review answers and 

compare responses. 
5. Discuss why one person may or may not be appropriate to approach in a 

given workplace.  Also, discuss variations in procedures between companies.  
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Organizational Chart 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CEO –  
Anna Jenkins 

Dir. of Personnel 
Julia Mendoza 

Facility Director 
George Winslow 

Facility 
Manager of 
Distribution  
Steven Kim 

Facility Manager 
of Production 
Vera Thomkins 

Facility Manager 
of Maintenance 
Benjamin 
Alexander 

PM 
Shift 
Leader

Facility Manager 
of Customer 
Service 
Emma Tran

AM 
Shift 
Leader

AM Shift 
Leader 

Thoma

PM 
Shift 
Leader 

AM 
Shift 
Leader 

PM 
Shift 
Leader

AM 
Shift 
Leader

PM 
Shift 
Leader

Facility Manager 
of Quality Control 
Donald 
Morgensen 

PM Shift 
Leader 
Chhanna 

AM 
Shift 
Leader

Dir. of Finance 
Alexander 

Joseph 
internal 
accountant 

Victor 
payroll 
assistant 

Sandra 
technical 
assistant 

Sam 
office 
assistant 
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This is the Situation…. 
 
Directions:  Read the following situations.  Based on the 
organizational chart, with whom should these employees discuss 
the situation? 
 
 
 
1. Thomas gets his paycheck and it is $200 less than it should be. 
 
2. Lesya has a problem with Kyle.  She doesn’t feel comfortable confronting him with 

the problem. 
 
3. Roger is interested in a position in Distribution.  
 
4. Josette has a problem with her health insurance forms.  She doesn’t know how to 

answer one of the questions. 
 
5. Chong wants to switch shifts with Thomas one day next week because she has an 

appointment with the dentist. 
 
6. Christina has worked her probationary period and still isn’t receiving health 

insurance.  The employee handbook says they should start immediately after the 
probationary period ends. 

 
7. Masato wants to sign up for automatic deposit with his paycheck. 
 
8. Chhanna has a question about other facilities in the company.  She is interested in 

transferring to another region. 
 
9. Maria wants some information about the history of the company. 
 
10. The company overpaid Kyle on the last paycheck. 
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Cultural Learning Activity #3 – "The Mission Statement" 

 
Introduction:   
Most companies have some sort of mission statement.  However, many employees are unaware of 
the vision and mission of the organization for which they work.  This activity takes a look at the 
actual mission statement of the company the participants work for.  If the class is being taught in 
the workplace, get a copy of the mission statement of the organization.  You may also ask 
participants to bring a copy of the mission statement from their place of employment.  
 
Materials: 
• Copy of a mission statement 
• Questions for discussion 
• Typed list of possible vocabulary words from the mission statement 
 
Time: 
30 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Go over preview questions as a group. 

 
• What is a mission statement? 
• Does your company have a mission statement? 
• Do you know what the mission statement says? 
• Why do you think a company needs/wants to have a mission statement? 
• Do companies have a mission statement in your country? 

 
2. Discuss the concept of organizational values and the fact that companies' values are reflected 

in the mission statement. 
3. Ask participants to list some values they think are important to their employers or employers 

in general in the U.S.  (provide examples such as time and productivity). 
4. Hand out a copy of a mission statement.  Ask participants to read silently. 
5. Discuss any vocabulary that is unfamiliar. 
6. Ask participants to work with a partner and decide which values are important to this 

particular employer based on the mission statement. 
7. Once participants have come up with a list, ask the groups to come up to the board and list 

the values they decided on. 
 
Questions for discussion: 
 
1. How did you decide on these values? 
2. (If teaching in the workplace,) Do you think the staff understands and practices the mission 

of the company/organization? 
3. Do you think these values are important at your place of work? 
4. Are there other values you would include? 

 
Follow-up activity 
 
• Have students write their own mission statement.   
• Type the statements and post around the room. 
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Cultural Learning Activity #4 – "The Staff Meeting" 
 
Introduction: 
To many workers in the U.S., an employee staff meeting is just another part of a normal work 
week.  However, many individuals living and working in the United States come from cultures 
where this is not necessarily a common practice for everyone in the workplace.  For some people, 
participating in employee meetings may be a frightful experience, especially those who are less 
confident in their English language skills.  This activity will give the participants an opportunity to 
role-play an actual employee meeting with the classmates.  The goal is to introduce participants to 
the structure of a hypothetical workplace meeting and give them the opportunity to practice 
participating in a typical meeting. 
 

Materials: 
• Copies of the agenda 
• Participant roles cards 
• Company profile and debriefing questions 
• Discussion coins (optional) 
 

Time: 
45 – 60 minutes 
 

Procedure: 
1. Introduce participants to the concept of an employee meeting. 

Questions to guide discussion 
• Do any of you ever participate in employee meetings in the workplace? 
• What do you talk about at your meetings? 
• Do you participate? 
• Are employee meetings common in your country?   
• Who attends employee meetings in your country? 
• How are the meetings organized? 

 
2. Tell participants that they are about to role-play an actual employee meeting. 
3. Read the company profile. 
4. Each participant will have a role to play in the meeting and will be assigned their part. 
5. The instructor will play the part of company secretary at the meeting and take notes.  It is 

also the responsibility of the secretary to "table discussion" on issues that go off the agenda.  
Discuss this concept before the meeting gets going so participants will understand what is 
going on should this occur. 

6. First, pass out the agenda and describe the type of workplace in which the meeting takes 
place. (If you are teaching in the workplace, use the actual workplace as the setting) 

7. Pass out the agenda.  Tall participants what will be discussed at the meeting. 
8. Have each participant draw a role out of a basket. (You may want to assign roles if you have 

a multi-level group.) 
9. If you have fewer participants than roles, give some more than one role.  Be sure that the 

participants roles don't contradict.  For example, if Juan is the supervisor asking for volunteers 
for the company picnic, make sure he isn't one of the employees that offers to volunteer. 
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10.  
11. Write the roles of the participants and their names on the board so the class knows who has 

what position in the meeting. 
12. Give the group time to understand their roles.  Circulate and make sure each participant 

understands his or her card and knows what role they will play in the meeting and when they 
will speak at the meeting. 

13. Start by calling the meeting to order and going over the agenda. (secretary/instructor) 
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(To be read by instructor/secretary) 
 
Company Profile: 
 
You all work at an insurance claims office.  You office is one of a larger chain that is nation wide.  
There are about 25 people who work at your office.  Each department has a supervisor. 
 
 
 
*Note*:  in the case that you have participants who may dominate the meeting, use discussion 
coins.  Each participant gets a certain number of discussion coins (you can use little pieces of 
paper, beans, pennies, etc.)  The coins are distributed and used in addition to the information they 
speak about as noted on their "role card/s."  Each time a participant speaks (aside from what their 
"role card" mandates), they spend one discussion coin.  This gives each participant an equal 
opportunity to contribute to the discussion. 
 
 
 
Minutes from last meeting: 
 
The director announced a pay raise for every employee at 10%. 
Human resources announced a new health insurance plan. 
Maintenance announced a change in department schedules. 
We decided to have a company picnic and plan the picnic on company time. 
We decided the group could use 1 hour each week to organize and plan the picnic. 
A concern was discussed regarding parking lot safety for employees working after dark.  The office 
decided we should look into new lights in the parking lot.  The vote was unanimous. 
 
Debriefing questions (AFTER MEETING) 
 
1. Did you feel comfortable participating in the meeting? 
2. Was there a point that you wanted to speak, but weren't able to interject? 
3. What could you have done? 
4. Does anyone have suggestions on how to get a word in when others are talking? 
5. Did you ever have something to say but forgot by the time you had the chance to talk? 
6. How could you solve this problem? 
7. Did you all keep on task or did you ever get off the subjects outlined on the agenda? 
8. How was this resolved? 
9. Do you like this type of meeting? 

10. Has anyone ever participated in a meeting like this? 
11. Do you think you feel more comfortable participating in meetings now that you have done 

this activity? 
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Instructor’s Copy 
 

Agenda 
 

Staff Meeting 
October 27, 2000 

2:00 PM – 2:30 PM 

2:00 Call meeting to order 

2:05 Announcements from the Office Director 
(instructor calls for questions from staff) 

2:10 Human Resources – Job Opening 
(instructor calls for questions from staff) 

2:15 Supervisor Reports 

 (instructor calls on the various supervisors) 

  *Maintenance Supervisor 

 *Accounting Supervisor 

 *Customer Service Supervisor 

2:25 Other announcements  

 

2:30 Adjourn meeting 
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Agenda 
 

Staff Meeting 
October 27, 2000 

2:00 PM – 2:30 PM 

2:00 Call meeting to order 

2:05 Announcements from the Office Director 
 

2:10 Human Resources – Job Opening 
 

2:15 Supervisor Reports 

  *Maintenance Supervisor 

 *Accounting Supervisor 

 *Customer Service Supervisor 

2:25 Other announcements  

 

2:30 Adjourn meeting 
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Office Director  
Announce new employees – ask all new employees 
to stand up and introduce themselves to the staff.  
Welcome them to the company.  Thank everyone for 
their hard work and announce that the company has 
won an award for excellent service from the National 
Organization. 

Human Resources –  
Announce a new job opening.  The company is 
looking for a new administrative assistant to work in 
the front office.  The job is open to current 
employees and new applicants.  Anyone interested 
can come fill out a job application in Human 
Resources.  Interviews will start next week. 
 

Customer Service Supervisor –  
You are organizing a company picnic.  The picnic will 
be next July.  You need 5 volunteers to help you plan 
the picnic. 
 

Maintenance Supervisor –  
This winter electricity rates are rising.  Ask 
employees to try and conserve energy where ever 
possible.  Ask staff for suggestions on how to 
conserve energy at work. 
 

Accounting Supervisor –  
Everyone must come by the accounting office to 
make sure they have the correct tax information on 
their paperwork.  Ask if all employees have 
completed the W4 form. 
 

Employee #1 –  
Volunteer to help with the company picnic.  Ask if 
you will need to do work on the weekends. 

Employee #2 –  
Volunteer to help with the company picnic.  Ask if 
children can come to the picnic. 

Employee #3 –  
Volunteer to help with the company picnic. Ask if the 
picnic will be on the weekend or during regular 
business hours. 
 

Employee #4 –  
Volunteer to help with the company picnic.  Ask if 
there was a picnic last year.  You would like to plan 
the activities. 
 

Employee #5 –  
Volunteer to help with the company picnic.   
You would like to help plan the food. 

Employee #6 –  
You are new at the company.  You work in 
accounting.  You were hired last week. 
 

Employee #7 –  
You are new at the company.  You work in Human 
Resources.  You help people with company health 
benefits and vacation requests. 
 

Employee #8 –  
You know someone who would be good for the new 
position.  Ask how much experience the person 
needs. 
 

Employee #9 – 
You have a suggestion about saving electricity.  
When the maintenance supervisor asks for 
suggestions, ask everyone to turn out their office 
light when they are not in the room. 
 

Employee #10 –  
You have a suggestion about saving electricity.  
When the maintenance supervisor asks for 
suggestions, ask people to turn off the computer 
monitors when they are not at their desks. 
 

Employee #11 –  
You have a suggestion about saving electricity.  
When the maintenance supervisor asks for 
suggestions, ask people to turn down the heat in 
their offices. 

Employee #12 –  
Ask the accounting supervisor for more information 
about the W4 form. 
 

Employee #13 –  
At the end of the meeting, make an announcement 
about the new lights in the parking lot.  Now people 
will be safer walking to their cars at night. 
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Expansion and Assessment Activities 
 
 

Workplace Interviews (If teaching in the workplace) 
Divide the learners into groups.  Give each group a copy of the handout.  Have each 
learner chose a person in the organization to interview.  Possible people would include 
human resource personnel, program directors, department managers, directors, 
supervisors, and presidents.  Make sure you discuss this with the interviewee prior to 
giving the assignment.  You may want to set up times the participants can meet with 
these people.  Have the participants (in groups of two) meet with this person and ask 
the questions on the worksheet at the end of the unit. 
 
Dialog Journal Questions 
• How does the structure of the workplace differ in your country? 
• If  you could change something about the structure of your workplace, what would 

it be? 
• What are some personnel policies that were new for you when coming to the United 

States? 
 
"The Associate" (Starring Whoopi Goldberg) 
This movie, available at most public libraries and video rental stores, portrays women in 
corporate U.S.A.  There are several scenes throughout the movie that focus on themes 
such as competition, women in the corporate world, formal business practices, and 
ethical business practices.  It is not recommended that the entire movie be used for 
instructional purposes, as there are scenes that are inappropriate for the classroom.  
Therefore, it is recommended that the instructor view the movie prior to using in class. 
(See handouts at the end of the unit) 
 

Additional Resources: 
 
American Ways   by:  Gary Althen 
Chapter 11 "Male and Female Relationships" 
pp. 90-91  -  Women's Liberation and Women Working 
 
Chapter 16 "Getting Things Done in Organizations" 
pp. 116-121 
 
Living in the USA.  by:  Alison Lanier 
Chapter 4  "Doing Business in the United States" 
pp41-42  -  Women in the Working World 
 
Chapter 6  "Life in the Office" 
pp. 56 – 57 – Hiring and Firing 
p. 58 – Staff Meetings 
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Workplace Interviews 
 
Name of person interviewing ____________________ 
Position ____________________ 
 
 
1. How long have you been in this position? 
 
 
 
 
2. What did you do before you had this job? 
 
 
 
 
 
3. What are your responsibilities? 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Do you supervise anyone? 
 
 
 
 
 
5. Who is your supervisor? 
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The Associate 

Whoopi Goldberg handles business her own way in this outrageous comedy hit!  
Whoopi plays a fast-track executive who starts her own company after a back 
stabbing co-worker nabs her promotion.  But when she's locked out of the stuffy 
corporate world, she invents a dazzling male business partner to sell her ideas!  
Her wacky plan soon spins wildly out of control, however, when her bogus 
"associate" becomes Wall Street's hottest financial whiz- and Whoopi herself 
must impersonate him!   
 
Vocabulary 

outrageous fast-track  back-stabbing nabs   

locked out  impersonate dazzling  "sell her ideas" 

"hottest financial whiz"   bogus  wacky  stuffy  

 
Questions for Discussion 
 
1. Do women work in large corporations in your country? 
 
2. Do they have the same type of positions as men? 
 
3. Who has more power in large corporations, women or men? 
 
4. Does a women make the same amount of money as a man in the same 

position in your country? 
 
5. Do you think women and men have equal power in the United States? 
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(play up to the part where Sally gets Laurel her first meeting with Mr. Fallin) 

 

 

1. What has happened so far? 

2. Why won't anyone listen to Laurel's ideas? 

3. What do you think Laurel is going to do? 
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(play the scene where Laurel has her first meeting with Mr. Fallin) 

1. Who is Mr. Cutty? 

2. Does Laurel really have a business partner? 

3. Why did Laurel choose a man for a business partner? 

4. Where did Laurel get the name Mr. Cutty? 

5. Why is everyone so excited about Mr. Cutty? 

6. When Laurel meets for the first time with Mr. Fallin, what could she 

have done differently when he said he thought he was going to 

meet with a man? 

Activity:  Have students role-play the scenario again.  This time, have them tell the 
truth and try to convince Mr. Fallin that the ideas are great, regardless of the fact 
that they come from a woman. 
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1. What are some things Laurel says when people want to meet with 

Mr. Cutty? 

2. How do you know she isn't telling the truth? 

3. What would you do if people wouldn't listen to your ideas 

because you were a woman? 

4. Do you feel like people have treated you like this because of who 

you are (man, woman, a person from another country) 

5. What did you do about it? 

Activity:  Have students write about situations in which they have felt discriminated 
because of gender or race.  If students feel comfortable, share stories with the 
class.  Other students in the group can brainstorm solutions. 
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Notes:
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Chapter 8 – Comments 
Activity 

 
Things that worked Things that didn't 

work 
Changes for next time Student progress and other 

comments 
Setting the 

Stage 
    

Cross-cultural 
Comparison 

    

General 
Practices 

    

Critical Incident     

New Language 
and Vocabulary 

    

Cross-cultural 
Encounter #1 

    

Cross-cultural 
Encounter #2 

    

Cultural Learning 
Activity #1 

    

Cultural Learning 
Activity #2 

    

Cultural Learning 
Activity #3 

    

Cultural Learning 
Activity #4 

    

Extension and 
Assessment 
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Chapter 9 - Presenting Yourself on the Job 
 
 
 
Objectives:  
 
• Discuss and describe cultural differences in food preparation and eating habits. 
• Demonstrate an awareness of appropriate personal presentation, hygiene, and dress 

for a variety of occupational clusters in the United States. 
 
 
 
 
Table of Contents 
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Setting the Stage 
 
Introduction:   
In the movie “Erin Brokovich”, Julia Roberts plays a frustrated single mother struggling to 
find a job.  After persuading a lawyer with a small firm in town to give her a shot, she 
soon realizes she doesn’t quite “fit” into her new working environment.  The scene where 
Erin shows up for her first day on the job clearly shows what can happen when an 
individual dresses inappropriately for the job. 
 
Materials: 
• VCR 
• Video "Erin Brokovich” (available at most video stores) 
 
Time: 
20 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Discuss the setting of the movie with the learners.  Describe the characters in the 

scene and the situation. 
2. Show the clip one time (start the movie when Erin walks into the office for her first 

day on the job). 
3. After learners view the clip, pass out the questions for discussion. 
4. Ask learners to read questions.  Clarify any unfamiliar vocabulary. 
5. Replay the clip and ask learners to pay attention to the questions asked. 
6. Review questions for discussion. 
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"Erin Brokovich” 

 
1. What was your first impression of Erin? 

2. What do you think about her personal presentation? 

3. How does her appearance differ from the other people in the office? 

4. Do you think she feels out of place? 

5. Do you think it matters how she dresses? 

6. What do you think her boss thinks? 

7. What does personal presentation communicate about you? 

8. Why might the way you dress be important in the workplace? 

9. What other parts of your personal presentation and appearance 

might be important in the workplace?  Why? 
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Cross-cultural Comparison 
 
Introduction: 
Personal presentation is a sensitive area when dealing with cultures that differ significantly 
from the mainstream U.S. culture.  Personal care practices vary significantly from country 
to country for a variety of reasons ranging from economics to availability of natural 
resources such as clean, running water.  The American concept of personal hygiene differs 
significantly from some countries.  Unfortunately, many Americans have never experienced 
life outside of the United States and are unfamiliar with different lifestyles and ways of 
living.  For this reason, expectations and understanding of different views on personal 
presentation and hygiene may cause problems in the workplace.  This activity is designed 
to help participants to begin to see some of the possible differences in the area of 
personal presentation and hygiene and what the U.S. workplace expectations may be 
regarding these issues. 
 
 
Materials: 
• Copies of the survey 
• Overhead projector 
• Transparencies of do’s and do nots 
 
Time: 
 
Procedure: 
 
1. Show the overhead transparency of the do’s and do nots. 
2. Ask learners what they think of the people in the pictures. 
3. Introduce the idea of personal presentation. 
4. Ask learners what they thought about Americans’ personal presentation when they 

first came to the United States. One example given by a student from The Democratic 
Republic of the Congo was his surprise at seeing women smoking in public.  In his 
country, only prostitutes will smoke in public. 

5. Write learners responses on the board. 
6. Discuss what personal presentation means.  Talk about the way people dress, 

hygiene, how we take care of ourselves physically, etc. 
7. Hand out the survey and ask each learner to answer the questions as they apply to 

people in the typical working environment in his or her country. 
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Questions for discussion: 
 
1. How is personal presentation and hygiene different in the United States than in your 

native country?  Why do you think this is so? 
2. What do you think about the ways in which Americans take care of themselves and 

present themselves in the workplace? 
3. What do you find strange about the customs in the United States? 
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Directions:  Think about the typical workplace in your country.  Read and answer the 
following questions as they apply to the workplace in your native country. 

 

 
 
1. Do people wear perfume or cologne in the workplace? 

 
 
 
2. Do people use personal hygiene products such as shampoo, conditioner, deodorant, 

or antiperspirants? 
 
 
 
3. Do women or men wear makeup, nail polish, or artificial fingernails? 

 
 
 
4. Do people wear any kinds of jewelry?  

 
 
 
5. What type of clothing is typical in the workplace? 

 
 
 
6. Do people cover their heads? 

 
 
 
7. What do people wear on their feet? 

 
 
 
8. What kind of food do people eat? 

 
 
 
9. Do people eat at work? 

 
 
 
10. What kind of food do people bring to work? 
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General Practices in the United States 
 
Common “American” Behaviors 
• Most people in the United States are conscious of their personal presentation.  This is 

obvious by the number of fashion magazines that focus on image and personal 

appearance. 

• Americans are concerned with cleanliness.  Most people shower or bathe at least one 

time a day.  Water consumption is not viewed to be as critical an issue in the United 

States as it is in other countries.  However, there is a growing awareness of water 

waste and how we can minimize our countries water consumption. 

• Americans use several types of personal care products including body soap, shampoo, 

lotions and creams, colognes/perfumes, and hair conditioners. 

• Many Americans find personal body odor offensive and therefore use antiperspirants 

and/or deodorants on a daily basis. 

• Many homes in the United States are equipped with washing machines and dryers.  If 

not, people generally take their clothing to a laundromat.   

• It is common in the United States for people to wash clothing frequently.  Even if the 

clothing does not appear soiled, it is usually considered dirty if it smells “unfresh.” 

• Some people find strong colognes and perfumes offensive and may even have allergies 

to certain fragrances.  For this reason, it is a good idea to tone down perfumes and 

colognes in the workplace.  It is best not to wear any type of cologne or perfumes 

when going for a job interview. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sources: 
Kiss, Bow, or Shake Hands  by:  Terri Morrison, Wayne A. Conaway, and George a. Borden Ph.D. 
American Ways   by:  Gary Athens 
Living in the USA.  by:  Alison R. Lanier  

 
Permission granted to photocopy for classroom use – General Practices (2.9)
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Critical Incident 
 
Introduction: 
Personal hygiene can be a sticky subject in any workplace.  Unfortunately, most 
companies are faced with a situation where they have to address the issue.  In this critical 
incident, an individual damages his chances of getting a job because of an issue that deals 
with personal hygiene.  
 
Materials: 
• Copy of critical incident and questions for discussion 
 
Time: 
 
Procedure: 
1. Tell learners you are about to read a hypothetical situation (critical incident) in a 

workplace in the United States. 
2. Go over any vocabulary that may cause trouble before you read the critical incident. 

(See suggested list.) 
3. Read critical incident while learners follow along. 
4. Check for comprehension.  
5. Review questions for discussion. 
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Vocabulary: 
 
made sure  cologne  equally qualified 
 
allergies  bothered 
 
Critical Incident 
tanley received a call to come in for an interview at a local social service organization.  
Before the interview, Stanley made sure he looked professional.  He wore a suit and tie, 
polished his shoes, showered, and combed his hair.  He looked great.  He also though it 
would be a good idea to put on a bit of cologne.  Rebecca and Herberth interviewed 
Stanley for the position.  Stanley and one other person were equally qualified for the 
position.  Unfortunately, during the interview, the smell of Stanley's cologne was so strong 
that Rebecca and Herberth had a difficult time concentrating on Stanley's questions.  
Rebecca had terrible allergies and developed a headache during the interview.  Herberth 
didn't like the smell of the cologne and it bothered him because the smell was so strong. 
 
 
  
 
Questions for discussion: 
 
1. What happened? 
2. Do you think Stanley got the job? 
3. Why do you think it was difficult for Herberth and Rebecca to concentrate? 
4. What did Stanley do right? 
5. What do you think Stanley should have done differently? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

permission granted to photocopy for classroom use - Critical Incident - (2.9) 
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New Language and Vocabulary 
 
 
attire 
protective clothing 
PPE – personal protective equipment 
footwear 
protective clothing 
 
hygiene 
perspiration 
antiperspirant 
makeup 
offensive  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Permission granted to photocopy for classroom use – New Language and Vocabulary (2.9)
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Cross Cultural Encounter #1 – What's that smell? 
 
Introduction: 
In the following dialog, Juan and Kim are having lunch in the employee break room.  They 
are talking about another co-worker and the food she brings to work.  Juan and Kim's co-
worker eats food that is very different from the food they generally eat.  They aren't 
familiar with nor do they like the smell and appearance of the food.  This sensitive issue 
can often cause problems between groups of workers in the workplace, especially a 
workplace that is culturally diverse. 
 
Materials: 
• Copies of dialog 
• Extra copies of new language and vocabulary 
 
Time: 
20 - 30 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Go over the setting of the dialog. 
2. Talk about eating in the workplace. 

 
• Where do employees eat in your workplace? 
• Do you have your own space? 
• Is the break room close to the rest of the workplace or is it separate from 

where you do your work? 
• Do you have facilities to cook?  A refrigerator? 
• What kinds of things do people bring to work to eat?  
• How do people eat in your country?  Is it different than in the United States? 
• Ask two volunteers to read the dialog. 

 
3. Check for comprehension and review any unfamiliar vocabulary. 
4. Go over questions for discussion. 
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Vocabulary: 
 
share comments  staff   negative comments  immaculate 
 
during my stay  bothers me  reasonable request  
 
 
Dialog Setting: 
The employees of The Road Side Hotel are having a staff meeting.  Joseph is the hotel 
manager.  He is sharing comments from the customer feedback forms.  Gene and Ed are 
frustrated with the customer comments and don't think they should have to change what 
they do in the break room. 
 
Joseph: Thanks for coming to the meeting.  I want to share some of the customer 

comments I have received this month.  Most are very good.  One customer 
said "The customer service is excellent in your hotel.  The front desk people 
are very friendly and helpful."  Another person wrote, "Your housekeeping 
staff does an excellent job.  The rooms are immaculate and they answer calls 
immediately. I really enjoyed staying at your hotel." 

 
Gene: It sounds like we have some happy customers.  Were there any negative 

comments? 
 
Joseph: Well, nothing negative but there was a suggestion from one customer.  
 
Gene: What was the suggestion? 
 
Joseph: Well, the customer wrote, "During my stay at your hotel, I could smell food 

coming from your employee break room.  The odor was very strong and it 
filled my room.  “Some people may enjoy the smell of different food but it 
really bothers me when that's all I can smell."  Maybe you could move the 
break room away from the guest rooms or ask your employees not to cook 
such strong smelling food." 

 
Gene: I don't think that's a reasonable request.  We should be able to eat what 

ever we want.  And we can't move the break room.  All the break rooms are 
near some guest rooms. 

 
Ed: I agree with Gene.  They can't tell us what to eat.  This is our break room.  I 

always eat the same kind of food.  
 
Joseph: Well, this seems to be a common complaint.  Does anyone have any 

suggestions on how we can solve this problem? 
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Questions for discussion: 
 
1. Why do you think the customer complained about the smell of food? 
2. Have you ever smelled food in the workplace that bothered you? 
3. If so, what did you do about it? 
4. Do you think they employees should have to change what they eat at work?  Why or 

why not? 
5. What do you think the hotel manager should do? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Permission granted to photocopy for classroom use – Cross-cultural encounter #1-(2.9)  
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Cross-cultural Encounter #2 - What is wrong with my appearance? 
 
Introduction:   
Personal appearance can be a sensitive issue in the workplace, especially when it involves 
issues of personal hygiene.  These issues are not always easy to discuss with employees 
and co-workers.  The following dialog presents a situation in which a supervisor has to talk 
to an employee about his personal hygiene because of patient complaints. 
 
Materials: 
• Copies of dialog 
• Extra copies of new language and vocabulary 
 
Time: 
20 - 30 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Go over the setting of the dialog. 
2. Talk about personal hygiene on the job. 

 
• What would you do if a co-worker didn't have good personal hygiene? 
• What do you think is good personal hygiene? 
• Is personal hygiene important in the workplace in your country? 
• Why do you think good personal hygiene is important in the U.S. workplace? 
 

3. Ask two volunteers to read the dialog. 
4. Check for comprehension and review any unfamiliar vocabulary. 
5. Go over questions for discussion. 
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Vocabulary: 
 
policies  strict guidelines  well groomed   taking care of it 
 
 
Dialog Setting: 
Alexandra is the office supervisor at a local health clinic.  James is a medical assistant in 
the health clinic.  Last week, two patients complained about James's personal hygiene.  
Alexandra asked James to come into the office and talk to her about the complaint.  The 
following dialog is between Alexandra and James. 
 
James: Alexandra, did you want to talk to me? 
 
Alexandra: Yes James, please come in. 
 
James: What is it? 
 
Alexandra: Well, I need to talk to you about some of our policies at the Health clinic.  I 

guess I didn't really explain this when you were hired.  We have some pretty 
strict guidelines for personal presentation and hygiene. 

 
James: I don't understand the problem. 
 
Alexandra: Well, last week, two patients made comments about your personal hygiene.  

First I want to tell you that you always look well groomed and your uniform 
looks clean and neat.  

 
James: So what was the complaint? 
 
Alexandra: Well, they complained that your clothing didn't smell clean.  I know you do a 

lot of physical work when lifting and transporting disabled patients so you 
probably perspire a lot at work.   

 
James: Well that's natural.  Everyone perspires. 
 
Alexandra: I know.  But, even if your uniform isn't dirty, you should wash it each day 

after your shift even if you haven't done any physical work.  Some of our 
patients are sensitive to smells.  So, we have to be careful about our 
personal hygiene.   

 
James: I don't have time to wash my clothes every day.  Do you have any 

suggestions? 
 
Alexandra: Well, the clinic will provide three sets of work clothes for you.  If you want, 

you can use the laundry service at the clinic.  It is free for all employees. 
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James: Okay, that'll work.  I’ll pick up a new uniform today after work. 
 
Alexandra: Thanks for taking care of it James. 
 
 
Questions for discussion: 
1. Why do you think the patients complained? 
2. Do you think it is necessary to clean your clothes everyday even if they don't look 

dirty? 
3. What else could James do? 
4. Do you think personal hygiene is important in every job?  Why or why not? 
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Cultural Learning Activity #1 – Appropriate Attire 
 
Introduction: 
This activity allows the participants to chose what they consider to be appropriate/not 
appropriate attire for a variety of given situations.  Participants will make a collage of 
"Fashion Do's and Don'ts” in the workplace.  Before the activity, discuss the positions 
the participants hold in their individual jobs and/or positions they hope to have in the 
future.   
 
Materials: 
• Magazines that can be cut up 
• Scissors and glue 
• Poster board 
• Marking pens 
 
Time: 
30 – 45 minutes 
 
Procedure: 

1. Ahead of time, make a poster of Fashion Do's and Don'ts for the workplace and show 
the class. 

2. Give each participant a small piece of poster paper (8 ½ by 11 or so) some glue and 
scissors. 

3. Lay a number of magazines on the tables. 
4. Ask participants to look through the magazines and chose attire that is 

appropriate/necessary for individuals in their workplace. 
5. If participants are not working, ask them to focus on a job in which they are 

interested. 
6. Once participants have finished collages, have each person present their collage to the 

class and tell why the clothing they chose is/isn't appropriate for their job. 
7. If you are doing this class in the workplace and have workers from different 

departments, you can group each department together and have them work in teams. 
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Cultural Learning Activity #2 - Is it really that important? 
 
Introduction: 
This activity takes a comic approach to a very touchy situation.  The comic makes fun of 
what some may feel is an over obsession with hygiene in the United States.  However, it 
provides a good foundation for a discussion on the health related concerns involving 
hygiene in the workplace. 
 
Materials: 
Copies of the handout that follows 
 
Time: 
20 – 40 minutes depending on the discussion 
 
Procedure: 
1. Introduce the idea of hygiene on the job.  Ask participants to volunteer ideas about 

what they consider to be good hygiene. 
2. Give each participant a copy of the handout. 
3. Read through the comic and check for understanding. 
4. Go over debriefing questions. 
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Directions: 
Read the following comic and discuss the following questions with your classmates. 
 

 
 
1. What kind of things do you think they would teach in 

hygiene class? 
 
2. Do you think this is a realistic cartoon? 
 
3. Do you think that people have different ideas about 

hygiene? 
 
4. Can you think of specific reasons why hygiene is 

important in the workplace? 
 
5. List some job where hygiene is important. 
 
6. List some jobs where  hygiene may not be as 

important. 
 
7.  Is hygiene important in your job?  Why or why not? 
 



 
 

 332

 

Cultural Learning Activity #3 - Joy Luck Club 
 
Introduction:   
With diverse cultures in the workplace, employees are undoubtedly going to engage in 
different customs that may seem peculiar to other people.  The things US Americans do 
may seem strange to a person from Russia.  Likewise, some of the things a person from 
Vietnam does may seem peculiar to a person from Mexico.  One obvious aspect that 
differs from culture to culture is food.  Have you ever eaten something in the break room 
at work and had another person look over and say "what is that?"  Well, believe it or not, 
employers have stated that different foods in the workplace have often been a source of 
conflict.  Some people may not be accustomed to certain smells or the look of some foods.  
Customers may even complain about the smells coming from an employee lunchroom.  
This activity is about investigating the differences in food and what happens in the 
workplace when we are all eating different things in the same place. 
 
Materials: 
• VCR 
• Video "The Joy Luck Club" 
 
Time: 
45 – 60 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Ask participants to list the types of food they commonly eat at work in their countries 

and list them on the board.  Ask participants to describe the foods for participants that 
are unfamiliar with them.  You may even ask participants the day before to bring 
pictures of the different types of foods they eat or bring pictures of foods from ethnic 
cookbooks. 
 

2. Go over pre-viewing questions 
 

Pre - viewing Questions 
• What type of food do you eat in your countries? 
• What is a typical lunch, dinner, and breakfast? 
• How do people eat in your country? (chew loudly, quietly, etc.) 
• What do people use when they eat? (silverware, plates, bowls, chopsticks) 
• Have you ever eaten something that seemed a little strange to you? 
• Have you ever smelled or seen food that you thought was strange or 

unappetizing? 
• Has anyone ever made a comment about the food you eat that made you upset 

or angry?   If so, what was the comment and how did you react? 
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3. Give participants a brief description of the background of the scene you are about to 

watch? 
4. Hand out the questions for discussion.  Go over the questions before playing the video 

clip. 
5. Play the scene where the daughter brings her fiancée to dinner to meet her family. 
6. After viewing the scene, go over the questions on the handout. 
7. Play the video again if needed for comprehension. 
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Cultural Learning Activity #4 - What would you do if….? 
 
 
 
Introduction: 
This next activity is all about resolving cross-cultural differences in the workplace in an 
appropriate manner.  Participants will be presented with a number of situations.  
Together, they must decide on the most appropriate action. 
 
Materials: 
• Copies of the situations 
• An organizational chart for every two people 
 
Time: 
30-45 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Ask participants to get into groups of two. 
2. Give each group a copy of the handout. 
3. Together, each pair will decide on the appropriate channels to go through to report the 

incident and/or solve the problem. 
4. Once the groups have had enough time to decide, go through each response and have 

participants discuss their decisions.  
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What would you do if………? 
 
Directions:  Get into groups of three.  Read the following situations and decide what you 
would do. 
 
 
 
1. What would you do if someone sat next to you in the lunch room and 

said, "Yuck, what in the world are you eating?" 
 
 
 
 
2. What would you do if you worked in a hotel and a guest complained 

about the smell of food coming from the employee lunchroom? 
 
 
 
 
3. What would you do if someone complained about the way you eat your 

lunch at work? 
 
 
 
 
4. What would you do if someone asked a question about your food that 

offended  you?  For example, "Do people really eat dogs in your country?" 
 
 
 
5. What would you do if the smell of a co-workers lunch made you feel sick? 
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Expansion and Assessment Activities 
 
Observing Workplace Behavior 
• Have participants go into the lunchroom at work. 
• Write down the different things they see people eating in the lunchroom. 
• Bring back the information and discuss similarities and differences in the types of food 

people eat in different countries. 
• Ask participants if there is anything that would be offensive or strange in their 

countries. 
 
Dialog Journal Questions: 
• How important is dress in the workplace in your country?  Does it differ from job to 

job? 
• How important is hygiene in your country?  What is considered part of daily personal 

hygiene? 
• Is personal hygiene important in your workplace?  Why or why not? 
• Are there any foods that you find strange?  Is there anything you don't like to eat or 

smell? 
 
True / False Checklist 
Give the participants a true/false checklist of behaviors in the U.S. workplace surrounding 
the issue of personal presentation in the workplace. 
 
Additional Resources 
 
American Ways by:  Gary Althen 
Chapter 15 – "Personal Hygiene" 
pp.112-115 
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Chapter 10 - Interacting with Others 
 
 
Objectives:  
 
• List the benefits and challenges of interacting outside individual cultural groups on the 

job. 
• Develop and demonstrate strategies for interacting effectively outside one's cultural 

group on the job. 
• Practice initiating small talk and maintaining conversation in the workplace. 
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Setting the Stage 
 
Introduction: 
Interacting with others in the workplace can be uncomfortable and difficult for individuals 
whose first language is not English.  Unfortunately, this cultural separation in the 
workplace can cause conflicts, misunderstandings about each other, and feelings of 
alienation.  In this first activity, participants will investigate their own experiences in the 
workplace and how much/little they interact with other employees. 
 
Materials: 
• Questions for discussion 
 
Time: 
15 –20 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Introduce the topic and learning objectives for the unit. 
2. Give each participant a handout of the discussion questions. 
3. Give participants time to read through the questions and think about answers. 
4. Go over questions together as a class. 
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Questions for discussion 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1. With whom do you interact in the workplace in the United States? 
 
 
 
2. Do you feel more comfortable talking with people from your country in 

the workplace? 
 
 
 
3. Do you speak your language in the workplace?  If so, when do you use 

your language and when do you speak English? 
 
  
 
4. Does it make you feel uncomfortable when you don't understand what 

another person is saying? 
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Cross-cultural Comparison 
 
Introduction 
The following activity allows the participant to identify behaviors that are common or 
uncommon in their countries when engaging in small talk.  The participants will complete 
a true/false checklist and compare their answers to the rest of the class. 
 
Materials 
• Checklist 
 
Time 
20 – 30 minutes 
 
Procedure 
1. Give each participant a checklist. 
2. Explain that the questions focusing on what is common in their individual countries (in 

general of course) 
3. Have students circulate and compare answers with the rest of the group, noting 

similarities and differences. 
4. Discuss results  
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GETTING TO KNOW PEOPLE AT WORK 

 
DIRECTIONS:  Put an “x” in the box for each statement that is true. 
 

STATMENTS TRUE FALSE
 
1. In my country, if we don’t know a person, we will wait 

for someone to introduce us. 

  

 
2. In my country, it is rude to ask someone their name if 

you forget. 

  

 
3. In my country, you smile at a person even if you don’t 

know who they are. 

  

 
4. In my country, you wait for the other person to say 

“hello” before speaking to them. 

  

 
5. In my country, it is okay to start a conversation with 

someone at work even if you don’t know the person. 

  

 
6. In my country, you don’t give people more information 

than they ask you.  A short “yes” or “no” answer is most 
appropriate in the workplace.  

  

 
7. In my country, it is okay to make “small talk” at work. 

  

 
8. In my country, it is best to be silent in a conversation 

and pay attention to the speaker. 

  

 
9. In my country, it is important to give feedback to people 

so they know you are listening and understand you. 

  

 
10. In my country, most people get to know their co-

workers. 
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General Practices in the United States 
 

Common “American” Behavior 
• People in the United States engage in what we call “small talk”.  Small talk is a casual 

conversation about topics such as the weather, what you plan to do this weekend, or how your 
job is going.  Small talk at work isn’t usually very meaningful.  It is just a way to interact and 
with your co-workers. 

 
• It is okay to introduce yourself to another person at work.  This is a great way to start a 

conversation and get to know people at your workplace.  You might say something like, “You 
must be new here.  My name is Vera.  I work upstairs in the printing office.” 

 
• If you forget a person’s name at work, it is okay to say, “I’m sorry, I forgot your name.  Would 

you tell me again?” 
 
• In the U.S. you don’t generally have to wait for another person to say “hello” or to introduce 

themselves first. 
 
• In the U.S. it isn’t uncommon to start a conversation with a person you don’t know very well.  

Someone might even say to you in the lunchroom, “Do you mind if I sit at this table with you?” 
 
• In the U.S. people will often use the person’s name at the beginning of a conversation.  For 

example, “Tran, what do you plan to do this weekend?” 
 
• In the U.S. people usually give more complete answers to open ended questions.  For example, 

 
  Sam: Tran, do you have plans this weekend? 
  Tran: Yes, my family and I are going camping at Mt. Rainier. 
 
Instead of 
 
  Sam: Tran, do you have plans this weekend? 
  Tran: Yes. 

 
 
Informality:  Americans are pretty informal in the workplace.  People will have short 
conversations "small talk" with people they don't know very well.  We sometimes refer to this as 
"chit chat".  Topics are casual and don't go into personal issues.  This is considered being friendly. 
 
 
 
 
Sources: 
Kiss, Bow, or Shake Hands  by:  Terri Morrison, Wayne A. Conaway, and George A. Borden Ph.D. 
American Ways  by:  Gary Athens 
Living in the USA  by:  Alison R. Lanier  
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Critical Incident 
 
Introduction:   
In the following critical incident, an employee has a negative attitude about a group of co-
workers from another country.  She doesn’t feel comfortable working with this group 
because she thinks they are always talking about her.  The situation causes some tension 
in the workplace which makes for a somewhat unproductive environment. 
 
Materials: 
• Copy of critical incident and questions for discussion 
 
Time: 
20 - 30 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Tell learners you are about to read a hypothetical situation (critical incident) in a 

workplace in the United States. 
2. Go over any vocabulary that may cause trouble before you read the critical incident.   
3. Read critical incident while learners follow along. 
4. Check for comprehension.  
5. Review questions for discussion. 
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Vocabulary: 
 
this particular group  don’t work well as a team  shift  know how to 
 
 
 
 
Critical Incident: 
Patty works at a health clinic in town.  There are several people that work at the clinic who 
have come from other countries.  The clinic is large and there are about 100 employees 
working at the clinic each day.  The employees share one large lunchroom.  Patty works 
with a group of 5 women from Korea.  Yesterday, Patty complained to her supervisor 
about her co-workers.  During lunch, they all sit together.  Patty doesn’t feel comfortable 
sitting with the group.  In the department office and at lunch, the women in the group 
only speak Korean.  Patty knows they all know how to speak English.  One day, Patty 
complained to her supervisor.  She said she didn’t work well with this particular group of 
women.  Patty said they don’t listen or talk to her at work and don’t work well as a team.  
Patty wants to change departments or change to a different shift. 
 
 
Questions for Discussion 
1. What happened? 
2. Why do you think Patty doesn’t want to work with this group of women? 
3. Do you think this group of women feels the same way about Patty? 
4. Do you think they know Patty is unhappy at work? 
5. What do you think Patty could do differently? 
6. What do you think the group of women from Korea could do differently? 
7. Do you think everyone could work effectively together? 
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New Language and Vocabulary 
 
Making Small Talk 
Do you mind if I sit here? 
Sure, have a seat 
You must be new here.   
Where do you work? 
Have you been working here long? 
 
Greetings / Responses 
I haven't seen you for a while. 
  I've been on vacation. 
How've you been? 
  Not bad, how about you? 
How's work been going? 
  It's been really busy.  What about you? 
 
Leave-taking 
It was nice talking to you.  I've got to get back to work. 
  Good to talk to you too. 
Good to see you. 
  You too.  I'll see you around. 
 
Introductions/responses 
Hi, my name is __________.   

It's nice to meet you. 
Nice to meet you too. 
 
Talking about the weather (a good conversation starter) 
Isn't the weather beautiful/awful? 
Isn’t it hot/cold today? 
 
Talking about sports / Reponses 
What sports do they play in your country? 
 We enjoy soccer.  Do people play much soccer here in the United States? 
Did you see the Mariners game last night? 
 No, I don't have cable.  Who won the game? 
Are you going to watch the Super Bowl this Sunday? 
 I don't know.  What time is the game? 
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Cross-cultural Encounter #1 - "You must be new here." 
 
 
Introduction 
In the following dialog, Johanna is trying to strike up a conversation with a new employee.  
However, she isn't having much luck.  Domingo is giving short, one answer responses and 
appears to not be interested in having a conversation with Johanna. 
 
Materials: 
• Copies of dialog 
 
Time: 
20 – 30 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Go over the setting of the dialog. 
2. Ask two volunteers to read the dialog. 
3. Check for comprehension and review any unfamiliar vocabulary. 
4. Go over questions for discussion. 
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Vocabulary 
 
Home Depot  notices  strike up a conversation  get to know 
 
Feel welcome  Outdoor and Patio 
 

Dialog Setting: 
Johanna and Domingo work at Home Depot.  Domingo is new.  Johanna notices him in the 
employee lunchroom and tries to strike up a conversation.  Johanna is trying to be friendly and get 
to know Domingo.  She remembers how difficult it was to meet people at work when she first 
started.  She wants  him to feel comfortable and welcome at his new job. 
 
Johanna: Hi, you must be new here.  Is anyone sitting here? 
 
Domingo:  No. 
 
Johanna: I'm Johanna.  I work in the paint department.  What's your name? 
 
Domingo: Domingo. 
 
Johanna: I haven't seen you around.  When did you start working at Home Depot? 
 
Domingo: Last week. 
 
Johanna: In what department do you work? 
 
Domingo: Outdoor and Patio. 
 
Johanna: So, how do you like your job so far? 
 
Domingo: It's not bad. 
 
Johanna: Well, my break is about over.  It was nice meeting you.  I'm sure I'll see you around 

the store. 
 
Questions for Discussion: 

1. What is going on in the dialog? 
2. Do you think Domingo wanted to talk to Johanna? 
3. Why do you think Johanna kept asking questions? 
4. Why do you think Domingo's answers were so short? 
5. Do you think Johanna felt like Domingo wanted to talk to her? 
6. What could Johanna have done differently? 
7. What could Domingo have done differently? 
8. What would you do in this situation? 
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Cross-cultural Encounter #2 - "I wish they'd quit talking about us." 
 
Introduction: 
In the following dialog, two employees who are not native speakers of English are 
confronted with an uncomfortable situation.  An employee is irritated and quite rude when 
the two non-native speakers of English sit down in the lunchroom and talk in their native 
language.  The native speaker speaks loudly enough for the other's to hear her when she 
states her dislike of people speaking languages other than English on the job. 
 
Materials: 
• Copies of dialog 
 
Time: 
20 – 30 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Go over the setting of the dialog. 
2. Ask two volunteers to read the dialog. 
3. Check for comprehension and review any unfamiliar vocabulary. 
4. Go over questions for discussion. 
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Vocabulary and language review 
 
loudly  figure out  talking about us  gossip   why else  
 
 

 
Dialog Setting: 
Robert and Janet are sitting in the lunchroom.  Victor and Susana sit down at the same 
table and begin talking in Spanish.  They are talking about the English classes that are 
starting at work.  They speak a little bit of English but understand more than they speak.  
Robert and Janet are also having a conversation.  They are speaking loudly enough for 
Victor and Susana to hear what they are saying.  Victor and Susana understand most of 
the conversation. 
 
Janet: Victor, Do you speak Spanish? 
 
Robert: No, I don't understand a word they are saying.  You know, we have so many 

people that work here that don't speak English.  Do you speak Spanish? 
 
Janet: No.  I can't ever figure out what they are saying.  I'm sure it's something 

about us. 
 
Robert: Do you really think they are talking about us?  Either that or it's gossip. 
 
Janet: Sure.  Why else would they always speak Spanish in the lunchroom.  I wish 

they would just speak English. 
 
Robert: I know.  They don't even try to talk to us.  They really isolate themselves. 
 
 
Questions for discussion 
1. Why do you think Janet and Robert were speaking loud enough for other's to hear? 
2. Why do you think Susana and Victor were speaking English? 
3. Do you think they were really talking about Janet and Robert? 
4. What would you have done if you were Janet or Robert? 
5. What would you have done if you were Susana and Victor? 
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Cultural Learning Activity #1 - "Cloze Exercise" 
 
Introduction:  
The following activity gives the participants the opportunity to change the first dialog 
between Johanna and Domingo, thus providing more information.  Participants will discuss 
how short answers to questions don't lend themselves well to developing and maintaining 
conversations and small talk in the workplace. 
 

Materials: 
• Handout of the cloze exercise 
• Extra copies of the new language and vocabulary sheet 
 
Time:  
20 minutes 
 
Procedure: 

 
1. Review the dialog from cross-cultural encounter #1.  Ask for two volunteers to act 

out the dialog. 
2. Discuss short answers to questions and how these types of responses make it 

difficult to hold a conversation. 
3. Put the learners into groups of two. 
4. Pass out the handout. 
5. Ask them to rewrite the dialog.  This time, have Domingo give more complete and 

lengthier responses. 
6. Circulate and help the learners. They may want to refer back to the “new language 

and vocabulary” page for ideas. 
7. Once they have finished, ask for volunteers to read their new dialogs. 
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Directions:   
Change the original dialog.  this time, help Domingo give more information in his answers. 
 

Johanna: Hi, you must be new here.  Is anyone sitting here? 
 
Domingo:________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Johanna: I'm Johanna.  I work in the paint department.  What's your name? 
 
Domingo:________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
 Johanna: I haven't seen you around.  When did you start working at Home Depot? 
 
Domingo:________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Johanna: In what department do you work? 
 
Domingo:________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Johanna: So, how do you like your job so far? 
 
Domingo:________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Johanna: Well, my break is about over.  It was nice meeting you.  I'm sure I'll see you 

around the store. 
 
Domingo:________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 
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Cultural Learning Activity #2 - "Conversation Starters" 
 
Introduction:   
This activity can be done as a game or a competition.  It's also a great grammar activity. 
The idea is to have participants come up with as many conversation starters as possible 
using the words  "Who", "What", "Where", "Why", "When", and "How". 

 
Materials: 
• Game card 

 
Time: 
30 minutes 

 
Procedure: 
1. Break the class into teams of 2 – 4 participants. 
2. Give each group one game card. 
3. Give the groups 5–10 minutes to come up with as many workplace conversation 

starters using the question words on each card 
4. When each group has finished with their list, have the groups share responses. 
5. Write ideas from the groups on the board. 
6. As a follow-up activity, have the groups come up with responses to the conversation 

starters. 
 

Example:  Group 3 has the question word "where". 
 
"Where did you work before you came to this department?" 
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Cultural Learning Activity #3 - "The five minute conversation" 
 
Introduction:  
Now that the participants have come up with some good conversation starters, they will 
have the opportunity to practice "small talk" using some of these starters.  This is a timed 
activity that puts the participant in a situation where they have to think on their feet to 
come up with something to talk about with another co-worker (classmate) 
 
Materials: 
• 3x5 note cards 
• small pieces of paper (one each for half of the class) 
• Timer 
 
Time: 
30 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Give each participant a 3x5 note card. 
2. Ask each person to write his/her favorite conversation starter on that piece of paper. 
3. Circulate around the room and help participants with grammar and spelling. 
4. When the participants are finished, collect all the cards and place them in a basket. 
5. Now split the class in half, give half the class a piece of paper and ask each person to 

write their first name on the paper. 
6. Collect the names.  Give each person in the other group one name.  This will be their 

partner.  (try to match participants who don't speak the same native language if at all 
possible) 

7. Ask participants to find their partner. 
8. Have each group pull a conversation starter out of the basket. 
9. Tell the group they will have five minutes to engage in small talk with their partner.  

They will use the conversation starter they have drawn from the basket to start the 
interaction. 

10. Now set the timer for five minutes.  Tell participants they cannot stop talking until the 
timer goes off. 

 
 
Debriefing Questions 
• Did you use your conversation starter? 
• Did it help you get going with your conversation? 
• What did you talk about? 
• Was it hard to keep the conversation going? 
• What did you do when you found it difficult to keep the conversation going? 
• Do you think this activity will help you initiate conversations in the workplace?  Why or 

why not? 
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Cultural Learning Activity #4 - "Workplace role-play" 
 
Introduction:   
This activity is an actual role-play, unlike the five-minute conversation, participants will get 
together with classmates and develop a role-play that involves engaging in small talk in 
the workplace.  Each group will have time to develop a role-play that they will present to 
the group. 
 
Materials: 
• Role-play cards 
 
Time:  
45 – 60 minutes 
 
Procedure: 
1. Put the participants into groups of three. 
2. Ask each group to chose a role-play card from a basket. 
3. Give each group 10-15 minutes to develop and practice their role-play. 
4. In each role-play, each person must talk at least 2 times. 
5. Circulate around the room and help participants with vocabulary and ideas. 
6. When the groups have had enough time to develop the role-play, ask for volunteers 

to present. 
7. Before each group presents, have a member of the group read the role-play card so 

the audience has an idea of the setting. 
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You and a co-worker are sitting in the 
lunchroom.  You are having a conversation 
during lunch.  Another person comes in 
and sits at the table.  Start a conversation 
with this person.  Include all three people 
in your group in the conversation. 
 

 
You are at a staff meeting.  The meeting 
hasn't started.  You are sitting next to a 
co-worker.  The two of you are having a 
conversation.  Another worker comes in a 
sits next to you.  You and your co-worker 
recognize the person but you aren’t sure 
where they work in the company.  Include 
all three people in your group in the 
conversation.  
 

 
You are waiting in line at the cafeteria and 
talking to a co-worker.  Another worker 
stands next to you in line and politely 
interrupts your conversation.  She/he 
wants to know if you know what they are 
having for lunch today.  Answer the 
question and continue the conversation 
with the person.  Include all three people 
in your group in the conversation. 
 

 
Today is your first day on the job.  You 
and the other employees have gathered in 
the lunchroom for an orientation.  The 
orientation doesn't start for 10 minutes.  
Have a short conversation with two other 
workers who are new at the company. 
Include all three people in your group in 
the conversation. 
 

 
 
You are waiting in line for your paychecks.  
You recognize the other people in line but 
don't know them very well.  Start a 
conversation.  Include all three people in 
your group in the conversation. 
 
 
 

 
You are in the parking lot at work.  You 
are waiting for the bus.  Two other co-
workers are at the same bus stop.  You 
don't know them very well but recognize 
them from work.  Start a conversation. 
Include all three people in your group in 
the conversation. 
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Expansion and Assessment Activities 
 
 
Labor Laws 
Ask participants to go to work and look for the posted labor laws.  Ask them to read what 
the laws are on breaks and schedules and bring the information  back to class. 
 
Company Policies 
Have participants ask their supervisors about the company vacation requests, scheduling, 
and break policies.  Report information back to the class. 
 
Giving Good Reasons 
Ask participants to list three good reasons for calling in late or sick. 
 
Role-plays 
Give participants situations to role-play that center around the issue of calling in sick or 
late for work. 
 
True/False Checklist 
Make a true/false checklist from the information presented in :General Practices" 
 
Additional Resources 
 
American Ways   by:  Gary Althen 
Chapter 1 "American Values and Assumptions" 
pp. 10-12 Future Change and Progress 
pp. 14-15 Time 
 
Living in the USA   by:  Alison R. Lanier 
Chapter 5  "Business Attitudes and Practices" 
p. 46 – Time 
 
Chapter 6  "Life in the Office" 
p. 58 – Coffee Breaks 



 
 

 359

 
Notes: 
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