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Background  

In April of 2002, the Center for School Development at the School of Education of the City College of New York received a grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities to initiate a project we have called “CultureQuest”. The grant enables us to train teachers to lead their students on inquiry-based investigations of other cultures or CultureQuests. As part of that training, we ask teachers to engage in their own CultureQuests, thereby modeling what we want teachers to do with their pupils during the academic year. In the past, textbooks served as the primary, if not the only, source of information about other cultures in our schools. CultureQuest, in contrast, relies upon the vast array of resources on the Internet, books about and people from the cultures being studied, and the multicultural resources of a major city to help students learn about the culture being studied. 

The primary goal of CultureQuest is the examination, understanding and appreciation of diverse cultures, including the student’s own culture. The inquiry-based projects are rooted in student questions and interests and involve the focused, intensive study of one or more aspects of the literature, art, music, history, religion, language, daily life, customs and traditions of other cultures. A CultureQuest is undertaken by an entire class working together, within which small groups of students focus on particular areas of the culture that are of particular interest to them. A secondary goal of CultureQuest is to provide students with the technology skills they will need for the 21st century. In addition to extensive use the Internet both for research and communication, CultureQuest projects culminate in Web sites that provide some general information gathered by the entire class which provides the context for the specific investigations completed by small groups of children in specific areas of interest (music, art, daily life, etc).  

This past fall, the Center for School Development received a grant from the New York State Education Department that provides the resources for the Center to offer to graduate courses for teachers to support their development of technology competencies and their understanding of the CultureQuest process. It is these teachers who will be doing CultureQuest India projects in the spring semester. Currently, we at City College are both working on the development of appropriate training materials for the course as well as our CultureQuest Web site (see www.culturequest.us.)

Although teachers can do CultureQuests in a whole variety of ways and the process is robust and enough to accommodate a particular teacher’s style, we have found that there are three major areas of professional development that will benefit the CultureQuest process. These areas include:  (1) technology: strengthening teachers’ ability to use and teach with technology, (2) culture: learning what the study of culture entails, how to strengthen cross-cultural understanding and some of the problems entailed in communicating with and studying another culture, and (3) pedagogy: strategies for guiding students in project-based learning and experiences and facilitating collaboration with teachers and students in international classrooms. For some teachers professional development in one or more of these areas means refreshing already acquired knowledge or skills. For others, professional development means learning these skills for the first time. For still others, professional development may mean trying an approach to teaching that may be quite different from something they have ever tried in the past.    

Technology: What is important is not only the acquisition of specific technology skills but how these skills can more generally be used to strengthen and enhance classroom instruction. Some specific skills include: 

· search the Internet, evaluate Internet Web sites, use proper citation and develop, appropriate and ethical use policies,

· teach with the Internet/ “internetize” instruction,   

· use the Internet for access to experts and other student helpers or “cultural informants”

· use epals to communicate as well as machine translation software,

· create and design Web sites to “publish” student work

· assist students in using multimedia to support  CultureQuest projects  

         (digital photography, video, graphics and other applications). 

· undertake desktop videoconferencing.
Culture: Teachers need to learn and/or review the general concept of culture and cross-cultural understanding and explore diverse aspects of a variety of specific cultures in other countries or in other parts of your own country. They need to come to a better understanding of the complex of characteristics and practices that together comprise a culture; the processes that lead to cross-cultural tolerance and appreciation of differences; the prominent characteristics of the cultures of specific countries, regions and groups in different parts of the world; and the identification of dimensions of difference and similarity across cultures. They need to understand how to study other cultures, what are the really important questions to ask about other cultures, how we can compare other cultures to their own culture, and how to avoid our own biases, preconceptions and myths

Pedagogy:  Teachers need appropriate strategies for guiding students in their inquiry-based CultureQuest projects. This includes how to help students develop projects using their own interests in and questions about other cultures. It also involves teachers taking on the role of “coach”,  “guiding partner” and “expert learner” while students plan and carry out the work of the projects. Teachers will practice a role in which they serve as “guiding partners” in learning, not as the leading source of directions, questions and information. 

To help to launch this project in India the Center for School Development will do the following:

1.   Provide all training materials we have developed and are developing either through posting them on our developing Web and/or through in-person contact with participating schools and teachers. 

2.  Provide training to teachers in the school.

3.  Provide ongoing online support to teachers and supervisors. 

4. Identify individual students and whole classes who are willing to serve as “cultural informants”- 

5. Help to develop assessment criteria and questionnaires   
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