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	Abstract

	Writing, like any other activity, is mediated by cultural experiences and expectations. We have come to understand more clearly in recent years that the experience of academic writing is not universal and that critical writing as a form of discourse requires a shift for many international students where culture and experience of writing has not encouraged a critical approach or one which also requires formal referencing. We looked for some universal experiences which would engage students in some simple basic critical activity and hit upon food, which in the first instance is something we all can relate to. Submitted: July 2006


	Background – contextual issues giving rise to the initiative

	Although there is diversity in understanding and experience of academic writing within most university populations, the approach we used with other groups of students to explain the difference between descriptive written discourse and a critical mode are often abstract or culturally bound; making assumptions based on shared understandings of what constitutes an essay, the body of knowledge, appropriate voice, written style etc. We were working with international students, from Indian and Chinese cultures, whose teaching had been largely didactic and learning of specified material, largely from a single text. Assessment required the reiteration of the above. Cultural respect for writers and teachers was high, and collective cultural environments did not cultivate an individual opinion. Students were confused about what was required of them and often dissatisfied as they felt they were left to make sense on their own. Criticism is approached differently in other academic cultures and this was not recognised by many teachers who expect to see a western style of writing. There was a pattern of poor marks for the evaluative and analytical elements of assignments and exams. What was needed was a mechanism for explaining how to relate to this unfamiliar way of thinking through something which was familiar, demystifying and non-threatening, which would enable the discussion to move onto more complex ground.



	Description of activity or initiative

	As we had similar experiences with 'home' students, we had already developed a worksheet which demonstrated the difference between describing a chocolate cake and evaluating it- e.g. the cake is round/ square, moist/dry, too sweet/ too chocolatey etc.
This could facilitate a discussion about which characteristics were valid in evaluating the cake (i.e. is shape a relevant issue), the subjectivity of many of the judgements made, the reliability and validity of the statement - true for every cake etc. - and the appropriateness of language - how would 'chocolatey' translate into more formal English. 

Working with students from different cultures we wanted to engage students in a more direct and immediate way and started to bring food to the classes for real tastings. We began to choose more universally available foods such as rice, bread and fruits and chocolate biscuits.  Once people got the idea we needed something between the oral experience and the academic and hit on humour, film and art as something people would also hold different views about that would scaffold the path, the abstract ideas and theoretical discussion.

We used short extracts from Mr Bean movies which are popular in East Asia. As the discussion became a little more complex and debate more clearly evident we could move onto simple theoretical debates around world political issues such as nuclear power and global warming and then onto topics within the student's subject base.


	Evaluative comments

	It does seem that engaging students on a sensory level with an experience which is easily accessible but also surprising can have impact and breakthrough the anxiety which often accompanies learning the rules of an activity or a frame of reference which is not easily understood. The difficult part is developing resources which follow on and finding relevant materials in different disciplines where students can see examples of critical evaluation. We are still engaged with the revision of these materials and expanding our repertoire of subject areas.


	Advice to others

	Try it.
Make sure you keep it simple. Three or four varieties will be ample. 
Check you can claim back for petty cash.


	Further details [urls; relevant references/publications; alternative contact names]

	Janette Ryan: 2000 A Guide to Teaching International Students Introduction and  p 46-47 Oxford Brookes University 
Carroll and Ryan: 2006 Teaching International Students: Enhancing Learning for All (SEDA S.)

Our workshop guidelines are currently under redevelopment
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