
Culture Bump: RON’S STORY  

Ron, an American, had been teaching in Japan for several years before coming to SIT. He really 

enjoyed working with children in Japan. The schools where he worked wanted him to be 

playful with students in order to get them comfortable talking. He did a lot of physical 

games and rough-housing, which the school and parents encouraged. He got a lot of 

positive feedback about his teaching.  

For his MAT internship he went to another foreign country, which we’ll call Country X. When he 

got there, he wanted to know about the rules there concerning physical contact. He casually 

asked his American cooperating teacher whether physical contact with students was okay. 

She said that it was fine.  

During his internship he had several classes of children ranging from age five to middle school. 

The kids were much more active and noisy then his students in Japan and they seemed to like 

his playful teaching style. He thought things were going very well and his rapport with 

students was positive.  

One day his American supervisor called him aside and said there was a problem. A parent had 

complained to the principal that Ron had kicked her son. Ron was shocked and tried to 

remember what might have been the instance she was referring to. One day he had jokingly 

kicked one of the students in the seat of his pants to get him to return to his seat after an activity. 

Ron remembered the moment as playful and the student he had “kicked” laughed.  The 



student hadn’t appeared bothered by it. In fact, the student had given him a very warm good 

bye when he left class that day and continued to be very friendly when they met in the hall.    

Ron asked his supervisor whether he should write an apology to the principal or what he should 

do.  In the beginning, the supervisor said that it wasn’t a big deal and that an apology wasn’t 

required, although he could apologize if he wanted to. He was later told that it was illegal to 

touch a student in Country X.  

He was moved from the school where he was working to another location with adults, because 

the principal thought it would be easier to move him to a new school than to highlight the 

situation. He was not allowed to talk to the students involved because the principal didn’t 

want them to know that they had power over their teachers.  Some faculty at SIT thought he 

should be removed from the school, Country X and the MAT program. He was put on probation.  

*****  

You only have Ron’s perspective of the story:  

What happened?  

What are his feelings?  

What are his behaviors based on his cultural background and values?  

What behaviors did he expect from the other people involved based on his values? What were 

the other people’s behaviors and feelings?  

What were their expectations of Ron based on their cultural background?  

What did you learn from this?  



I learned that the administrators in that school were inept. Ron was an intern. As such, he should 

have been instructed in what to be aware of and, specifically, what customs and cultural norms 

prevailed in that school. It seems that he was aware that there were cultural differences 

everywhere, and that he did inquire. He tried to do what he thought best, based on his own 

culture and the response he got when he asked specifically about physical contact. That he was 

put on probation seems entirely unjust. 

The principal seemed incredibly insecure and emotionally backward. From what I read here, the 

faculty at SIT who wanted Ron removed wanted to cover their own omissions in teaching. One of 

SIT's missions is to instruct us in cultural sensitivity and knowledge about the places we go to. 

Ron seemed aware of that, he seemed to be trying to do the right thing, From this side of the 

story : i.e., Ron’s, he was placed in an untenable position. 

What is the underlying issue here? How might you anticipate this kind of problem on your 

internship? 

If I were in Ron’s class, I would not assume appropriate preparation from the SIT faculty.          

I would not assume I would receive correct information from anyone but the government and 

school administration of the country in which I expected to teach. I would also do research into 

the country’s cultural norms, history of breaches in these norms, and the outcomes of these 

breaches. I would be extremely circumspect in my interpretation of the country’s norms.


