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	Understanding cultures and cultural understandings: Participation in community activity

In an increasingly globalised world, educational institutions in countries such as Australia, New Zealand and Canada continue to realise the importance of building cultural as well as sociolinguistic bridges between international learners and host nations. This paper contends that participation in community activities places migrant and international speakers of English as an Additional Language in contexts that both promote acquisition of real-life language and provide opportunities for gaining cultural understanding. In short, learners can access an unlimited world of views. The qualitative study reported here likens EAL learners’ participation in community activities to the peripheral apprenticeship characteristic of communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1992; Wenger, 1998). A key metaphor aligned with this theory is that of ‘investment’ (Norton, 2000; Pittaway, 2004), a metaphor whose heritage includes Bourdieu’s concepts of cultural and social capital (Bourdieu, 1977, 1991). Specifically, I consider learners’ investments in participating in community activity as a way of building cultural understanding. The study points to a correlation between investment and openness to the new community. Becoming and being socialised into a community provides further incentive for learners to access valuable opportunities to engage in language transactions that also provide windows into cultural understanding. The paper explores the reflective journals of 70 advanced level migrants and international students participating in a degree in English as an Additional Language (EAL) at a tertiary institute in New Zealand. These learners participated in 10 hours of community activity, writing guided reflective journals outlining their observations about Kiwi culture, society and communication, including language. The paper concludes that the volunteer sector potentially provides a wealth of authentic cultural capital for language education providers. It can offer learners a new world of views by revealing differences and similarities within and between cultures. 
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