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Abstract: This paper describes adult learners' lived expees as participants in world
affairs educational programs; how they make meaofrapntent and delivery; and how
past experience, culture, and meaning making afiegram choice. Findings suggest
that looking at individuals’ past and present elgrezes provide insight into participants’
cultural lenses.

A recent geographic literacy study demonstratechgodimericans’ poor knowledge of
global issues (National Geographic, 2006). As amgle, 74% of young Americans believed
English was the primary language spoken by mosplpan the world; rather the most spoken
language is Mandarin Chinese. Recognizing thatatitical for citizens to be engaged with the
world in this time when global and local issuesiapeeasingly interconnected, adult educators
and those involved in world affairs education stjlego increase engagement and foster a
globally informed civic society.

World affairs educational programs are definedaas-fto-face and digital presentations
with internationally renowned speakers as welldmsl programs, teachers’ workshops, foreign
policy discussions, travel programs, and conferendeurnals, newspaper columns, and local
radio and television programs are also informalational opportunities for learners (World
Affairs Councils of America, 2006). Serving a vayief constituencies, world affairs councils
with the mission of keeping the public engaged withbal issues, comprise a non-partisan
movement in this realm.

Connecting the global and the local is an integirate of world affairs educational
programs as well as a component of adult learmeqgériences. It is critical to understand the
complexity of how adults become interested in waiffdirs, how they perceive current events,
and how they make meaning of their experiencesodtivaffairs educational programs.
Therefore, the purpose of this study was to des@adult learners' lived experiences as
participants in world affairs educational prograimsw they made meaning of content and
delivery, and how past experience and culture itgubthis meaning making. Culture is
described broadly as participants defined it antsists of symbols and meanings, involving
beliefs, rituals, and aspects of daily life incluglistories and language (Swindler, 1986).

Theoretical Framework

Chavez, Guido-DiBrito, and Mallory (2003) offer amerview of individual diversity
development and provide a socio-cultural frameworkhe study. Visually representing a slice
of the world, experiences with “the other” are sbconstructions of an individual’'s diversity
development going through cognitive, affective, &etiavioral experiences or changes in linear
and non-linear motions. Unawareness or no expdsutée other,” awareness of the other,
guestioning perceptions, confronting one’s percogstiabout “the other,” and lastly validating
and integrating “the other” present levels of indual diversity development. An individual's
openness to learning about world affairs and iemss others also moves through levels of



cognitive, affective, and behavioral recognitionr® without necessarily reaching the end of
development. One may revisit levels of developniasied on the experiences with the other.
The socio-cultural contexts which shape learnetpegences and perceptions are
important to examine and provide a democratic cansto study world affairs adult education
(Alfred, 2003). The experiences of adult learneesvéewed within the context of the social,
economic, and political realities of learning abaairld affairs. The constructivist and
sociocultural emphases focus on the interpretatfaghe human condition and viewing
knowledge in its social, cultural, and historicahtext. Both approaches take into account the
multi-faceted person and the necessity to combweriaty of approaches in looking at learning
or development. One considers new experienceseobasis of past experiences and learners see
connections based on their previous knowledgedaternew knowledge (Dewey, 1916).

M ethodology

Phenomenology informs the methodological framewadrthis project, an appropriate
choice to study the phenomena of adults’ perceptadritheir learning at world affairs programs.
The focus is to understand the essence of how kduifters experience the world and learn
about world affairs remembering that each individua@escription is a form of interpretation.
Incorporating an understanding of how a persomeésfthis or her culture and individual
experiences provides “the holistic experienceasfstiousness and its relationship to social,
political, linguistic, cultural, and economic priaets in the world” (Kincheloe, 2003, p. 192).

Methods of inquiry included semi-structured indivad interviews with 18 participants
and a heuristic phenomenological analysis of tha.d#sing purposeful random sampling,
participants were recruited via e-mail through lingtitute of World Affairs (IWA) listserv if
they had participated in at least one IWA prograithiw the last 18 months (Creswell, 2005).
The interviews were audio recorded if the partinipegreed. All of the participants were asked
to select fictitious names, which were used dutireganalysis and the presentation of the
findings as well as discussion portions of thiglgtu

Topic coding by hand was used to identify and oizgaall themes on a topic for
description, categorization, or reflection (MorsdRg&hards, 2002). In the end, three general
thematic areas were identified with several sulgmates under each. After reviewing for general
topics and sub-topics, nuances of meaning werdifekghas well. One analytical memo was
written to tie together different pieces of datal@4 & Huberman, 1994). In addition, other
materials such as program flyers and program ptenadocuments were used to analyze data
including phenomenological literature as well aadsnic and daily world affairs literature
available. The following strategies were used tenta@n the trustworthiness of the study: (1)
thick descriptions of the data so that readersdedermine whether the information was
transferable to their context, (2) triangulatiordata with program planning documents, (3) field
log to maintain an audit trail, and (4) a confirmiggpaudit at the conclusion of the interviews.

The study focuses on these main questions: Howtrpagt experiences with learning
about world affairs contribute to adult learnerscpptions of programs? How does culture
influence meaning making around program contentdatisery? How do learners feel they
learn best about world affairs?

Findings
Sixty-seven percent of the 18 individuals who ipgraited in the study were male.
Participant age range included: 18-24 (11%), 2533%), 35-44 (22%), 45-54 (17 %), 55-64



(17%), and 65 or older (22%). According to the jggoaints, 44% participated in 1-3 programs in
the last 18 months prior to the interview, 29% iggyated in 6 programs, 5% participated in 7—
10 programs, and 22% participated in 11 or morgnaros. All individuals participated in face-
to-face presentations, but only 22% participatedisgcussion groups and 11% participated in
webcasts. Three themes emerged from the dataottiglution of past experiences with

learning about world affairs; the influence of cuét in meaning making around program content
and delivery; and how past experience, culture,raadning making affect program choice.
Contribution of Past Experiences with Learning abdlorld Affairs

Participants described their learning experiencdsrims of processes, trigger events, or
a combination of both. Experiences involving famiigligion, war, travel, work, education,
social movements, and other factors were critieal pvents influencing perceptions of current
events and program participation. Several partidgpanentioned the election of John F.
Kennedy as U.S. President as one of the “buildlogks” of their interest in world affairs. Some
described seemingly unrelated trigger events. ldestribed viewing the movighe Passion of
Christ, as a trigger event. She felt ignorant when henéls asked her about the influence Mel
Gibson might have had on the production. She rekedrthe issue on the Internet and various
links led her to a link to a Scottish newspapermalwhich sparked her interest in reading
foreign press.

James, an African-American participant, said theplast experiences as a soldier in the
U.S. Army in Iraq and Kosovo were critical. He eefled on the situation of minorities
worldwide, rather than only considering his statgs minority in the U.S.: “I grew up with the
idea that black Americans were so oppressed addwao, and the system is against us,...it
could be a heck of a lot worse as it is in othemtoes.” In his reflections, he did not negate the
experience of Black Americans, but put the expegean a global context.

Norm lived near Chautauqua and this geographiditmtavith access to these
educational programs influenced his interest. He Mvaking for an “interchange” or an
exchange of ideas between participants and pamelishe program. Joseph, a former Peace
Corps volunteer, said that his interest in worldia$ started when he was in Catholic grade
school and missionaries sponsored poor kids iaratbuntries. He explained that this trigger
event sparked an interest in world affairs, “We evieught early that we should try to help
people in other countries that are less forturtzda ve are.”

Influence of Culture in Meaning Making Around Pragr Content and Delivery

Participants connected self-identified culture ®amng making. This meaning making
included interpretation of the location, programei and speakers as viewed through a cultural
lens. Participants identified culture as socio-@ecoit status, race, ethnicity, national origin,
religion, geographic location, family, and educasibbackground. Alex, a man in his early 20s,
said, “I grew up in a middle class home and | &ryake into account both sides. | am a black and
white mix and was brought up to appreciate botkuces. | can see both sides.” Curly, a former
U.S. diplomat, saw family as having a cultural irtip&lis mother was always interested in two
sides to every story. He said, “I think she brougletup to understand that you shouldn’t
necessarily accept this side of the story with@wtitng learned the other side...I try to learn two
sides of a story, not just a single one.”

The background of the speaker presenting the cbhtenan influence over the choice of
attending a program. For instance, Renee said, @¥ras going to be the presenter needs to be
someone with first hand experience, someone whavesit, who can point out inter-
relationships that exist.” The speaker must be kedgeable, experienced, and interconnect the



information by providing the implications that tissue may have from different standpoints
(i.e., politically, economically, socially). It important for the speaker to give multiple
perspectives. A good program would leave the pensdking away needing to know more.

Other areas that influenced participants’ choicprofjram format connect to personal
cultural meaning. Rene, who was raised in the Quiakth, saw culture as her immediate family
and extended family. For her, the culture of graywip in an idea of peace and knowing that
everyone is equal in the eyes of God was huge kedaallowed her to feel more open at
receiving people from different cultures. Groucleogeived himself as accepting of other
cultures and peoples as an outgrowth of his owkdracand, “I grew up in a poor area, lower
middle class.” Cincinnatus saw his culture as hguewolved: “I started as someone ...who went
away to boarding school, who was the first onénenfamily to go on, ...to university.” Then,
marriage and an international career followed.

How Past Experiences, Culture, and Meaning MakiffgaA Program Choice

Participants often expressed distinct informal fomthal preferences with regard to how
they learned best about world affairs, their desfoemat for world affairs programs, and how
they most often learned about world affairs. Pgréiots articulated a great desire to know
multiple perspectives or hear “two sides” of th&uis. These multiple perspectives and two sides
often were defined differently depending on a pgént’s self-identified culture and past
experiences.

Stan, a man from Poland, stated that his greatgstrience related to learning about
world affairs is not following 24 hours news frohetmedia; it can be misleading and a terrible
way to learn about international affairs becausasitally you are getting what someone else
wants you to listen about.” He believes that hester to “listen to different sources [and avoid
depending] on one source of information all theetinHe says that as a European living in
another country, he is interested in learning alrtd affairs from an insider’s opinion.

The idea that one must hear more than one sideeadtory was a recurrent theme in the
interviews. Joseph believed that “The U.S. newsisvery comprehensive, our national news
stations are not comprehensive” because it providesmuch one-sided U.S. side.” He prefers
public radio, various magazines, and Frontline 1 Thoosing to learn about world affairs at
all was a significant point emphasized by somei@gpénts. U.S. participants who attended
world affairs programs or sought informal learnegeriences on their own often indicated
some frustration with the lack of interest fromsbaround them. Dan felt that world affairs was
a “non-issue for most people...most people just deeém to care.”

John, an African born participant, expressed arerstdnding for the perceived lack of
U.S. interest in world affairs. He perceived itta$atural result of the U.S. being so big and
important that people don’t have to worry so musbw what is happening overseas whereas
people overseas do as a result.” Other foreign participants expressed frustration with the
lack of interest. Stan described “not having towhas a point of privilege because other
countries in the world are so deeply affected bgrgwove of the U.S. whereas those in the U.S.
do not perceive the actions of other nation stase®uching them. Choosing to learn about
world affairs for these foreign born participantasma part of daily life. Stan stated, “That’'s my
life...l was raised in a culture, before you go tal ogou have to eat your dinner, you have to
wash yourself, and you have to listen to the irsgomal news.” Jay, a Pakistani participant,
echoed this sentiment, although indicated that &® mvore likely to attend a program on
Pakistan, nuclear weapons, and other issues sgalyifrelated to his country of origin.



The definition of expert is informed by past expades and culture and influences. Stan
said that he “would like to see more foreign peaXpressing their points of view, what they
think about Americans, what they think about thdwese I'm kind of overrun with all these one
sided opinions by these top experts from Washington

For some patrticipants, the interactive sessioms #ie lectures were meaningful to them.
Groucho expressed his appreciation for the quesitnohanswer portion of the event as a way to
hear other points of views: “When you get a grofipemple talking about a topic..., you get a
lot of different viewpoints, you have to addresi$edlent ways of thinking about a specific topic
or subject. So, | think it's a lot more effectivéNdt everyone wanted to see the multiple
perspectives. Cincinnatus would prefer that thewtisions would move to the middle in world
affairs discussions rather than accenting the asttr

Mary identifies herself as a multisensory learued used this example to talk about her
desire to understand and learn about others. Ggoupn her family felt that Native Americans
were inferior and she shared a trigger event thallenged how she thought about her family
and the “other”:

We got a knock at the back door one night...and & araIndian. His car had broken

down and he had a flat tire. Dad went out and leelper. My mother was terrified. We

all stood by the window and watched because we s@faghtened... But when it came

to person to person instances, dad considerecetisern
She saw the Institute of World Affairs programsaagay to challenge her current perceptions
about people who are different from her.

Discussion

These findings intersect with Chavez, Guido-DiBraad Mallory’s (2003) framework
for understanding individual diversity development,incorporating participants’ self-identified
meanings of culture and how this culture influenaad continues to influence their learning
about the world and about those around them. Masicgpants described the phases of
individual diversity development put forth by thitamework including being unaware of the
other and moving through the phases of awarenasstiqning, and risk taking where one’s own
perceptions are confronted and challenged. Thikectyee was welcomed by most participants
and sought after. “Good” learning experiences lesst individuals forced them to confront their
own beliefs and come to complex understandingstabheuvorld around them.

The diversity development framework explored by ¥&zaet al. (2003) is expanded here
to include participants’ self-identified culturahmeworks of development which include
economic status, the military, national origin, dachily. Participants in this study offered their
reflections on their self-identified culture andanthis contributed to their interest in world
affairs, diversity development, and valuing “thbat” As Chavez et al. describe, often times for
participants this culture may be invisible and ursmous.

While the participants certainly described movihgptigh phases of individual diversity
development in non-linear ways, the findings exptis framework in two main ways. First, the
descriptions of experiences broaden the definifoculture beyond narrow assumptions of race,
ethnicity, and gender. While national origin in ti€5. is a protected class, it is often reduced to
color and not addressed as a critical lens in igwie world around us. Participants in this
study desired to see through “the other’s” lens\aadted those perspectives. Those being “the
other” desired for U.S. born citizens to see thiotlgeir lens.



This point expands the framework in a second wag postmodern way of being, we
have multiple socially constructed identities whicblude those beyond U.S. race relations.
Some are complex ways of being in the world such saldier, as an African-American, and as
a teacher. Some identities include being a CeRuabpean born, white, resident of the U.S.
without the American “white” experience. No formleggemony is a positive force in education.
Therefore, adult educators must continually chaiethose mental models which dehumanize
“the other” in any form. Perhaps we need to questitbether using homogeneous “white” or
“black” to encompass heterogeneous groups withu@-points of origin in thinking about the
world is the most expansive discourse for the tywéirgt century.

In conclusion, the findings expand the narrativectibing the framework through
guestions posed by participants’ own experiencashwielates to cultural development, how we
learn, and what makes us open to learning aboatdther.”

Conclusions

Participants in this study eloquently and richlgckbed their experiences learning about
world affairs. These emotional descriptions of [@ast present learning experiences within the
context of participants’ self-identified culturdated to very pragmatic informal and formal
learning choices about world affairs. The resutisased within Chavez et al. (2003) framework
expand this framework, understanding of cultureyal as adult development.

The information gathered from participants in titisdy demonstrate the complexity of
how learners make meaning of their experiencesdtivaffairs programs and that past
experience and culture are connected to this mganaking. Bruner (1987) argues that the
human condition is inextricably connected to cotitard therefore, one cannot look at the
individuals in isolated segments if one wishesridarstand the holistic picture of their cultural
lens. The cultural lens through which participanesv programs will provide insight into
increasing participation and incorporating diffdrenltural views to create dialogue.

References

Bruner, J. S. (1987). Life as narrati8ncial Research. 54-17.

Chavez, A.F., Guido-DiBrito, F., & Mallory, S. (28D Learning to value the “other”: A framework of
individual diversity developmendournal of College Student Developmen{434453 — 469.

Creswell, J. (2005Educational research: Planning, conducting, andleating quantitative and
gualitative researchUpper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Education, Inc.

Dewey, J. (1916). Democracy and education. New Ybhle Free Press.

Kincheloe, J. (2003)leachers as researchers : Qualitative inquiry gsath to empowermenilew
York, NY: Rouledge Falmer.

Miles, M. & Huberman, M. (1994Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook.

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Morse, J. M. & Richards, L. (200Zread me first for a user’s guide to qualitative noels. Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage.

National Geographic-Roper Public Affairs 2006 Gexpdnic Literacy Study. (2006).National Geographic.
Retrieved on February 23, 2008 from
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/roper2006/pdf/AINReport2006GeogLitsurvey.pdf

Swindler, A. (1986). Culture in action: Symbols astchtegiesAmerican Sociological
Review, 5@2), 273-286.

World Affairs Councils of America. (n.d.) World Adirs Councils of America main webpage. Retrieved
on March 14, 2006, from http://www.worldaffairscaila.org/Initiatives.htm




