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CULTURE

Understanding

The purpose of the Pal  Program is to 
provide students with an intercultural  
exchange experience that wil l  broaden 
their worldview and help them understand 
their partners ’  cultural  perspectives.    
However,  understanding culture is  not   
always such an easy task.  
 
One frequently used method to understand 
culture is  (Geert)  Hendrik Hofstede's 
"Cultural  Onion".

Culture 
as an 
Onion

Symbols :  US f lag,  red envelopes
Heroes :  Jackie Chan, John F.  
Kennedy
Rituals :  Shaking hands,  serving tea
Practices :  Wearing a hi jab,  talking 
about the weather
Values :  Honesty,  Cleanliness,  
Morality

Using the onion model,  consider the layers 
of your own culture.  You may notice it  is  
much easier to think of examples for the 
outer layers than the inner.  This is  because 
a culture's values are not always 
immediately apparent,  even to those who 
l ive within it .  But peeling back the outer 
layers can give us an insight into the core 
of culture - your personal values.

INNER LAYERS VS. OUTER LAYERS

As you get to know your Pal ,  be patient and 
keep the onion model in mind. Ask yourself  
questions l ike,  "Why is my partner so 
obsessed with Lebron James?" One 
explanation could be that her culture values 
competition,  physical  strength,  and 
f inancial  success.

THE LAYERS
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CULTURE

Understanding

There are two perspectives from which to 
view an iceberg.  Above the surface of the 
water you wil l  see a chunk of ice jutting 
out.  But,  as you can see in the picture 
below, this visible chunk is just a small  part 
of  the entire iceberg,  most of which is 
hidden below the surface of the water.  
 
Consider the visible,  surface-level aspects 
of culture,  as compared to the deeper,  
richer elements hidden below the surface.

Culture 
as an 

Iceberg

Oftentimes people can identify a culture by 
words or actions performed by people within 
the culture,  l ike food, dances,  music,  or 
other rituals.  People on the outside of this 
culture can see these items in action and 
wil l  then associate them with the culture.  
For example,  dancing the Tango in Argentina 
or eating curry in India.

ABOVE THE SURFACE BELOW THE SURFACE
However,  we are much more complicated 
than that.  Consider a culture's ideas of 
morality,  politeness,  respect,  loyalty,  
beauty,  humor,  or family.  These values 
inform our behavior and may be passed on 
through the generations.  Understanding the 
"why" wil l  bring you closer to your partner 
and their genuine culture.



CONVERSATION 
STARTERS

Getting Started
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You and your Pal  can certainly choose whatever 
topic you want to discuss,  but here are a few 

suggestions that can lead to some real ly fun and 
interesting conversation.

There are loads of weird and 
wonderful  home remedies in every 
culture (whether or not they actually 
work!) ,  which can be fun to talk 
about.  Some might be personal to 
your family whereas others might be 
more widely used, such as lemon and 
honey for a sore throat.  Some 
examples of home remedies:

This is  a topic that never fai ls  to 
start a l ively discussion! Possible 
questions could be:

What food from home do you miss 
the most?
What ’s  the strangest food you’ve 
ever eaten?
What’s  your favorite food that 
you’ve tried since you came to 
Davis? Your least favorite?
How do you eat food in your 
country/culture (chopsticks,  
f ingers,  r ight or left  hand, spoon, 
scoop?)
Do you share from one central  dish 
or have individual  plates?

FOOD HOME REMEDIES

Hiccups:  Bend forward and drink a 
glass of water “upside down” or 
take a teaspoon of sugar.
Warts:  Cover with duct tape for 
several  weeks (apparently,  this 
real ly works!) .
Cold:  Drink “tea” made with 
crushed raw garl ic cloves or chew 
raw garl ic (sounds strange,  but 
garl ic is  a natural  antibiotic) .



CONVERSATION 
STARTERS

Starting Out
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You and your partner can discuss which of these gestures l isted below you might 
have in common and which have different meanings.  They are common in the U.S.  
but can have very different interpretations elsewhere!

Waving (hel lo,  goodbye,  to get attention,  to dismiss someone)
Circl ing f inger at temple (to indicate craziness)
High f ive ( l ikely specif ic to U.S.  but so common, it  would be good to introduce 
it  to your international  partner)
Shrugging shoulders (“I  don’t  know” or “I  don’t  care”)
Shaking head to indicate “no”
Nodding head to indicate “yes”
Thumbs up/Thumbs down (good/bad)
Making an OK sign with thumb and forefinger (warning:  this is  very rude in 
Brazi l ! )
Averting your eyes when speaking or being spoken to ( in the west,  this is  
considered suspicious)
Looking directly into the eyes of someone speaking to you (some Asian 
countries consider this aggressive)
Shaking hands (as opposed to bowing,  as they do in Japan)
Pointing to something or someone with a forefinger (again,  some cultures f ind 
this very impolite)
Social  (as opposed to romantic)  kissing or hugging

BODY LANGUAGE



CONVERSATION 
STARTERS

Starting Out
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These are sometimes interchangeable but essential ly,  s lang is  informal language 
that tends to be used in speech rather than writing,  and between people who are 
famil iar with each other and share similar interests.  Some slang is inappropriate 
in the Pal  context,  but there is  plenty of slang that is  used every day that would 
be useful  for a non-native English speaker to know, simply in order to 
understand what someone is saying.
 
Idioms are phrases that don’t  make sense in a direct word-for-word translation 
but are so commonly used that we forget sometimes that they can be real ly 
confusing to someone who has only had formal English teaching.  Unlike a lot of  
slang,  they are mostly social ly acceptable and “polite”  and can be used in formal 
as well  as informal situations.  Again,  it ’s  not necessari ly important for a non-
native English speaker to learn to use these,  but it ’s  helpful  for them to know 
some of the more common ones in order to understand what someone is saying.  
Also,  it ’s  a fun topic of conversation.

SLANG & IDIOMS

SLANG IDIOMS

Hang out
Awesome
Cool
Hot
Chil l  out
Dope
Crushing on
Have a blast
Bail
Creep
Couch Potato
Crash
Cram
For real

Nerd
Rip off
Dude
Cut class
Total ly
Freaked out
No brainer
What ’s  up?
You rock
Stoked
Lighten up
Screw up
All-out/All-in
On point

That class was a piece of cake
I heard through the grapevine that 
Sam and Tania are splitt ing up
These jeans cost an arm and a leg
My professor and I  don’t  see eye     
to eye   
I  feel  l ike I  have to study 24/7
Take it  easy
I ’m sick and tired of my roommate 
leaving dishes in the sink
Don’t  let the cat out of the bag
Don’t  jump the gun
She walked in out of the blue
It ’s  the best of both worlds



S ta r ti n g O ut

•   Use virtual meeting platforms like Microsoft Teams, Zoom, Skype, 
etc to meet with your partner remotely

•   Exchange UC Davis email addresses to write emails and messages to 
each other

Due to COVID 19, students are urged to meet with their Pal 
partners online in a video chat.  If students decide to meet 
their Pal Partners in person, they are expected to follow all 

local, safety guidelines.

While campus remains closed, Pal participants are expected to meet remotely rather 
than in-person. Please review the Information for Students and Families, and follow the 
instructions on Do Your Part,”  and to treat your Pal partnership like any other campus 
connection” 

Information for Students and Families: 
https://campusready.ucdavis.edu/students-and-families

Do Your Part: 
https://campusready.ucdavis.edu/do-your-part

As always, we encourage you to be safe and careful even 
while speaking with your Pal Partner. Please take note of the 

advice below:

Choose remote meeting platforms that’re easily accessible 
for both partners. Here are some suggestions:



E a r n i n g

Intercultural  Communication for Pals is  a 
course offered to Pal  Program participants 
who choose to meet with two assigned Pals 
throughout the quarter.  Objectives include 
self-awareness,  goal  setting,  reflective 
writing,  and ultimately,  a higher level  of  
intercultural  competence through 
consistent in-person interactions with 
students from different cultures,  countries,  
and/or language groups.

Pals seeking credit  wil l  have the 
opportunity to complete the online 
Intercultural  Effectiveness Scale.  
 
This assessment asks questions and rates 
your intercultural  competence in 4 key 
areas.  Students wil l  use these results to 
create their own personal development 
plan for the quarter.

Complete the online 
assessment
Attend in-person debrief  
review your results
Use your results to set 
goals for the quarter

E D U  19 8 :  
I nter cultur al 

C ommuni cati on 
for  P als

Indicate on your application that you 
would l ike to earn one unit  of  credit  by 
working with two Pals for two hours a 
week throughout the quarter.
Register for EDU 198 on Schedule Builder 
using the course CRN published on the 
website.
Commence your weekly Pal  meetups.
Complete required and optional 
assignments.

Course credit is not required to participate 
in the Pal Program. However,  if  you would 
like to earn one unit of credit per quarter,  
follow the steps below carefully:

Intercultural  Effectiveness Scale
In-Person Debrief
Goal Setting Assignment
Case Study
Final  Summary-Evaluation Essay
Optional  Journal  Entries

E a r n i n g

Intercultural  Communication for Pals is  a 
course offered to Pal  Program participants 
who choose to meet with two assigned Pals 
throughout the quarter.  Objectives include 
self-awareness,  goal  setting,  reflective 
writing,  and ultimately,  a higher level  of  
intercultural  competence through 
consistent in-person interactions with 
students from different cultures,  countries,  
and/or language groups.

Pals seeking credit  wil l  have the 
opportunity to complete the online 
Intercultural  Effectiveness Scale.  
 
This assessment asks questions and rates 
your intercultural  competence in 4 key 
areas.  Students wil l  use these results to 
create their own personal development 
plan for the quarter.

Complete the online 
assessment
Attend in-person debrief  
review your results
Use your results to set 
goals for the quarter

E D U  19 8 :  
I nter cultur al 

C ommuni cati on 
for  P als

Indicate on your application that you 
would l ike to earn one unit  of  credit  by 
working with two Pals for two hours a 
week throughout the quarter.
Register for EDU 198 on Schedule Builder 
using the course CRN published on the 
website.
Commence your weekly Pal  meetups.
Complete required and optional 
assignments.

Course credit is not required to participate 
in the Pal Program. However,  if  you would 
like to earn one unit of credit per quarter,  
follow the steps below carefully:

Intercultural  Effectiveness Scale
In-Person Debrief
Goal Setting Assignment
Case Study
Final  Summary-Evaluation Essay
Optional  Journal  Entries

Pals seeking credit  wil l  have the 
opportunity to complete the online 
Intercultural  Effectiveness Scale.  
 
This assessment asks questions and rates 
your intercultural  competence in 4 key 
areas.  Students wil l  use these results to 
create their own personal development 
plan for the quarter.
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Optional  Journal  Entries

•   Fall Quarter CRN: 30795



Use your Pal  experience to help new Pals by influencing programming and policies.  
Members meet once a quarter and use their own personal interests and experience 
to promote and improve the program. Experienced Pals are encouraged to apply 
for this committee.

SISS is  seeking mentors to assist  international  students in adjusting to the UC 
Davis campus and US culture.  This is  a valuable opportunity to learn intercultural  
leadership ski l ls  and understand your role in a global  community.  International 
students and American students from diverse cultural  backgrounds are encouraged 
to apply!  There are no cit izenship or permanent residency requirements to 
participate.  However,  to receive the stipend, students must  be el igible for 
employment in the U.S.

Every third week in November is  International  Education Week.  UC Davis and 
Global  Affairs wil l  host a variety of events,  fairs,  classes,  festivals,  lectures,  and 
activit ies on campus to showcase the benefits of  international  education and 
exchange worldwide.
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participate.  However,  to receive the stipend, students must  be el igible for 
employment in the U.S.

Every third week in November is  International  Education Week.  UC Davis and 
Global  Affairs wil l  host a variety of events,  fairs,  classes,  festivals,  lectures,  and 
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The Pal  Program is managed by 
International  & Academic English,  a unit  of  
Undergraduate Education.  

IAE.UCDAVIS.EDU/UNDERGRADUATE/PAL

PALPROGRAM@UCDAVIS.EDU

FACEBOOK.COM/PALUCDAVIS

INSTAGRAM.COM/PALUCDAVIS

Dawn Takaoglu
IAE Director

1350 THE GROVE (SURGE III )

Regina Slaughter-Canegan
IAE Coordinator 

Fiona Chen
Pal Program Student Assistant 

Joyce Do
Pal Program Student Assistant 


