Why is it critical for cross-cultural workers to be competent in the language and culture of the people they live among?
While most people involved with sending cross-cultural workers, whether based in the home culture or abroad, would readily admit to the need for staff to be competent in the language and culture of the people they’re living among, it’s important to have a deeper understanding of why. We’re familiar with worldview and the layers of application as it is worked out in each culture. While insiders to that culture may not themselves be able to verbalize their worldview, it is nevertheless the basis of their beliefs, values and behaviours. It is, therefore, at the worldview level which we seek to see the good news impact the peoples among whom we serve. When the transformation is effected at the worldview level, the core of their society, the effects will be worked out as we see changes in beliefs, values and behaviours. Genuine transformation requires that change take place at the level of worldview.
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Cross-cultural linguists have applied competence in language to these concentric circles.[footnoteRef:1] The basis of their work is that cross-cultural workers cannot discuss belief or worldview issues without a high level of competence in the language and culture. Only at the higher levels of language can workers discuss abstract concepts.[footnoteRef:2] Recent research shows that 70% of cross-cultural workers never reach the point that they can effectively communicate about worldview. (Some cannot even effectively communicate about beliefs.)[footnoteRef:3] With this level of proficiency in language, most workers can only transfer a programme from their home culture / language into the local language. Some witness behavioural changes among local people and feel that they are being successful in the task they’ve come to do. This does not constitute empowering communities to develop their own distinctive ways of following Jesus. Only as we begin to understand the host worldview can we begin to understand their major issues, begin to identify barriers and bridges to the good news and avoid syncretism. This will allow us, through the Truth, to facilitate worldview transformation that results in lasting changes within the society.  [1:  Wagner, Tim. 2010. Worldview. Seventh International Congress on Language Learning. Colorado Springs.]  [2:  Breiner-Sanders, Karen E., Pardee Lowe, Jr., John Miles, Elvira Swender. 2000. ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines—Speaking Revised 1999. Foreign Language Annals 33(1):14-15.]  [3:  Lewis, Carol. 2010. Helping Mission Agencies Increase the Effectiveness of Their Workers: A Look at Language Learning. Seventh International Congress on Language Learning. Colorado Springs. Lewis found that fewer than 30% of missionaries she researched learned their new language above Level 2 on the Foreign Service Institute scale. See http://www.sil.org/lingualinks/LANGUAGELEARNING/MangngYrLnggLrnngPrgrm/TheILRFSIProficiencyScale.htm for specific descriptions of the FSI levels as quoted from Higgs, Theodore (editor). 1984. Teaching for proficiency, the organizing principle. Lincolnwood, IL: National Textbook Company. According to Wagner, Level 2 would not be sufficient to effectively communicate from the worldview of the host people.] 


As mentioned above, studies show that most cross-cultural workers stop progressing in language and culture learning. Regardless of location or type of instruction, only 30% of cross-cultural workers reached the proficiency they needed to do contextual work. This means the other 70%:
· stopped intentionally building vocabulary and listening comprehension;
· stopped concentrating on improving grammar and pronunciation;
· stopped before they could communicate effectively about abstract topics;
· at best, understood 80% of what was said to them and could be understood only 80% of the time when they were speaking.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Ibid.] 


While 80% sounds quite good on the surface, what does it mean? Understanding 80% means that out of 50 words, the hearer will miss 10. The words they do not understand will be those which are used less frequently and are more difficult to understand, for example words which describe abstract concepts. At this level, Romans 10:9-10 might sound something like this:

That if you _____ with your mouth, “Jesus is _____,” and _____ in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be _____. For it is with your heart that you _____ and are _____, and it is with your mouth that you _____ and are _____. 

Even words which are thought to be ‘understood’ (e.g., heart, God) may hold a far different meaning for the hearer than for the speaker.

Why do people stop growing in proficiency in the host language and culture?
1. They get involved with other commitments. These may include: meeting platform obligations; caring for young children/homeschooling; or entering a role (e.g., team leader) before they have had sufficient opportunity to learn the language and culture.
2. It’s ‘too hard’ or ‘takes too much time.’ It takes a lot more focused time to continue to progress in the higher levels. Research among United States government employees who were learning a different language in their home context and motivated by the possibility of promotion and a pay rise reached the level needed for competence in discussion of abstract topics after an average of 126 weeks (~2 ½ years) of studying 20 hours/week.[footnoteRef:5] A separate study showed that cross-cultural workers took twice as long on average due to the need to cope with such issues as a new location, new climate, new culture, new colleagues, settling kids and sickness.[footnoteRef:6] One writer equates learning language to filling an Olympic size pool with a bucket. The learner can wade and splash after a while, but it’s a long time before it’s safe to go off the high dive. [5:  Liskin-Gasparro, Judith E. 1982. ETS Oral Proficiency Testing Manual. Princeton, NJ: Educational Testing Service.]  [6:  Lewis, Helping.] 

3. Identity is challenged. Any cross-cultural worker who does what it takes to achieve true competence will experience significant changes to their identity in the process. For example, the role of women in a culture can vary greatly and can be a particular challenge for western women seeking to truly identify with their host culture. Other challenges in this area include the “craving for significance” and racism.
4. The level they’re at seems ‘good enough.’ Some of the lower levels can sound quite good to a non-native speaker, and the learner doesn’t realize how much they can’t do yet. Research also shows that language learners who are past the beginning/earlier levels but not yet proficient tend to exaggerate their level of competence.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Leaver, Betty Lou. 2003. Achieving Native-Like Second Language Proficiency: A Catalogue of Critical Factors—Vol. 1 Speaking. Salinas, Calif: MSI Press.] 


What are the potential effects?
The effects of not achieving proficiency in language and culture range from unfortunate to tragic. Many workers never reach their potential in the work they’re involved with due to limitations in their language and culture competence. The departure of workers from the field sooner than they had originally planned can often be traced to them not gaining proficiency in language and culture.[footnoteRef:8] For example, perhaps they didn’t form relationships that would allow them to feel a part of the local community, or perhaps they experienced continued frustration at not comprehending what was going on around them. The emotional cost for workers who don’t become proficient in language and culture takes a toll on their health and sense of well-being. Financial costs are also higher for workers whose time is cut short. High retention results in a much lower cost per year of service for cross-cultural workers.[footnoteRef:9]  [8:  Lindquist, Brent. 2007. Building Bridges to the Nurturing Community of the Language Learner. Sixth International Congress on Language Learning. Colorado Springs.]  [9:  Hay, Rob, Valerie Lim, Detlef Blocher, Jaap Ketelaar and Sarah Hay. 2007. Worth Keeping: Global Perspectives on Best Practice in Missionary Retention. William Carey Library Publishers and World Evangelical Alliance. This global research involving hundreds of organisations found that per year costs for service are 33% higher for low retention agencies than for high retention agencies.] 


The implications extend to others. Low levels of proficiency among some team members not only set a poor precedent, often demotivating others in their own language and culture efforts, but also place unfair expectations on more proficient members of the team. Other problems within the work itself can result from a lack of competence in language and culture. As staff with low proficiency choose to take ‘short cuts,’ the effects impact not only cross-cultural workers but also ministry work and locals who are involved. The cost of our cross-cultural workers not reaching high levels of competence in using language and culture is too high.

A survey of 750 Muslim Background Believers was conducted from 1991-2007. Participants represented 30 countries, 50 ethnic groups and every major region of the Muslim world. When asked to identify the major factor in bringing them to Jesus, the overwhelming response was knowing a believer well and seeing their lifestyle.[footnoteRef:10] Yet, how will they know us well, how can we know them well, if we cannot communicate in depth about the most important issues in life? [10:  Woodberry, J. Dudley, Russell G. Shubin, and G. Marks. 2007. Why Muslims Follow Jesus. Christianity Today http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2007/october/42.80.html.] 
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