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Imagine yourself in a foreign country. The 

simple act of how your feet face someone while 
talking to them may be considered offensive. 
Even the act of crossing your legs while sitting 
is considered rude. The only way to learn such 
simple etiquette would be left up to mishaps and 
trial and error, but Gwinnett Technical College 
in Lawrenceville has taken the guesswork out of 
trying to belong here in the U.S.

In 2003, as the international population 
of Gwinnett Tech grew, Dr. Barbara Knott, 
Program Director for Humanities, and Ravindra 
Kumar, a former student at the college, organized 
an international club called Voices of The World 
(VOW). Through this club, the students embrace 
the significant presence of the international 
population not only at the school, but also in 
the world. The use of lectures and film series, 

art presentations, field trips, and festivals allow 
the faculty, staff, students and community to get 
acquainted with foreign cultures. 

As the club’s membership and impact grew, 
the college extended the international appeal 
into a course that would adapt the newcomers 
to their new home. But, this was not just an 
ordinary college course. Knott and Kumar 
collaborated to design this course as a facilitator 
for the international students to learn more 
about the United States and about their fellow 
peers. The course, Cultural Perspectives, was a 
breakthrough in teaching students the ins-and-
outs of American culture, and what may seem 
taboo in their home country, may not be that way 
here—and vice versa. “Each student is their own 
culture and knows the basics of it well, but they 
all have one thing in common, which is being 
new to the United States. Through this course, 
we help them to learn about the country while 
bringing their own background as well,” adds 
Kumar, a retired colonel in the Indian Air Force. 

A normal day in the class consists of a 
graduate-themed lecture revealing discussions 
that bring not only a better understanding of 
the United States, but also about neighboring 
cultures. “One of the most interesting discussions 
start from the question, ‘What stereotype of your 
culture would you like to address and shred?’” 
says Knott. “It’s a wonderful discussion as the 
group starts to learn something new and then 
realizes that the person next to them is just like 
them with the same thoughts and concerns.” The 
course indulges in becoming more than just a 
class as it prides itself in teaching with a hands-
on approach by learning outside the classroom. 
“One of the assignments given is for the students 
to interview someone from another culture, visit 
a house of worship, and attend a cultural festival 
other than their own,” describes Knott. Through 
this, the students see the amazing change that 
happens when ignorance vanishes and the person 
within emerges, bringing their stories and values 
to the forefront.

bridging the cultural divide 
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“Our aim is to create a climate of respect for 
individuals and cultures through information and discussion.”

A recent VOW visit to a local Hindu Temple.
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The class travels around the world as the 
lectures begin by teaching about the United States 
and its history. Starting with the Constitution, 
the students learn that the U. S. was built by none 
other than immigrants, much like themselves. 
Then, the curriculum goes to India, the Far East, 
Africa, Europe and Latin America, diving into 
these cultures through extensive research in 
books, the Internet and through people. They 
are able to offer a well-rounded point-of-view 
on each culture and its social backgrounds that 
influence people’s manners and decisions. 

The program is extending itself by adapting 
its humanities base into the Health Sciences 
field. “This field runs into specific need-to-know 
situations. We introduced the course because 
(with the international population in the city), you 
never know what culture may find what gesture 
offensive,” says Knott. For example, in China, 
it’s not appropriate to put hands on children, 
whereas in America, it is considered acceptable if 
someone picks up your child, according to Knott. 
These simple lessons help the students in the 
health sciences field understand and approach 
their practices in a defined manner. 

Thanks to the success of the Cultural 
Perspectives course, the school will offer it as part 
of their Continuing Education Program, opening 
it up to the general public. “People born and 

raised here also need to be exposed to this as well 
and learn about their community,” Knott says. 
By offering it through the Continuing Education 
Department, a person wouldn’t have to be an 
enrolled student at the college, but merely pay 
for the course to attend. “Business executives 
and diplomats have to travel all over the world or 
deal with people from other cultures sometimes 
while sitting in their offices. With such a vast 
variety of cultural representation in this one 
country, one will inevitably find oneself meeting 
or working with people from elsewhere,” lectures 
Kumar. This extension into the community 
would allow many to learn not only about their 
own culture and about their neighbors, but 
also help businesses run better, as managers 
would understand their clients, customers, and 
colleagues.

“Our aim in all of this has been to create a 
climate of respect for individuals and cultures 
through information and discussion,” Knott says. 
An engaging opportunity that has shed light on 
cultures and its people has only ignited the fire 
beneath this melting pot. The school’s ambition 
to unify a world personally, that has already 
become technologically global and travel-ready 
with a click of a mouse, is enlightening as people 
are becoming more aware of a world beyond their 
own backyard. 
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