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German-American differences 

 

Jahrgangsstufen Vorklasse FOS und BOS 

Fach/Fächer Englisch 

Übergreifende Bildungs- 
und Erziehungsziele 

Interkulturelle Bildung  

Medienbildung 

Zeitrahmen  135 Minuten 

Benötigtes Material Arbeitsblätter, Presenter, Flip-Chart-Poster, Computer mit Internetzugang  

Kompetenzerwartungen 
Die Schülerinnen und Schüler … 

• setzen sich auf der Basis ihres landeskundlichen und soziokulturellen Orientierungswissens mit kulturellen 
Gemeinsamkeiten und Unterschieden auseinander. Dabei identifizieren sie gängige Sicht- und 
Wahrnehmungsweisen im Alltagsleben der eigenen und der Zielkultur (z. B. Pünktlichkeit, Höflichkeit) und 
nehmen die kulturelle Prägung des eigenen Denkens zunehmend bewusst wahr. (E10 2 Interkulturelle 
Kompetenzen) 

• begegnen Gesprächspartnern im interkulturellen Kontext mit Neugierde, gehen mit kulturellen 
Unterschieden und ungewohnten Situationen aufgeschlossen um und akzeptieren kulturelle Vielfalt. (E10 2 
Interkulturelle Kompetenzen) 

• lesen und verstehen weitgehend selbständig einfachere authentische und ggf. leicht didaktisierte 
Sachtexte und literarische Texte (z. B. easy readers, short stories) zu den genannten Themengebieten. 
Dabei entnehmen sie diesen selbständig Informationen. (E10 1.1 Kommunikative Fertigkeiten - 
Leseverstehen)  

• erweitern ihren allgemeinen und thematischen Wortschatz kontinuierlich, um sich sowohl zu Themen aus 
ihrem persönlichen Erfahrungsbereich und der Erfahrungswelt der Peergroup in den Zielkulturen als auch 
zu landeskundlichen Aspekten zunehmend differenziert zu äußern. (E10 1.2 Verfügen über sprachliche 
Mittel – Wortschatz) 

• setzen analoge und digitale Medien ein, um Präsentationen zu bekannten Themen weitgehend frei, flüssig 
und adressatengerecht zu halten. Dabei strukturieren sie die dargestellten Inhalte klar und reagieren 
weitgehend adäquat auf Nachfragen. (E10 4 Methodische Kompetenzen) 
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Aufgaben 
 

Situation: 
Your school of further education is twinned with a senior high school in the United States of 
America. This year it is your turn: You are going to spend two weeks there! 
As your class is preparing for the visit, you have a closer look at German-American 
differences in order to understand each other better and to avoid awkward situations there. 
 
Outcome:  
Posters visualizing the most important German-American differences – how to behave, what 
to consider and what to avoid 
FAQ paper for the next generation of pupils taking part in the exchange program 
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Task I 
In order to eliminate uncertainties before visiting the States, you search the web for 
information about German-American differences concerning eating habits, school life and 
communication. Since there is plenty of information available, you decide to split up and to 
share the work. 
 
This is what you will have to do in each group: 
• Read your text. 
• Make sure you fully understand the text.  
• Then, design a poster summing up the main facts. Remember to keep the facts short – 

do not write full sentences. Add drawings or pictures to illustrate your notes.  
• Be prepared to present the poster to the class to share the information. 
• Time limit: 35 minutes 
 
Present your posters to the class. 
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Group 1:  
German-American differences – Eating habits I 

A typical American breakfast often includes cereals, eggs or breakfast meats such as bacon, 
which may be accompanied by rolls, bagels, pancakes, waffles or biscuits. The average 
German often eats crusty rolls at breakfast. For those Germans who prefer a sweet taste, the 
rolls are served with butter and marmalade or chocolate hazelnut spread. Others may 
choose cold cuts, cheese or cheese spread with the rolls.  
Lunch is still the main meal in many German households with school children: As the school 
day often ends at lunchtime (although all-day schools are becoming more common), German 
students often have a hot meal at home after school. Potato dishes, pork and sausages are 
quite popular. Moreover, there are many regional specialties. For dinner in the evening, 
Germans often have slices of hearty multi-grain bread, cold cuts, cheese, fruit and salads. In 
the USA, dinner is normally the largest meal of the day, served after work and full-day 
school. The students usually have lunch in the school cafeteria, which used to contain (and 
often still contains) quite a lot of fast food. However, there are new standards championed 
by Michelle Obama, who tries to make school lunch healthier by setting fat, calorie, sugar 
and sodium limits on foods. 

Another German-American difference can be identified when looking at the customs of 
seasoning food, especially home-cooked food: German meals are generally quite spicy and 
have a fuller flavor, because Germans usually add seasonings while cooking. Americans, on 
the other hand, normally season their food at the table so that attention can be paid to 
different tastes or preferences. This is why a home-cooked American meal may taste a bit 
bland for Germans if the person does not know that the meal is to be seasoned at the table. 

Moreover, a typical American refrigerator is much bigger than a German one, and so 
Americans usually go on fewer grocery shopping trips because large amounts of food can be 
bought and stored after one trip. In Germany, the smaller fridge may result in more frequent 
trips to the stores for meat, fresh fruits, vegetables, convenience food etc. (353 words) 
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Group 2:  
German-American differences – Eating habits II (restaurants, table manners and drinks) 

Portions at American restaurants are often larger than German portions. Leftovers are quite 
normal, and the uneaten food can either be left behind to be thrown away by the 
restaurant, or can be taken away. In the USA it has much longer been more common and 
socially accepted to take uneaten food home. The container used for such leftovers is 
commonly called a doggy bag. It is speculated that this name was used in the beginning 
because people pretended that the food would be given to the pet, rather than eaten by a 
person. Due to globalization the doggy bag trend has also reached Europe and Germany, but 
it will probably still take some time until asking for a doggy bag will be as normal here as it is 
in the USA. 

When it comes to table manners, Americans usually place the hand they are not eating with 
on their lap. This is because they tend to use the knife only for cutting the food, then put the 
knife down and just eat with the fork. Germans, however, are expected to have both hands 
above the table because it is considered good manners to eat with the fork (left hand) and 
the knife (right hand), using the knife to push the food onto the fork. Germans especially 
should be aware of this difference so that they do not think that American friends are rude 
or lack table manners simply because they eat differently. 

Another important German-American difference refers to the consumption of alcohol. The 
legal drinking age is the age at which a person can consume or buy alcoholic beverages: In 
Germany, it is legal to buy and consume beer and wine by the age of 16, and spirits by the 
age of 18. In the United States, it is generally forbidden to buy and consume alcohol if you 
are under the age of 21. In some states, it is even forbidden to be in a bar under 21, and you 
have to show your ID before you are allowed to enter a bar. At home it can be allowed to 
drink alcohol if you are under 21, but a few states (such as Pennsylvania, for example) even 
forbid the consumption of alcohol by minors in private settings.  
(378 words) 
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Group 3:  
German-American differences – School life I (school day, extra-curricular activities, school 
spirit) 

A typical school day in Germany starts at 8:00 a.m. and ends between 1:00 and 2:00 p.m., 
with one or two short breaks in between. After school, German students do their homework, 
which may be more work than in the USA because the school day is shorter in Germany. 
After completing their homework, German students are free to do what they want and may 
engage in sports, music or other activities of their own choice. These activities are often 
organized by clubs, and parents usually have to pay a small fee for their children to be 
members of the clubs. 

The American school day usually lasts from 9:00 a.m. until 4:00 p.m. But even after 4:00 
p.m., most American students stay in school to engage in extra-curricular activities, which 
are often led by school staff members. Sports activities like basketball, football, baseball, 
hockey and cheerleading are very popular, and the sports teams of different schools 
regularly compete against each other. Besides sports, students can join clubs for foreign 
languages, music, dance, drama, or chess etc. In general, extra-curricular activities give 
students the chance to develop their physical, intellectual, creative or cultural interests and 
skills. Compared to German students, the typical American student has a highly scheduled 
afternoon and less “free time”. 

As American students spend much more time in school and with extra-curricular activities, 
they normally develop a stronger ‘school spirit’ than German students because the students 
identify with their school. In the USA, schools usually have special school colors, a logo and a 
mascot, and school gyms have space for spectators to support the school sports teams. It is 
very common for parents to support their children by attending school events and by 
wearing special bumper stickers, for example. In Germany, the students usually have a 
stronger sense of belonging within their class because they might be together with the same 
children in one class from grade 5 to grade 10, for example. So they often become friends 
with each other and identify with the class rather than with the school. In the USA, the 
students move from room to room for their lessons and join courses, which are usually made 
up of different students. (374 words)  
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Group 4:  
German-American differences – School life II (homework, exams) 

During a German school day, there are usually no study hall periods – times which are explicitly 
set aside in the timetable to study or do one’s homework. So the homework really has to be 
done at home in Germany. But as the students may not have a certain subject, for example 
mathematics, every school day but only every two or three days, the students can choose when 
to do their homework for this subject and might put it off till the last day. Moreover, German 
teachers generally do not check or grade a student’s homework all the time. The general belief 
in Germany is often that if students do not do their homework, it is only bad for the students 
themselves because they do not practise the contents of the curriculum. Furthermore, German 
students more commonly copy their classmates’ homework than American students because the 
German students usually have closer friendships within their class as they might be together 
with the same children from grade 5 to grade 10, for example. In the USA, some homework can 
be completed in study hall periods, but there is also nightly homework which is collected and 
graded the following day. Moreover, there are major projects which the students have to finish 
over a multi-week period. In the USA, parents are usually much more involved in school life and 
also in making sure that homework is completed daily, even if the students are older. Copying 
homework is not seen as something one should do, and this opinion generally holds true for 
parents, teachers and students alike.  

Exams are also different, and the opinion on cheating in exams is similar to copying homework: 
In the USA, many exams consist of multiple-choice questions, and helping others is generally 
seen very negatively by students and teachers. In Germany, in contrast, many exams consist of 
essay questions, and German students may try to give classmates hints or tips during a test 
although it is forbidden. Again, this can be partly explained by the closer connections within a 
German class, whereas American students are together with different students in various 
courses each year. Moreover, it can be said that Germans are more modest about good grades 
and often do not want to be praised by others for their achievements. Good grades are often 
played down so that the classmates do not think that one is the “teacher’s pet”. In a German 
school, the focus is often on team building and working together. In the USA, it is much more 
common to be proud of one’s personal achievements and a student is usually not shy to talk 
openly about good grades.  
(441 words)  
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Group 5:  
German-American differences – School life III (school dress codes, patriotism, relationships) 

In German schools, there are usually no uniforms and hardly any dress codes which tell students 
what to wear or not to wear. So students in Germany can usually wear what they like as long as 
their clothes do not show any forbidden symbols, for example the swastika. Moreover, body 
piercings are more widespread in Germany than in the USA.  
In some American schools, especially in private schools, the students have to wear uniforms, but 
most schools do not have any uniforms. However, there are usually dress codes, which might 
appear quite strict to German students: For example, it is usually not allowed to wear clothing 
items that expose your shoulders, knees and collar bones. If a student is found wearing 
inappropriate clothing, he or she faces punishment like in-school suspension, meaning that he or 
she is removed from the traditional classroom environment and put into a special suspension 
classroom, led by a teacher or team of teachers. The suspension may last a few days or weeks. 

Another aspect that Germans could be surprised at is the fact that the pledge of allegiance (an 
expression of loyalty to the flag and the Republic of the United States of America) is commonly 
recited by American students at the beginning of every school day. Furthermore, the national 
anthem is played at school sports events, and many American families own a flag or flag-themed 
items such as clothing, mugs or bumper stickers. Such patriotic behavior may seem exaggerated 
to Germans who are usually very sensitive about patriotism. As a result of World War II, the Nazi 
regime and the Holocaust, saying that one is proud to be German has long been seen as 
inappropriate, although this has gradually started to change among the younger generation. 

It is also helpful to know about German-American differences when it comes to building 
relationships, which can be compared to two different types of fruit. In general, Germans make 
friends following the “coconut principle”: It is often difficult to break through the hard coconut 
husk, meaning that Germans could be seen as cold or unfriendly at the beginning. However, 
when you have broken through the hard exterior, it is “easy to go on”, so that deep and long-
lasting friendships can develop. Americans rather make friends following the “peach principle”: 
It is easy to get into the soft flesh of the fruit, which symbolizes that Americans are generally 
quite open and have many (often changing) friendships. However, the core of a peach is very 
hard, and Americans usually only have few really close friends. (432 words)  
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Group 6:  
German-American differences – Communication (communication styles, nonverbal 
communication) 

Germans are generally much more direct communicators than Americans are. In Germany, it 
is considered normal to say directly what you think because this is seen as an honest and 
clear way of communicating. So if a German does not like a certain dish, he will say 
something like “I don’t like this.” Americans often use a more indirect style of 
communication, which means that others might have to ‘read between the lines’ to 
understand what a person is saying. For example, an American not liking a meal would 
rather say “I have never tasted anything like this before.” This different way of 
communicating could lead to some problems: Americans might feel taken aback or even 
offended by this German honesty. Germans, on the other hand, might think that the less 
direct style of American communication is wishy-washy. It is also said that Germans are 
more into discussing politics and world affairs than Americans are. This is why Germans 
often like to ask critical questions and to look at a political or social topic from different 
perspectives in a discussion. To Americans, this German discussion style can seem quite 
intense and serious. In American culture, small talk plays a much more important role than 
in Germany: Talking about the weather, family, work or school can be used as a way of 
forming links between people who often have different ethnic backgrounds. When meeting 
for the first time, small talk can help to identify what people have in common and what they 
could talk about in later conversations.  

The direct or indirect way of communication is also reflected in nonverbal communication: 
For example, Germans usually do not shy away from expressing anger or frustration in their 
tone of voice. This is something Americans would rather not do, but they are more likely to 
express positive feelings in their tone of voice. Moreover, Germans tend to keep longer eye 
contact than Americans do. To Americans, this long eye contact could be a bit too intense, 
and Germans could think that some Americans are a bit shy or even dishonest because they 
lower their eyes much faster. Finally, not only eye contact but also the pauses that are made 
are longer in German conversations. To Germans, a pause usually signals that the speaker is 
carefully thinking about what he or she wants to say. Americans, however, could feel 
uncomfortable with long German pauses.  
(415 words)  
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Task II 
You have achieved a certain insight into German-American differences now, so you decide to 
pass on your information to younger students, as they might be the ones taking part in the 
exchange program next. 
Use the information from the posters to produce a leaflet with frequently asked questions 
(FAQs) and provide the required answers and advice for traveling to the States. Work in your 
groups again. 
Example: 
- Do Americans speak foreign languages, especially German? 
The US is more insular than Europe, therefore Americans are not really often confronted with 
language barriers. Consequently, English skills are a basic requirement when traveling to the 
US. 

 

Task III: 
Assess your group work by answering the following questions: 
- How well did you work together in your group? 
- If you had to give your group a mark (ranging from 0 to 15 credit points just as in German 
school tests), which mark would you give to your group as a whole? 
- What worked well?  
- What could be improved in a future group work? 
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Quellen- und Literaturangaben 
Anregungen für die Texte teilweise aus dem "Handbook for Families Hosting German participants" des AFS 
(American Field Service) übernommen, abrufbar unter folgendem Link: http://www.schule-
bw.de/unterricht/faecher/englisch/mat-med/landeskunde/afs/ (29.08.2015) 

Hinweise zum Unterricht 
 

Inhalt/ Handlungen/ mögliche 
Handlungsprodukte 

Sozialform/ 
Methode 

Zeit-
bedarf 

Material Bemerkung 

Die Situation wird eingeführt. Lehrervortrag  5 Min. Situation   

Task I – part 1 
Die SuS erarbeiten in arbeitsteiliger 
Gruppenarbeit kulturelle Unterschiede 
zwischen den USA und Deutschland 
und erstellen dazu Poster. 

Gruppenarbeit 
(GA) 
arbeitsteilig 

 35 Min. Poster, Texte, 
Wörterbücher, PC mit 
Internetzugang 

Internetrecherche zu weiteren 
kulturellen Unterschieden und 
Stereotypen möglich. 
Alternative zur Internetrecherche: 
Vorgefertigte Ausdrucke (z. B. doggy 
bag, amerikanischer und deutscher 
Kühlschrank, Kokosnuss und Pfirsich), 
die unsortiert in einer Ecke des 
Klassenzimmers ausgelegt werden. 
Die Gruppen suchen sich dann die für 
sie passenden Bilder heraus. 

Task I – part 2 
Die SuS präsentieren und diskutieren 
ihre Ergebnisse im Plenum. 

Plenum 
 

45 Min. Poster Poster können fotografiert und 
abgedruckt verteilt werden. 

Task  II 
Die SuS erarbeiten in ihren 
Stammgruppen ein Leaflet mit FAQs 
und zugehörigen Hinweisen bzw. 
Hilfestellungen für die nachfolgenden 
Austauschgenerationen. 
 

GA 45 Min. Papier – Liste für FAQs 
PC 

Alternativ kann dieses Leaflet am PC 
gestaltet und individuell 
ausgeschmückt werden. 
Ausdruck der Ergebnisse und 
Verteilung an die SuS. 

Task III 
Die SuS evaluieren ihre Arbeit in den 
Gruppen. 

Einzelarbeit 
(EA) 

5 Min. Papier  

 

Anregung zum weiteren Lernen 
 

Beschäftigung mit deutsch-britischen Unterschieden, z. B. anhand von Kate Fox‘ Buch „Watching the English“.  

http://www.schule

