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 See our  website for tickets, location, directions, resources for teachers, and much more! 
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an original production 
 

created  in partnership with 
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and written by 

DC  young people, 
Patrick Crowley, 

and Discovery Theater 
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This guide is designed to help you 
and your students prepare for, 
enjoy, and discuss American 
Rice. It contains background, 

questions and activities. 
Appropriate for ages 7-14. 
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There’s an old saying: “You can’t tell a book by its cover.”  What do you think it means?  
 
It means that outward appearances are not a good guide  to what lies inside a person. Life 
would be a lot simpler if you could know what a person is thinking or feeling, what they’re good 
at, and how they will act, based purely on what they look like, or what language they speak, or 
other outward clues. That’s one reason why we come up with stereotypes  – shortcuts about 
people based on characteristics like skin color.  
 
The problem with stereotypes is that most of the time, they’re wrong.  For instance, what’s 
wrong with this statement?  
 

“Asian people have narrow eyes and yellow skin. The y’re quiet but smart.” 
 

First of all, Asia is huge.  The Asia Society lists more than 30 countries  as part of the Asia-
Pacific region, including nations such as Japan, China, India, and Iran. Sixty percent of the 
world’s population (nearly 4 billion people) lives in these countries. These citizens come from 
hundreds of ethnic groups. Their eyes may be narrow or round, their skin tones dark or light, 
their hair straight or curly. The history, language, customs, and religions of these countries, and 
even within each country, can be very different.  
 
When you add America to the experience,  things can get really wild. A Chinese-American 
teenager who grew up in China has very different experiences than one who has spent her 
whole life in the U.S.  A Vietnamese-American girl raised in Los Angeles leads a very different 
life from one living in the Maryland suburbs. And that narrow-eyed “Asian” kid sitting next to you 
in class might have been born and bred in Seattle. He and his parents might never have been 
out of the United States; the shape of his eyes could have been handed down from a great-
grandfather he never met.   
 
Finally, every human being who has ever lived is different f rom every other one.  If you 
have brothers or sisters, you know how different you can be from them – even though you share 
the same family, sometimes you don’t even seem to come from the same planet! Even twins 
aren’t carbon copies of each other.  
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With so many differences, it may seem that people have nothing at all in common. Of course, 
that’s not true. A person’s background is  important.  Where you grew up helps shape your 
view of the world.  What your family believes and how they behave may affect what you believe 
and how you behave. Everyone of us is a very different person – but we also share things with 
the people that are close to us.  
 
Human beings need to feel loved and accepted , to feel a connection to other people. Growing 
up within a culture, sharing its rich heritage  of music, foods, clothing, and customs with the 
people around you, is one of the strongest connections there is. When you celebrate a holiday 
with your family and friends in the same way you’ve always celebrated it, you feel a sense of 
rightness and belonging. When you understand what people expect of you at school, out 
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shopping, or when you’re out with your friends—because you’ve grown up with those 
expectations--you relax and feel secure.  
 
The problem is that the expectations vary  from one group to another. You may find yourself in 
a new country or even just a new school – and suddenly all the rules have changed.  The quiet 
behavior that was normal where you grew up may suddenly label you as “shy” or “stuck up.” Or 
it may be the other way around: maybe you were taught to speak up for yourself, or to laugh out 
loud when you’re having fun, but now everything thinks you’re noisy and rude. If you’re used to 
eating with certain utensils, you may make a mess when you first learn to use different ones. 
Everyone makes mistakes when they first learn a language – but when you do, people around 
you may laugh or get impatient.    
 
Learning your way around the new rules can be hard. You may feel alone, or like a freak. Even 
once you get the hang of things, you may still feel torn between two worlds.  You may be 
expected to behave one way at school, and another way at home.  Actually, growing up can 
be like moving into a new culture, bring a clash between the behavior and values of your 
friends and those your family expects.   
 
It might seem like the safe way to be happy in a new situation is to blend in with everyone else. 
Like it or not, however, you are different. We all are!  Like growing up, learning to live between 
cultures means finding your own way – becoming “your own person,” comfortable with 
who you are.  One way to do that is to make friends you can rely on, who see below the surface 
to what’s interesting and important about you. Another way to bridge the gap between 
cultures is to get creative!  
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There are lots of ways to be creative. You don’t have to 
paint like Michelangelo or sing like a rock star (though 
maybe you do). Some people have a talent for 
listening. Some people are good at organizing. Even 
math can be creative for some people! Every one of 
us has inborn talents  that make us happy when we 
use them and allow us to contribute to the world.  
 
One great thing about creativity is that it helps you 
express your feelings.  When you’re frustrated, doing 
something you enjoy and are good at can calm you 
down. When you’re happy, it can make you happier. 
Any time, it can help you dream!  
 
Creativity can also help build bridges between 
people and cultures.  Like the kids in American Rice, 
you can use your special talent to show other people 
what’s neat about your past – what’s interesting, 
different, and cool about you! 
 
Finally, creativity can be as simple – and as complex – 
as opening your mind to new experiences, or seeing 

Tap Into YOUR Own Special  
Creative Energy! 

 
1) Make a list of all the things you 
like best to do. 
 
2) For each one, write down what 
you love about it. Example: riding 
your bike – do you love the feeling 
of strength and power in your legs 
as you go faster and faster? Do 
you love the feeling of freedom and 
adventure as you explore new 
places?  
 
3) What common threads can 
you see? These are clues to 
where your special talents lie!  
 
4) What other things could  
you try  that would give you the 
same feeling of physical 
strength…or adventure…or 
whatever it is you love most?   



Discovery Theater presents American Rice 4 

everyday things with new eyes.  Let’s play a game: What would it mean if you saw a big pile of 
shoes just inside someone’s front door?  
 
It might mean the family is planning a yard sale. It might mean they just got new white carpets. 
Or it might mean the family is Japanese.  The Japanese traditionally switch from outdoor 
shoes to indoor slippers as soon as they go inside. This practice keeps the house cleaner and 
helps people shed their outside cares and feel more relaxed.      
 
Here’s another situation. Your family is always hugging and telling each other, “I love you.” Your 
friend thinks that’s weird. “My parents never tell me they love me,” she says. Does that mean 
they don’t? How else can you explain it?  
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Write down as many different descriptions as you can. How many can the class agree 
on? Are there some aspects of America that people see differently? Why do you think 
they have these different viewpoints?  

 
�����������	�  

Think back to the discussion above about removing shoes when you go inside, or 
whether people say, “I love you.” Have you ever been in a situation where you 
recognized a “culture clash”? Describe the situation. What are some possible 
explanations?  
 
Some examples:  
 
·  A woman and a man go up to each other and kiss each other on both cheeks. (Is it 

love – or just the traditional greeting in many European countries?) 
 
·  A group of girls at the mall are laughing, singing, and talking loudly. (Are they 

showing off – or is this the way they were taught to enjoy themselves?) 
 

�� 	!�������	!�"������	   

How are you like your parents? How are you different? How do you think they see your 
role in the family? How do you see it? Do you ever disagree? Why? How do you respond 
when you have a disagreement? What do you admire about your parents? What will you 
do differently when you have your own kids? 
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What makes you YOU?  
 
·  Make a shadow box, collage, or scrapbook filled with pictures, song or poems, and small 

objects that show what’s important to you.     
 
·  Write your full name down the side of a piece of paper. Next to each letter, write a word 

starting with that letter that describes a talent or some other good thing about you.  
 
·  Write a description of yourself five years from now. What do you do on a typical day? 

What do you enjoy? Where do you live? What problems have you solved? What have you 
accomplished? 

 
Display your creations…or keep them private,  whichever you prefer! 
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…or some other favorite grownup…about a time when he or she moved to a new place.  It 
could be from one country to another…or from state to state…or just to a new school. Ask: 

·  How old were you? 

·  Where had you lived before?  

·  Where did you move? Why? How long did you stay? 

·  Who went with you?  

·  What did you bring with you? What did you leave behind? 

·  How did you feel when you set foot in the new place for the first time? Were you scared? 
Happy? Worried?  

·  Did you get homesick?  

·  If you had bad feelings, was there someone or something that made you feel better about 
the situation? 

·  What did you notice that seemed new, funny, or strange?  

·  What did you miss most about the place you left? 

·  Did you change because of the move? How? What customs have you held on to from 
before the move, and what have you let go?  

·  What did you learn?  

·  What things do you have that bring back memories of the place you left and your arrival at 
the new place? Photos, tickets, letters, keepsakes? 

Write down your grown-up friend’s answers—or make a  poster to illustrate his or her 
experience. What struck you the most about the stor y? 
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Rice is a staple food in many Asian cultures  – but every Asian country has its own delicious 
ways of enjoying it. Plenty of other parts of the world do, too!  

 
·  Have a rice buffet.  Make up a batch of your family’s favorite rice dish  (or other favorite 

food, if you don’t eat rice) and bring it in to class. Make a sign for each dish listing its name, 
the ingredients and how it is made, and where your family got the recipe. Are there any 
family stories about the dish? Does it take a special kind of rice to make it?  

 
·  Before you dig in, number each dish. Vote to see which is the class favorite.     
 
·  Compile the recipes and stories into a class cookbook!   
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·  Food, Music, Family, and Fun:  In the library or on the internet, look up one of the countries 
that make up Asia. (See www.asiasource.org/profiles for one list). What is life like there? 
Look especially at favorite foods, music, family life, holidays, and what people do for fun.  
Give a report or make a poster about the country.  

·  Asian-American Achievers. Pick a well-known Asian-American and research his or her life 
and contributions. A list like that on falcon.jmu.edu/~ramseyil/asiabio.htm is a good place 
to start.  

·  The Secret Life of Rice.  Why do you think rice is a staple food in many Asian cultures? 
Look up how and where rice is grown and harvested. What are some of the different 
varieties, and why are they used? How many varieties can you find in your grocery store?�
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What is a proverb?  It’s an old saying that people use over and over again—like “Don’t count 
your chickens before they are hatched”—because it seems to sum up something true  about 
life or human nature. Often proverbs are shortcuts that give advice on how to behave.  
 
Because humans are such complicated creatures, proverbs can contradict each other. In 
English, some common proverbs are  
 
·  Haste makes waste.  
·  Slow and steady wins the race.  
·  Fools rush in where angels fear to tread.  
 
What advice do these sayings give about life?  
 
Now think about three other sayings: 
 
·  Don’t just stand there, do something! 
·  Lead, follow, or get out of the way. 
·  He who hesitates is lost.  
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These sayings seem to say exactly the opposite  of the first group. In some situations, one 
piece of advice could be good to follow; in some cases, the other might be better.       
 
Every culture has lots of proverbs. You can’t assume any single one reflects the ideas of an 
entire people. However, if your parents or others around you use the same proverb a lot, it can 
teach you something about their attitudes and opinions.  A Japanese girl remembers her 
parents always telling her that “the nail that sticks up gets hammered down” – in other words, 
that if she stood out from the crowd, she would probably regret it! In America, many parents 
might say the opposite – that “the squeaky wheel gets the grease.” In other words, you have to 
stand up for what you need, or you’ll be ignored. 
 
·  What sayings do you hear often? Write down several.  
 
·  Think about each one. Who says it? What does it really mean? What attitude towards life 

does it reveal? 
 
·  Do you think the saying is good advice? Why or why not?  
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How many nationalities are you? Ask your parents about all the countries that make up your 
heritage. For each nationality, Xerox a photograph of yourself and write on it your name and 
the name of the country. Put up a world map.  Tape up the photos around it and run a piece of 
yarn or string from the photo to the corresponding country. Have all your friends do the same 
thing. How many countries can you claim? What parts of thi s heritage do you see in 
yourself and your family – special foods, keepsakes , holidays, stories?   
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Cyana Cook (Assistant Director/Choreographer)  is half Chinese (her mother grew up in 
Hong Kong and came to the US on her own when she was 17 to go to college, and her father is 
a blend of Welsh and Native American)…Patricia Penn (Joanne)  was born in Washington, DC, 
and has moved between Maryland and Thailand her entire life. Her mother is from the 
Northeastern part of Thailand, bordering on Laos, and her father is part Caucasian American 
and part Native American. She is honored to be part of a show dealing with topics very near and 
dear to her heart!...Linden Tailor (Rodney)  was born in Washington state to Philippino parents. 
His last name, Tailor, came from his grandfather on his dad’s side. When he came to the U.S., 
he was allowed to change his last name—and since he was a tailor, he chose that!...Momo 
Nakamura (Somsong)  grew up in Japan and moved to the U.S. when she was 18. (She moved 
to Texas for a week, then moved to Towson, Maryland.) Her parents are still in Japan, and her 
husband is from Laos (his mother is Thai, his father is Chinese-Laotian)…Patrick Crowley 
(Writer/Editor, YPT)  was raised in Seattle, Washington. His ethnic background is primarily 
Welsh and Norwegian. Growing up in Seattle and currently living in Columbia Heights has 
ensured that Patrick has had the privilege of being immersed in various Asian cultures for as 
long as he can remember…Daniel Pinha (set designer)  was born and raised in Rio de Janeiro, 
Brazil. He moved to DC in 2006. His parents have Portuguese, Italian and Brazilian roots…Mio 
Hasegawa (costume designer)  is of Japanese heritage... Kathryn Pong (technical director) 
is an American born in New Jersey. Her Chinese father and Japanese/Okinawan mother were 
both raised in Hawaii!   
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The museum theater production American Rice  is part of Discovery Theater’s original series 
Between Heaven and Earth,  which explores Asian culture and the Asian-American experience. 
It is also the result of an exciting partnership between Discovery Theater and more than 100 DC 
public school students under the guidance of Young Playwrights’ Theater (YPT). Working with 
YPT artists and educators, students of all ages from the Washington-area community group 
Asian American Leadership, Empowerment and Development (AALEAD) and 10th- through 
12th-graders at Bell Multicultural High School and Wilson High School (many of whom come 
from, or have parents who come from, Asia) drew on their experiences and imaginations to 
compose monologues, dialogues, scenes, poems, and songs. Their writings became the basis 
of American Rice.  

Funded by the Smithsonian Women’s Committee, American Rice is the third Discovery 
Theater production to be written by kids, with the guidance of some extremely talented artists. 
(The other shows were African Roots / Latino Soul, developed in partnership with YPT and 
The Smithsonian Latino Center, and Retratos:  Portraits of our World,  developed with YPT 
and the National Portrait Gallery in conjunction with the traveling exhibition Retratos: 2,000 
Years of Latin American Portraits .)  
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YOUNG PLAYWRIGHTS ’ THEATER (www.yptdc.org) – Founded 
in 1995 by award-winning playwright Karen Zacarias, Young 
Playwrights’ Theater (YPT) �teaches students throughout the DC 
metro area to express themselves clearly and creatively through the 
art of playwriting. As the only professional theater in Washington 
dedicated entirely to arts education, YPT uses interactive in-school 
and after-school programs and collaborative projects to advance 
student literacy, creative expression, communication, and conflict 
resolution while developing a new generation of playwrights whose 

views are traditionally underrepresented in the theater and in the community. YPT connects 
students, teachers, families, actors, playwrights and professional theaters in order to create 
plays that reflect the intimate voices of their communities, with a particular focus on the diverse 
voices that make up the American experience. Through the DC Public Schools, YPT works with 
students who are ethnically diverse and chronically under-served, primarily in the Latino and 
African American communities of Columbia Heights, Mt. Pleasant, and Adams Morgan 
neighborhoods. YPT strives to be a driving force in arts education nationally as well, leading the 
field with innovative arts-integrated and standards-based programs that engage students in an 
artistic process while truly enhancing their education. 

As YPT seeks to nurture a new generation of writers, three core programs offer DC 
students the opportunity to share their words with the world: the In-School Playwriting Program, 
which enhances student literacy, creative expression and collaboration through the art of 
playwriting; the After-School Playwriting Program, aimed at strengthening students’ community 
engagement, collaboration, and conflict resolution by exploring a theatrical process as an 
ensemble; and the Express Tour, a professional tour of plays written by young people that 
shares the work of young playwrights with their greater community in order to create a dialogue 
that can engage, entertain, and educate, reaching approximately 5,000 students and adults 
annually. YPT has also recently expanded its programming beyond the classroom, 
implementing a Summer Playwriting Series, presenting its new monthly play-reading series New 
Writers Now! to share student work with the community, expanding its offices to include a studio 
space for its new Young Playwrights’ Workshop, and collaborating with the Kennedy Center, the 
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White House Historical Association and the Smithsonian Institution to create opportunities to 
showcase full-length plays by DC students for local and national audiences. YPT has won 
national and international recognition through educational grants, features in the media, and 
multiple awards, including the 2006 Mayor's Arts Award for Outstanding Contribution to Arts 
Education. 

 
THE SMITHSONIAN WOMEN’S COMMITTEE was founded in 1966 by Mary Ripley, wife of 
Smithsonian Secretary S. Dillon Ripley, to advance the interests of the Smithsonian Institution 
through fundraising activities and special projects. Since 1983, the committee's most important 
fundraiser, the Smithsonian Craft Show, has established its reputation as the nation's premier 
juried exhibition and sale promoting excellence in American crafts. Since its founding, the 
Smithsonian Women's Committee has raised over $6 million for the benefit of educational, 
outreach, and research programs within the Smithsonian Institution. 
 
DISCOVERY THEATER (www.DiscoveryTheater.org), the 
Smithsonian Institution’s theater for children,  is 
dedicated to offering the best in live educational performing 
arts for young people. Each year, more than 50,000 children 
and their adults visit Discovery Theater on the National Mall 
to explore American history and cultures, folk tales from 
around the world, and exciting, accessible science and math 
programs. Discovery Theater performances unite ideologies, 
enact themes that reflect the diversity of its audiences, open 
avenues of self-reflection, and offer an enjoyable means for parents and teachers to 
demonstrate life's lessons. American Rice is just one of several recent collaborations between 
Discovery Theater and distinguished partners such as the Library of Congress, the United 
States Holocaust Memorial Museum, the Lemelson Center for Study of Invention and 
Innovation, and America’s Jazz Heritage, A Partnership of the Lila Wallace–Reader’s Digest 
Fund and the Smithsonian Institution.  

 Discovery Theater’s new specially-designed performance space is located next to the 
Smithsonian Castle, in the S. Dillon Ripley Center—the Smithsonian’s underground learning 
center with classrooms, lecture halls, artists’ studios and more. Favorite DT programs also tour 
schools and museums, while our partnership with Round House Theater in Silver Spring, MD 
means that DT’s special brand of educational entertainment for kids is more widely available 
than ever before. For details, call 202-357-1500 or see www.DiscoveryTheater.org. 

�
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Culture —the art, customs, beliefs and so on shared by a particular group of people  

Descent – family background  

Generation –  the group of human beings all born about the same time. Your parents are one 
generation, you and your classmates are the next generation, and your children will be a third 
generation.  

Heritage – to cast or record the votes of a body of people 

Stereotype – a standard, oversimplified opinion about some thing or group 

Staple – something that a person or group uses, needs, or enjoys constantly; can be a noun 
(“rice is a staple of many diets”) or an adjective (“rice is a staple food”).   
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·  American Dragons: Twenty-five Asian American Voices , by Laurence Yep. Stories, 
poems document the experience of Asian-Americans growing up between two cultures.  

 
·  Bat 6, by Virginia Euwer Wolff. In this unusual novel set in Oregon just after WWII, 21 

different characters take turns telling the story of a fateful 6th-grade girls’ softball rivalry, 
where the opposing teams include Japanese-American Aki, fresh from an internment 
camp, and Shazam, whose father was killed at Pearl Harbor. Ages 9-12.  

 
·  www.infoplease.com/spot/asianhistory1.html/  -- this Asian-American history site 

features timelines, quizzes, country profiles, and yummy info on food!  
 

·  teenlink.nypl.org/MoreBooks.cfm/  -- click on “East Meets West” for a list of young-
adult books on the Asian-American experience, recommended by the librarians of the 
New York Public Library.  

 
·  kids.nypl.org/reading/recommended.cfm/  -- recommended reading lists for children 

compiled by the New York Public Library. Includes lists of books on South and 
Southeast Asia and books for Asian Pacific American Heritage Month.  

   
·  www.askasia.org  -- the Asia Society’s discovery page - fun stuff for kids, students, and 

teachers, covering a broad range of Asian cultures.  

·  www.asiasource.org/profiles  -- regional and country profiles, again from the Asia 
Society.  

·  As part of the Embassy of Japan, the Japanese Information and Culture Center 
(JICC) exists to share information about Japanese culture. For a list of educational 
resources, see www.us.emb-japan.go.jp/jicc/services.htm, or download a teacher’s 
guide at www.us.emb-japan.go.jp/jicc/Teacher%20Information.p df.   

·  The Smithsonian’s Freer and Sackler Galleries  explore Asian art and craft  through 
group tours, teacher events, online guides, materials to order, and more! Check out the 
goodies at their website, www.asia.si.edu/education/teachers.htm.  


