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Theoretical background 

• Intercultural Communication 

e.g., Spencer-Oatey (2008) 

• Internationalization of Higher Education: e.g., ‘The 

Chinese Learner’ (but wishing this area of literature was 

less focused on one nationality group) 

e.g., Clark & Gieve, 2006; Gu & Schweisfurth, 2006; Spencer-
Oatey & Xiong, 2006; Tian & Low, 2011; Wu & Hammond, 2011 

• Psychology of Learning: Scaffolding, Problem-
solving, Constructivist Learning 

e.g., Brunstein et al. (2009); Hmelo-Silver et al. (2007); Kirschner 
et al. (2006); Kuhn (2007) 



The broader study 

Broader project: Understanding students’ 
experiences of the MSc TESOL through 
examining 

 

• Expectations 

• Relevance 

• Impact 

 



Rationale 

• To develop a better understanding of our 
students’ experiences on the MSc TESOL 
programme 

 

• To investigate the connection or disconnect 
between teaching in a UK HE context and the 
home professional context of the students 

 

  To inform teaching practice  

 



Research questions 

 

• To what extent do students’ expectations of 
the modes of learning correspond to their 
actual experience? 

• What are students’ perspectives on directive 
and participatory modes of learning? 

• To what extent does cultural background play 
a role in these perspectives? 



Methods 

Expectations & 
Relevance: 

Questionnaire: 87 
students 

Focus groups: 7 (2x 
China; 1 Korea; 1 
Taiwan; 1 English 
speaking world; 1 non 
English speaking 
Europe; 1 Japan) 

 

Impact: 

Diaries: 9 x China; 3 x 
Japan; 1 x Indonesia; 2 
x Korea; 2 x UK; 4 x 
Greek; 1 x US 

9 weeks: February - 
April   



Focus group: Task relating to Modes of Learning 



Overview of Findings 

(1)Perspectives on Lectures vs. Workshops 

(2)“The Elephant in the Room” 
 

EPN = non-UK European 

ESW = UK & US 

CHN = Chinese 

JPN = Japanese 

KOR = Korean 

TWN = Taiwanese 

 



Perspectives on  
Lectures vs. Workshops 



Clarity  
vs.  

Doubt 



EPN-P2: ..I think that the group discussions help clarify what they 
actually told us in the lectures… 

 

TWN-P22:  …in group discussion what others said I always doubt 
whether what the students say is correct or not so I am really 
confused… 

 

KOR-P17: …I mean group discussion very often you know, we don’t 
have any conclusion that’s kind of make me frustrating… 

 

JPN-P23: it’s like we cannot make a conclusion just by discussion and 
we are not sure whether we are right or not so I think the lecture has 
a clear idea that we can gain from… 



 Safety or Uncertainty 



 

EPN-P1: ..you feel safer with teacher directed learning…you 
will definitely get something whereas with peer discussions 
it’s kind of, you might get something or you might not… 

 

TWN – P17: sometimes we feel confused about what to 
discuss … sometimes I feel confused if the answer is right or 
wrong, yeah I feel uncertain about what people say is it 
ok… 

 

 



Cognitive demands 



JPN-P25: Well, I think workshop style has more value if everything 
goes well, I mean if students prepare enough because in order to do 
discussion we have to not only to understand the content but we have 
to use the knowledge so I think it’s more cognitively demanding that’s 
why I think it has more value. 

 

ESW-P9: Because sometime in a group you don’t have much thinking 
time that’s kind of problem I have if you are in a group and someone 
asks you to do a task then you are like ‘Oh I need time to think about 
it’ and you just don’t feel, I feel a bit panicked. 

 

ESW-P7: It’s [lecture] just dalalah it’s just daydreaming. 



Learning as an individual  
vs.  

Co-constructing knowledge 



Learning as an individual 

 

TWN-P20: Because personally thinking I think I prefer 
individual learning. To digest the knowledge by myself and 
sometimes it’s difficult to have the knowledge from the 
peers… 



Co-constructing knowledge / gaining ‘a 
different kind of knowledge’ 

 

TWN-P20: but I think I also gain a lot from this kind of group 
discussion because you can kind of negotiate the meanings and gain 
different kind of knowledge from different people, different 
culture… 

 

CHN-P11: I think it’s [group work] quite useful and if you don’t 
understand what the people is talking you can interrupt he or she 
and just ask and so that we can get fully understanding of what she 
say this way also helps you to understand more about articles you 
should read 

 

  



Teacher as expert/guide 
vs.  

Support/scaffolding/tasks 
vs. 

‘sink or swim’ 



Teacher as an authority/guide 

EPN-P3: obviously the teacher is the authority… 

 

TWN-P19:  …I prefer the teacher guidance because I think 
well, I can get more information from the course… 

 

CHN-P10: we need a guider to guide us how to 
understand and to explain more to us 



Support/scaffolding/tasks 

• CHN2-P14: I think it’s [the balance between lectures 
and workshops] fine cause we, just like she said we get 
the general ideas and the basic theories about what we 
will discuss in our workshop … and then we have some 
several days to prepare, to do some more readings, to 
understand more detailed and carefully and we can 
discuss more about this topic in our workshop… tutors 
of the workshop need to explain them again during the 
workshop … I also hope that during the discussion of 
peers teachers can give more comments, more 
guidance I think is more helpful… 



Support/scaffolding/tasks 

KOR-P17: Before we doing some group work … we need some 
summarize or conceptions like some kind of explanation about what 
we are going to do because sometimes I mean very often I am kind 
of confused about the concept and ideas we are talking about and 
many times I feel like I am in the middle of the sea, you know swim 
in the middle of the sea because they just put me there just to find 
your way to swim out of the sea, that’s what I feel. 

 

ESW-P8: sometimes in group work you talk about the same things 
for five minutes and everybody is just saying the same thing and you 
are not really getting anywhere 



The ideal combination? 



Need more lectures 

 
EPN-P2: My feeling is that lectures are really short. I’m used to having 
lectures of 90 minutes… 

 

TWN-P22: What I mean is that I expect the teaching hours lecture is 
longer than discussion so I think one hour discussion I think is long 
enough for me and what I expect I want to receive more lecture. 

 

CHN-P10: I think maybe it should be a little more lectures at our 
programme because in each lecture the amount of information is so 
much and the points are so many and the explanation are not so 
much so we cannot fully understand it. 

 



Current balance is good 

 

CHN2-P15: I think this [the number of workshops] is enough 
and I think is very very helpful 



“the elephant in the room” 



The influence of the group on 
perceptions of group work 



ESW-P7: Ideally, I would prefer group work but a lot of my classmates don’t 
participate so therefore what’s the point of having a group, you know?  
 
EPN-P3: Peer discussion is a bit up in the air, a bit disorganised, maybe due to 
the very big cultural differences, also due to the fact that we have turntaking, 
who talks first, who talks next… 
 
TWN-P21: I think in some discussion group some students are not prepared 
for the discussion so the discussion will be silent and it’s not really good for 
learning 
 
CHN-P10: I think if we prepare well for the tasks that we will do, so it’s more 
beneficial for us in this way but if the person in the group are not prepared 
well or maybe they don’t read for the course maybe it’s not that efficient 
 
JPN-P26: It depends on how much I know the content and it depends on the 
group members… sometimes I’m very stress[ed] because other members 
didn’t prepare anything so the group discussion didn’t do progress so it 
depends on members, not on teacher…  



Attributions of group work 
success 



ESW: Lack of participation from Chinese 
students; cultural deferment from Chinese 
students; lack of linguistic confidence from 
Chinese students 

 

EPN: Lack of represented cultural diversity/ too 
much cultural diversity 

 

CH: Own lack of linguistic proficiency; own lack 
of preparedness; own lack of confidence 



Cultural assumptions? 



ESW-P5: I think the elephant in the room we are talking 
about here is the non-native speakers, they tend not to 
communicate and you find the native speakers are trying, 
are basically trying pushing along the discussion, the 
dialogue and it does get frustrating after a while. 
 
ESW-P12: I don’t think the elephant in the room is 
necessarily the nonnative speakers, it’s the Chinese 
students. 
… 
ESW-P8: it’s in their culture to not participate… 
 
ESW-P7: It’s more their style, the teacher directed. 
                



TWN-P22: With lecture I think I learn more 
compared with the workshop because our 
classmates most come from Asia so I would expect, 
I want to listen more like a western classmate’s 
educational system, educational curriculum. I would 
expect to hear that kind of different culture’s 
learning and that kind of thing. But I come here and 
I find that most of the students are Asian so  I 
compare with China, Japanese, Korean because all 
the Asians I find they are really similar so I don’t 
find any valuable information from them…    
             



Cultural or Linguistic?? 



ESW-P9: In one group I got us to draw lots because I 
was fed up with being the one to present. I said no, 
I said we’ll draw lots and I wrote ‘speak’ and ‘not 
speak’ or something and then this person ended up 
being me unfortunately, but why do they always 
look at me to do it? That’s not fair.       
          

ESW-P5: what I’m finding is that I’m forced to speak 
all the time, I find it quite awkward 

                 
            



ESW-P6: …it should be made clear that maybe no 
one is judging, some of them are not very confident 
about their English skills even though they speak 
perfectly fine in my opinion and they won’t speak 
just for that reason. For example I was working with 
one girl and we were doing a task and she had a lot 
of really good ideas but when it came to presenting 
she insisted that I present, because she said that 
her English wasn’t good enough but I really wanted 
her to present because they were her ideas but she 
wouldn’t do it…             
    



TWN-P18: I feel comfortable in both of the modes, for the lecture… 
I feel comfortable because all I have to do is to follow the logic and 
the presentation of the lectures and for workshop ones I feel 
comfortable because… I feel my group members are not really 
judging my English proficiency, they are trying to get what I am 
trying to say and I feel kind of excited to get all the ideas, different 
ideas. 

   

CHN-P11: With group work your speaking should be appropriate 
cos you… it’s kind of a social way, you have to focus… pay attention 
to your tongue or words… and maybe some people may be shy 
speaking in front of others… 

 

CHN-P15: I think my English is not so good so I do not feel so 
comfortable when I need to express myself in group work.  

                 
           



CHN-P14: Because as non-native speakers we sometimes don’t feel 
that confident when we express ourselves and so in peer discussion 
we are under more pressure. Though this is very helpful we are 
encouraged ourselves to learn more about this but I think myself I 
do feel more comfortable when I just listen when teachers talk. 

 

JPN-P26: I’m very scar[ed] to speak out in front of native speakers 
because I use wrong phrase or expression, so it’s really stressful for 
me  

 

CHN-P12: In workshop we can improve our confidence so that we 
feel more comfortable to talk about something with our classmates 
and also we can get approval from other students so that we can 
feel more comfortable to take part in such kind of activities.  

                 
           



Individual Differences 



CHN-P12: I am a little bit shy to speak to amount of 
people 

 

TWN-P20: During the group discussion I feel nervous 
when I try to speak out, to express my opinion because I 
am not sure if people will agree or disagree 

 

EPN-P1: I can understand that a lot of people might feel 
shy to ask a question or express their opinion, and 
generally the smaller the group the more confident one 
feels. 

                 
            



Reactions to cultural difference 



TWN-P20: I also gain a lot from this kind of 
group discussion because you can negotiate the 
meanings and gain different kind of knowledge 
from different people, different culture people..  

 

ESW-P7: How can you suddenly come to this 
context and change? It must have been so 
difficult, I totally understand that and… but it’s 
still frustrating for us because this course costs a 
lot of money…             
                 



ESW-P6: I feel bad sometimes because I always end up sitting with the 
same people, I always sit with either the native speakers or the, you 
know, the Europeans. 
 
ESW-P9: Yeah, I feel guilty about that too but then I think, well, I’ve got 
to get the best out of it for myself, I have been polite, I’ve tried and 
now I’m sorry I need to think about myself. 
 
ESW-P7: Yeah, that’s it, you automatically think about yourself and you 
just do it. 
 
ESW-P8: Absolutely. 
 
ESW-P9: At the beginning we were more flexible to move around, to 
make an effort, but then just seeing well it’s not changing so… 



Conclusions 
 
• Not much difference between groups which contrasts with 

some of the literature which juxtaposes cultural groups. 
One exception is the expectation of more ‘guidance’ from 
the Chinese students. 

• The pedagogical pendulum may have swung more towards 
participatory learning but this is not reflected in students’ 
perspectives (regardless of cultural background). 

• Attributions do vary across groups, especially regarding 
linguistic and cultural causes. 

• While a search of the literature search on aspects related to 
our topic reveals a very obvious singling out of ‘the Chinese 
learner’ as different, our findings question the validity of 
this distinction. 



Implications 
• A need for negotiation of principles and underlying 

philosophies 

• A need for better and deeper understanding of our students’ 
home context  

• A need to be explicit about the pedagogy behind the choice 
of modes of learning and active negotiation of expectations 

• A need for a better understanding of the relationship 
between linguistic proficiency, cognitive processes, cultural 
background and participation 

• A need to sensitize students to different cultures (bi-
directional) 

transformative internationalisation v symbolic 
internationalisation 
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