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ABESTRACT 
Academic cultures in distance might occur in the setting where EFL students and 

native English-speaking teachers with different cultural expectations/preferences 
toward learning and teaching encounter. This study aimed to investigate if there were 
mismatches between Taiwanese students’ learning expectations/preferences and their 
American teacher’s teaching content/way in one English speaking course. It further 
explored how those Taiwanese students and their American teacher adjusted 
themselves to the cultural differences. Thirty-seven Taiwanese English-major students 
and one male American teacher in one institute of technology of central Taiwan were 
the participants. Questionnaires and interviews were conducted to the students for a 
better understanding of their encounter with the American teacher. The American 
teacher was also interviewed for exploring his perceptions about Taiwanese students’ 
culture of learning.  

The results of this research yielded positive evidence that academic cultures in 
distance between Taiwanese students and their American teacher existed in the EFL 
classroom. Significant differences could be found between Taiwanese students’ 
expectations/preferences and their learning experiences concerning their American 
teacher’s teaching content and instructional way. Culture seemed to be the factor 
causing those differences. However, personal factors could not be ignored. For 
instance, on the contrary to the general impression about the American teacher, the 
American teacher in this study was considered serious by his Taiwanese students due 
to his personality and working experiences in the military. Lastly, certain 
learning/teaching strategies related to students’/the teacher’s adjustments to each other 
were identified. For example, the American teacher became more encouraging and 
less aggressive in pushing students to talk in class. Taiwanese students, in the 
meanwhile, managed to become more active in the classroom participation. Based on 
the findings, this study calls for a need of understanding and respecting for both 
Taiwanese and American culture of learning/teaching. Thus, this study provides not 
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only a framework for understanding Taiwanese students’ culture of learning, but also 
useful suggestions for education in the field of TESL as well as in cross-cultural 
studies.   
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Introduction 
Learning preferences tend to vary with cultures. Students from different cultures 

might exhibit different learning styles and prefer different learning approaches due to 
distinct cultural influences and social effects (Park, 2000; Richardson, 1994). The conflict 
caused by the distance in culture may affect learners’ learning attitudes. Negative attitudes 
toward language learning can reduce learners’ motivation, eventually prohibiting affective 
language learning. Thus, it is important for a teacher to examine the attitudes of his or her 
pupils’ (Oxford, 2001). Delpit (1995) also articulated how the culture of power in today’s 
classrooms is a reflection of the cultural themes accepted in the larger mainstream society.  

Recent studies in English teaching have put more emphasis on the need to understand 
language learners’ emotions, interests, motivation, and needs. These factors listed above 
have been taken as requirements for getting better understanding of the cultural and 
linguistic differences (Norton-Peirce & Toohey 2001; New London Group 1996). 
Additionally, a large number of books have been published regarding the ways in which 
culture influences thoughts and behaviors (Brislin, 1993; Gudykunst,1994). These 
publications have pointed out a wide range of perspectives on the influences of different 
cultures on thinking and behaviors.  

Byram and Morgan (1994) argued that second language learners enter the second 
language classroom with their own native cultures, which are already a part of themselves. It 
is impossible that L2 learners can simply get rid of their own cultures when they are learning 
the L2 and L2 cultures. L2 learners are essentially bonded with their native cultures. 
Therefore, Byram and Morgan (1994) suggested the need for L2 learners to confront their 
own cultures. Byram and Morgan (1994, p. 44) explained, “Learners need to become aware 
of their own cultural schemata in order to effect an acknowledgement of those of a different 
culture.” Similarly, Kramsch (1993) emphasized the significance of the role of L1 cultures in 
the L2 classroom. She argued that due to the fact that L2 learners’ worldviews, values, beliefs, 
and assumptions are bounded and affected by their L1 cultures, their understanding of L2 
cultures will be more or less influenced. Consequently, it will affect L2 learners’ second 
language acquisition as well.  

Consequently, researchers argued for the importance of recognizing ESL/EFL 
students’ learning expectations and preferences. First, researchers emphasized that 
both teachers and students have their own cultural expectations toward what is good 
learning and teaching in the ESL/EFL classroom. Cultural expectations affect how 
both teachers and students evaluate each other’s performance (Chen, 2006; Cortazzi 
& Jin, 1998 & 1999; Lin, 2008). In addition, researchers also argued that teachers 
need to be aware of their students’ learning preferences for facilitating both teaching 
and learning (Barkhuizen, 1998; Rasekh & Valizadeh, 2004; Spratt, 1999).  
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Statement of the Problem 
The academic cultural distance between teachers and students in an EFL setting 

is important for language teachers to recognize since different cultures might lead to 
different cultural values and expectations. Many researchers have explored Asian 
students’ adjustments in the oversea academic setting (Kambutu1 & Nganga, 2008; 
Lin, 2008). However, few studies have focused on EFL Taiwanese students’ cultural 
barriers to language learning in the EFL classroom in Taiwan, not to mention that 
little research has been conducted to explore the differences between Taiwanese 
students’ learning expectations/preferences, and their native English-speaking 
teachers’ teaching content and instructional way. 
 
Purpose of the Study 

This study aimed to investigate the differences between Taiwanese students’ 
expectations toward the teaching content and what they were really taught in one 
American teacher’s speaking course. It further explored if the way of instruction 
Taiwanese students preferred matched their learning experiences in one American 
teacher’s speaking course. Lastly, the study examined how both Taiwanese students 
and their American teacher adjusted to each other.    

It is hoped that this study could provide useful insights for ESL/EFL learners or 
teachers, not only in language learning or teaching, but also in other aspects, such as 
cross-cultural adjustment and cultural learning. Therefore, the findings may help the 
native English-speaking teachers better understand their Taiwanese students’ needs, 
and also give Taiwanese students some useful and positive concepts toward their 
foreign teachers. The mutual understanding and respect for both cultures may 
facilitate both teaching and learning.  
 
Research Questions 
1. What were Taiwanese college students’ perceived differences between their 

expectations and experiences concerning their American teacher’s teaching 
content in one English speaking course? 

2. What were Taiwanese college students’ perceived differences between their 
preferences and experiences concerning the way of their American teacher’s 
instruction in one English speaking course? 

3. How did Taiwanese college students and their American teacher adjust to each 
other in one English speaking course? 
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Literature Review 
Numerous studies point out the existence of cultural obstacles in the academic setting 

consisting of two main roles---native English-speaking teachers and ESL/EFL students, both 
with different cultural backgrounds (Coelho, 1998; Cortazzi & Jin, 1998 & 1999; Han, 2005; 
Hofstede, 1990; Lin, 2008; Palfreyman & Smith, 2003; Scollon, 1999). Scollon (1999) 
conducted a study in one Hong Kong institution where Western foreign teachers were 
teaching a class of EFL Chinese students. She found that culture played a key role in affecting 
the views of the goals of education in Chinese and Western classrooms, and that shaped the 
behaviors of students and teachers. In other words, the differences between Chinese students’ 
and their Western foreign teachers’ behaviors and expectations in the classroom resulted from 
their different cultural philosophy. For example, affected by traditional Chinese culture — 
Confucian thinking - Hong Kong students were concerned more with the consequences of 
their efforts, especially their grades, and expressed little interest in getting at the truth 
(Scollon, 1999). On the contrary, their Western teachers, influenced by Western cultures of 
Socratic thinking, were unaccustomed to this kind of thinking. Teachers sometimes even 
suspected that every thing Hong Kong students did in class was simply for getting good 
grades (Scollon, 1999).  

In addition, negative attitudes toward language learning not only reduce learners’ 
motivation but also prohibit effective language learning, where positive attitudes can 
do the opposite. Thus, it is crucial for a teacher to examine the attitudes of his or her 
pupils’ (Oxford, 2001). Cortazzi and Jin (1998) first proposed the concept of culture 
of learning. They pointed out some traits regarding Chinese students’ culture of 
learning, such as passive in expressing opinions or asking questions, caring about the 
face issue and group harmony. They emphasized the culture of learning might affect 
Taiwanese students’ attitudes/beliefs about learning and teaching in the classroom, 
thus should not be ignored. 
 Lin (2008) first mentioned the term of academic cultures in distance. In his 
research conducted at Penn State University in the U.S., he concluded that Taiwanese 
students’ attitudes/beliefs about learning and teaching might not match their 
experiences in American classrooms. In addition, five issues related to cultures were 
identified as the key factors causing the academic cultures in distance between 
Taiwanese students and their American teachers: authority in power, learner autonomy, 
the power issue, the face issue, and group harmony. 

Lastly, researchers argued that both teachers and students have their cultural 
expectations/preferences toward what is good learning and teaching in the EFL setting. 
To put it more precisely, EFL teachers and students have their own cultural 
expectations/preferences toward the teaching content/approaches/activities in the 
classroom. For instance, Taiwanese students prefer teacher-centered approaches while 
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Western teachers might focus on learner-centered approaches. Consequently, 
researchers suggested that teachers be aware of their students’ learning 
expectations/preferences in order to facilitate both teaching and learning (Barkhuizen, 
1998; Chen, 2006; Cortazzi & Jin, 1998 & 1999; Lin, 2008; Rasekh & Valizadeh, 
2004; Spratt, 1999). 
 
 
 

Methodology 
Participants 

The target participants of this study were 37 Taiwanese English-major 
sophomores and one male American teacher in one English speaking course from an 
institute of technology in Taichung, Taiwan. The length of the speaking course was 
two hours each week for totally two semesters. The male American teacher has taught 
English in Taiwan at least 5 years with two-year experiences in an institute of 
technology. He has a master degree in International Business, and used to work as an 
engineer in the U.S. He also served in U.S. army and air force for years. 

 
 

Procedures of the Study 
Questionnaires and interviews were conducted to the students for a better 

understanding of their cross-cultural encounter with the American teacher in the 
classroom. The American teacher was also interviewed for the purpose of exploring 
his perceptions about Taiwanese students’ culture of learning. The procedure of the 
experiment is illustrated in a flowchart (Figure 1). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

 

One English Speaking Course 
for two semesters 

Interviews Questionnaire 
 

  
 

7

 

 

 

 Thirty-seven 
Taiwanese college 
students 

 One American 
teacher 

 Three Taiwanese 
college students 

 Data collection 

 
Data analysis  

 
 
Figure 1. The Flow Chart of the Study Procedures 
 
 
Data Collection  

A self-made questionnaire was mainly derived from research papers of Hung, 
Sharpio & Wang (2007) and Lin (2007), and distributed to the students in the end of 
the second semester. The survey took about 20 minutes and was completed during 
class time. The return rate of the questionnaires was 100%. The questionnaire aimed 
to explore Taiwanese students’ perceived differences between their 
expectations/preferences and learning experiences regarding two aspects: their 
American teacher’s teaching content and instructional way.     

Following the survey, three randomly selected students and the American 
teacher were interviewed for exploring their perceptions toward each other. The first 
interview was face-to-face, and each took approximately two hours. Following-up 
interviews were conducted by email or phone. A tape recorder was used during the 
face-to-face interview, and functioned as a technique of member checking. This 
member checking ensured the precision of the data analysis, and also excluded those 
uncomfortable materials of the results for the participants. 
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Data Analysis  

SPSS 13.0 was adopted to analyze the quantitative data in this study. Also, for 
the part of the questionnaire, descriptive analysis, paired sample statistics, and paired 
sample T-test were used for data processing and analysis. As for the part of the 
interview, all the data was analyzed deeply and grounded into several categories based 
on the shared features. 

 
Results 

 
The Results of the Questionnaire 
 
Table 1  
Results of the Questionnaire Reliability 

  
Cronbach's 

alpha 
Number 
of items 

Taiwanese students' expectations toward their American 
teacher’s teaching content 

 
.909 

 
18 

Taiwanese students' experiences concerning their American 
teacher’s teaching content 

 
.849 

 
18 

Taiwanese students' preferences of instructional way .893 18 
Taiwanese students' experiences concerning their American 
teacher’s instructional way 

 
.909 

 
18 

 
The results of reliability of the four questionnaires are shown in Table 1, 

suggesting a good reliability of all questionnaire items. 
 

 
Table 2  
Results of Paired Sample T-test of Major Domains 
    Paired  Differences 

  
M SD n

M 
(Exp-S) SD t Sig. 

Students’ expectations 4.22 50 37     
Teaching Content 

Students’ experiences 3.61 .46 37 -.61 .63 -5.94 .00** 
Students’ preferences 3.94 .56 37     Instructional 

Way Students’ experiences 3.23 .65 37 -.75 .77 -5.57 .00** 

Note. *P <.05, two-tailed. **P < .01, two-tailed. 
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As shown in Table 2, significant differences existed between Taiwanese students’ 
expectations and their experiences concerning their American teacher’s teaching 
content( S mean = 4.22, NET mean = 3.61, Sig. = .000). It was obvious that 
Taiwanese students’ expectations about the teaching content did not match what they 
really encountered in their American teacher’s course since Taiwanese students’ 
expectations are higher than their learning experiences. It was implied that what 
Taiwanese students learned from their American teacher did not satisfy their needs. 
Additionally, there are significant differences between Taiwanese college students’ 
preferences and their experiences concerning the way of their American teacher’s 
instruction(S mean = 3.94, NET mean = 3.23, Sig. = .000). The result implied that 
what Taiwanese students encountered in the classroom also mismatched their 
preferences regarding the way of instruction. 

 
Table 3  
Results of Paired Sample T-test of Items of Teaching Content 

   Paired  Differences  
 

      M n 
M 

(Exp-SE) S D t Sig.  

1Abundant vocabulary 
Exp1 

SE1 
3.97
4.49

37 
37 

-.51 
1.17 -2.67 .01* 

2.Clear pronunciation 
ExpT2 

SE2 
4.03
4.73

37 
37 

-.70 
.66 -6.47 .00** 

3.English grammar 
Exp3 

SE3 
3.84
4.46

37 
37 

-.62 
1.08 -3.47 .00** 

4.Knowledge application 
ability 

Exp4 

SE4 
2.65
3.76

37 
37 

-1.11 
1.24 -5.43 .00** 

5.Oral expression ability 
Exp5 

SE5 
3.70
4.54

37 
37 

-.84 
1.01 -5.03 .00** 

6.English writing skill 
Exp6 

SE6 
4.46
4.38

37 
37 

.08 
.924 .53 .60 

7.English listening ability 
Exp7 

SE7 
4.16
4.35

37 
37 

-.19 
1.31 -.88 .39 

8.Learn from error ability 
Exp8 

SE8 
3.62
4.27

37 
37 

-.65 
1.03 -3.82 .00** 

9.Critical thinking ability 
Exp9 

SE9 
3.49
4.14

37 
37 

-.65 
1.09 -3.63 .00** 

10.English reading ability Exp10 3.16 37 -1.19 1.39 -5.20 .00** 
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SE10 4.35 37 
11.English 

communication 
ability 

Exp11 

SE11 
2.51
3.19

37 
37 

-.68 
1.41 -2.90 .01* 

12.Imitation ability 
Exp12 

SE12 
2.81
3.22

37 
37 

-.41 
1.30 -1.90 .05* 

13.American cultural 
knowledge 

Exp13 

SE13 
3.27
3.92

37 
37 

-.65 
1.20 -3.27 .00** 

14.Professional technique 
Exp14 

SE14 
3.68
4.41

37 
37 

-.73 
1.10 -4.05 .00** 

15.Good grade 
Exp15 

SE15 
4.08
4.43

37 
37 

-.35 
.98 -2.19 .04* 

16.Western literature 
Exp16 

SE16 
4.03
4.62

37 
37 

-.60 
.93 -3.90 .00** 

17.Modern Technology 
knowledge 

Exp17 

SE17 
3.84
4.35

37 
37 

-.51 
.96 -2.67 .00** 

18.Computer application 
ability 

Exp18 

SE18 
2.95
4.38

37 
37 

-1.43 
1.24 -6.47 .00** 

Note. *P <.05, two-tailed. **P < .01, two-tailed. Exp refers to Taiwanese students’ learning experiences. 

SE refers to Taiwanese students’ learning expectations.  

 

Table 3 presents the results of paired differences of all 18 items between Taiwanese 
students’ expectations and their experiences concerning the teaching content. 
Significant differences obviously existed among most items. The result of Item 2 
(clear pronunciation) should be noticed. Since significant differences were found in 
Item 2, it was implied that the American teacher’s pronunciation instruction did not 
meet Taiwanese students’ expectations. Additionally, differences could not be found in 
Item 6 (English writing skill) and Item 7 (English listening ability), indicating that 
what Taiwan students expected to learn about English writing and listening matched 
what they were taught in this English speaking course.  
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Table 4  
Results of Paired Sample T-test of Items of Instructional Way 

      Paired  Differences  
     

M n 
M 

(Exp-SP) S D t Sig.  
1.The teacher is humorous Exp1 

SP1 
2.89 
4.41 

37 
37 -1.51 1.28 -7.18 .00** 

2. The teacher gives students 
enough time to think and 
answer questions. 

Exp 2 

SP2 
3.76 
4.35 

37 
37 

-.60 1.17 -3.10 .00** 
3.The teacher encourages 
students to ask questions 
actively 

Exp 3 

SP3 
3.62 
3.38 

37
37

.24 1.55 .95 .35 
4.The teacher encourages 
students to answer questions 
actively 

Exp 4 

SP4 
3.97 
3.84 

37
37

.14 1.48 .56 .58 
5.The teacher adjusts his 
teaching way for students’ 
need 

Exp 5 

SP5 
2.95 
4.30 

37
37

-1.40 1.36 -6.05 .00** 
6.Students are the center in the 
class 

Exp 6 

SP6 
3.16 
4.30 

37
37 -1.14 1.13 -6.09 .00** 

7.The teacher gives lecture in 
class 

Exp 7 

SP7 
2.97 
3.51 

37
37 -.54 3.68 -.89 .38 

8.The teacher is friendly and 
approachable 

Exp 8 

SP8 
2.89 
4.54 

37
37 -1.65 1.18 -8.47 .00** 

9.The teacher has interaction 
with students in class 

Exp 9 

SP9 
3.51 
3.84 

37
37 -.32 1.56 -1.26 .22 

10.The teacher encourages 
students to take part in 
class activities 

Exp 10 

SP10 
3.59 
3.92 

37
37

-.32 1.55 -1.28 .21 
11.The teacher makes students 

have the group discussion  

Exp 11 

SP11 
2.97 
4.19 

37
37 -1.22 1.44 -5.10 .00** 

12.The teacher gives summary 
after the group discussion 

Exp 12 

SP12 
3.05 
4.19 

37
37 -1.14 .91 -7.52 .00** 

13.The teacher’s teaching 
method is variable and 
flexible 

Exp 13 

SP13 
2.97 
4.43 

37
37

-1.50 1.15 -7.75 .00** 
14.The teacher has solid course Exp 14 2.89 37 -.54 1.56 -2.11 .04* 



SP14 designs/plans and carry them 
out seriously  

3.43 37

37
37 -.65 1.40 -2.82 

15.The teacher encourages 
students to speak in class 

3.54 Exp 15 

SP15 4.19 .01* 
37
37 -1.73 1.15 -9.18 

16.The teacher has empathy for 
students 

2.89 Exp 16 

SP16 4.62 .00** 
37
37

1.27 1.77 
4.36 

17.The teacher is serious and 
authoritative 

3.59 Exp 17 

SP17 2.32 .00** 
37
37

-.38 1.52 
-1.52 

18.The teacher teaches English 
grammar in details 

2.95 Exp 18 

SP18 3.32 .14 
Note. *P <..05, two-tailed. **P < .01, two-tailed. Exp refers to Taiwanese students’ learning 

experiences. SP refers to Taiwanese students’ learning preferences. 

 
Table 4 presents the results of the paired differences of all 18 items between 

Taiwanese students’ preferences and their experiences concerning the instructional 
way. Significant differences could be found among most items. However, the results 
of several items should be noticed. First, since there are significant differences in Item 
1 (the teacher is humorous), Item 8 (the teacher is friendly and approachable) and 
Item 17 (the teacher is serious and authoritative), it was implied that the American 
teacher was less humorous, friendly, and approachable than Taiwanese students 
expected. In other words, the Americana teacher was more serious and authoritative 
than students expected. This finding was contrary to general impression about native 
English-speaking teachers. Additionally, since significant differences could be found 
in Item 5 concerning the teacher’s change based on students’ needs, it was implied 
that Taiwanese students perceived that their American teacher did not change based 
on students’ needs.  

No significant differences could be found in Item 3 (The teacher encourages 
students to ask questions actively), Item 4 (The teacher encourages students to answer 
questions actively), Item 7 (The teacher gives lecture in class), Item 9 (The teacher 
has interaction with students in class), Item 10 (The teacher encourages students to 
take part in class activities), and Item 18 (The teacher teaches English grammar), 
indicating that the way of the American teacher’s instruction approximately matched 
Taiwanese students’ preferences in the following aspects: encouraging students to 
ask/answer questions and participate in class, having interaction with students, and 
giving lectures or teaching grammar in class. 
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The Findings of the Interviews 
   
The Interview with the American Teacher 

The American teacher has an undergraduate and also master degree in 
International Business. Before he came to Taiwan to teach English, he had different 
working experiences. First, he used to serve in the army and air force for years. This 
military experience affects his personality as he mentioned in the interview. He also 
believes that young people should serve in the army so they could learn how to work 
together as a team and get things done together. The last five years he taught as an 
International business instructor at one university, as well as an English conversation 
and business conversation teacher at an institute of technology in Taiwan. In his own 
words, he is a “traditional, conservative and hard-working” person. He is also quite 
confident in his own ability, especially in teaching vocabulary. He emphasized that he 
could be one of the best foreign teachers in Taiwan if he could find a full-time job in 
college. He also thought Taiwanese college students are “socially immature” since 
they spent too much time learning and studying. 

Below is the description of interviews with the American teacher. 
 

Interview Question 1 
What were your expectations about Taiwanese students’ learning before you came to 
Taiwan?  

The American teacher, Andy, emphasized that he expected Taiwanese students 
were hard-working and good at communicating with teachers in class before he 
began teaching in Taiwan. He explained 

 
Before I came to Taiwan, I had taught Korean students at the language center in 
Seattle. There are many Asians there. In the Asian group in my life there, I like 
Taiwanese people most. Taiwanese people are, you know, many people think 
like Japanese, but Japanese are too properness actually… I think the social 
culture in Taiwan is similar with American; Taiwanese students can 
communicate with teachers well and ask questions easily…The percent of 
university students in Taiwan is really higher than in America, so I also assume 
that Taiwanese students study hard in class (Andy, January 18, 2009). 

 
Interview Question 2 
What are the communication problems between you and your Taiwanese students?  

The American teacher, Andy, expressed that the misunderstanding is the main  
communication problem between him and his Taiwanese students. Also, he tried to 



  
 

14

make the clear directions for his students. He explained 
 

Um… sometimes. You know one thing I make my students every week, I 
would tell them to pick some subjects from newspapers or issues. Each time, I 
will choose five topics for them to choose. They have to prepare a short 
presentation for the topic they chose next week. But maybe they are too shy to 
ask questions, they misunderstand my homework often … I explain more, they 
could misunderstand more ... For giving clear instructions, I will write down 
the instructions or directions on the whiteboard (Andy, January 18, 2009). 

 
Interview Question 3 
What are Taiwanese students’ learning attitudes/styles/strategies?  

The American teacher mentioned that his Taiwanese students seemed always 
learning English with note taking. He mentioned 

 
I know the students are very good at note taking. I feel they enjoy taking notes. 
Also, they are good at using keywords to memorize… In Taiwan, even the very 
young kids in elementary school, they also try to take a note, that’s really a 
special culture (Andy, January 18, 2009). 

 
Interview Question 4 
What are the strengths/weaknesses of your Taiwanese students?  

The American teacher seemed to care about his students’ giggling by mentioning 
 

Their giggling. I have no idea what they are giggling about. They are probably 
not about me, but I lose my comfort. I usually let it pass, if they do that again 
and again, I would tell them I’ll fail them and make them stop it (Andy, 
January 18, 2009). 

 
Interview Question 5 
What are the differences or similarities between Taiwanese and American students 
in terms of their learning attitudes/styles/strategies?  

Andy mentioned the differences between Taiwanese students and American 
students. In his opinion, Taiwanese students lack in the ability of critical thinking, 
although they can learn well in Taiwan. He mentioned 

 
For sure. You know what I think is that Taiwanese students only can learn one 
way, but Americans can learn different ways. For example, our professors in 
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American focus on how to answer the question; but Taiwanese student only 
focus on what the answer is… The most important thing in learning should be 
the process of answering the questions (Andy, January 18, 2009). 

 
Interview Question 6 
Among various English teaching strategies/methods, which one do you think is the 
most suitable for your Taiwanese students?  

Andy considered role play as one of the most suitable activities for his 
Taiwanese students. He explained 

 
Well, actually I don’t have a lot of time for students doing activities in this 
conversation class. If I have enough time, I’d like to make students in groups 
and do role play. They always can present very well through role play (Andy, 
January 18, 2009). 

 
Interview Question 7 
What is the most difficult part of teaching in this course?  

When asked about the most difficult part of teaching in the course, Andy 
emphasized again about students’ chatting and giggling attitudes toward 
participation in class, and he really did not have enough time to deal with the 
problem. He explained 

 
Yap! Sometimes I want them to answer the questions instead of chatting and 
giggling. But I don’t have time to deal with students who really need help 
because I don’t have enough time (Andy, January 18, 2009). 

 
Interview Question 8 
How do you adjust to Taiwanese students’ culture of learning?  

As for adjusting to Taiwanese students’ culture of learning when preparing for 
the course, the American teacher emphasized that he changed his expectations 
toward Taiwanese students since he knew it was Taiwanese culture. He realized, for 
example, that Taiwanese students tended to be passive in class. He explained 

 
 Well, that’s a good question. Now I change my expectations for Taiwanese 

students. And now I know what to expect. I know that is part of Taiwanese 
culture. But the first year I came here, there was a fighting. There was a lot of 
like why won’t you talk? Why won’t you try? Why are you this? Why are you 
that? And what I think is “You should do this? You should do that? ” But I really 
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can’t change the whole class like that. The first year is learning for me (Andy, 
January 18, 2009). 

 
Interview Question 9 
Any other comments about teaching in Taiwanese?  

The American teacher again mentioned Taiwanese students’ passive attitudes 
toward participation in class. He mentioned 

 
A big problem I met is Taiwanese students like to chat in the classroom. They 
like to talk with classmates anytime. However, they are shy and are not willing 
to share their opinions in class.…I love teaching Taiwanese students… 
However, they’re very passive in participation…. I want to build their 
self-confidence more and more (Andy, January 18, 2009). 

 
 To sum up, the American teacher thought the strengths of Taiwanese students 
lied in hard-working and good note-taking. On the other hand, Taiwanese students 
seemed to be lacking in the ability of critical thinking, and passive in classroom 
participation, including asking questions. He explained that culture might play a key 
role behind those traits of Taiwanese students. Therefore, he tried to adjust himself to 
Taiwanese students’ culture of learning by changing his expectations toward 
Taiwanese students. Additionally, in order to avoid misunderstanding between 
Taiwanese students and him, the American teacher tried to give clear instructions or 
directions by writing them on the whiteboard since Taiwanese students were too shy 
to ask questions. Table 5 presents the summary of the interview with the American 
teacher. 
 
Table 5 
Summary of the Interview with the American Teacher 

No. Items  
1. The American teacher thought Taiwanese students were diligent and good at 

note-taking. 
2. The American teacher thought Taiwanese students tended to be uncritical and 

passive in class, including rarely asking questions. 
3. The American teacher thought culture was the key factor that caused 

Taiwanese students’ learning expectations/styles/preferences. 
4. The American teacher changed his expectations for Taiwanese students, 

especially about the participating or asking questions in class. 
5.  The American teacher tried to give a clearer direction or rule for Taiwanese 
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students in order to avoid misunderstanding. 
6.  The American teacher really cared about Taiwanese students’ giggling and 

chatting attitudes in class. 
 
 
 
The Interview with Taiwanese Students 

Three Taiwanese students were randomly chosen from the speaking class for 
interview. The first interview was face-to-face, and the others were by email or phone. 
They were all sophomores, majoring in English in an institute of technology in central 
Taiwan. They have been studying English for more than ten years, and spent at least 
two hours in native English-speaking teachers’ classes per week during the 
investigation. Student Lin is a transferred student. Student Chen possesses the 
certification of GEPT high-intermediate and the grade of TOEC 810, while the other 
two did not participate in any English certification exam. Student Chen also has 
three-month working experiences in the U.S., and now works as a part-time English 
teacher in a kinder garden in Taiwan. Below is the table of their demographic 
information, and a detailed description of interviews. 

 
 
Table 6  
Demographic Information of three Taiwanese Students 
Background Lin Chen Wang 

    
Gender male female female 

Grade senior junior 
 

junior 
 

Hour/per week in  3-4 2-4 3-4 
    
Years of learning English 10~15 10~15 10~15 
    
English Certification No GEPT-high-intermediate 

TOEC 810 
No 

    
Other information Transfer from 

another school 
and this is his 

Has three-months 
working experiences in 
New York. 

None 
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first year in 
this school 

Has a part-time teaching 
job in a kinder garden in 
Taiwan 

 
 
 
Interview Question 1 
What are the differences of teaching styles/methods between native English-speaking 
teachers and Taiwanese English teachers?  

Two students claimed that native English-speaking teachers’ teaching 
styles/methods are active while another student considered their instruction lack of 
organization. However, even though one student complained about having too many 
tests or grammar instruction from Taiwanese English teachers, all three students 
agreed that Taiwanese teachers were well-organized in teaching and knew their 
students’ needs. 

Lin: Native English teachers’ teaching style is active. They may come 
from different cultural or educational background, and that could 
bring you a lot of different living experiences. However, most of the 
Taiwanese teachers almost have the same background like us, so they 
know what students’ needs are. They are also more organized in 
teaching (Lin, January 20, 2009). 

Chen: Some native English teachers’ teaching methods are not systematic or 
well-planned. However, Taiwanese English teachers usually follow 
the syllabus. And, we can prepare in advance. 
Moreover, native English teachers are sometimes giving grades based 
on the impression, not like Taiwanese teachers -- based on the rules in 
the syllabus. Taiwanese teachers also seem to understand more about 
students’ needs (Chen, January 20, 2009). 

Wang: Native English teachers hope kids can have their own thinking. 
However, Taiwanese teachers always give kids endless tests and focus 
on the grammar even though they are well-organized in teaching 
(Wang, January 20, 2009). 

Interview Question 2 
Do you prefer native English-speaking teachers or Taiwanese English teachers in 
the conversation course? Why?  

One student preferred native English-speaking teachers due to the advantages 
they have on teaching students the intonation and cultural knowledge, while the 
other two appreciated Taiwanese English teachers more in the conversation course. 
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Taiwanese English teachers were thought to be more helpful since they knew 
students’ needs and well-organized in teaching. The American teacher, on the other 
hand, was perceived as the role of just chatting but no error correcting.  

Lin: I think native English teachers are more suitable, such as different 
nationality will have different intonation, and we can also learn more 
about their cultures (Lin, January 20, 2009). 

Chen: I prefer Taiwanese English teachers…I attended one native English 
teacher’s course before, and that teacher did not correct your 
speaking, just repeated the same question again and again. However, 
Taiwanese teachers know our needs and try to discuss or solve the 
problem we have (Chen, January 20, 2009). 

Wang: If I have the chance, I don’t mind if native English teachers teach 
English to us. However, they don’t think they are teaching. They are 
talking even chatting with you. Actually, some Taiwanese teachers 
have great English accent/pronunciation; they have organized 
teaching methods. It seems that we can learn a lot (Wang, January 20, 
2009). 

Interview Question 3 
Do native English-speaking teachers’ teaching styles/methods affect your own 
learning attitudes/styles/strategies?  

Three Taiwanese students were all affected by their native English teachers in 
their learning attitudes/styles/strategies. 

Lin: In this course, my American teacher’s teaching style is more relaxing 
and enjoyable. If you are an active student, then you will learn more, 
so, sometimes, I will pay attention to the issue related to his interest 
(Lin, January 20, 2009). 

Chen: Native English teachers’ simple and easy teaching style might make 
students lazier in learning. However, it can’t be denied that it is also 
an advantage since students have more chances to practice English 
conversation with native English teachers in and after class (Chen, 
January 20, 2009). 

Wang: Now I hold different learning attitudes. My learning style in native 
English teachers’ course becomes more relaxing. For some native 
English teachers, English is a language. Why takes it so seriously? 
(Wang, January 20, 2009) 

Interview Question 4 
What is the most difficult part of learning in this course? How do you adjust? 

Two students mentioned about the culture when asked about the most difficult 
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part of learning in this course. They also mentioned that they tried to adjust to their 
American teacher’s teaching styles by becoming more active in class. Another 
student considered English listening the most difficult. 

Lin: The culture is different… my American teacher is not serious, so 
everybody is not serious, too. It seems like that if we are passive; we 
cannot learn anything from him. So, my adjustment is that I need to 
talk to the teacher actively; then I feel that I’ve learned something 
(Lin, January 20, 2009). 

Chen: The American teacher used to make jokes on me, and I got hurt easily. 
After learning from him for a period of time; I understand that might 
be the way American culture is. How did I adjust? I told myself that is 
a culture issue, and I have to get used to it. I also tried to become 
more involved or active in class (Chen, January 20, 2009). 

Wang: The speed of speaking in the course is the most difficult part. My 
American teacher usually keeps talking, and most of us just cannot 
follow him. Then the gap between the teacher and students becomes 
bigger and bigger. I think my American teacher should pay attention 
to our needs (Wang, January 20, 2009). 

Interview Question 5 
May you offer some suggestions for native English-speaking teachers in Taiwan?  

Following are the suggestions from the three interviewees. 
Lin: I suggest that native English-speaking teachers should know our 

environment. They should try to understand Taiwanese students more 
before teaching in class. They should focus more on teaching, not just 
merely speaking in class without any teaching plan (Lin, January 20, 
2009). 

Chen: Native English teachers should know Taiwanese culture. Also, they 
need to offer students the syllabus and clearly tell students clearly 
their criteria for course requirements. Communication with students is 
also important (Chen, January 20, 2009). 

Wang: Different countries have different cultures. I suggest that native 
English teachers understand and satisfy Taiwanese students’ needs. At 
least, they should clearly let Taiwanese students know their 
expectations for students, or what their grading standard is (Wang, 
January 20, 2009). 
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Based on the interview above, a table of summary is listed as follows: 
Table 7  
Summary of the Interview with three Taiwanese Students 

No. Items  Lin Chen Wang
1. Native English-speaking teachers are not systematic or 

well-organized in teaching, compared with Taiwanese 
English teachers.  

V V V 

2.  Taiwanese English teachers understand students’ 
needs. 

V V  

3. Taiwanese English-speaking teachers are more helpful 
for Taiwanese students in the English conversation 
course. 

 V V 

4.  Native English-speaking teachers are considered to 
have the advantage of teaching intonation and cultural 
knowledge. 

V   

5. The teaching styles/methods of native 
English-speaking teachers affect Taiwanese students’ 
learning styles/attitudes. Taiwanese students became 
more active in learning and participating in class. 

V V V 

6. Native English-speaking teachers’ teaching 
styles/methods/attitudes could be related to their 
culture. 

V V  

7. Taiwanese students suggest that native 
English-speaking teachers know more about 
Taiwanese culture and students’ needs. 

V V V 

 
 

Discussion and Conclusions 
It is evident that there are academic distances between Taiwanese college 

students’ expectations/preferences and their learning experiences concerning their 
American teacher’s teaching content and instruction way in this study. To put it more 
precisely, what their American teacher taught in the classroom somehow mismatched 
Taiwanese students’ expectations. Additionally, the instruction way Taiwanese 
students preferred was not equal to the way of their American teacher’s instruction. 
However, in certain aspects, such as grammar, listening and writing, Taiwanese 
students’ expectations about the teaching content matched what they really 
encountered in their American teacher’s course. Mostly, some findings of the study 
are similar to other studies’, while some are not. Below is a detailed description for 
similar and different findings. 



  
 

22

Findings Similar to other Studies’ 
 The results of the interview with the American teacher revealed that the 
American teacher’s perceptions of Taiwanese students were hard-working, good at 
taking notes, but uncritical, shy, and passive. He suggested Taiwanese students be 
more active, confident and critical. These findings could also be supported. First, 
Cortazzi and Jin (1998; 1999) concluded that Western teachers consider Chinese 
students diligent. Second, Oxford and Burry-Stock (1995) argued that Chinese and 
Japanese students prefer using repetitive practice, memorization, note-taking, and 
other concrete-sequential learning styles/strategies in the classroom. Third, 
researchers argued that Taiwanese students tend to be uncritical, shy, and passive in 
class (Coelho, 1998; Cortazzi & Jin, 1998; Lin, 2008).  

 Another finding in relation to Taiwanese students’ preferences of grammar and lecture 
instruction is similar to Lin’s (2008), and Scollon’s (1999). Additionally, Taiwanese 
students in this study suggested the American teacher should know students’ needs. This 
finding could be supported by Lin (2008). He concluded in his study that Taiwanese 
students thought American teachers should have more empathy toward their needs. Most of 
all, based on the interview data, both the American teacher and Taiwanese students 
considered the culture as the key factor causing the differences between each other’s 
expectations/preferences toward learning/teaching. This finding is also similar to other 
studies’. Researchers claimed that culture plays a key role in affecting how teachers and 
students evaluated each other in the EFL/ESL classroom (Coelho, 1998; Cortazzi & Jin, 
1998; Lin, 2008; Oxford & Burry-Stock, 1995; Park, 2000; Richarson, 1994; Scollon, 
1999).   

 In order to adjust to each other, both the American teacher and Taiwanese students 
tried to change their own learning/teaching expectations or attitudes. For example, the 
American teacher changed his expectations for Taiwanese students’ participation in class. 
He also tried to give a clearer direction/rule for his Taiwanese students due to their shy and 
passive attitudes in asking questions. For the three Taiwanese students, they changed their 
learning attitudes by becoming more relaxing but active in participation. A similar 
conclusion was made by Lin (2008). He found that Taiwanese students manage to be more 
active in class in order to survive in the American academic environment. In addition, it 
was also found that American teachers change their expectations toward Taiwanese students, 
especially about the classroom participation. 
 Lastly, as the results of this study showed, what Taiwanese students expected to 
learn did not match their American teacher’s teaching content. This finding could be 
supported by other studies’ (Chen, 2006; Cortazzi & Jin, 1998 & 1999; Lin, 2008). In 
addition, the instruction way Taiwanese students preferred also mismatched the 
American teacher’s. This finding could also be supported by other studies’.  



  
 

23

Researchers have argued for the importance of recognizing the difference between 
students’ preferences and what they really encountered in class. Thus, teachers are 
urged to be aware of their students’ learning preferences for facilitating both teaching 
and learning (Barkhuizen, 1998; Rasekh & Valizadeh, 2004; Spratt, 1999). Below is 
the summary of findings similar to other studies’. 
 
Table 8 
Summary of Findings Similar to other Studies’ 

No. Items  
1. Western teachers considered Chinese (Asian) students diligent. 
2. Taiwanese students were good at note-taking. 
3. Taiwanese students tended to be uncritical, shy, and passive in class. 
4. Taiwanese students preferred grammar and lecture instruction. 
5.  Native English-speaking teachers should have more empathy toward their 

students’ needs. 
6.  Both native English-speaking teachers and EFL/ESL students agreed that 

culture played a key role in affecting each other’s expectations/preferences. 
7. The American teacher changed his expectations toward Taiwanese students. 
8. Taiwanese students became more active in classroom participation. 
9. What/how the American teacher taught in the classroom did not match 

Taiwanese students’ learning expectations/preferences. 
 

Five cultural factors: the learner autonomy, authority in knowledge, the face issue, the 
power issue, and group harmony could be identified to explain why Taiwanese students in 
this study tended to be uncritical and passive in class, and preferred lecture instruction. It 
seems that Taiwanese students are less independent in learning, and rely more on their 
teachers that have more power in the classroom; consequently they rarely (dare to) 
challenge their teachers, and prefer teachers’ lecture instruction. Additionally, since 
Taiwanese students might believe that teachers are the authority in knowledge, they tend to 
accept almost everything from their teachers without questioning them (Coelho, 1998; 
Cortazzi & Jin, 1998; Lin, 2008). Taiwanese students also care about the face issue and are 
afraid that asking questions or sharing opinions that were easy or silly might risk losing 
face and being laughed by other students. Most of all, asking questions or challenging 
teachers might also have the risk of making teachers lose face, getting lower grades, and 
even destroying the group harmony of the class. Eventually, Taiwanese students preferred 
to remain passive in classroom participation. The traits of Taiwanese students’ passive and 
uncritical attitudes could also explain why participants in this study would rather giggle and 
chat than share opinions or ask questions in class (Coelho, 1998; Cortazzi & Jin, 1998; Lin, 
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2008). 
 
Findings Different from other Studies’ 

Several findings of this study are not supported. First, since significant 
differences existed in Item 2 (clear pronunciation instruction), it could be concluded 
that the American teacher’s pronunciation instruction did not satisfy Taiwanese 
students’ needs. This finding is contradicted to other studies’. Researchers often 
argued that Chinese (Asian) students appreciate Western teachers in teaching 
pronunciation (Cortazzi & Jin, 1998; 1999; Scollon, 1999). Second, the finding that 
the American teacher often taught grammar in the speaking course did not match what 
was found by Cortazzi and Zin (1998 ; 1999), and Scollon (1999). They concluded in 
their studies that Chinese students complain about native English-speaking teachers 
due to little/poor grammar instruction.  

Third, Taiwanese students thought their American teacher’s instruction was not 
as humorous, friendly and approachable as they expected. The American teacher was 
more serious and authoritative. This finding is different from Lin’s (2008). Lin (2008) 
concluded in his research that his Taiwanese participants thought their American 
teachers were more easygoing, encouraging and humorous than Taiwanese teachers. 
Studies by other researchers also revealed that foreign teachers were generally 
considered more interesting, and flexible in teaching (Pan, 2004; Liu, 2005). Finally, 
Taiwanese students considered Taiwanese English teachers more organized and 
helpful in teaching than their American teacher. Students complained that the 
American teacher did not offer any syllabus, including the grading criteria. This 
finding somewhat is not consistent with Lin’s (2008). Lin interviewed eight Penn 
State Taiwanese students and they all agreed that American teachers offered a clear 
syllabus and taught strictly following that syllabus. Below is the summary of the 
findings different from other studies’. 

 
Table 9  
Summary of Findings Different from other Studies’ 

No. Items  
1. Western teachers gave poor pronunciation instruction. 
2. The American teacher was not as humorous, friendly, and approachable as 

Taiwanese students expected. 
3. The American teacher often gave grammar instruction in an English speaking 

course. 
4. The American teacher did not offer students the syllabus and grading criteria.
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 These different findings could be attributed to personal factors or individual 
differences, such as personality, working experiences, course preparation, working 
attitudes, educational background or teaching experiences. First, the American 
teacher’s personality is traditional and conservative. Most of all, his working 
experiences in the army and air force might also affect his personality, and that is why 
he was considered not that humorous and approachable. Andy mentioned 
 

Yes, the military had a major impact on my personality. I was stationed in 
Mannheim and Berlin in Germany. I was there when the wall was still 
standing. I was also in the US Air Force. In the army I was an airborne ranger 
and in the air force I was a pilot. I learned discipline from the military and how 
to respect your elders and those who have experience over you. I believe many 
young people should do some kind of service whereby they could learn how to 
work together as a team and get things done together and what camaraderie 
feels like when you can work smoothly together as a team (Andy, April 11, 
2010). 

 
Student Lin also considered the American teacher’s personality was serious. He 

explained 
 
The American teacher seemed to insist on his opinion/decision. He encouraged 
students to express their opinions, but it seemed that he thought students were 
immature, and he always tried to persuade students to ------ I think his 
personality is a little serious and inflexible (Lin, January 18, 2010) 
 
Second, the main reason why the American teacher’s pronunciation instruction 

mismatched Taiwanese students’ expectations might have something to do with his 
poor preparation for the course. Student Wang considered the working attitude/course 
preparation as the key factor. He mentioned 

 
Actually there are no big differences between native English-speaking and 
Taiwanese teachers. Native English-speaking teachers are not as good as I’ve 
expected. Maybe the key point is their working attitude. It seems that some native 
English-speaking teachers did not prepare well for the course (Wang, April 12, 
2010). 

 
The working attitude or course preparation could also explain why the American 

teacher did not offer students the syllabus. The American teacher admitted in the 
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interview that he did not prepare enough for the course since the course was in the 
early morning, and he sometimes did not have time for preparation. Another reason 
about the poor pronunciation instruction could be related to his educational 
background. Since his bachelor and master degree is International Business, not TESL, 
he might have problems in teaching students English pronunciation, compared to 
teachers with TESL background/training. Student Lin mentioned 
 

The American teacher rarely paid attention to or correct students’ pronunciation. 
As a result, students had few opportunities of practicing pronunciation. Maybe it 
is because of his educational background, he probably has some problems in 
teaching pronunciation (Lin, March 08, 2010) 
 
Student Wang also agreed that the American teacher seemed to have problems in 

teaching. She mentioned 
 
The American teacher used to be an engineer, and it seems that he sometimes 
was not quite sure how to teach ------ unlike the Taiwanese English teacher, who 
taught us after him. The Taiwanese teacher adopted several teaching 
activities/strategies, and I quite enjoyed them (Wang, April 23, 2010). 
 
Finally, the American teacher’s experiences of teaching English in Taiwan might 

explain why his grammar instruction matched his students’ expectations. Since he 
already taught English in Taiwan for five years, he might already know that 
Taiwanese students prefer clear rules, such as grammar instruction in the English 
course. This argument could be supported by Student Wang. She emphasized in the 
interview 

 
The American teacher paid attention to the grammar, such as the verb tense. He 
usually corrected students’ writing or speaking grammar mistakes in class. 
--------- Maybe this has something to do with his teaching experiences in Taiwan. 
He has taught English in Taiwan for years, and I think he knows that Taiwanese 
students prefer grammar instruction (Wang, April 12, 2010). 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
A Visual Model of the Findings and their Underlying Issues 
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Findings similar to other studies’: 

a. Taiwanese students prefer 

grammar/lecture instruction 

b. Taiwanese students tend to 

uncritical, shy, and passive. 

c. Taiwanese students were diligent 

and good at note-taking. 

d. What/how the American taught 

did not match Taiwanese students’ 

expectations/preferences.  
 

Exploring 

Taiwanese 

students’ learning 

expectations and 

preferences in an 

American teacher’s 

class 

Findings different from other studies’:

a. The American teacher gave poor 

pronunciation instruction. 

b. The American teacher was serious 

and not humorous. 

c. The American teacher often gave 

grammar instruction. 

d. The American teacher did not offer 

syllabus. 

 

Underlying Issues: 

Cultural factors 

a. Learner 

autonomy 

b. Authority in 

knowledge 

c. Face issue 

d. Power issue 

e. Group harmony 

Underlying Issues:

Personal factors 

a. personality 

b. working 

experience 

c. working attitude

d. course 

preparation 

e. educational 

background 

 
 
Figure 2. A Visual Model of the Findings and their Underlying Issues 
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A visual model was made to summarize the findings of the study, including 

findings similar to or different from other studies, and the issues that might underlie 
those findings. This model explains when exploring Taiwanese students’ learning 
expectations and preferences in an American teacher’s class, some conclusions similar 
to other studies, such as Taiwanese students’ passive/uncritical attitudes could be 
reached. These similar findings could be attributed to five cultural factors: learning 
autonomy, authority in power, face issue, power issue, and group harmony. 
Additionally, findings different from other studies’, such as the American teacher’s 
poor pronunciation instruction, might be related to personal factors, such as the 
working attitude, course preparation or educational background. 

 
Pedagogical Implications and Limitations 

Based on the findings, this research called for the following suggestions:  
1. Native English–speaking teachers should recognize ESL/EFL students’ 

expectations/preferences in the classroom.  
2. Both native English-speaking teachers and ESL/EFL students need to recognize the 

academic cultures in distance between them. Respect each other’s culture while 
manage to adjust to the differences. 

3. Academic cultures in distance exist; however, personal factors or individual 
differences, such as personality, working experiences, working attitudes, course 
preparation or educational background should not be ignored when exploring 
culture of learning/teaching. 

4. Curriculum designers should incorporate the issues of academic cultures in 
distance into the agenda of English language education. 

 
As a result, this study provides a framework of understanding Taiwanese 

students’ expectations/preferences about teaching and learning, as well as American 
teacher’ culture of teaching. However, this study has certain limitations. First, some 
terms in the questionnaire could be confusing and need modifying for the future study. 
Second, since the data of the interview was based on self-reports from the participants, 
the findings may not be reflective of actual facts. Third, this study consists of a small 
sample: one American teacher and 37 Taiwanese college students. The results of this 
study may not be generalized to native English-speaking teachers and Taiwanese 
student population as a whole. More native English-speaking teachers and Taiwanese 
students need to be investigated for the future study. Lastly, there might be a need to 
explore more about the American teacher’s cross-cultural adjustment in Taiwan, and 
how it relates to his teaching performance. 
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