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Foreword

This resource has been created from the 
webpages of a project that ran from 
2007-2008. It contains a range of useful 
resources and activities to encourage 
staff to reflect on their teaching practice 
with international students. The text has 
been refreshed in 2014, but a more up-
to-date list of references can be found in 
this Talis Aspire reading list. 

http://This%20resource%20includes%20some%20suggestions%20for%20improving%20the%20learning%20of%20your%20international%20students.%20For%20each%20of%20the%20sections,%20it%20may%20be%20helpful%20to%20reflect%20on%20your%20current%20teaching%20practice%20and%20consider%20whether%20this%20is%20something%20you%20already%20do,%20an%20interesting%20idea%20that%20you%20might%20consider%20using%20in%20future,%20or%20irrelevant%20or%20impractical%20for%20your%20particular%20teaching%20context.
http://This%20resource%20includes%20some%20suggestions%20for%20improving%20the%20learning%20of%20your%20international%20students.%20For%20each%20of%20the%20sections,%20it%20may%20be%20helpful%20to%20reflect%20on%20your%20current%20teaching%20practice%20and%20consider%20whether%20this%20is%20something%20you%20already%20do,%20an%20interesting%20idea%20that%20you%20might%20consider%20using%20in%20future,%20or%20irrelevant%20or%20impractical%20for%20your%20particular%20teaching%20context.


Cultural diversity is a characteristic of contemporary 
academic life. The University of Brighton is an international 
community and the participation of students from diverse 
countries in that community stimulates and enriches every-
one’s learning.    Nonetheless, cultural differences sometimes 
involve differences in attitude, communication and behaviour 
that can lead to misunderstandings.  We hope that this re-
source will help to reduce the frequency of such misunder-
standings, and promote mutual understanding amongst all 
students and staff.

Chapter One of this eBook offers a practical guide to teaching 
strategies followed by a brief introduction to the way that 
cultural factors can influence students' response to their learn-
ing environment. The resources for it were developed as part 
of a broader project on cultural diversity and the experience of 
international students, carried out by Peter Johnson, then 
International Student Advisor in Student Services. It was 
funded from the Prime Minister’s Initiative for International 
Education (PMI). Chapter Two is based on the more substan-
tial resource which Peter produced as a result of this research. 
Initially the material presented here was published in a stand-
alone mini-website off the Centre for Learning and Teaching 
website, and was transferred into this eBook in 2014. 

Although Chapter One can be used on its own, we recommend 
that you find time to explore the remaining sections which of-
fer valuable insights, not only about some of the most com-
mon causes of cultural misunderstandings, but also about the 

varied educational experiences and expectations that 
international students bring to their studies here.

In the following box are the words of Ainur, an international 
student, who describes her experience of coming to Brighton. 
(Later in this resource, she talks more about her home coun-
try of Kazakhstan and her initial studies in London.):

When I came to the University of Brighton I did not attend the 
orientation week for international students and now I realize 
that it was my mistake. I had to cope with settling in to Brigh-
ton and starting my new course in the School of Education. At 
first I felt completely lost: I had only one friend who was from 
Kazakhstan and we supported each other in those early days; I 
was the only international student in my group. I was sur-
prised to discover that there was a different style of teaching 
and learning: over half of my time I was expected to study in-
dependently and I was not prepared for this. Planning my 
time was very difficult for me. Reflecting and keeping a learn-
ing log was a new experience for me, which I found useful and 
a creative way of learning. I paired up with a student from Aus-
tria and we became study buddies, which was very helpful. We 
gave critical feedback to each other, we discussed different 
concepts, we prepared for presentations and supported each 
other.
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My tutor helped me a lot. I met regularly with her for a one-
to-one tutorial when I needed it and we communicated by 
email in between meetings. I think the tutorial system is very 
important and useful, especially for international students, as 
they need more support and help. I think international 
students have to work twice as hard as UK students, because 
English is not their first language and it takes them much 
longer to read and write. 
I am on my placement in Student Services at Brighton Univer-
sity at the moment and having a great time. Nowadays I have 
a clearer idea about my future career and staying focused on 
it helps me to maintain my motivation.
I think that when you come to study in the UK you need to be 
prepared to be independent and to learn to rely on yourself. It 
is important to learn to be self-sufficient and socialize, taking 
the initiative to communicate and approach people.  You have 
to be open-minded and this will help you to enjoy your univer-
sity life. You should be prepared for misunderstandings but 
learn from them and try to avoid negative feelings. It is really 
important not to let your feelings be negative just because of 1 
or 2 painful experiences.  You must be prepared to be chal-
lenged but it will make your student life more interesting. If 
you feel lost, then you should seek help from friends, family 
and the university.
The knowledge and skills which I have been developing dur-
ing my studies at the University of Brighton will equip me to 
serve my country when I return home.
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CHAPTER 1

A Practical Guide to 
Teaching 
International 
Students

This resource includes some suggestions 
for improving the learning of your 
international students. For each of the 
sections, it may be helpful to reflect on 
your current teaching practice and con-
sider whether this is something you al-
ready do, an interesting idea that you 
might consider using in future, or irrele-
vant or impractical for your particular 
teaching context.



It's worth remembering that adapting your teaching to take ac-
count of the needs of international students (or any other mi-
nority group) will usually be of benefit to all students, since 
much of the advice is designed to make mutual expectations 
as clear as possible.

The advice is by no means comprehensive, and you will find 
more detailed coverage in the resources listed below:

• Arkoudis, Sophie Teaching International Students: Strate-
gies to enhance learning, Centre for the Study of Higher Edu-
cation, The University of Melbourne(accessed on 18 March 
2009)

• Carroll, Jude (2002) Suggestions for teaching international 
students more effectively, Oxford Centre for Staff and Learn-
ing Development, Oxford Brookes University (accessed on 
18 March 2009)

• Lejk (2008) Management of Cultural Diversity in Group 
Assessment for Learning Occasional Paper published by 
CETL AfL(Assessment for Learning)

• University of the Arts London Lost in Transition This CETL-
funded project explored the experiences of international 
students; the website includes a comprehensive report, bibli-
ography and other resources
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SECTION 1

Lectures

There are times when all students need help in distinguishing 
what is really ‘essential’ from what is ‘useful to know’.  In 
some instances something which may be really interesting is 
in fact just ‘nice to know’ . This is particularly difficult for 
international students to judge without some guidance, so it is 
helpful to make very clear what students should aim to take 
away from each lecture. This is a principle that can be applied 
throughout the course, and will also help the student to focus 
on the important points in their assignment writing.

International students have to concentrate hard during lec-
tures just to follow the main points, so they may find it diffi-
cult to take effective notes at the same time. It is helpful to pro-
vide an outline of your lecture (eg copies of slides or notes) on 
which to add their own notes. If you can provide this in ad-

vance, by posting it on studentcentral, it enables them to pre-
pare and look up specialist vocabulary. (Again this will be 
helpful to all students - there is little evidence that making 
your notes available will reduce attendance, provided 
students experience clear added value from the session itself).

Highlight the introduction of new concepts, write new terms 
on the whiteboard and ensure that they are fully understood 
by students before using them.

Avoid the over-use of UK culture-specific references but, 
where these are necessary, make sure they are explained.

Encourage all students to use the resources in the ASK online 
Study Guide (you will find the link on the home page of stu-
dentcentral).
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SECTION 2

Seminars and group work

At UK universities seminars and groupwork form an impor-
tant part of teaching and learning.  Many international 
students will not have experienced these activities before and 
may not be equipped with the skills to participate effectively 
in them at the beginning of their studies here.  They will often 
be hesitant to take part in group discussions.  In most cases, 
this will be due to a lack of confidence and their unfamiliarity 
with this approach to learning, rather than any lack of 
academic ability.  They may take longer to prepare their an-
swers to questions, or they may feel that their contributions to 
the discussion are not going to be valued by the tutor and 
other group members.  Some may have difficulty in expressing 
themselves in front of others.  In some instances there may be 
a reluctance to speak critically on a topic which has already 
been extensively covered by somebody regarded as a master in 
their subject.

 • Use ice-breakers in the first session to help students 
to get to know each other and start talking to each other.  It is 
important that all students feel included in the group and are 
relaxed about talking in front of the others.

 • Explain fully the function and benefits of seminars 
and group work.  From the beginning make it clear that 
students are expected to participate in seminars and give 
them lots of practice in this.

 • At the first session take a few minutes to agree some 
ground rules with students for participation in seminars and 
group work. Make sure they have a copy and refer back to 
these rules on a regular basis.

 • Advise students on how they can prepare for semi-
nars and give them guidelines for preparing for a particular 
topic.  They will then feel under less pressure and the fear of 
failure will be diminished.

 • Create a learning environment where everyone’s 
contribution is valued.  Where there is disagreement, empha-
sis needs to be put on the ideas rather than the person putting 
forward the ideas.

 • Explain that, at least in the early stages, the tutor 
will allocate students to groups and that groups will change.  
This will ensure that students will mix and get to know each 
other.  It will also avoid the possibility of the early exclusion of 
some students.

7



 • Make groups small so that a student cannot sit back 
and let the other students do all the talking.  If necessary as-
sign roles to group members, if they are not able to do so 
themselves:  e.g. discussion leader, note-taker, reporter.  
Make sure that these roles are rotated among group members.

 • When using case studies, make sure that they are 
not unnecessarily or narrowly culture-specific.  Wherever pos-
sible, use examples from other countries to illustrate the point 
being discussed.

 • Ask students how a particular topic might relate to 
their experience, but do not always single out students to talk 
on behalf of their country, culture or religious belief. 

 • Demonstrate that cultural diversity is valued and 
that the developing of cultural competence is a useful skill for 
everyone.

 • During the seminar and at the end summarise the 
most important points to help students focus on what is really 
essential.

 • Take a look at the advice for students on making the 
most of seminars and on group work in the ASK online Study 
Guide (you will find the link on the home page of studentcen-
tral) and draw this advice to your students' attention.
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SECTION 3

Developing Critical 
Thinking Skills

In the UK 'critical thinking’ is regarded as one of the defining 
characteristics of higher education. Most course handbooks, 
module descriptors and lists of assessment criteria include 
such phrases as ‘critically evaluate’, ‘critical awareness’ and 
‘critical understanding’. However, academics do not always 
agree on or make explicit their definitions of these terms, so it 
is not surprising that many students find it difficult to under-
stand what tutors mean by ‘critical’, especially when it appears 
in shorthand feedback phrases such as ‘insufficiently critical’ 
on their assignments.

Many international students may need initial help with both 
the term and the concept, but most will have no more difficul-
ties than home students once they are familiar with the princi-
ples and have had opportunities to put them into practice in a 
safe environment.

 • Make explicit what you mean by 'critical thinking' in 
your subject area, and ensure that students have a clear 
understanding of what this requires in practice.

 • Give students plenty of opportunities to develop 
their critical thinking skills in a supportive environment.

 • Explain how the development of critical thinking 
can help students to avoid plagiarism.
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SECTION 4

Reading

Although we encourage students to read as widely as possible, 
we need to recognise that it will be difficult for many 
international students to do this.  They will read more slowly 
than students whose first language is English and they will 
have more difficulty scanning texts for information.

 • When introducing a new topic, indicate clearly 
which are the essential texts on your reading list, and distin-
guish these from more general recommendations for further 
reading. Students may feel overwhelmed if the reading list is 
too long, so make sure that their task is achievable by identify-
ing the key chapters of set books, and key passages of articles. 

 • Give students practice in extracting information 
from texts by giving them a list of questions, some of which 

will require quite short answers while others may require 
more textual analysis.

 • Emphasise the importance of selective reading.  
Sometimes students may read a whole article but usually they 
will only need to read part of a text, so you can help by indicat-
ing what this is.

 • Do not assume that students have adequate reading 
skills; if necessary, refer them to the iASK Programme to de-
velop these skills.
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SECTION 5

Writing

Academic writing can be a source of of considerable anxiety 
and distress for international students.  Early diagnosis of po-
tential problems in academic writing is of vital importance so 
that corrective action can be taken without further delay.

Some international students may have had little experience of 
writing assignments and will have not developed skills in this 
area. Lecturers can help to reduce the level of stress by clearly 
explaining what is required and giving plenty of examples of 
good and bad practice.

Equally, those who have had plenty of experience in academic 
writing in their own countries may be used to an entirely dif-
ferent approach.  For example, in some cultures the statement 
of the obvious at the beginning is avoided, since this could be 
seen as unnecessary or even insulting to the reader.  A much 
more subtle approach is employed by which the reader is ac-
tively engaged in discerning the meaning of the writer.  In this 

writing tradition the most important points may not be openly 
stated until the end, the writer having accompanied the reader 
on a highly satisfying intellectual journey with the destination 
only revealed at the last stage.  To have stated the destination 
at the beginning would have taken away all the intellectual 
challenge and the rationale for the journey.

 • Get the students writing early:  a number of mini-
assignments before the big one will give students writing prac-
tice and will help to identify possible areas for concern. The 
Thinking Writing website contains lots of ideas on this and 
other ways to vary the kinds of writing tasks you set for all 
students.

 • Make sure that students understand what is meant 
by good academic writing in a UK context.  Ask students to ex-
amine critically examples of good and bad academic writing, 
so that they develop their own critical faculty.  This will enable 
them to evaluate their own writing more effectively.

 • The WRASSE website (Writing for Assignments E-
Library project) is a resource to help people learn about writ-
ing at university. It includes examples of student essays and 
other university assignments from a number of subject areas, 
along with comments from lecturers about why the writing is 
good - or how it could be improved. You could pick out one or 
two relevant examples and use these as a basis for discussion 
with the whole class.
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 • Give clear guidance to students on what is required 
in a particular assignment.  Make sure that the assessment cri-
teria are transparent.

 • Explain to the student your expectations in terms of 
spelling, grammar and English usage.

 • Unless the writing is unintelligible, try not to place 
undue emphasis on errors in the use of English.  Each time 
just identify two or three key areas for improvement;  a long 
list will only overwhelm the student and create unnecessary 
distress. 

 • However, do provide detailed feedback on the con-
tent, organisation and presentation of the assignment.  Make 
a list of action points for improvement in these areas.

 • Encourage students to make use of the iASK lan-
guage support programme. In some cases where corrective 
action is required, it may be necessary to make it a require-
ment (see section on Individual Academic Action Plans ).
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SECTION 6

Assessment and 
Examinations

Assessment is an area of major concern for international 
students.  They will undoubtedly want to succeed and will 
need a clear idea of how their progress is going to be 
measured.  Some methods of assessment may be unfamiliar to 
them and they will need to have an understanding of these 
from the very beginning, and opportunities to practice and re-
ceive feedback.  

Marking systems can also be a cause of misunderstanding and 
distress. In some academic traditions, a score of 90% might 
commonly be awarded for excellent work, whereas students 
often receive lower marks than this for work of equal intrinsic 
value in the British university system, where 70% usually con-
stitutes a "first class" mark. (High-achieving UK students used 
to receiving 9/10 or 10/10 for their schoolwork often experi-
ence similar disappointment with their early university 
marks.)

It is demotivating for students to put considerable time and 
effort into a piece of work, only to receive what they perceive 
as to be a poor mark.  In this situation a clear explanation - 
both of the overall marking scheme and how to improve their 
performance - should be provided to help students to meet the 
assessment criteria more fully next time. 

 • Give students clear written guidance on the 
assessment criteria.  Do not make these so complex that the 
students do not understand what is required of them.

 • Give students examples of good and bad pieces of 
written work.  Ask them to criticise such examples.

 • Make sure that the assessment criteria really meet 
the needs of the assessment. In your subject, and in this mod-
ule, consider carefully how much emphasis should be placed 
on the use of English rather than the presentation of ideas.

 • Encourage students to look at the advice on differ-
ent kinds of assignment and on coping with examinations, in 
the ASK online Study Guide on studentcentral.

Examinations

Most students for whom English is their second language are 
at a serious disadvantage in examinations.

 • Consider the purpose of examinations.  Are they the 
most effective way of assessing students’ progress?
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 • Give all students guidance in examination tech-
niques and give them practice in using such techniques.

 • Make sure that students understand what is re-
quired in order to achieve good marks.

 • Subject to formal approval through the relevant Uni-
versity procedures, it may be appropriate to grant extra time 
(up to 15 minutes for every hour) for students for whom Eng-
lish is not their first language.
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CHAPTER 2

Understanding 
Cultural 
Diversity

Cultural diversity is a positive feature of 
academic life rather than a problem. 
However, differences in cultural norms 
will result in different attitudes, 
communication and behaviour which can 
lead to misunderstandings.  



We are all individuals with our own culture, experiences, atti-
tude, upbringing.  Let us be willing to step outside our own cul-
ture and celebrate those differences together.  If we can, then 
we will feel less of a stranger in an alien land and rather more 
of a curious visitor whose willingness to learn is a delight to 
the hosts.  If we try not to judge but to take a genuine interest 
in learning about other cultures, then we become genuine trav-
ellers rather than tourists.  This means that we have to travel 
light and leave behind our own cultural baggage.

This resource will have fulfilled its purpose if it promotes a 
greater understanding between people of  different cultural 
backgrounds. It cannot equip you to deal with all potential 
situations, but it can help you to work more effectively with 
international students, particularly  through the transition 
phase.

This resource can be used individually; the material is divided 
into seven stages, each of which is divided into sections which 
should take around 15 minutes to complete.  The blue boxes in 
most sections contain suggested activities - some of these are 
practical, while others require you to reflect and record your 
own thoughts. These could also provide a starting point for dis-
cussion in small groups of staff working together. 
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SECTION 1

Introduction 

1.1 There are customs and traditions which can be 
found in many different countries:

 • Taking one’s shoes off when entering somebody’s 
house or a temple or mosque

 • Shaking hands as a form of greeting among men; 
however, in many countries a woman would not expect to 
shake hands with a man

 • The role of food as a means of demonstrating hospi-
tality and friendship; however, the customs and traditions sur-
rounding the sharing of food vary enormously

Other traditions may be confined to one country or to a spe-
cific group of people.

The greatest visible differences can be found in the areas of 
body language, facial expression, eye contact, gesture, per-
sonal space and physical contact.  Learning to understand the 

hidden meaning of this non-verbal language presents a seri-
ous challenge.  However, an even greater challenge lies in gain-
ing an understanding of the hidden differences.

Look at the cultural statements on the following page.  They 
each relate to a particular country.  

Can you identify the country?  Please note that they may refer 
to more than one country.  

Try to find the best fit.  They have been chosen to illustrate the 
wide variation between cultures and the possibility for misun-
derstandings.

The countries featured are India, Bulgaria, Ethiopia, Japan, 
Greece, Brazil, China, United Kingdom, Tanzania, Thailand, 
Australia, Uzbekistan.
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How did you feel when you carried out this exercise?   
Did it help you to reflect on the great diversity of cultural 
norms and traditions? 

Many of the traditions outlined above relate to the provision 
of food and the offering of food to a guest, especially in a for-
mal situation.  However, even when a friend is invited home 
for dinner, there may a certain procedure to be followed.  
There may be an important etiquette to follow in the giving of 
gifts to the host before the meal.  In some situations the seat-
ing arrangements can be very important and a hierarchy must 
be observed, particularly where one guest is more important 
than the others.  During the meal itself there will often be cer-
tain principles to be followed.  Sometimes the way things pro-
ceed may be idiosyncratic, but usually cultural norms will be 
followed and guests will be expected to comply.

 It is interesting to note that most of the cultural norms listed 
above are overt and can be observed, although the reasons be-
hind the norms may not be so obvious.  It is often stated that 
culture is like an iceberg:  only a small part is visible and by 
far the largest part is beneath the surface.

1.2 The Iceberg Model of Culture

Most of the cultural norms discussed in the previous section 
can be observed by an outsider, although the reasons behind 
the norms may not be so obvious.  However, it is sometimes 
said that culture is like an iceberg:  only a small part is visible 
and by far the largest part is beneath the surface.

Giving a clock as a present is regarded as 
unlucky.  The number 4 is also unlucky.  Both are 
associated with death.

You arrange to meet in the evening ‘at around 1 
o’clock’.  This makes sense when the day starts 
and ends at 6.00 (i.e. at sunrise and sunset).  The 
meeting time is actually 7.00 in the evening.

When visiting this country it is wise to keep one’s 
hands still.  Local people have a rich repertoire of 
gestures including those which can be very 
insulting.

In business meetings presentations should be 
made in a straightforward way without 
elaboration or exaggeration:  just present facts 
and figures.  Emotions and feelings do not have a 
role to play in the business environment.

Touching a person on the head will cause great 
offence.

When eating in somebody’s home you may be 
offered ‘gursha’. Food will be placed in your 
mouth by hand – by the host or another guest.

Guests are welcomed with bread and salt and 
these are commonly presented by a woman.  A 
special type of bread may be prepared. 

If you are offered tea, coffee or snacks you should 
politely turn down the first offer.  The offer will 
be made again and again.  Saying no to the first 
offer is part of the ritual of hospitality.

People welcome the gift of orchids, but purple 
ones should be avoided. Gifts which are purple or 
black should not be given, as they are associated 
with death.  For similar reasons handkerchiefs do 
not make a good gift.
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There is no single diagram that will encompass every aspect of 
culture, and different authors have put forward various ice-
berg models.  Some aspects of culture are more likely to ap-
pear above the waterline, while others are more correctly 
placed below the waterline and at some depth.  

The most highly visible aspects of culture are food and dress.  
Music reaches across cultures and has a bonding effect be-
tween people.  Although one may not understand the lyrics of 
a song, it is possible to appreciate the music and the emotions 
expressed by the singer.

Those aspects of culture which are at or just below the water-
line can be ambiguous:  it is possible to think one understands 
them, but a closer examination often reveals areas where 
knowledge and understanding are lacking.  Below the water-
line there are vast areas of ignorance.

Different understanding of concepts can be completely incom-
prehensible to the outsider.  For example, some people have a 
linear view of time, whereas others see it as cyclical.  Unless it 
is pointed out to them, neither group will probably realise that 
they think in the way they do and that others think 
differently. For instance, people whose environment and build-
ings are circular may not have acquired a concept of 
‘squareness’.  Or try explaining to somebody who lives in the 
desert that there are large cities (what’s a city?) which have 
trains which travel underground (why?).

Most of the aspects of culture in the iceberg model are positive 
or neutral; however, it has to be recognised that there can be 

deep-seated prejudices against minority groups within a soci-
ety or outside it.  Such prejudices may be difficult to accept, 
but they certainly exist.  While a broader experience may re-
duce such prejudices in some instances, this is not necessarily 
the case and people can take their prejudices with them.  
Teachers need to be aware of where there may be potential 
conflicts within and between different cultural groups.
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SECTION 2

Metaphors in Teaching and 
Learning

2.1 Introduction

When communicating with international students whose first 
language is not English, it is important to use plain English.  

Stripped of colloquialism and metaphor, plain English, some-
times known as international English, can be a very effective 
form of communication.  However, plain English would sound 
very dull and monotonous if the native speaker used it all the 
time, since it is the subtleties and nuances which give a lan-
guage its vibrancy and richness.  In common with other lan-
guages, English has a pool of expressive metaphors on which 
to draw and many of these have entered the collective 
consciousness. 

One effective way of trying to understand the culture of 
international students is to look at the metaphors and expres-
sions that they use regarding teaching and learning.  While 
they can often seem strange when first encountered, in many 

cases these metaphors and expressions offer a direct insight 
into the thought processes of people from cultures other than 
our own.

Now let us compare your metaphors with those commonly 
used in these and other languages. 

Many of these metaphors will sound very simple and some-
times familiar; however, it is important to think about their 
true meaning and significance.  Such metaphors, which form 
an important part of the language and way of thinking for peo-
ple in a shared cultural environment, will clearly have a signifi-
cant impact on their attitudes to learning and teaching.

Here is just one American perspective on the nature of the 
learner: 
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Give five examples of learning and teaching metaphors which 
might be used in the UK context.  You could also use metaphors 
for teachers. Here are some examples:  ‘education is the key to 
success’, ‘learning is a journey’, 'a good teacher is a shepherd 
who tends to his sheep’.   
Perhaps such metaphors do not come so easily to mind in the 
UK context but there are many and varied metaphors that are 
used in other languages, particularly in Chinese and Japanese.



 • ‘my students were lost ships in need of a port, and 
literature and writing were their saviors’. 

This is from an interesting essay by Candida Gillis and Cheryl 
L. Johnson entitled Metaphor as Renewal:  Re-Imagining Our 
Professional Selves.  (See Bibliography)

2.2 Metaphors that other people learn by

Here is a series of metaphors and sayings which are deeply em-
bedded in different cultures.  They may be unique to one cul-
ture or they may have very similar equivalents in other 
cultures.  Sometimes some of the vitality may be lost in trans-
lation, not just in the words but in a different cultural context.  
They are to be enjoyed and hopefully they will give pause for 
thought and bring forth the occasional smile of recognition or 
of delight in a new concept.

Teaching is a process of moving from darkness to light:

 • Education is light, lack of it is darkness (Russia)

As a student it is important to have an enquiring mind.  Here 
are similar expressions from two very different cultures:

 • He who is ashamed of asking is ashamed of learning 
(Denmark)

 • To ask once is shame for one time, not to ask is 
shame for all one’s life (Japan)

Learning is highly revered and valued:

 • Knowledge is a treasure (China)

 • Education is cultivation (China)

However, a good teacher is important and the diligent student 
should submit to the teacher:

 • The eggs do not teach the hen (Russia)

In many instances study is seen as being a long-term process, 
rather than producing short-term rewards:

 • After reading ten thousand books, your writing will 
be guided with inspiration (China)

 • Three years upon a rock (Japan)

 • Diligence is a great teacher (Saudi Arabia)

Success will come after much hard work on the part of the 
teacher and the student:

 • If you work at it hard enough, you can grind an iron 
rod into a needle (China)

Learning requires great effort:

 • Studying is like pushing a wheel-barrow up on a hill 
(Japan)

 • Learning is like sailing a boat against the current; 
not to advance is to drop back (China)
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 • Hanging one’s hair up to the ceiling and piercing 
one’s leg (China)

 • The examination system is a battleground:

 • Examination is a combat in war (Japan)

Teaching and learning are processes:

 • Teaching is carving jade (China)

Choose your words carefully because they can have a powerful 
effect:

 • Think seven times before speaking out (Vietnam)

 • Words cost no money, use them well to please oth-
ers (Vietnam)

Sometimes it is better not to speak unless there is something 
important to say:

• Don’t speak unless you can improve the silence (China)

2.3 The teacher-student relationship

The relationship between the teacher and the student is highly 
valued.   In some cultures scholarship and scholar are re-
spected and are awarded high status.  However, in the UK 
such terms are not so frequently used and have in many ways 
lost their currency. 

As the student or the teacher moves from one culture to an-
other there may be a loss of certainty in the new teacher-
student relationship.  This can lead to confusion and disorien-
tation.

Here are some metaphors and expressions for teachers used 
by Japanese students:
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Here are three sayings:
Follow your teacher seven feet behind so that you don’t step on 
his shadow (Japan)
Reading the same book one hundred times would make you un-
derstand its meaning by itself (China)
The nail that sticks out is to be hammered in (Japan)
Think about these three sayings and summarise briefly their 
meaning.  In addition, record your own reaction to them.   
If these three ideas are widely held to be true by Japanese and 
Chinese students, then what could be their impact if these 
students brought them to your classroom?   How might you at-
tempt to discuss the validity of these sayings with students?   



 • The teacher is a needle, and the disciples are a 
thread which goes with the needle 

 • The teacher is a father

 • It is the teacher that you should follow

 • Better than a thousand days of diligent study is one 
day with a great teacher

 • The bond between the teacher and the student lasts 
from the former world to another world through this world; 
but, the caring between the parent and the child lasts only in 
this world

A teacher provides a model from which to learn 'To enter by 
imitating the model, and exit out of the model.' You strive 
hard to learn by imitating the model and only after years of 
practice are you able to reach a stage when you really under-
stand and are then able to be independent.  In Japan this 
method is still used in learning traditional skills and in study-
ing the martial arts.

Traditionally students have knocked at the gate of a great mas-
ter and have only been allowed to enter when they are ready 
to learn.  The relationship between master and pupil has al-
ways been a very cherished one in Japan. Some of these ex-
pressions and attitudes may appear archaic and may not be 
used by the younger generation; however, they are deeply em-
bedded in the Japanese cultural tradition. In Japan people 
continue to hold scholarship in high regard; for example, 

every year large numbers of Japanese tourists find their way 
to Kirkcaldy, just to visit the birthplace of Adam Smith. 

Here are some Chinese metaphors and expressions relating to 
teachers and scholars:

 • A single conversation across a table with a wise man 
is worth a month's study of books

 • Teachers open the door but you must enter by your-
self

 • Learning is carving jade (i.e. by the teacher, jade is a 
hard stone and traditionally it takes many hours of hard work 
to carve it)

 • Learning is imitating (the teacher)

 • Learning is polishing (i.e. by the teacher)

The metaphors and expressions listed above express vividly 
the nature of learning and teaching and the teacher-student 
relationship.  This is just by way of an introduction to this fas-
cinating subject.  It is clear that we all carry these metaphors 
and expressions around with us and, whether we realise it or 
not, they do have a profound effect on the way we think and 
perceive the world.

It is these differences in perception, in the depths of the ice-
berg, that cause us to stand apart from each other and some-
times makes communication difficult.  We not only differ in 
the languages that we use but in the way we think and make 
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sense of the world.  The challenge lies in bridging the gap in 
understanding created by culturally determined perceptions 
of the world.
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SECTION 3

Cross-cultural 
communication

3.1 Introduction

Some very interesting work has been done in the fascinating 
area of cross-cultural communication. The main aim of this 
section is to highlight the possibilities for misunderstanding 
in any cross-cultural communication.

It is important that international students and their teachers 
are aware of the possibility for misunderstanding when com-
municating with each other.  This is not just a question of lan-
guage but of ways of thinking and behaving.

Sometimes there will be a problem of language but cultural dif-
ferences may also be playing their part.  It is important to be 
able to perceive whether a cultural difference lies at the heart 
of a problem.

When a student has clearly not fully understood a statement, 
then the appropriate response is a restatement:  it is possible 

that the student has understood most of the original state-
ment but is seeking confirmation of their understanding.   If 
there still remains a lack of understanding, then it will be nec-
essary to paraphrase the original statement.  On the other 
hand, too much paraphrasing can result in further confusion.

However, communication often involves much more than the 
conveying of straightforward information.  There may be a de-
gree of ambiguity created, usually unintentionally, between 
the communicator and the recipient.  The recipient may make 
unrealistic assumptions that are simply not intended by the 
person doing the communicating.  Compare the following two 
emails:

"This afternoon’s 1st year 
law lecture is cancelled due 
to staff illness"

          

"I am afraid that I cannot 
meet you to discuss your as-
signment until next Friday. 
 Can we meet at 11.30 for 
half an hour? Please con-
firm that you will be able to 
attend."

While the first email is not likely to raise any questions in the 
mind of the student, the second is open to various interpreta-
tions by the student, including one or more of the following:
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 • My work is not important to my tutor and I have to 
wait for feedback
 • My tutor is clearly busy with other students and can-
not be bothered to spend time with me
 • My tutor values me and wants to spend half an hour 
going through my work with me
 • My work must be so bad that my tutor needs to spend 
a whole half an hour with me
 • I will now have to wait anxiously for Friday to come 
and will not be able to get on with my other work

A simple agreement to meet by the tutor has produced totally 
unexpected responses of which the tutor is completely 
unaware.  These unrealistic responses have been deliberately 
exaggerated to make a point:  even in the simplest of commu-
nications there are possibilities for misunderstandings.

While the tutor may feel under no obligation to provide an ex-
planation, any concerns might have been avoided if the email 
had said something like:

"I read your assignment with interest but I am afraid that I cannot 
meet you to discuss it until next Friday as I am attending a confer-
ence on Wednesday and Thursday. Can we meet at 11.30 for half an 
hour?  Please confirm that you will be able to attend."

Of course, had this communication been verbal, then the tutor 
may have become aware of the student’s hesitancy and the 
look of concern on their face and could have immediately 
given the useful additional information.

It is clear that anything, apart from the most basic of commu-
nications, can often be subject to a number of interpretations.  
Misunderstandings and confusion may be even more likely in 
cross-cultural communication. 

It is not just a question of understanding the language but of 
the often hidden meaning behind the language.  When speak-
ing to another person we often have expectations of their re-
sponse; we are then confused when the response is different 
from that expected. 

People bring with them to their communication their own up-
bringing and experiences to their communication and they are 
usually not aware of their own culturally determined patterns 
of thought and behaviour. 

As can be seen from the Iceberg model (stage 1), such patterns 
of thought and behaviour are completely hidden from view.  
There are rules but they are largely unwritten.  They may be-
come available to outsiders through guidebooks, but their com-
plexity and profundity are not easily explicable.  Although 
they have their own internal logic, this may not be easily acces-
sible to outsiders. 

For an international student living among people from an en-
tirely different culture, it is important to expect a degree of am-
biguity and misunderstanding.  As long as the student can tol-
erate some ambiguity and not overreact to confusing situa-
tions, then they will have fewer difficulties in settling into 
their new way of life.
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On the other side, the teachers of international students 
should be aware of cultural differences which may have an ef-
fect on successful communication.  They should try to mini-
mise misunderstandings and whenever possible be tolerant 
when they occur.

The teacher should expect the international student to de-
velop new communication skills over time:  they cannot be ex-
pected to acquire them suddenly.  In most cases, these skills 
cannot be acquired theoretically but have to be developed 
through practice.  The key factors are being open minded and 
tolerant, being aware that cultural differences exist and being 
able to reflect on outcomes, which may be positive or 
negative.  This trial and error learning may be quite painful 
and the international student may feel under considerable 
pressure at times.  In these circumstances, it is important for 
both international students and their teachers not to take mat-
ters personally and try to understand the reason for the break-
down in communication.  If the student always interprets 
negative events as a personal rejection, then they may never 
feel comfortable in their new environment.

International students will often find themselves forced to 
take on new roles.  This will be quite difficult because they 
have been gradually socialised into their roles in their home 
country.

A moderate level of anxiety may be positive and have a stimu-
lating effect.  The excitement of adapting to the new environ-
ment may be highly motivating and one of the reasons for 

coming to study in the UK.  However, excessive anxiety over a 
period of time may result in both mental and physical 
ill-health.  Overemphasis on negative experiences may mean 
that positive experiences are not recognised and valued when 
they occur.

Some factors which may have an effect on students’ abilities to 
communicate in the new environment are personality, willing-
ness to be open-minded and tolerant, previous experiences, 
positive experiences in first days and weeks, support and 
understanding from teachers and other students, and the de-
gree of cultural difference.

3.2 Causes and consequences of misunderstandings

Reflect on a breakdown in cross-cultural communication that you 
have experienced.  It may have been in your professional life or in 
your private life –  for example, when you went on holiday. 
 • What were the causes of the breakdown? 
 • What did it feel like? 
 • What did you do? 
 • What did you learn from this?

Your reflections may have included one or more of the follow-
ing:

 • Emotional reaction – yours and the other person’s

 • Uncertainty

 • Discomfort

 • Judging
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 • Lack of information on knowing how to respond

 • Filling in of information

 • Interpretation of the incident

 • Avoidance

This list of possible responses is not exhaustive.  It is also 
likely that you experienced more than one response to this 
incident.  How much were you in control of the situation?  It 
is quite common to have a feeling of being deskilled or even 
helpless in an unfamiliar situation where cultural differences 
are playing an important part.  It is common for such experi-
ences to be quite painful so that, after dwelling on them for a 
period, they may well be hidden away in our memories and 
hopefully forgotten, in order to avoid further pain.

Difficulties arising from a breakdown in cross-cultural 
communication often evoke an emotional response in one or 
both parties.  While such an emotional response may be under-
standable, it often makes further communication and easing 
of the situation much more difficult.  Sometimes the reasons 
for negative feelings can be very unclear.

The uncertainty can be highly debilitating, especially when 
one is forced to revisit a painful experience.  There is a natural 
human fear of rejection.  The desire for acceptance is a very 
powerful one.  It can be very distressing to feel that one is al-
ways an outsider.

Breakdowns in communication can induce a high level of dis-
comfort for all concerned, especially when the matter is not re-
solved satisfactorily.  Where there has been a direct violation 
of a cultural norm, there may also be a great deal of anger, re-
sulting in a complete breakdown in communication.

In these situations it is easy to make a hasty judgement, which 
can be unintentional, based on a different cultural tradition.  
Such judgementalism creates barriers, which can then rein-
force the original misunderstanding.

Probably the most frustrating aspect is the lack of information 
on knowing how to respond.  It is impossible to be totally cul-
turally competent when working with students from different 
cultural backgrounds.  It is important, therefore, not to feel a 
sense of inadequacy but to be prepared to learn each time 
there is a misunderstanding.

Sometimes we may fill in information based on our own 
cultural assumptions and jump to hasty conclusions.  This of-
ten happens mid-conversation, where one or both parties 
have ceased to listen attentively, resulting in a breakdown in 
communication

It is possible that a misunderstanding will be interpreted in a 
particular way without taking all the factors into 
consideration.  Without reflection and an awareness of the 
possibility of cultural differences playing a part, the interpreta-
tion may be heavily culturally biased.  This is not to make a 
judgement but to explain the reality of the situation.
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Rather than try to understand what has happened, there is of-
ten a tendency to avoid similar painful situations in future.  
This may come down to avoiding particular individuals or 
minimising contact with them.  This is human nature, but in 
these circumstances communication has completely broken 
down. 

3.3 Examples of misunderstandings arising in cross-
cultural communication

So far cross-cultural communication has only been examined 
in general terms and in relation to your own experiences of 
communication difficulties.  Here are a some more examples 
of where breakdowns in understanding may occur:

Silence

In some cultures, particularly those in East Asia, silence is ac-
ceptable and indeed desirable.  The idea is that silence should 
only be broken when there is something important to say.  
Students therefore need time to prepare their important con-
tribution to the discussion.  For them it would be unthinkable 
to make some remark that has not been carefully thought out.  
Other members of the group, as well as the teacher may feel 
uncomfortable during the period of silence and will seek to fill 
the void.  This may lead to the non-participation of some 
students

Demanding

‘I want’ lacks the subtlety of ‘I would like’ but perhaps such 
subtlety does not exist in the speaker’s language.  The speaker 
is just trying to get a need across in the most direct way 
possible.  In many cultures it is not necessary to use ‘please’ 
and ‘thank you’ as often as we do in the UK.  Sometimes it is 
difficult to get across the sense of urgency without appearing 
rude:  ‘I want this now!’, without providing further informa-
tion, can seem unnecessarily abrupt.  In this situation, the per-
son so addressed may feel angry and uncooperative.  How-
ever, had the person been approached in the following way:

‘I have a problem which I hope you can help me with.  My 
mother is coming to visit me next month and I need to fax an 
invitation letter to her tomorrow so that she can get her visa.  
I didn’t realise that I should have done this earlier.  Can you 
help me?’

then the response would have been entirely different.  In 
many cultures, such an approach would appear incomprehen-
sible: since it is the job of this official to issue this type of let-
ter, what would be the reason for approaching the matter in 
such an excessively deferential way?  Some students may ap-
pear to be very demanding and there could be a number of rea-
sons for this:  their use of language, their personality, their 
anxiety, their cultural conditioning, their desire for survival.

Male student encounters with female members of 
staff

In workshops entitled ‘Exploring cultural diversity’ partici-
pants were asked to identify situations that made them feel un-
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comfortable; many female participants raised the issue of in-
teractions with male students from certain countries.  They ex-
pressed a variety of experiences:  their responses not being ac-
cepted, although they were in a position of responsibility; not 
being taken seriously, so that a male member of staff may be 
requested to deal with the problem; being addressed in a de-
meaning way; impoliteness and rudeness; the feeling that they 
were being treated differently from their male colleagues.  It is 
clear that international students from certain cultural back-
grounds may display an unacceptable attitude towards female 
members of staff, but confronting this issue head-on may well 
exacerbate the situation.  It is not an easy matter to resolve 
when negative attitudes towards women can be so deeply in-
grained.

Smiling or laughing

In a number of cultures smiling or laughing in apparently in-
appropriate places – for example, at other people’s misfortune 
– can appear tactless. However, a laugh or a smile can commu-
nicate embarrassment or solidarity with the person who is suf-
fering.

Impassivity

This may arise out of undue deference or simply out of an in-
ability to act in an unfamiliar environment

Overconfidence

This is the opposite of the above, but may paradoxically result 
from a high level of insecurity

3.4 A point on language

We have deliberately avoided language-related misunder-
standings to focus on those arising from different cultural 
traditions.  However, it should be pointed out that while 
students may be able to speak English reasonably fluently, 
they may not have learnt the correct intonation, which may 
not have been an important feature of their previous learning.  
Some people maintain the intonation of their native language 
when speaking English.  This incorrect intonation can have a 
distorting effect on what is being said, resulting in the person 
sometimes appearing more aggressive than they actually are.  
Whereas people may put enormous effort into improving their 
language skills, they may never be able to make significant 
changes to the way that they speak.  A high degree of tolerance 
is required to ignore the negative effects induced by incorrect 
intonation.

When a person carries aspects of their first language into their 
second language, this is called interference.  This normally has 
an effect on certain parts of language rather than others, and 
it differs from one language to another.  Focussing on intona-
tion, here are two examples of interference which may have an 
effect on Greeks and Thais when they speak English:
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Some features of Greek intonation carried over into English 
(such as the use of a high fall where English would use a low 
rise) may make speakers sound abrupt and impolite.  Special 
practice is needed in the intonation of polite requests, sugges-
tions, commands, offers, question tags and interruptions, and in 
the use of stereotype responses such as Mm, Yes, I see, That’s 
right with appropriate intonation patterns.

Source:  Swan Michael and Smith Bernard (eds) (2001) Learner 
English: A teacher’s guide to interference and other problems, 
Cambridge University Press,  p 132

Intonation patterns in Thai are very different from those of 
English.  Being a basically monosyllabic language, Thai has a 
sharp up-and-down pitch contour.  Although questions in Thai 
are frequently marked by ‘question words’ at the end of a sen-
tence which have an inherent rising tone, this does not automati-
cally facilitate the reproduction of English question contours.  
Particular attention should be paid to polite requests; Thai uses 
a whole series of untranslatable words or ‘particles’ at the end of 
sentences to perform some of the functions fulfilled by intona-
tion in English.  When translating from Thai to English, the po-
lite particles used in requests disappear, leaving a rather 
brusque imperative if the speaker has been too literal.
Source:  Swan and Smith, ibid, p 347

There is no reason to believe that Greek students are being im-
polite when making requests. It will usually be the case that 

their first language is interfering when they speak English.  
Thais are well-known for their politeness and courtesy to-
wards others and visitors to Thailand must take into account 
their code of behaviour if they do not wish to offend people.  
Since Thai uses different mechanisms to express politeness, 
they may inadvertently appear abrupt when communicating 
in English.

It is important to remember that there are differences in into-
nation between British English and North American English 
which can also lead to misunderstandings. 

There is so much to take into account when communicating 
with somebody coming from a different cultural perspective 
and it is important not to jump to hasty conclusions.

Let us now look at language from the international student’s 
point of view.  While a student may have an excellent com-
mand of plain English, they may become completely bewil-
dered and feel deskilled when they encounter a type of Eng-
lish that is full of colloquialisms. Their initially high expecta-
tions may be dampened by their complete inability to under-
stand what is going on.

Whereas plain English can be very exact in getting an idea 
across to a listener; colloquial English, with all its vagueness, 
nuances and subtleties can have quite the opposite effect.  For 
example, the phrase ‘I hear what you say’ taken at its face 
value means ‘I am listening to you and your point is valid’, 
whereas it usually means the opposite:  ‘I totally disagree with 
your point and you must agree that my viewpoint is better’.  
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Some other markers of disagreement, which may not be imme-
diately clear to the person for whom English is their second 
language, include ‘I take on board what you say’, ‘You may 
well be right but ...’, ‘With the greatest respect ...’  For a com-
prehensive list of such ambiguous phrases see Kington, Miles 
(1996), I hear what you’re saying, but I’ll ignore it, The Inde-
pendent at  
http://www.independent.co.uk/opinion/i-hear-what-youre-s
aying-but-ill-ignore-it-1357551.html

Sometimes we may imply something rather than state it 
directly.  Although risking upsetting a student, a direct state-
ment may be more helpful in the long run rather than a more 
subtle but ‘hidden’ approach to a problem.  On occasions 
international students have commented on the fact that some-
times it is difficult to get British people to say ‘no’.  ‘No’ is 
couched in such a way that the student is confused and be-
comes unsure of what is meant, whereas a straightforward 
‘no’, with a brief explanation, would be much more helpful.

Non-verbal language

There are clearly many factors at play in cross-cultural 
communication.  One very important area that we have not 
yet looked at is non-verbal communication.  With the obvious 
emphasis on verbal communication, most language pro-
grammes do not even touch on this area.  There may be vari-
ous reasons for this:  it is a very complex area and the incom-
petent use of non-verbal language may create even more mis-
understandings and possible conflicts.  The result of this is 

that people may be quite competent in communicating ver-
bally in their second language but will retain the non-verbal 
communication patterns of their culture.  Such patterns are 
not easily adaptable to the new culture.  At the same time, 
they are the possible source of much confusion.

If we just take one example, that of eye contact or lack of it, 
then it is evident that there are many different possible 
cultural norms.  In different cultural contexts eye contact can 
express any of the following (in no particular order):

 • Interest in what the person is saying

 • Paying attention to what is being said

 • In bargaining, determining whether the person is 
interested in buying

 • Confidence

 • Honesty

 • Truthfulness

 • Rudeness

 • Insolence

 • Sexual interest

 • Aggression

If eye contact is maintained for too long then it may go from 
being a positive means of communication to being a negative 
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one.  In some cultures maintaining any sort of eye contact can 
be highly discomforting.

Conversely, lack of eye contact may signify the following (in 
no particular order):

 • Deference

 • Respect

 • Showing interest

 • Concentration

 • Showing lack of interest

 • Being thoughtful

 • Discomfort

 • Lack of confidence

 • Boredom

 • Embarrassment

 • Dishonesty

 • Lying

In our culture eye contact is very important since it can tell us 
so much.  Just think how much more difficult it is to communi-
cate with somebody wearing sunglasses.  Usually eye contact 
or lack of eye contact is culturally determined and therefore 

difficult to change.  It is clear that there are large margins for 
error in interpreting eye contact or absence of eye contact.  
The interpretation will usually depend on one’s own cultural 
background and could therefore easily be incorrect.

Eye contact is just one, although highly important, aspect of 
non-verbal communication.  It is evident that this whole area 
is fraught with difficulties and has the potential for generating 
many misunderstandings. 

If you are interested in pursuing this area further, just think of 
the possible interpretations of a smile in different cultures. 

3.5 The Way Forward  

It is evident that cross-cultural communication is highly com-
plex and not easy to understand, especially when there are 
breakdowns in communication.  Above all it is important to 
recognise that misunderstandings result not necessarily from 
language problems but from different cultural perspectives, 
each with its own validity.

In summary, as a result of the wide variation in cultural 
norms and ways of thinking, the possibility of misunderstand-
ing is inherent where people are communicating across cul-
tures. Although it is not possible to become culturally compe-
tent in all areas, it is possible to maintain a high level of 
cultural awareness. 

Learning to function effectively in a new culture is very chal-
lenging and it may be accompanied by many painful 
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experiences.  By showing understanding and tolerance, staff 
may nurture the cultural abilities of international students.  It 
is not helpful – although it indeed may be a natural response 
– to react unthinkingly to cultural errors with anger and 
antipathy.  This will only lead to a further breakdown in 
communication. 

It is important to focus on the behaviour which you have 
found inappropriate, rather than on the person, and tomake 
the effort to understand what is going on.  What is this person 
really trying to say?  They may have phrased it rather clumsily 
or even rudely, from my point of view, but let me act as a role 
model in how to communicate effectively in my culture.  Point-
ing out the error courteously, with an explanation of how to 
avoid it in future, will help international students to grow and 
develop their cultural competence.  They will be much more 
willing to learn if their errors are accepted as such without any 
sense of being judged.  Most international students want to 
feel that they belong in their new cultural environment.  They 
do not wish to stick out by their lack of appropriate skills.  By 
helping them to learn the new rules of communication you 
will be greatly assisting them in reducing their uncertainties 
and in developing better relationships with their fellow 
students and staff. 

It is said that the best way to learn to ride a bike is to get on 
and start pedalling.  In a sense no amount of theory will pre-
pare you for cross-cultural communication, although a certain 
cultural awareness is very helpful.  Cultural awareness will 
only grow in the practice of it.

The most effective way forward is to develop the habit of look-
ing for the resolution of misunderstandings arising from per-
ceived differences through reflection, increased 
understanding and the creation of helpful solutions.

One suggestion is to keep a record of critical incidents where 
misunderstandings arising from cultural differences have 
occurred.  This should include an account of what happened, 
your interpretation of it, your reflection on this experience, 
and what you will do if you encounter a similar situation in 
future.  Take a close look at the reaction of both participants:  
did either act to exacerbate or alleviate the situation?  Try not 
to be too judgemental.  Remember that there may not be an 
easy answer.  The next step is then to share these experiences 
with colleagues and to see if they can suggest alternative 
solutions.  Do not just focus on negative experiences, although 
these may be the ones that create the greatest concerns.  In 
this way unpleasant or uncomfortable experiences can be-
come learning opportunities.

There is a device known as the culture assimilator, which 
helps to raise awareness of cultural misunderstandings and 
the possible reasons for them.  In the next section you will 
find an example entitled ‘Coming late to class’.  

3.6 Culture Assimilator

A culture assimilator is a device whereby various cultural en-
counters can be discussed and analysed.  Here is an example 
of a very basic culture assimilator provided by Darrick Zirker:
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The formula for culture assimilators is as follows:

 1 a brief description of a cultural incident

 2 a list of usually 4 or sometimes 5 responses to the 
incident

 3 a discussion of the 4 or 5 responses and the identifi-
cation of the most appropriate response; sometimes there is 
some merit in one of the other responses but the reader is en-
couraged ‘to try again’

Let us now look at a culture assimilator relating to the univer-
sity environment.  It has been adapted from an example given 
by Dr J. Govoni in Coming late to class!, St. Leo University (ac-
cessed on 17 July 2008)

Coming Late to Class

It was Jing’s first meeting with her tutor and she felt that she 
could not interrupt him to say that she had to go to her next 
lecture.  He was also providing her with essential information, 
which she was going to find really useful for her studies.

When the meeting finally finished Jing rushed to the lecture 
theatre.  She arrived five minutes late and was mortified.  She 
looked through the small window and saw that Professor 
Davies had already started his lecture.   Jing knocked gently 
on the door and waited for Professor Davies to open it.  When 
he did not respond she knocked again. 

When Professor Davies came to the door, Jing apologised pro-
fusely for being late and tried to explain that she had been 
held up by her discussion with her tutor, taking care not to 
blame her tutor in any way.  Professor Davies appeared not to 
listen to her explanation but waved her into the lecture thea-
tre and closed the door behind her.  He immediately resumed 
his lecture without paying any attention to her.  Jing sat there 
feeling very embarrassed and felt that Professor Davies was 
angry with her. 

It was a very hot day and a few minutes later Professor Davies 
opened the door to provide some ventilation.  Shortly after 
that, Tom, a British student, entered the classroom, made a 
gesture towards Professor Davies and quietly sat down next to 
her.  Jing noticed that Professor Davies appeared to acknowl-
edge Tom’s gesture.

Jing sat there in confusion and shame.  Why had things gone 
so badly wrong for her and why had she been treated so differ-
ently to Tom, the British student?  What could be the explana-
tion for Professor Davies’ behaviour?

That evening Jing sat down to think about the humiliating 
event earlier in the day.  She was completely confused and 
upset.  She felt that she had got off to a very bad start and 
wanted to give up her course and to return home. 

Once she had quietened down, Jing began to look for possible 
explanations:
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Incident
You are visiting a family in Mexico and while you are conversing the 
family offers you a drink of water. It is burning hot outside so obvi-
ously you accept the offer and watch anxiously as they go for your 
drink. You see the mother open up the garbage can in the corner and 
dip in a glass and then proceed to give it to you. As you sit there in 
shock as to what just happened, what will you do?
Possible Responses

1 You kindly tell the family that you changed your mind and that 
you are no longer thirsty.

2 You accept the water and then accidentally spill it to avoid hav-
ing to drink it.

3 You ask the family why they keep water in a garbage can and 
proceed to explain a more sanitary method of storing water

4 You just drink it and enjoy it.

Retorts
1 You selected option 1. Ouch! How would your mother feel if 

you ran to the dinner table because you were so hungry and 
then when you saw what was for dinner you asked to be ex-
cused. Do you think she wouldn’t notice what was going on. This 
is not a good option.

2 You selected option 2. This would be a very clever approach to 
avoiding something you don’t want to do however your thirst re-
mains unquenched and the family has a big mess to clean up.

3 You selected option 3. Sorry. This option shows a lack of 
cultural tolerance. Just because they might do things in a differ-
ent way than where you are from does not give you any right to 
try and change them. They might become very offended

4 You selected option 4. Good job. You first have to know that 
many families in Latin American countries store their water in 
clean plastic garbage cans. A good majority of the time it has 
been boiled and ready to drink. You have to remember that they 
are humans too and cannot drink things that are very harmful to 
ones health. You should be okay in just guzzling it down and 
quenching your thirst.

Source:  Zirker, Darrick (undated) Asimilador Cultural:  Claro como 
el agua, at (accessed on 17 July 2008)

http://spanport.byu.edu/hispanet/recursos_pedagogicos/materiales/materiales/asimilador/pdf/claro_comoagua.pdf
http://spanport.byu.edu/hispanet/recursos_pedagogicos/materiales/materiales/asimilador/pdf/claro_comoagua.pdf
http://spanport.byu.edu/hispanet/recursos_pedagogicos/materiales/materiales/asimilador/pdf/claro_comoagua.pdf
http://spanport.byu.edu/hispanet/recursos_pedagogicos/materiales/materiales/asimilador/pdf/claro_comoagua.pdf


 A Professor Davies was annoyed with her because she 
was late and she had not informed him beforehand that she 
would be late. British people expect to be notified of lateness 
before it happens.  Tom had informed Professor Davies that 
he was going to be late and therefore his late arrival was not a 
problem. 

 B Professor Davies was annoyed with her because she 
tried to enter the room when the door was shut. In the UK a 
closed door indicates the desire for privacy and interruptions 
are not welcome.  Since Professor Davies had opened the door 
before Tom arrived, there was no problem with Tom coming 
into the class, even though he was later than Jing.

 C Professor Davies was annoyed with her because she 
interrupted him by knocking and trying to talk to him while 
he was giving his lecture.  The rest of the class had to wait 
while she tried to give her explanation.  In the UK it is ex-
pected that nobody will interrupt a lecture unless there is an 
emergency.   Tom did not interrupt Professor Davies’ lecture 
but just sat down quietly, acknowledging that he was late. 

 D Professor Davies was prejudiced against 
international students.  He was annoyed with her because she 
was an international student but he was not angry at Tom, the 
UK student, even though he arrived later than her. 

Luckily, at the weekend Jing was going to stay with one of her 
mother’s old friends, Auntie Amy, who had lived in the UK for 
many years.  She told Auntie Amy about the incident of her 

late arrival at the lecture earlier in the week and the possible 
explanations. 

Auntie Amy responded to each explanation as follows:

 A Although it is true that British people value punctu-
ality, they do realise that students may occasionally arrive late 
for unexpected reasons.  It is not always possible to notify the 
teacher in advance.   Given the value placed by the British on 
punctuality, this may have been a good assumption if you had 
evidence of students offering explanations for lateness before 
it occurred. 

 B Some closed doors in the UK indicate a desire for 
privacy.  However, those closed doors are usually doors to pri-
vate rooms, including teacher’s offices (some teachers may 
have an ‘open door policy’ when they are free and may close 
the door when they wish to have privacy).  However, closed 
doors to public rooms, such as a lecture theatre, do not neces-
sarily indicate a desire for privacy.  In fact Professor Davies 
demonstrated that this was not a private area when he opened 
the door to allow in some air.

 C This is the best explanation.  When they are lectur-
ing, teachers in the UK expect to be interrupted as little as 
possible.  They would only accept interruption in the case of 
an emergency or if a large group of students was affected.  In 
offering her apologies and explanation, Jing was seeking to 
hold a private conversation with the lecturer.  In these circum-
stances her behaviour was inappropriate.  Tom entered qui-
etly and sat down without disrupting the lecture. 
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 D There may be some teachers who are prejudiced 
against international students but there is no evidence of dis-
crimination on the basis of one incident.  There are many pos-
sibilities for misunderstanding in cross-cultural 
communication.  This is not a good explanation for the above 
occurrence.  It is important to look for possible cultural differ-
ences rather than prejudice in this situation. 

Auntie Amy then went on to explain to Jing that there was 
nothing shameful about the above incident.  She said that she 
should not continue to worry about it as Professor Davies had 
probably forgotten all about it by now.  Auntie Amy then gave 
Jing some very important advice:

‘You will find that English people do things very differently 
from the way we are used to back home.  They also have a dif-
ferent way of thinking; for example, they put much more em-
phasis on the individual, whereas we like to do things in 
groups.  There are still some things that I don’t understand 
about the way English people think and do things.  Our cul-
ture is not better than their culture; it’s just different.  You will 
find that you have some good as well as bad experiences dur-
ing your studies in England.  It is important that you recog-
nise the positive experiences.  You should learn from your bad 
experiences but try not to keep thinking about them for too 
long. You will find that you will gradually get used to the way 
things are done here.'

Source:  Govoni, J. Coming late to class!, St. Leo University, 
undated at 

 http://www.esolinhighered.org/CultureAssimilatorSample04
.htm (accessed on 17 July 2008, this source has since been 
taken down)

The use of culture assimilators is a very effective way of 
developing cultural awareness.  They are usually very interest-
ing and give pause for thought.  Sometimes they may be quite 
painful, since cross-cultural encounters can raise so many deli-
cate issues.  There are many resources available covering this 
topic; some are listed in the Bibliography.   Two very useful 
ones are:

Cushner, Kenneth and Brislin, Richard W. (1996) Intercul-
tural Interactions:  A Practical Guide, Sage Publications, Lon-
don

This work covers 18 cross-cultural themes such as host cus-
toms, interacting with hosts, settling in and making adjust-
ments, tourist experiences, the workplace, education and 
schooling.  It is available in the Aldrich library at 303.482 
CUS.

Wang, Mary Margaret et al (2000) Turning Bricks into Jade, 
Nicholas Brealey Publishing, London

Another valuable work, which is culture specific and discusses 
41 encounters between Chinese people and Americans

The culture assimilators in both these works have been 
checked for authenticity, by asking validators to give their 
opinion on the spectrum:  "I am certain that this is correct"; 
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"This is very likely"; "This is likely"; "This is unlikely"; "This is 
very unlikely; "I am certain this is not correct".  In some cases 
there has been a measure of disagreement, which illustrates 
the complexity of cross-cultural communication.
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SECTION 4

Managing Transition

4.1 Introduction - Transition as a universal experi-
ence

The purpose of this staff development resource is to equip 
staff so that they can help international students to manage 
their transition into a higher education environment in the 
UK.  Staff themselves will go through periods of transition 
both in their private lives and in their workplace.  For exam-
ple, they may see an increase in the numbers of international 
students taking their courses with resulting challenges.  Exter-
nal circumstances will necessitate changes and new ap-
proaches in their work.  We will touch briefly on the universal 
aspect of the experience of transition; however, the main em-
phasis will be on recognising the needs of international 
students and looking at ways of helping them to settle into 
their academic life in the UK.

Everybody experiences periods of transition in their lives:  
from childhood to adolescence, from the teenage years to 
adulthood, from school to further or higher education or em-
ployment, from living at home to becoming independent, mov-
ing from one job to another, coping with ill-health and adapt-
ing to loss. 

Our lives are not static but are constantly going through peri-
ods of change.  Sometimes such change is limited to the 
individual (e.g. moving from a familiar environment to an un-
familiar one, the loss of a loved one, ill-health) and at other 
times such change is shared with others (e.g. war, natural dis-
aster, financial crisis).

The ability to cope with transition depends on many factors 
unique to each individual:  the significance and impact of the 
change, personality, previous experience, development of cop-
ing skills, ability to see beyond the ‘difficult’ transition phase, 
support from family friends and others, networking and 
problem-solving.  It is commonly stated that people hate 
change but this is not universally the case:  it can be very 
stimulating and life-enhancing.  Much depends on the per-
son’s attitude to change.

Transition can be positive or negative or both.  It helps if you 
can see it as both a positive and a negative experience:  there 
is the possibility of learning and personal growth, as well as 
challenges, sometimes to the limit of one’s endurance; there 
will be difficult times but there will also be good times.
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For some the move from a familiar to an unfamiliar environ-
ment can be a totally disorientating and disempowering 
experience.  Here is a humorous account of one traveller who 
feels equally alien in his own country as he does when he trav-
els overseas:
When we leave the city we’re completely lost!  It only takes a 
cow or a sheep to walk up to us and we’re frightened out of 
our wits.  What good are all our city skills if we can’t even take 
a crap in your privies without running screaming from the pig, 
our trousers round our ankles?  We end up cutting short our 
days in the country because we’re desperate for the toilet.  It’s 
the same when we go abroad, as I have done a few times.  
We’re so scared by the different language and customs that we 
find ourselves jumping out of our skin if the guy next to us so 
much as farts.  No, when all’s said and done, at home we’re 
master of everything, but as soon as we arrive at a place we 
don’t know, we turn into cowering wretches.
Xinran (2008) Miss Chopsticks, Vintage, London

Luckily most people’s experience of moving from a familiar to 
an unfamiliar environment is not quite as dramatic as this.

Another fascinating account of cultural encounters is John 
Grisham's Playing for Pizza (2008),in which he describes in 
delightful detail how a failed American football player goes to 
play in Italy.  An interesting feature is that, although it is writ-
ten in English, part of it is incomprehensible to the average 
British reader unfamiliar with American football.  Thus, along 

with the hero, the reader can also experience difficulties in 
understanding, albeit different ones.

Your experience of transition
Just pause for a moment and choose a time of transition 
in your life and reflect upon its impact on you and how 
you managed to cope with it.Here are some questions that 
you could ask of this experience:
 • How long did the transition take?
 • What enabled you to get through that transi-
tion?
 • Did you seek support or did you ‘go-it alone’?
 • In retrospect what could you have done to ease 
the anxiety caused by the transition?
 • What lasting effect has that transition had on 
you?

4.2 Transition:  the experience of international 
students

Although transition is a universal human experience, there 
are specific features of transition for international students, as 
we have seen in the testimony from Ainur.

The initial decision

There will be many reasons for deciding to come to study in 
the UK; indeed, the possibility of studying elsewhere may also 
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have been considered.  The choice of the University of Brigh-
ton will have been based on a number of factors that will be 
unique to each individual.

There will have been many factors to take into account before 
the final decision to come to study in the UK has been made.  
In most cases, financial considerations will have played an im-
portant part in the decision-making process.  In some cases, 
parents will have been putting money aside for many years, 
while in others parents will have to release funds through the 
sale of assets or they may rely on their income to finance their 
child’s studies.  In one case, the family’s wealth was held in cat-
tle and the student’s mother had to organise the sale of some 
of their herd to obtain funds for his studies. 

Mature students may be able to finance their own studies ei-
ther through loans or savings, or through a combination of 
both.  In a relatively small number of cases, students will re-
ceive full sponsorship for their studies, mainly from their gov-
ernments.

The choice of subject may be the student’s or it may have been 
determined by family pressures or the availability of govern-
ment sponsorships in specific subject areas.  There have been 
cases where the subject of study is not suited to the student’s 
abilities or interests.  In this situation there would appear to 
be three solutions for students:

 • To do nothing and continue to study in the chosen 
subject area, despite being unsuited or uninterested

 • To negotiate a change of course or university – the 
university will usually be sympathetic to this course of action 
but, for various reasons, parents may be less willing to accom-
modate their child’s wishes

 • To drop out of their studies altogether, with signifi-
cant consequences

An international student may not be equipped to decide on 
any of these options.  The same holds true for UK students.

Expectations

The decision to study abroad is a very big one and requires a 
considerable commitment on the part of the student and their 
family.  Expectations will consequently be very high.  The stu-
dent will see their studies at the University of Brighton as an 
important step on the road to a brighter future.  They will see 
that a degree awarded from a well-known British university 
will give them and their family significant prestige and status 
in their home environment; this degree will also help them to 
gain access to rewarding and lucrative employment.

The expectations of their parents will be equally high:  their 
child’s success will increase their family’s reputation and 
standing in their local community.  In a number of cases the 
award of a UK degree will increase their child’s 
marriageability.  The parents will also wish to see a payback 
for sacrifices made and the amount of money invested in their 
child’s education.  In addition to the university education, par-
ents may have funded a period of study overseas prior to 
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university.  In the case of parents of students from China, 
their commitment to the education of their single child may 
have produced even higher sacrifices. 

Their classmates and old friends will eagerly await their re-
turn, with their stories of studying overseas and success in 
gaining a degree.

Government sponsors will similarly have high expectations of 
the students that they have sponsored.  In many cases,  
students will be expected to complete a number of years in 
government employment following the award of their degree.

Such high expectations can place a considerable burden on 
students, especially in periods of doubt and setback.  Where a 
student thinks that they are beginning to fail, then such a bur-
den can become intolerable and will require considerable re-
sourcefulness in order to avoid falling into a downward spiral 
of despair.

4.3 Initial advice to students in managing transition

It is possible to identify three basic approaches to transition to 
studying at a university in the UK:

 • The student neither receives nor seeks any support 
and basically copes as best they can in an unfamiliar environ-
ment

 • The student has access to some initial advice and 
makes use of some of the support available but fails to build 
on this

 • The student receives initial advice and support and 
then goes on to build a network of support

The first approach will probably lead to confusion, struggling 
with living and studying in the UK and a considerable degree 
of unhappiness.  With an absence of support, the student may 
enter a downward spiral of dysfunctioning and possibly ulti-
mate disintegration.

The second approach can mean a better start for the student 
but may result in subsequent uncertainty and faltering.

The third approach is by far the best and is likely to lead to a 
positive student who is fully engaged in their studies and in 
their life in the UK.

Managing transition: networks of support

Most people will have a network of support to help them 
through transitional phases in their lives. However, this net-
work is considerably weakened when one travels to another 
country to study.  In these circumstances, it is necessary, in-
deed essential, to build a new network of support as soon as 
possible.  The ability to manage transition effectively comes 
from the resourcefulness of the individual student and the net-
work of support which he or she is able to build quickly.

Some international students will already be quite skilled at 
networking. However, these network-building skills are not 
always in place, since the home network has been built over a 
period of time in an organic way without the necessity of 
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developing such skills, certainly not in the compressed time-
frame that is involved in coming to study in the UK. 

International students' support networks
• Draw a diagram of an international student’s network of sup-

port in their home country 
• Now draw a second diagram of an international student’s 

network of support in the UK. You should also include peo-
ple from the previous diagram and their relative importance 
in the international student’s new environment.

Did your second diagram look something like the one shown 
in here? The thickness of the arrows illustrates the degree of 
support and some attempt has also been made to show dis-
tance, although clearly the arrows for ‘parents’ and ‘old class-
mates and friends’ should be much longer.

While parents will continue to be important and will be at the 
end of the phone for emotional support, they will not be of 
much help in providing immediate practical support, espe-
cially if their knowledge of the new environment is a very lim-
ited one.  Old classmates and friends, those strong sources of 
support in the familiar home environment, will probably not 
be of an assistance at all in the new environment.
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The new network of support will include the student’s per-
sonal tutor, their mentor, students from their home country, 
other international students, UK students and the University 
of Brighton’s Student Services team.  The relative importance 
of each of these will depend on each individual.

Here is one member of staff’s view of the network of support:

Individuals feel more comfortable if they’re with like-type in-
dividuals.  That’s how we feel if we have social norms.  We 
feel happier with people that we can relate to, that are similar 
to us.  If we’re put in a situation where we are not with people 
we can relate to and who aren’t similar to us – whether it be 
in language, food, beliefs or values – then we will feel 
uncomfortable.  How do you overcome that?  Effectively for 
every individual you try your hardest to encourage them to 
participate.  You can’t change everything.  That’s part of the 
reason why they come to study.  It’s recognised in trying to 
help them understand how to relate, to say that you are there 
if they have questions.  Ideally mentoring, buddying systems 
are there to be put in place … it’s supporting that emotional 
upheaval  and that occurs.  That’s what the human dimension 
says.  You cannot alleviate it entirely at all because that is 
what actually happens.  Some people cope with it better than 
others.  It’s a reality.  They are coming into something they 
are not familiar with. 
Source:  Interview with member of staff 2009

4.4 Helping students to deal with culture shock

Coming to a new cultural environment can be a highly stimu-
lating experience and expectations may be very high.  How-
ever, dealing with unexpected cultural differences may be 
more or less problematic depending on a number of factors 
(not in any order of importance): 

 • the scale and nature of the perceived problem

 • the personality of the student – some may be outgo-
ing while others may be more reserved

 • their cultural tolerance – some students may be 
able to accept cultural differences, while others may have a 
low level of toleration

 • their previous experience of overseas travel

 • their cultural background and previous experiences

 • their level of cultural curiosity – some students may 
be here for their degree and have very little interest in the host 
culture

 • their network of support

 • their ability to communicate in English 

From the above list it can be seen that culture shock is very 
individual and will not affect everybody equally.  However, it 
is safe to say that at some stage an international student will 
experience culture shock. You might want to refer back to the 
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testimony in the Introduction to Chapter One in which Ainur 
talks about her experiences of arriving in the UK.

During orientation for new international students at Brighton 
there is a session on culture shock.  Here is a summary of the 
advice given to them in the PowerPoint slides:

1. What’s it going to be like?

exciting                                  energising

stimulating                             frustrating                    

confusing                                tiring

2. What are you going to be like?

adventurous?                        flexible? 

open-minded?                      
curious?                                                            

exhilarated?                           happy?

3. What are you going to be like?

lonely?                                      withdrawn? 

narrow-minded?                        confused?

unhappy?                                  distressed?

4. What are you going to do?

If you don’t understand something, ASK

Make new friends, especially English friends

Be open-minded

Try not to be too judgemental

5. Not a one-way street

Tendency towards sameness – globalisation

Share cultural experiences

Learn from each other

Celebrate cultural differences

6. Expect everything to be different

Then be surprised when there are similarities

7. Avoid stereotypes
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8. Enjoy your studies in the UK

Take opportunities to learn both inside and outside the class-
room

9. Should we change the title?

Culture shock? or Exploring cultural differences?

All of the above slides are straightforward, apart from slide 3.  
It is pointed out to students that some or all of these negative 
emotions of feeling lonely, narrow-minded, unhappy, with-
drawn, confused or distressed may occur at some stage during 
their studies and it is quite normal to feel these; however, 
when they become aware of them going on for too long, then 
they must seek help without further delay.
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SECTION 5

Different Approaches to 
Learning 

5.1 Introduction

International students will have experienced many different 
approaches to learning.  Some students may have just studied 
in their own countries, whereas others will have studied 
overseas.  There may well be variations within student 
groups:  for example, some students from the same country 
may have been educated in a private, English-speaking school 
with a western curriculum and may thus be more familiar 
with a different teaching and learning style. There is a brief 
discussion of the impact of cultural differences on learning in 
Part One; here we want to look in a bit more detail at the as-
sumptions that are sometimes made about students from dif-
erent countries.

Do you tend to stereotype students? 
Think of any examples of where you do this, for instance, 
characteristics that you tend to associate with particular 
groups. Make notes for yourself to help with the discussion 
below, but be completely honest - nobody is going to look at 
your answers!
Stereotyping students by their country of origin is very 
common.  How often do we hear statements similar to the 
following:  "X are rote learners, students from Y remain si-
lent and are unable to participate in group discussions, 
while people from Z always talk in their own language and 
do not integrate with other students." 
Do you recognise these stereotypes?  Do they present a bar-
rier which prevents us from going beneath the surface and 
developing a greater understanding? Or can they some-
times be useful?
Discussion:  can there be any merits in stereotyping?
Given that people from the same cultural background share 
many things in common, can stereotyping be helpful?

An example:

"when communicating people in the UK tend not to get ex-
cited and exaggeration is not a feature of their conversation; 
they may have emotional reactions but they do not express 
them openly". 
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Do you recognise this?  Is this true of most people in the UK?  
Would this be a useful piece of advice for somebody coming to 
live and work in the UK?  

We know that the UK is a very diverse country encompassing 
people with many different backgrounds and life experiences.  
At the same time people have shared experiences which consti-
tute their culture.  Many books have been written about this 
shared experience called culture. Kate Fox (2004) Watching 
the English: The Hidden Rules of English Behaviour (see Bibli-
ography) is just one example. The theme of this book is that 
there are clearly observable traits which are quintessentially 
English.  It is interesting to note that the author emphasises 
the ‘hidden rules’, i.e. those which are below the waterline in 
the iceberg model.  Her thesis is that becoming acquainted 
with these ‘hidden rules’ by an outsider can lead to a better 
understanding of the English.  The popularity of this book 
among English readers just goes to demonstrate the English 
need for self-examination.

Understanding cultural difference

The iceberg model (see Stage 1) illustrated the fact that there 
are major cultural differences between people.  On the other 
hand, stereotyping assumes that everyone from a given 
cultural background is the same.  Stereotyping often empha-
sises the negative and plays down the positive aspects of cul-
ture, e.g. the denigrating of youth culture by an older genera-
tion that does not understand and refuses to try to do so.  
Stereotyping results in oversimplification and does not take 

into account the complexities of behaviour.  It can also lead to 
judgement of the individual and prejudice.

Stereotyping can also lead on to a deficit model of learning, 
where groups of international students can be blamed for 
their supposed short-comings, especially in terms of 
language.  Emphasis is entirely focussed on an inherent lack 
in the students, rather than on how the university might take 
steps to meet the needs of those students more effectively.  
While a number of students will experience difficulty in under-
taking a degree in a second language, there may be many 
other factors in play.  A major objective of this staff training 
resource is to uncover the underlying factors, many of which 
are culturally determined.

5.2 The new seekers

Read the article by Jessica Shepherd ‘The New Seekers’ from 
The Guardian, Tuesday 18 March 2008 [accessed 15 May 
2009] describing an attempt by market research firm I-
graduate to categorise international students into five catego-
ries or tribes:  'seeker', 'gekko', 'bono', 'kid' and 'surfer'.  

 • Make a few notes on your immediate reactions to 
this article

 • How useful are such categorisations? 

 • Is there any validity at all in this approach? 

 • Will Archer of I-graduate suggests that this perspec-
tive on international students will be helpful to universities 
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and that "universities lack clarity when it comes to 
understanding the motivations, perceptions and expectations 
of their international students. Too often they resort to na-
tional stereotypes to define overseas students"

 • Now look at the second half of the article which 
gives other people’s reactions to this categorisation of 
international students.  Which responses are closest to yours?  
Are there any particular points made with which you strongly 
agree or disagree?
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SECTION 6

Different Approaches to 
Teaching International 
Students

6.1 Introduction

The main aim of Part Two has been to raise awareness of 
cultural differences that may have an impact on the learning 
and teaching of international students.  The focus has been on 
managing transition, as this is such an important time in the 
life of international students. It will have served its purpose 
well if it has stimulated thought and has suggested that 
changes can and should be made to meet the needs of 
international students.

Of course there are different possible approaches to teaching 
international students – from the minimalist approach right 
through to those who say that the delivery of the curriculum 
should be completely geared to their needs. 

What are your views on meeting the needs of international stu-
dents?  Which of the following statements reflects your point 
of view most closely? 

 1 No changes should be made to the way my course is 
delivered: all students should be treated exactly the same and 
I should not have to make any adjustments to take into ac-
count the needs of international students.  If they have a prob-
lem, it’s usually related to their poor language skills and there 
is nothing at all that I can do about this, except recommend 
that they get help from the English Language Support Pro-
gramme. However, I know that not many of them do this.  
They have chosen to come and study here and therefore have 
to meet our requirements.  I am not willing to make any con-
cessions to them.

 2 It is useful to have a little awareness of cultural dif-
ferences but, basically, international students simply have to 
adapt to the way we do things in the UK.  We might be able to 
make some small changes, but they should fit in with the way 
we do things.  It is up to international students to tell us what 
they find difficult and we will help them if we are able to and 
can find the time.  However, it would be inappropriate and un-
desirable to go out of our way to meet the needs of 
international students as a separate group, since it may lead 
us to neglect the UK students.

 3 A good awareness of cultural differences in learning 
and teaching is important, as this will lead to the more effec-
tive teaching of international students.  It is important to 
make adjustments in the delivery of the curriculum to take 
into account the needs of international students.  It is essen-
tial to provide them with additional support during the transi-
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tion period, so that they can become effective learners in their 
new environment.  

 4 As an international institution of higher education 
the University of Brighton should gear itself to the needs of 
international students.  It should internationalise its curricu-
lum for the benefit of all students.  All staff must make sure 
that they are aware of cultural differences which may affect 
learning and need to adapt their teaching to minimise any dis-
advantages experienced by international students.

It is possible that you will feel that no statement is adequate 
and that you will want to write your own.

Understanding international students

It is useful to develop some understanding of the variations in 
learning approaches preferred by students from other cultural 
backgrounds:  it helps to understand why they do things in cer-
tain ways and why they may experience difficulties, particu-
larly during the transition phase.  Firstly, international 
students have to realise that there are different rules to the 
academic game.  They then have to learn new rules before 
they can play the game.  However, a knowledge of the rules is 
not enough and they must learn to apply them in a strategic 
way.  At the same time, international students have to cope 
with a wide variety of adjustments in other areas of their lives.

The development of cultural competence among members of 
staff helps us to gain a better understanding of international 
students and an insight into the difficulties that they may be 

facing.  However, just as important is the development of 
cultural competence among students.  In a global world the 
ability to understand and interact with people from other cul-
tures is a highly desirable and valuable skill for all students.  
Internationalisation brings with it a vibrancy and an impor-
tant extra dimension to learning for everybody.  One of the is-
sues that has been raised by international students is a lack of 
understanding of international perspectives amongst UK 
students.  Internationalisation of the curriculum would there-
fore benefit all students.

 Meeting the needs of international students  

International students come to the University of Brighton for 
a variety of reasons including the wish to gain a different edu-
cational experience from that available to them in their own 
country.  It is implicit in their decision to come here that they 
have taken account of the differences, but this does not mean 
that they have come fully prepared to cope with those 
differences.   The careful planners among them may well have 
undertaken extensive research and have a theoretical idea of 
the differences; others may have very little idea of what to 
expect.  The ‘theorists’, despite their planning, may still have 
considerable difficulties when they encounter the realities of 
their life as a student in the UK.

University teachers have a vital role in helping international 
students to adapt to academic life and to learn the rules of the 
game. 
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The first position outlined above – advocating a minimalist ap-
proach – is no longer tenable and it is doubtful whether it was 
ever acceptable.  At the other extreme is a higher education in-
stitution which is entirely geared to the needs of its 
international students, so that their encounter with the differ-
ent academic culture of the UK is minimised.  

There is a middle way between the refusal to make any conces-
sion whatsoever to the needs of international students and the 
model of total support.  Both in their own way diminish the 
wonderful learning opportunity provided by a period of study 
in an overseas institution of higher learning.

6.2 The needs of teaching staff

So far the needs of teaching staff have not been looked at.  As 
part of the preparation of this resource, a number of lecturers 
from the Business School were interviewed.  A wide range of 
viewpoints was expressed.  There is a great deal of good prac-
tice, where staff have taken practical measures to support 
international students in their learning, and this is indeed to 
the benefit of all students.  These ideas have been included in 
Chapter One: A practical guide to teaching international 
students. 

During the interviews recurrent themes were:

 • the complexity of cultural differences and the impos-
sibility of knowing about every culture  

 • the pressure brought about by large class sizes

 • the twin pressures of a high workload and a short-
age of time

It is important not to be overwhelmed by the diversity of 
students, their different needs and styles of learning.  Most 
teachers are looking for practical ideas rather than theoretical 
constructs, while some previously popular theories have been 
subject to considerable criticism recently.

Research into learning styles can be characterised as small 
scale, non-cumulative, uncritical and inward-looking. Our re-
view provides detailed evidence of a proliferation of concepts, 
instruments and pedagogical strategies; for instance, we listed 
no less than 31 different dichotomies (verbalisers v imagers; 
activists v reflectors; left brainers v right brainers). This prolif-
eration is a clear symptom of the current conceptual confu-
sion, the serious failure of accumulated theoretical coherence 
and the absence of well-grounded findings, tested through rep-
lication. 

Source: Coffield, F. et al Learning styles and pedagogy in post-
16 learning: A systematic and critical review Learning & Skills 
Research Centre available at 
http://www.lsda.org.uk/files/PDF/1543.pdf  (accessed on 15 
May 2009,  link no longer working)

See also James Atherton Learning Styles don’t matter 
(2002)[accessed on 7 August 2008]) who points out that it 
would be impossible to take into account everyone’s style of 
learning , since they are so varied and that a typical class is 
simply composed of people.  However, where there are groups 
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of students with shared educational experiences that are differ-
ent from those of UK students, it is important to take into ac-
count how these experiences may have shaped their ap-
proaches to learning and to help them to adapt to new ways of 
learning.

It may be useful to review what you are already doing in 
your own teaching.  It will undoubtedly be the case that 
many of the suggestions will be familiar to you and you will 
already be making use of them.  At the same time, there may 
be a few new ideas which you may like to try for yourselves.

• Write a brief list of what you are already doing to help 
international students to be more effective learners.  Cate-
gorise your points under headings for ease of reference.

• Now compare your list with those of two colleagues.  Did 
they have the same headings as you?  What was similar 
and what was different about their lists?  Are there any 
ideas that you might adapt?  As a result of your discus-
sions, have you identified any points that have been 
missed from everyone’s list?

Note:  if these discussions are helpful, then you could think 
of widening them and perhaps running a workshop or set-
ting up an online discussion group.  It is important to share 
ideas and examples of good practice.

6.3 Setting the Scene

Part of the preparation of this resource involved holding a fo-
cus group of international students.  Here is one contribution 
which clearly outlines differences between the UK higher edu-
cation system and the Russian system:
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I think I was more exhausted when I did my first degree in 
my country.  Here it is totally different:  undergraduate 
students spend about three days at the university and we 
have to spend six days;  we started at about 8.30 and fin-
ished at about 3.00; and we have a huge homework; and 
our course lasted not for three years but for five years...  
So I was much more exhausted.
This is a thing that I can’t understand:  Russian education 
is considered not to be the best but why do we spend so 
much time studying, if the level of knowledge which we 
have after that is not considered to be that high?  This is 
what I still can’t understand but probably it’s because a lot 
of individual work is supposed to be done by the British 
system of education which is really, really very helpful. 
Because in Russia we are like children, we are guided, we 
are shepherded by our tutors, we are like a herd of sheep, 
we don’t make any decisions.  The only thing you must do 
is to attend every lecture, don’t miss anything and take 
notes, write down in a pile like this of copy books.  I can’t 
say that the information is left in your head after that.
Here... you have to do a lot of individual reading and you 
have to make your own decisions from the very 
beginning.  I think this is probably the reason you can do 
more during less time. 
Source:  participant in focus group



SECTION 7

Getting to Know Your 
Chinese Students

7.1 Introduction

Apart from the section on language and metaphors, this re-
source has paid little attention to any particular group of 
students and the emphasis throughout has been put on the 
avoidance of stereotypes.  However, this section is devoted to 
teaching Chinese students.  What makes this group so differ-
ent or special that it requires a separate section of its own? 

Here are some of the reasons for devoting a section to this 
group of students:

 • They form a significant percentage of international 
students and this percentage is likely to increase.

 • Rightly or wrongly, they are often identified as a 
group that is particularly 'different' by staff here and at other 
institutions; there are far more articles on Chinese students 
than on any other single group of international students.

 • While avoiding stereotypes, it is useful to acknowl-
edge that Chinese students share important cultural and edu-
cational traditions.

 • It is hoped that this section will help to build a 
greater understanding of Chinese students and dispel negative 
and unhelpful stereotyping.

Chinese students at Brighton

The Chinese students at the University of Brighton come from 
many different places and backgrounds:  mainland China, 
Hong Kong, Macau, Taiwan, Malaysia, Singapore and many 
other countries.  Students from mainland China are often 
pleasantly surprised that they can communicate with people 
from other countries using Standard Chinese (known as Man-
darin Chinese in English and Putonghua in mainland China).  
In contrast, British born Chinese students are distinguished 
by their fluency in English but may only speak Cantonese and 
may not be able to read or write Chinese.   

Mainland China is a huge and varied country where many lan-
guages are spoken.  In Chinese history there have been peri-
ods of stability followed by periods of great upheaval and 
division.  There are times when unity has been exercised 
through central government control and there have been 
times when control has been in the hands of powerful local 
forces.  Throughout both peaceful and turbulent times the 
Chinese, as distinct from the minority ethnic groups, have 
been held together by a common written language and a com-
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mon cultural tradition that has existed over thousands of 
years.

The purpose of this section is to examine commonly held be-
liefs which may have an effect on the way Chinese students 
learn.  It cannot hope to be comprehensive since there are so 
many different aspects to Chinese culture.

For the same reason we need to question the assumptions 
made by teaching staff. Characteristics which are often attrib-
uted to Chinese students include some positive ones:

 • They work very hard

 • They are highly motivated

 • They are eager to learn

 • They have good memories and can recite by heart

 • They show much greater respect to their teachers 
than other students

 • They ask lots of questions outside formal teaching 
sessions

but also negative stereotypes:

 • They are rote learners

 • They remain silent in class

 • They do not like to participate in group work

 • They stick to themselves and do not want to inte-
grate with others

 • Critical thinking is a difficult concept for them to 
grasp

 • They often plagiarise

 • They find it difficult to come up with their own 
ideas

 • ‘Face’ is a very important concept for them

 • Their assignments are often badly laid out and it is 
difficult to follow their arguments

 • They avoid coming to me, their tutor

 • They expect too much of me as their tutor

 • They won’t ask questions during sessions but line 
up with their questions afterwards

 • They seem to lack confidence

The culture and traditions of Chinese students (and students 
from other Confucian heritage cultures such as Japan, Korea, 
Vietnam) can seem so different that they act as a barrier to mu-
tual understanding.  The aim of this section is to help teaching 
staff to break down this barrier and to gain a better insight 
into the ways of thought of their Chinese students.  It is also 
our role as teachers to help our Chinese students to cross over 
from one cultural tradition to another or at least to meet in 
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the middle.  If they cannot even start to make this journey of 
discovery, then they will probably fail in their studies.

Further reading:

Durkin, Kathy (2008) The Middle Way:  East Asian Master’s 
Students’ Perceptions of Critical Argumentation in U.K. Uni-
versities, Journal of Studies in International Education, Vol. 
12 No. 1, Spring 2008, 38-55, 
http://jsi.sagepub.com/cgi/reprint/12/1/38 (accessed on 27 
March 2009)

7.2 The values of Chinese students

From your own experience, list what you think are the most 
important values of Chinese students

Was this a difficult task for you?  We ask students to adapt to 
the British academic system and to the way things are done in 
the University of Brighton and in each school; however, do we 
stop and think about the values that students bring with 
them?

The values and ways of thinking of some Chinese students are 
very different from those of their UK classmates.  Chinese soci-
ety is basically collectivist and great importance is placed on 
the development of harmonious relationships, whereas here 
we emphasise individualism, which potentially leads to 
conflict.  The avoidance of conflict is a major feature of 
Chinese social intercourse.  China is undergoing rapid eco-
nomic and social change over a relatively short period of 

time.  While historical buildings may be destroyed in this 
drive for modernisation, traditional attitudes prevail when it 
comes to social interaction.  These same traditional attitudes 
are also held by many Chinese people living outside mainland 
China.

Chinese students will often place great emphasis on coopera-
tion and will often form study groups.  For example, they may 
form a group where there is a considerable amount of reading 
to be done, so that individuals read selected texts and then re-
port back to the group. The building of harmonious relation-
ships within their own group and with their classmates will be 
seen as a necessary and essential task.  In situations of poten-
tial conflict, they will use persuasion rather than try to force 
the issue in dispute.  At all times they will exercise extreme 
caution in order to avoid loss of ‘face’, both theirs and others.

When looking at the values of Chinese students it is necessary 
to become familiar with some specialist terminology:  'face' 
('mianzi') and relationships ('guanxi').  Since these Chinese 
words have very subtle and complex meanings, they cannot be 
translated accurately into single words in English, and the con-
cepts will often only be grasped after a lengthy explanation. 
However, it is outside the remit of this resource to make a de-
tailed exploration of Chinese culture; the explanations pro-
vided below are therefore only partly adequate but will have to 
suffice.
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 The concept of ‘face’

The concept of 'face' or ‘mianzi’ is often roughly translated as 
'honour', 'good reputation' or 'respect'.  Another good explana-
tion of ‘face’ is that it constitutes one’s personal and social 
integrity.  ‘Face’ is not a uniquely Chinese idea and is present, 
albeit in different forms, in many different cultures and at dif-
ferent times.  In the past people in Britain have put high value 
on their ‘honour’ and any suggestion of dishonour had far-
reaching consequences.  However, ‘honour’ is now regarded 
by us as an old-fashioned concept.  In China, however, main-
taining ‘face’ remains at the very core of a person’s being. 

Among Chinese people there are four types of 'face':

 • ‘diu mianzi’ represents the loss of ‘face’ when a per-
son’s actions have been revealed to other people

 • ‘gei mianzi’ means to give ‘face’ to other people by 
showing them respect

 • ‘liu mianzi’ is ‘face’ that comes from showing wis-
dom in one’s actions and avoiding mistakes

 • ‘jiang mianzi’ is ‘face’ gained through others; for ex-
ample, somebody may praise a person to somebody else

Loss of face will be seen as having terrible personal conse-
quences and will be avoided by Chinese people at all costs. 

The concept of 'guanxi'

This is often translated ‘relationships’ and in its pragmatic 
sense it means ‘connections’.  Relationships are built over 
time and are mutually supportive and beneficial.  They may 
relate to former classmates, neighbours, workmates or any-
body with whom one can build a relationship beyond casual 
acquaintance.  A relationship with somebody who cannot be 
helpful may well be rejected.  In China a person without any 
‘guanxi’ is basically disempowered, since ‘guanxi’ opens doors 
to everything and consists of a number of mutually binding re-
lationships that act like a web of support.  Since ‘guanxi’ is re-
ciprocal, a favour carried out for somebody in such a relation-
ship will often be quickly followed by an offer of help, even if 
such help is not immediately required.  One may be out of con-
tact with a person for some time but the ‘guanxi’ relationship 
can be reactivated by a simple request for help.  The ‘guanxi’ 
relationship is further strengthened by the giving of presents 
at important times.

A young person may not have built up much ‘guanxi’ them-
selves but they will have access to that of their parents.  How-
ever, once they have come to the UK to study, the Chinese 
students will only be able to draw on ‘guanxi’ if there are local 
people with whom they or their parents have a ‘guanxi’ 
relationship.  In the absence of such a relationship and igno-
rant of the British way of doing things, Chinese students may 
at first feel quite lost.
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7.3 The life of a student in China:  from a selection of 
internet sources

Here we are going to focus on the life of a student in mainland 
China.  There is an apparent contradiction between the empha-
sis on collectivism and cooperation in Chinese culture and the 
harsh competitiveness of the educational system, culminating 
in the National College Entrance Exam taken annually by over 
9 million people.  Nevertheless Chinese students will help and 
support each other during their school years, although at the 
end of the day they face the prospects of stiff competition for 
higher education places.  It is evident that a Chinese student 
can only succeed through individual effort, albeit in an envi-
ronment which is at the same time competitive and suppor-
tive.

Here is a description of the importance of the National College 
Entrance Exam (‘Gaokao’) and its effect on students and their 
families

“Every high school student knows what attending high school 
means and passing Gaokao. It is the only goal of their high 
school life. From the first day they enter the high school, they 
should have the preparation that they will give up their hob-
bies and sacrifice their entertainment time for three years. 
They will be wound up tightly every day and they won’t have 
weekends and vacations except several days during the 
Chinese Spring Festival each year. Most families won’t make 
any travel plans during these three years. It seems that the 
whole emphasis of their life is on helping their children to pre-

pare for and pass the Gaokao. The students spend most of 
their everyday time at school, more than 12 hours in the final 
term. After going home, they still have to burn the midnight 
oil. Sleep has become a luxury for them during high school 
years. Gaokao has come to dominate the teaching of high 
school and the lives of the teachers, the students and their 
families. [emphasis added]”.

Source:  Yang, Yuhui A Brief Introduction to High School Edu-
cation in China, Carleton University [accessed 3 April 2009]

There is also tremendous pressure on teachers and the suc-
cess of their students will also reflect on them and their 
school:

Most teachers, particularly primary and secondary school 
teachers, are under immense pressure in China, where compe-
tition is white-hot for children who wish to get into the best 
schools and universities and eventually, the best jobs. With 
the high expectations of students and parents, many teachers 
work long hours to make sure every student is getting along, 
leaving their own children under the care of grandparents or 
domestic helpers. 

Source:  http://www.admissions.cn/aboutchina/70432.shtml 
(accessed on 3 April 2009)

Benjamin Siegel describes the effects on China’s young people 
of this high-pressure examination atmosphere:  
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This year, close to 10 million Chinese students sat for the gao-
kao ("big test" in Mandarin), starting June 8.  Students who 
perform superlatively can expect to be courted by the nation's 
top schools; the rest find spots in provincial universities or 
two- and three-year colleges. For the 40 percent of test-takers 
who fail, there's always next year — or enrollment at one of 
China's less-selective private institutions. As China's economy 
booms, job competition has become ferocious — and the pres-
sure to land a prestigious degree can be unbearable. Every 
year, Chinese newspapers fill up with tragic tales of exam-
time suicides. "The gaokao is about the most pressure-packed 
examination in the world," says Ari Wolfe, an English teacher 
in Guangzhou who tutored students for last weekend's exam, 
"given the numbers, the repercussions, and the stress in-
volved."

Source:  Siegel, Benjamin (2007) Stressful Times for Chinese 
Students(accessed on 3 April 2009)

Every possible measure is taken to ensure the smooth running 
of this all-important examination:

Chinese cities ground to a standstill during this year's gaokao, 
moved up a month to avoid the oppressive summer heat. In 
some cities, police cars were barred from using their sirens 
during testing hours, and taxis were given yellow signs allow-
ing them right of way when delivering examinees to their test 
sites. In others, construction was halted at night for fear that 
the clangs and booms might stand in the way of a good night's 
sleep.

Source:  Siegel, ibid.

 In Beijing, nearly 20 sections of road have special traffic con-
trols during the examination to ensure the students can arrive 
at venues on time. [Source: english.sina.com accessed on 3 
April 2009]

In some cases there have been worries expressed about the 
possibility of a thunderstorm during the vital minutes of the 
English aural test. Here there is a report of an aircraft being 
forced to make a diversion in order not to disturb examinees: 

In Huangshan City, east China's Anhui Province, an aircraft 
was required to change route on Thursday afternoon, as par-
ents worried the noise could affect their children's listening 
comprehension in the English test.

Source:  english.sina.com, op. cit.

Parents will often accompany their children to the examina-
tion and wait outside, praying for them to succeed:

At 8:15 am, with 45 minutes to go, hundreds of parents were 
standing in front of the Beijing No. 35 Middle School. Many 
waited till their children came out.

"I asked for a three-day leave to accompany my son," said Guo 
Yusen.  He woke up early this morning and cooked breakfast 
for his 18-year-old son.
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 At least five policemen were patrolling the 200-meter stretch 
of road in front of the school, with a parked police car flashing 
emergency lights. The street was choked with people and cars.

Source:  xinhua/newsgd.com at 
http://www.newsgd.com/news/picstories/200606080026.ht
m (accessed on 3 April 2009)

Everything possible is done to maximise the possibilities of 
success:

In Tianjin, China's third-biggest metropolis, doctors report-
edly prescribed birth control pills to female test-takers whose 
parents feared that an untimely period would prove distract-
ing.

Source:  Siegel, op. cit.

Nutritionists are recommending diets that can help students 
keep energetic, and psychologists are offering advice on how 
to relax.

Source:  english.sina.com, op. cit.

Many parents book their children into hotels in the vicinity of 
exam halls, order taxi days before the exams, and even hire 
chefs to cook for their children. Construction sites nearby are 
also required to stay silent.

Many middle schools in Beijing have handed out pamphlets 
advising parents what to include in their children's diet and 
which words should not be spoken to their children.

Source:  xinhua/newsgd.com, op.cit.

Security in the lead up to and during the exam is very high:

With stakes so high, the Chinese government guards each 
year's questions as if they were plans for nuclear weapons. 
Exam authors are confined to secret compounds while the test 
is being written, while the printing is carried out by inmates at 
maximum-security prisons. This year, the northeastern prov-
ince of Liaoning forked out an estimated $13 million on metal 
detectors and cameras to discourage would-be cheaters. The 
penalties are severe: a student convicted of peeking at a neigh-
bor's paper is never allowed to take the gaokao again, and his 
name is entered in a public database for prospective employ-
ers' perusal.

Still, every year some students come up with innovative ef-
forts to beat the system — 3,000 were caught last year alone. 
Before this year's gaokao, police raids in the industrial city of 
Shenyang turned up "cheating shoes" outfitted with radio 
transmitters. On Thursday, students in Jilin confessed to pay-
ing a team of accomplices $1,500 to park outside their testing 
hall in a minivan and transmit answers via a tiny walkie-
talkie.

Source:  Siegel, op. cit.

There have been some criticisms of this exam system – that it 
is outdated, unwieldy and does not meet the needs of the coun-
try:
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Given the intense pressure, it's not surprising that some crit-
ics are beginning to wonder whether the gaokao's shortcom-
ings outweigh its benefits. China's university acceptance sys-
tem has come under attack from a variety of fronts in recent 
years. Schools are under fire over lowering their admissions 
standards for rural students in an attempt to redress years of 
provincial neglect — a policy that critics say leaves qualified 
urban students out. And charges of sex discrimination made 
against some schools by female applicants, who say they were 
denied places in programs because of their gender, have called 
the whole admissions system into question.

Meanwhile educators increasingly view the exam as the center-
piece of an outmoded teaching model that emphasizes bleary-
eyed rote learning — and fosters an economically fatal lack of 
creativity for Chinese workers in an increasingly global mar-
ketplace. Some schools, like Shanghai's prestigious Fudan Uni-
versity, are moving slowly away from the institution by basing 
their admissions on other factors in addition to gaokao scores. 
But changes in China's labyrinthine bureaucracy move slowly, 
and the test is in no danger of disappearing anytime soon.

Source:  Siegel, op. cit

Students who succeed not only get a place at university but 
are well rewarded by their parents:

Outside the exam halls, travel agencies [are] also cash in the 
opportunity to distribute pamphlets to the parents waiting out-
side as many students plan to tour in China and abroad which 
are gifts for their years of laboring.

Source:  english.sina.com, op. cit.

Students leaving the exam centre do so with a mixture of jubi-
lation and dejection:

"Daddy, I've let you down," a girl choked with sobs in front of 
her parent after the first exam. "The required subject of the 
composition is totally indigestible to me. It's a doomed fail-
ure."

Source:  english.sina.com, op. cit.

(Examples of ‘indigestible’ essay subjects are given in section 
8. below).

The situation is even more fraught and tense, given the govern-
ment’s one-child policy and the amount of time, money and 
emotion invested by parents in their only son or daughter.  
The pressure that is put on young Chinese people to succeed is 
almost unbearable and in many cases their teenage years are 
far from happy ones.  These same intense pressures continue 
in their years at university and beyond.

Finally, here is an edited – mainly for punctuation and some 
spelling – version of an email from a student whom I met dur-
ing an English summer school programme in 2006:

To all my fantastic marvellous startling hunnie friends:  I am 
going to enter the hell of all Chinese students----Grade12.  The 
coming awful dark year is used to preparing for the National 
College Entering Examination, which is the only way to decide 
whether you enter a college or not. My goal is to learn History 
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in Beijing University, for it's the best university of China.  I 
have to work twice harder than others.  What is waiting for me 
then is endless homework and examinations and exercises. 
And I have to study from 7.00 am to 5.00 pm at school, 6.00 
pm to 12.00 pm at home, maybe more. No holidays. So I'm 
very sorry to say that maybe I have to check your mails once a 
week or longer. I beg all your excuse (turn it into a noun your-
selves) and patience, for my coming "no reply".  What makes 
me happy is all of you are fabulous outstanding breathtaking 
stunning amazing........guys (adults), you must have felt my ag-
ony and understand me. Big HUGS and KISSES.

Yours

Emma

Source: email sent to author on 26 August 2006

7.4 A different way of learning

Most Chinese students will have experienced a teacher-
centred approach to learning, very different from the student-
centred approach that we are now used to in the UK. 

Unless a student has attended a private institution, they will 
probably have been in a large class.  They will have been ex-
pected to listen attentively as the teacher has taught from the 
text book.  Often the teacher will have made detailed notes in 
the book to ensure that they are able to answer any questions 
that the students may have.  The teacher is regarded as the 

sole authority and will lose face if unable to answer a ques-
tion.

Emphasis may be put on the deep learning of one text.  Many 
of those looking at Chinese culture from the outside wrongly 
perceive this as 'rote learning' without any educational merits 
or benefits.  It is clear that this cannot be the case, since this 
way of learning produces many highly qualified, skilled and 
knowledgeable graduates in China and elsewhere.  However, 
there has been some criticism of the exam system, although it 
is difficult to see how changes can be made.

It is part of Chinese tradition to defer to acknowledged mas-
ters of a subject.  In these circumstances there will be some dif-
ficulty in expressing an opinion contrary to that of the 
masters.  Instead, Chinese students regard it as a highly desir-
able skill to be able to quote from the masters’ writings.  
Through the intensive examination of a text, the teacher aims 
to aid the students’ deep understanding of it.

Emphasis tends to be on the mastery of a text rather than on 
the acquisition of transferable skills.  In the Chinese class-
room the teacher and the textbook are central to the teaching 
and learning process.

Chinese students will do their utmost to avoid direct disagree-
ment with their teacher.  It will not even enter their minds to 
do so, since it would result in the teacher’s loss of face and dis-
approval from fellow students.  It may appear that students 
are sitting impassively when they are listening to their 
teacher, whereas in fact they are concentrating deeply.  Any 
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facial expression, like frowning, may be interpreted by the 
speaker as a sign of disagreement.  Similarly, when speaking 
the student may adopt an impassive expression.  

Where there is discussion in the classroom, Chinese students 
will put high importance on providing support to their teacher 
and classmates.  In this situation, sincerity and modesty are 
highly valued and those who seek to elevate their cleverness 
above others are distrusted. 

When they come to participate in discussions at a UK univer-
sity, Chinese students are shocked that their teacher or class-
mates are interrupted while they are putting forward their 
point.  They would expect to wait until the end to make sup-
portive comments and not to disagree directly with what has 
been said.  Where there is a difference of opinion, then it 
should be made gently and subtly in order to avoid the 
speaker’s loss of face.

Chinese students are generally used to a highly structured 
learning environment, where everything is absolutely clear 
and understood.  They dislike any ambiguity and uncertainty 
and see it as the teacher’s role to clarify any points which may 
be open to alternative interpretations.  They will put in consid-
erable time and effort into an assignment provided they are 
given precise objectives.  This need for clarity and certainty 
can result in extra demands on the teacher’s time.  Sometimes 
such demands may be regarded as excessive, though this can 
be avoided by providing a clear brief in the first place. 

It is often said that Chinese students do not participate in 
classroom discussion.  One possible reason for this is that they 
need time to formulate their contribution, so that it does not 
cause any embarrassment to themselves or others.  When they 
are ready to make a contribution, the discussion has probably 
moved on and it is no longer relevant.  To speak up then 
would result in a loss in the flow of discussion and possibly 
provoke impatience among the other participants.

In a Chinese context silence during discussion may be 
desirable.  Students will use their time to reflect and to formu-
late an appropriate contribution.  In British culture silence is 
usually avoided and it is deemed better to fill the void with a 
comment which may not necessarily have much weight.  
Chinese students will find it exceedingly difficult to make a 
controversial comment to stimulate discussion.  They much 
prefer the thoroughly reasoned argument, which may take a 
little longer to prepare.  Thus the reticence of Chinese 
students may be due not to their lack of ideas but to one or 
more of the following:

 • the importance of maintaining ‘face’

 • the need to prepare a reasoned argument, rather 
than put forward an idea which has just come into their heads

 • the worry that they may not be able to present their 
ideas clearly

 • the anxiety that they may not be heard to the end 
and will be interrupted during their contribution
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Chinese students are encouraged to be good and thoughtful 
listeners.  They may just not be used to the cut and thrust of 
spoken argument, especially where the teacher does not seem 
to be providing direction and guidance. 

It is vital to remember that Chinese students will have interest-
ing and important contributions to make to discussions but 
will need some support in doing so.  There need to be clear 
ground rules established for discussions and they need to be 
adhered to, so that uncertainty for Chinese (or any other 
students) is reduced.

7.5 A different way of writing

Much has been made of the influence of traditional writing 
styles on the writing of Chinese students.  While there may an 
element of truth in that, it is more likely that Chinese students 
have just not had enough practice in writing in the UK 
academic style.  Indeed, they may not have had much experi-
ence of writing academic essays at school, apart from those in 
preparation for the National College Entrance Exam (de-
scribed in Section 7.3 ).

The three years of senior school are devoted almost entirely to 
preparation for this exam. In terms of writing skills, students 
will be taught how to write the ‘gaokao’ essay and will get 
plenty of practice in this.  The topics are not particularly 
academic in nature and seem to allow for the use of a flowery 
style. 

Each province sets its own topic on which a student has to 
write 800 characters; however, a province may choose to set a 
national topical. 

Here are some of the topics chosen by different provinces in 
2008:

 • "Resolve"

 • "When facing something for the first time, don't be 
so quick to say 'no'."

 • "A newspaper reported that a few young people 
were spitting on a bus. Some reactions: (1) No sense of social 
morality; (2) Too non-conformist; (3) Used to it."

 • "Living in nature"

 • "Common sense"

 • "The spring comes and the grass grows by itself"  

 • "Three people went to a store to buy drinks, and 
each chose a different kind. The first person chose fruit juice, 
saying, 'I like sweet things.' The second person chose coffee, 
saying, 'I like things that are sweet and bitter.' The third per-
son bought spring water, saying, 'I like things bland and flavor-
less'."

 • "Most of the time we are only concerned with our-
selves. Write an essay about 'Them'."

 • "Touching the city, experiencing the countryside"
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 • "Curiosity"

 • "Passing a tree, a branch blocks your path. Do you 
snap it off and cast it aside, or do you bend around it? A 
mangy stray dog approaches. Do you take pity on it and avoid 
it, or do you give it a swift kick? The elevator door opens. Do 
you hold back and let others go first, or do you charge forward 
and push through? You are standing next to a blind person at 
an intersection. The light changes - do you offer them a hand? 
How do you brush past other people? How do you accept your 
change from a streetside vendor? How do you look down to 
tighten your loose belt? How do you live with yourself when 
you are alone?"

 • "In light rain, the capital streets are slick like butter; 
The color of the grass is seen at a distance, but not close up."

 • "Write a letter from the perspective of a rat, or of a 
rat's natural enemy."

 • "Start off with feeling" 

• Source: Joel Martinsen The habits of highly effective test-
takers June 7, 2008, Danwei.org [accessed on 3 April 2009]

Every year the ‘gaokao’ essay is widely discussed in the press 
and on the internet.  On the website quoted above there is a 
discussion of the Stephen Covey question, which was the ‘gao-
kao’ essay topic in Beijing last year.  In some cases celebrities 
are invited to write such an essay.

From an outsider’s point of view, many of these essay topics 
appear quite obscure and difficult to answer.  Students will be 
thoroughly prepared by their teachers to write essays on these 
types of topic, but the skills gained will not be easily transfer-
able to the academic setting of a British university.

The writing style of Chinese students

Here are some of the possible features of Chinese students’ 
writing style prior to adapting to the UK academic style:

 • a heavy reliance on quotations from acknowledged 
specialists in the field, especially at the beginning of the piece

 • a minimisation of personal opinion and an avoid-
ance of uncertainty

 • a balancing of the arguments and an unwillingness 
to come out unhesitatingly in favour of one  point of view over 
another, resulting in the lack of a definite conclusion

 • an aesthetic pleasure in suggesting rather than di-
rectly pointing

 • avoiding the opening statement which reveals all 
the major points to be discussed – the statement of the obvi-
ous at the very beginning may be seen as unsubtle and insult-
ing to the reader

 • wanting to draw the reader into the written piece 
and taking the reader on a journey during which the main 
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points are gradually revealed, culminating in a strong conclu-
sion

For the UK teacher, an assignment written in line with the 
above principles may not be easily comprehensible and may 
lead to the erroneous conclusion that the student is not very 
able.  However, once the teacher realises that the student is 
just using a different and equally valid style of writing, to 
which the teacher is just not accustomed, then there is the pos-
sibility for a way forward. 

It is clear that if Chinese students are allowed to continue to 
write in the above style, they will fail in their studies in the UK 
and there will consequently be considerable frustration on 
both sides.  In this situation immediate corrective action is 
required.  Firstly, it should be pointed out that the above style 
of writing is not inferior or invalid, rather it is not the conven-
tional style used in UK universities. Corrective action taken by 
the teacher could be one or more of the following:

 • the provision of models of good writing practice

 • opportunities to practise writing using mini-
assignments, so that students can have instant feedback on 
their work

 • referral to the English Language Support Pro-
gramme (ELSP)

The majority of Chinese students will be able to adapt to a dif-
ferent writing style but they will need help in doing so.  Early 

diagnosis of difficulties in writing in the required way is very 
important so that corrective action can be taken.  If a student 
is referred to the ELSP it should be seen by the student as 
obligatory to attend.  It is possible that the ELSP may not be 
able to respond to the immediate needs of the student and a 
means for providing in-school support must be sought.  
Where the need for such additional support is frequently iden-
tified, schools should look at ways of providing regular in-
school support.

It will important for the teacher and student to work together 
to draw up an Individual Academic Action Plan to ensure that 
effective steps are taken.  In the absence of such a plan, 
students may become demoralised at their inability to meet 
the academic requirements of the university.  This may well 
lead to failure and to withdrawal from their studies. 

7.6 Teacher-student relationship

In all cultural traditions the teacher-student relationship is a 
very special one, since a good teacher can have such a power-
ful influence both on a child’s schooling and on their future 
direction.  The nature of this relationship has already been 
touched upon in Section 2 concerning metaphors. 

In China the image of teachers is that they are completely dedi-
cated to their students, sometimes at the expense of their own 
personal lives.  They possess a deep knowledge of their subject 
and transmit this effectively to their students. They act as an 
example and a beacon.   On Teacher’s Day every year, 
students not only pay respect to their current teachers and 
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bring gifts to them but old pupils contact former teachers to 
show their gratitude.  This special relationship continues and 
there is often a desire to care for one’s teacher in old age.

Teachers may be perceived not only as trusted advisers on 
academic matters, but as cherished friends who help to solve 
difficult and confusing problems.  Here is an email from a 
Chinese university teacher of English:

This afternoon a student came to visit me.  She puzzled me by 
asking me to give her some advice on how to deal with her rela-
tion with her boyfriend.  Her question is quite common but I 
found I am so silly that I can't give her any helpful advice.  If 
you do not feel bored, can I tell you her problem? And I want 
to know what's your advice if you were in her position:

 

My student has two friends: one she feel safe and feel comfort-
able with and had a lot to talk with, but this one hasn't shown 
his love to her or proposed to her; the other is that she ad-
mires and respects  and can satisfy her romantic love while 
 she doesn't feel safe, but the latter proposed to her after a 
long time separation with her( during this time he has not tele-
phone her or written to her).

 

This is a question that can be answered by a child, but it made 
me feel difficult.  I do not know how to answer it and don't 
know how to deal with this problem if I faced the two friends.  

Could you tell me your advice if you are not tired of this kind 
of question.

email from Yan sent to author on 24 November 2008

It is clear that Yan’s student has expectations of her teacher 
far beyond that which would normally be found among British 
university students, so one of the many adjustments required 
of Chinese students will be that of a new type of student-
teacher relationship. 

When their new teachers in Brighton act differently from their 
previous teachers, then Chinese student may become disorien-
tated and confused.  One important new and uncertain matter 
is simply ‘How to address your teachers?’ at the University of 
Brighton.  From the above description, it can be seen that 
Chinese teachers often have a very close relationship with 
their students; nevertheless, at the same time, their relation-
ship is very formal and the students will always address their 
teachers in a very respectful way.  Thus, they will address their 
teacher by their family name followed by the word for teacher, 
for example, Zhang ‘laoshi’.  If Chinese students are invited to 
call their University of Brighton teachers by their first names, 
they may feel that this shows a lack of respect.  They may feel 
uncomfortable and may be reluctant to use this form of ad-
dress. In time their reticence may be overcome with practice.

Here are some of the ideas about teachers that Chinese 
students may bring with them to the University of Brighton:

 • A teacher is a parent
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 • A strict teacher produces talented students

 • Teacher is a treasure of knowledge, a sower of 
knowledge

 • My teacher for a day is a parent for a lifetime

 • Heaven and earth are great, parents and teachers 
are to be respected

 • Learning is imitating the model (i.e. provided by the 
teacher)

 • A teacher is a good friend

It is easy to see that Chinese students may initially be disorien-
tated when their teachers at the University of Brighton do not 
meet any of these expectations.

7.7 Helping Chinese students to adapt to studying at 
the University of Brighton

Chinese students are able to adapt to academic study in the 
UK and most have done so successfully. However, many of 
them would benefit from extra support during the transition 
period and a small number will require an early intervention 
in order to meet specific learning needs.  In most cases it will 
be enough to make them aware of the new requirements and 
to equip them with new learning strategies to help them be-
come effective learners.  

The integration of Chinese learners into the new academic en-
vironment must be seen as a priority.  Giving them effective 
help through the transition period is essential, if they are to go 
on to succeed in their studies at the University of Brighton.

Finally, if this section has made you more aware of the needs 
of your Chinese students, consider what changes you might 
make in your teaching practices to help them settle in and 
adapt to the expectations of British higher education. Take a 
look at the list of suggestions below and choose five that might 
be particularly appropriate in your own teaching context. You 
may like to discuss the list with your colleagues.

 • Demonstrate that you have some knowledge and 
understanding of Chinese culture. They will put high value on 
this and it will help to build your relationship with them; how-
ever, be very explicit in what is required in the UK academic 
tradition

 • Give extra support at the beginning, on the 
understanding that the students will be expected to be more 
independent in time

 • Do not wait for students to come to you.  They may 
be reluctant to do so at first, but make appointments for them 
to come for early support and feedback

 • Where necessary, make early interventions

 • To avoid misunderstandings, give exact and clear 
instructions both verbally and in writing
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 • Invite students to come to you to seek clarification

 • Provide lots of models, especially of written work

 • Give students the opportunity to develop the appro-
priate writing skills (mini-assignments can be very helpful)

 • Allocate a mentor or buddy

 • Draw up an Individual Academic Action Plan, 
where necessary, and monitor its implementation

 • When planning group discussions, take into ac-
count the needs of Chinese students and, if necessary, allow 
them to prepare topics in advance until they are accustomed 
to thinking on the spot

 • However, although they may come from a similar 
cultural tradition, avoid stereotyping and always look at the 
needs of individual students.
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RESOURCES

These resources relate to the references in this 
document, a more up to date list of references 
relating to International Students can be found in 
this Talis Aspire reading list. 
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