
‘They won’t talk’ 

An investigation into perceptions of Chinese 

students’ engagement and active participation in 

the classroom 

Julie Butters 

Julie_butters@yahoo.co.uk 

Department: Language Centre 

University College Cork 

Cork City, Ireland 



2 

 

Abstract 

Firstly, I would like to point out that by the use of the term ‘Chinese students’ throughout 

this paper, by no means do I see this group of learners as a fixed homogenous entity; 

instead, they are viewed as individual, plural, extremely diverse, fluid and in constant 

shifts of change. Further discussion and critiques of this term will be discussed in the 

literature review.  

 

This study set out to investigate university teachers’ and Chinese students’ perceptions of 

engagement and active participation in the classroom to gain deeper insights into the 

statement ‘They won’t talk’. This research project was inspired by a three year teaching 

experience in Beijing, China, where I began to realise that students who identified as 

Chinese were often misrepresented and misunderstood especially in relation to active 

participation. Terms adopted by teaching staff to talk about ‘Chinese’ students were at 

times problematic especially in relation to cultural characteristics. Therefore, I wanted to 

explore how both teachers and ‘Chinese’ students spoke about active participation. I 

adopted qualitative research methods specifically semi-structured interviews to gain a 

deeper insight into attitudes and experiences. The sample came from a UK university.  

 

The findings of the study suggest that both teachers and ‘Chinese’ students were aware that 

it can be an issue for this group of students to actively participate. However, only one 

teacher adopted a more critical view of what affected their level of active participation, 

including lack of agency and the positioning of those students due to societal power 

structures. The other eleven of the participants, both teachers and students, put the onus on 

cultural attributes; thus, leaning towards a more deficit view. This could signify that for 

this group of participants engaging in collaborative intercultural awareness sessions could 

help both students and teachers to adopt a more critical approach to culture and learning 

leading to a more inclusive ethos and inclusive learning environment. 
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1.Introduction 

The focus of this study stemmed from a three year experience in Beijing, China where I 

was preparing students’ for their future UK university studies. This involved teaching and 

supporting them with academic skills development. When I returned to teaching in the UK, 

there seemed to be a considerable amount of discourse surrounding ‘Chinese’ learners. A 

common complaint amongst teachers seemed to be that the ‘Chinese’ students would not 

talk. Prior to living and teaching in Beijing, I would have engaged with this type of talk, 

but instead I found myself questioning the value of it, and that maybe ‘Chinese’ students 

were being misrepresented and individually misunderstood. This inspired me to conduct 

research based on ‘Chinese’ learners surrounding the statement ‘They won’t talk’. The 

university, where this research took place, is putting ‘diversity and inclusivity’ at the 

forefront of teaching and learning, so I decided to investigate inclusive practices on a 

micro-level, by questioning what was at the core of this misrepresentation of ‘Chinese’ 

students, and what effects could this misrepresentation have on creating an inclusive 

environment.  

The aim of this study was to investigate both teachers and Chinese students’ perceptions of 

levels of active participation in the classroom. Similarly to Jin and Coratzzi (2011), the 

purpose is to create dialogues within the institution surrounding diversity and inclusivity.  

2. Literature Review 

The term ‘Chinese Learner or Chinese students’ 

The terms ‘Chinese learner or Chinese students’ can be viewed as problematic. Clark and 

Gieve (2006:54) believe that researchers and practitioners associated with applied 

linguistics need to ‘…problematize the constructed identities and knowledge…’ that 

surrounds the term ‘Chinese learner’.  The essentialist view sees culture as a fixed social 

national entity that demonstrates shared characteristics. Holliday (2010) criticises this view 

as ‘…dominant Western discourse of English language education, where the perceived 

collectivist cultures of ‘non-native speakers’ are chauvinistically imagined to be lacking in 

individualist abilities to think critically, to be autonomous, to speak out and to plan and 

manage’ (Holliday 2005, Kumaravadivelu, 2003, Nayar, 2002 cited in Holliday 2010:261). 

The neo-essentialist view adopts a combination of views incorporating the liberal view of 

‘acceptance of diversity, the desire for truth and fairness’ in an attempt to disguise the 
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essentialist view with ‘belief in the neutrality of cultural description and chauvinistic 

description’ (ibid). Therefore, Holliday (2010) and Marginson and Sawir (2011) propose a 

more non-essentialist approach to culture by adopting cosmopolitan ideals. In education, 

Rizvi (2008 cited in Marginson & Sawir 2011:72) describes the cosmopolitan (non-

essentialist) approach to education as ‘…ethically engaging with, new cultural 

formations…critical global imagination…situatedness and positionality in relation to the 

social networks, political institutions and social relations…’; thus, looking at culture from 

a more sociocultural perspective. This proposes moving away from generalised culturally 

defined behavioural characteristics to critically evaluating the influence of the sociocultural 

environment on an individual and how it effects their position within that space and 

interactions.  

 

Labelling students as ‘Chinese’ and describing their behaviour as typically ‘Chinese’ can 

carry with it a significant amount of assumptions and stereotyping. Therefore, throughout 

this paper the term Chinese ‘…is not intended to mean, and should not be interpreted as, 

some kind of reduction to a homogeneous group or an essentialist, simplistic national label. 

‘Chinese’ here means ‘Chineses’, plural: an identifiable ethnic and linguistic grouping, 

self-identified as ‘Chinese’, known to embrace – and appreciated as – a range of diversity’ 

(Jin & Cortazzi 2011:6). Holliday (1999) introduces the term ‘small cultures’ meaning 

‘cohesive social grouping’, rather than ‘national cultures’, and the small ‘cohesive social 

grouping’ in this study is the classroom.  

 

Representations of ‘Chinese students’ in the Literature 

There is an extensive amount of research on Chinese students in higher education overseas. 

A significant amount of this literature focuses on the challenges they face adjusting to the 

new academic environment. However, Ryan (2010) and Jin and Coratzzi (2011) point out 

that much of the literature tends to focus on the skills that Chinese students lack and 

cultural characteristics that affect their learning. Grimshaw (2007:299) also criticises the 

literature that focuses on the ‘Chinese learner’ stating that ‘[A]lthough an established 

literature seeks to characterize ‘the Chinese learner’, much of this research results in 

stereotypical representations of the ‘reduced other’ including; passive, uncritical and over 

reliant on the instructor ’, leading to essentialist and ethnocentric views by privileging one 

view over another (Marginson & Sawir 2011). 
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 This idea of the Chinese learner being passive and uncritical stems from ethnocentric 

comparisons of ‘Socratic’/‘Western’ and ‘Confucian’/‘Eastern’ cultures of learning. 

Researchers such as Kennedy (2002); Grimshaw (2007); Jin & Cortazzi (2010); Zhou et al. 

(2005) and Clark & Gieve (2006) argue that common terms used to describe the 

‘Confucian’ style of education such as ‘passive’, ‘rote-learning’, ‘memorisation’ and 

‘surface-learning’ do not take into account the complexity and effectiveness of that culture 

of learning. Many researchers believe that the dichotomy between ‘deep/active/western’ 

and ‘surface/passive/Eastern’ styles of learning is not fully representative of the differences 

in those systems (e.g. Jin & Cortazzi 2010; Ryan & Louie 2007). Ryan & Louie 

(2007:405) argue that these ‘…approaches frequently rely on ‘ideal’ models that do not 

take into account the diversity and complexity of the contemporary social and cultural 

situatedness of such practices, nor of how they are played out within individual contexts’. 

Thus, it only takes into account the cultural predetermined attributes but not the 

sociocultural and political influences of the specific learning environments (Zhou et al. 

2005).  

 

Perceiving Chinese students as ‘passive’ and ‘surface-learners’ can create a deficit 

discourse in relation to the concept of ‘active’ learning. Ryan (2010:39) highlights that 

these views lead to stereotypical and deficit views created to help teachers gain an 

understanding of unfamiliar students; whilst putting at risk the benefits that such a diverse 

group of students can bring to an intercultural classroom. Literature that focuses on the 

sociocultural environment of learning and communication take a critical view of the deficit 

model and instead identifies the external sociocultural aspects that influence 

communication such as political and social positioning of students and power dynamics 

within the classroom (e.g. Waldron (2013); Marginson & Sawir (2011); Wotherspoon 

2002; Bailey & Cervero 1998). As Zhou et al. (2005:287) emphasises ‘Placing emphasis 

on individual characteristics of Chinese students; however, without considering aspects of 

the educational context with which those characteristics interact, may over-simplify and 

distort the mechanism underlying their silence in the classroom.’ Highlighting that 

adopting a more critical view of culture and learning is fundamental to gain deeper 

understandings to ensure inclusive practices.  

 

This does not mean that the notion of culture has no place in the field (Atkinson 1999:636). 

Atkinson (1999:637) proposes a middle-ground approach to the conceptualisation of 
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culture where institutions and its’ members should take on ‘…a socio-cognitive 

perspective - a point of view that tries to account for culture as represented (in part) in 

people’s heads at the same time as it resides (in part) in everyday social practices, social 

tools and social products’.  

3. Methodology  

Qualitative research was used as the main method to gain deeper insights into certain 

classroom behaviour and attitudes. Semi-structured interviews were used to collect the data 

allowing for the researcher to investigate certain topics in more depth than other methods 

such as questionnaires. The interviews were conducted on a combined undergraduate and 

postgraduate MSc programme. Research such as interviews are filled with both moral and 

ethical issues when looking at them from a critical perspective (Kvale & Brinkman 2009). 

Before beginning any research with the participants, I ensured that the procedures and 

documentation for my project conformed to the university’s ethical requirements. The 

target number of participants for this study in total was twelve, six teachers and six first 

year students who identified as Chinese. The interviews lasted between 25 to 45 minutes, 

and in the ‘Findings’ section ‘T1 or S1’ represents ‘Teacher 1 or Student 1’, for example. 

Thematic analysis was adopted, and the two themes focused on included ‘cultural 

influences’ and ‘agency’.  

3. Findings & Discussion  

Overview of Teacher’s perceptions 

‘Asian’ and more specifically ‘Chinese’ students for five of the six teachers were a group 

that ‘stands out’ when it comes to engagement and active participation. Seeing this group 

of students as ‘standing out’, could be due to the common dichotomy between Western and 

Eastern cultures of learning, where the different styles of education come into conflict and 

the ‘Chinese students’ are seen as having a different set of academic skills compared with 

‘other students’ and so lack the necessary skills for ‘Western’ education. Thus, they can be 

seen as ‘the reduced other’ (Ryan & Louie 2007; Jin & Cortazzi 2011; Holliday 2005).  

Cultural Influences on Active Participation  

Five out of six of the teachers, throughout the interview tended to take a neo-essentialist 

view of cultural differences towards active participation, where they would move between 
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a liberal, cosmopolitan approach and an essentialist view. Comments such as ‘…the 

Chinese students tend to be a lot quieter, the British students tend to sit back a bit more 

and the Europeans tend to ask questions…’ appeared in five of the six interviews.   

This type of discourse is an example of Hofstede’s approach to cultural behaviour whereby 

he ‘uncover[ed] the secrets of entire national cultures’ (Hofstede 1980 cited in McSweeney 

2002). It is questionable as to how useful it is in relation to understanding individual 

student behaviour and the effects their socio-cultural environment has on their behaviour. 

More examples of this type of discourse include T5 explaining ‘…pretty much Asian 

cultures…even when they do business there is always the feeling of shame, failure and 

showing weakness to others and you know it’s called the ‘mianze’ in Mandarin…’ He takes 

into consideration the differences and has learnt a Mandarin word for a specific behaviour, 

but there are also elements of essentialism within this statement especially with the words 

‘they’ and ‘always’.  

T4 states ‘..that is how the Chinese population come across as a whole…’ This was in 

reference to ‘Chinese’ people not speaking out when not in a position of authority. 

However, what is interesting is the fact that she mentioned when Chinese are in positions 

of authority they tend to be more outspoken but did not mention how unequal power 

dynamics of the classroom may affect students’ authority to be outspoken. Bailey and 

Cevero (1998:398) highlight the importance of acknowledging the power dynamics in the 

adult education classroom as it is ‘…not the neutral educational site referred to in the 

literature. Instead it is a duplication of the existing societal relations of power replete with 

hierarchies and privileges conferred along lines of gender, race, class, sexual orientation 

and other status markers.’.  

Cultural Influences from Previous Education 

Previous education was a cultural factor frequently mentioned by five of the teachers in 

relation to Chinese students’ level of engagement and active participation. T6 uses the 

word ‘copying’ to describe an aspect of education in China. T1 generalises that Chinese 

students may prefer the ‘spoon feeding’ model of education and uses the word 

‘regurgitation’: ‘…that spoon feeding thing…Chinese students are happier with that model. 

Learn this and this is what it looks like and regurgitate it….Rather than the let’s talk about 

life and you shape it…’. The use of the words ‘regurgitation’ and ‘copying’ have negative 

connotations; thus, indirectly claiming that this type of academic skill is subordinate to 
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talking about a subject and constructing their own knowledge. This could be due to a lack 

of understanding and stereotypical views of what cultures of learning the students have 

come from. For example, Li and Cutting (2011:21) see the strategies of memorising and 

repeating as ‘active Confucian based strategies’ and not as passive.   

Throughout five of the six interview extracts there seems to be a lack of acknowledgement 

of the diverse learning backgrounds the Chinese students may come from. Just looking at 

the six participants’ previous education, it ranges from Chinese state education in Shanghai 

to 12 years in Brussels. Ryan (2010:42) criticizes this deficit and essentialist view stating:  

‘Not only does it reveal the lack of critical self-awareness on the part of those who 

ascribe to these macro categories, but it also does not assist them to better understand 

and appreciate the contemporary characteristics and abilities of those they teach.’ 

This is not to say though that the teachers in this study related lack of active participation 

only to previous education. They were aware of certain failings relating to the institution 

they teach at, the curriculum, resources or themselves as teachers.  

Overview of ‘Chinese’ Students Perceptions 

Cultural Influences on Active Participation   

Throughout the interviews, all six students put part of onus for lack of active participation 

on cultural attributes including previous education. The type of discourse adopted by the 

‘Chinese’ student participants, similarly to the teachers, showed that they generally have 

quite a deficit view of themselves and their previous education. S2 points out ‘…that’s the 

way of learning…that’s really kind of bad habit so when you really want to stretch your 

ideas your already a loser compared to other foreigners…’. S2 also highlights how 

‘…Chinglish is useless…’ This could signify that they are entering a new academic 

community already feeling somewhat a reduced other; in addition, to the deficit views that 

can surround them institutionally. Another student, S4 commented ‘…so people can 

understand and tolerate us more. We tend to be very quiet in class and I question why we 

are so quiet and I know western students always raise their hands and say something…’. 

This extract was in reference to others learning about their cultural differences. The use in 

this extract of ‘tolerate us more’ has negative connotations; also leading to the sense of a 

reduced other. 
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Preferred Style of Learning 

Interestingly, throughout the teachers interviews ‘active participation’ tended to relate to 

the amount a student talked. However, there were no references to listening as a crucial 

part of actively participating. So if the amount a student actively participates relates to 

‘talking’ what about those students who value listening over talking as a learning method.  

S3 commented on the ‘active participation’ style of teaching ‘‘…if I speak a lot that would 

be not usual…it doesn’t mean that I am not listening. I am still thinking but I don’t express. 

If I don’t ask question it doesn’t mean that I am not listening…’, and S5 believes that ‘…I 

even not sure whether they can remember me cause I wasn’t like other European student 

they always keep ‘Ok I have an answer for that question...’ These quotes made me question 

how much listening is valued as a fundamental part of active participation. Also, how 

much is the concept of ‘silence’ as a method of learning valued in relation to ‘talk’. The 

above extracts highlight the issue of silence being interpreted as passive; instead of, being 

an active and reflective skill (Caranfa 2006; Jin & Cortazzi 2011; Ellwood & Nakane 

2009). This could mean that there is a need to revalue the use of silence in the classroom to 

help create an inclusive environment for those learners who prefer to talk less.  

 

A Critical Approach to Intercultural Learning Environments 

Agency: A Sociocultural Positioning Perspective  

Similarly to the other five teachers, T2 highlights, with reference to a research project that 

he conducted, that there was an issue for ‘Chinese’ students to contribute in the classroom; 

however, he does not put the onus on the students. Instead he puts the onus on the 

reduction of agency including lack of subject knowledge and their sociocultural 

positioning within that environment and discipline.  

‘…it was frequently experienced by students that one specific position was East Asian 

position and it could be Pilipino, Chinese being Hong Kong, Taiwan, Mainland 

China…feeling being positioned in a way that contributions from the centre of the 

collaboration process were difficult for them…’  

He goes on to point out that ‘…it was also the discipline area and how that positioned 

them within this specific context and home students having more capital’.  Here T2 is 

referring to the students’ cultural capital depending on how they are situated within both 
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the discipline and the industry. Zhou et al (2005:303) found that the discipline ‘…made 

them (‘Chinese’ students) examine how ‘indigenous/Chinese knowledge’ becomes 

positioned in relation to the knowledge dominant in Western/UK educational context.’ T2 

seemed to be the only teacher out of the six to highlight how ‘Chinese’ students are socio-

culturally positioned in regards to agency and capital when it came to actively 

participating. This view moves away from the deficit and essentialist view focusing more 

on how cultures are positioned within UK education and the discipline area.  

Generally, throughout the interview T2 adopted a critical approach to culture and believed 

that all students needed to adopt a critical approach to culture or it may lead to ‘…students 

from diverse cultural positions to be differently involved and to have different degrees of 

inclusion in the normative centre…’ Holliday (2010:259) sums up the importance of 

moving away from the essentialist approach to a more critical approach ‘…the Centre 

positioning of established theories of culture means that emergent realities residing on the 

always defined Periphery need to assert an existence that the always defining Centre needs 

to appreciate.’ Therefore, to create a more inclusive and intercultural learning environment 

that promotes equal levels of active participation, both students and teachers need to be 

able to acknowledge the issues of ethnocentric and essentialist approaches taking into 

consideration how them and others are positioned within the power structures of both the 

classroom and the curriculum.  

4. Conclusion 

As this study was mainly focused on the discourse surrounding ‘Chinese’ students, this 

study did not take into consideration the background details of the individual teachers. This 

was also to avoid any generalisations in regards to influences of background factors. For 

further research, Fassinger (2000) suggests investigating whole class participation 

behaviour rather than individuals; thus, acknowledging classroom interactions as being 

socio-culturally mediated. Bailey and Cervero (1998) also suggest that ‘…further efforts 

are needed to better understand how societal power relations affect teaching and 

learning…’ 

Summary of Findings 

It may not be that teachers or students are aware that some of the discourse they engage in 

is ethnocentric or essentialist due to labelling cultures and their behaviours in this manner 
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becoming normalised over the years. In addition, a sign of ethnocentrism can be a lack of 

response by the local education system and people to reap the considerable benefits of 

international students presence and ‘engage in their own process of intercultural 

transformation’ (Marginson & Sawir 2011:21). The teachers did show signs of self-

formation as they mentioned learning about Chinese students and showed awareness of 

their need to adapt their teaching style. However, raising awareness of the critical approach 

to culture and highlighting the issues that essentialist and neo-essentialist views create 

could be the basis of teacher development.  

Talking about education systems in such fixed terms is problematic as learning is so much 

more complex than just a list of words to demonstrate the differences in systems, and in 

some discourse, terminology is often used without a deeper understanding of the meanings 

and complexities surrounding them. Therefore, another aspect that could be incorporated 

into teaching development are cultures of learning and exploring the meanings of terms 

such as ‘passive’ versus ‘active’, ‘copying’ and ‘memorisation’. Taking a critical approach 

to these terms is necessary for the development of intercultural awareness as it can lead to 

seeing learning from multiple-perspectives; whilst, also reducing a deficit type approach to 

culture and education. This could result in adopting a more positive discourse towards 

‘Chinese’ students and the education system they come from (Jin & Cortazzi 2011:3).  

Overall, there is a need institutionally for all stakeholders to adopt a critical reflexive 

approach to avoid ‘…teachers and researchers jumping to ethnocentric conclusions about 

their learners, based on their own norms and values’ (Gu & Schweisfurch 2010:75). With 

the different perceived ideas of the effect that culture has on levels of active participation 

throughout this study, institutions and lecturers should be reflecting on how their discourse 

affects ‘Chinese’ students’ agency in the classroom. Therefore, institutions and teaching 

staff should be creating a discourse which acknowledges the issues with the term ‘Chinese’ 

and the impact it has on the way certain individual behaviour is perceived, and also the fact 

that engagement and willingness to participate is not solely under the control of the 

individuals but also the power structures surrounding them. To sum up, the type of 

discourse that surrounds teaching and learning is a powerful tool, which can create either 

exclusion or inclusion. 
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