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developed. The standard required students to “demonstrate understanding of the concept 

of culture through comparisons of the cultures studied and their own” (ACTFL, 1996, p. 

9). Although the instructor gave students ample opportunity to compare Chinese culture 

and American culture, she seemed to forget that not all students in the class had the same 

American upbringing.  

Their diverse ethnic backgrounds implied diverse home cultures which could be 

African American culture or Latin American culture for instance. The pedagogical 

practice of cultural comparison fell short in including the full range of ethnic cultures 

represented in the class. Aligned with one of the interviewees’ desire to see more cultural 

comparisons happening between different cultures, the classroom observational data 

called attention to inclusiveness. Lack of comparisons between various cultures might 

explain the reason why some of the student interviewees failed to articulate cultural 

differences and similarities between Chinese culture and their own, and therefore 

fumbled their way to a deeper self-awareness via the course. 

Stumbling Blocks and Stereotyping 

As captured in the actual teaching practices, some of the dominant cultural 

approaches were found fraught with stumbling blocks that might build stereotypical 

thinking. To begin with, the present study attested to Lazaraton’s (2003) and Smith’s 

(2013) astute observation that culture teaching was imbued with facts. As Byram and 

Feng (2004) imputed stereotypes to the facts-oriented approach in the language 

classroom, some of the factual knowledge taught in the AP Chinese course also 

stereotyped Chinese culture. More importantly, the cultural facts held true by the 

Mandarin instructor might not be perceived as true facts by other groups of Chinese 
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people. Blind acceptance of the so-called cultural facts without scrutinizing the issues of 

identity, discourse, and power (Kramsch, as cited in Ho, 2011; Kubota, 2004) could 

possibly lead to stereotyping. 

Second and related, the present study found it common to see the participant 

teacher as the sole transmitter of cultural information, which could be another 

contributing factor to formation of stereotypes given Smith’s (2013) judgement. Even 

though the teacher tried to use dialogic approach (Byram & Feng, 2004; Rajabieslami, 

2014) or initiate elaborated discussion at times, the extended classroom discussion was 

often cut off abruptly. Since the teacher believed that culture could be best delivered in 

the target language, the students were pressed to discuss cultural topics in Mandarin only. 

Many of them appeared frustrated and quickly quit the discussion. In the end, the 

teaching and learning of culture went back to the teacher’s monologue.  

 As seen in the classroom practices, the teacher’s monologue tended to become an 

introduction of the monolithic culture as described by Smith (2013). In all likelihood the 

teaching of culture facilitated learning of a singular Chinese culture or even a stilted view 

of the Chinese-speaking world. Although the interconnectivity approach (Smith) 

possessed a huge potential to stop cultural fallacies, it did not lend much strength to 

culture learning in this case study. The teacher did employ different media to present 

cultural topics in her classroom. However, the various media mainly centered on the 

same topic and presented similar cultural perspectives. Disparate views and varied 

comments towards the same cultural issue from Chinese society were rarely enlisted. 

Hence, the learners might not be cognizant of the subtle and implicit nuances existing in 

the target culture and the society. 
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 Without connecting to texts of dissenting voices, the cultural discussions were 

merely half-baked solutions for cross cultural understanding. The discussions on cultural 

differences between China and the United States could also be disguised pitfalls leading 

to stereotypes. The observed culture teaching and learning just exemplified Kubota’s 

(2004) warning against the ACTFL’s (1996) intention to eliminate cultural stereotypes 

through teaching knowledge about the target culture and cultural differences. 

Comparisons between cultural differences independent of the discursive construction of 

culture (Kubota, 2004) were more of a tendency to reinforce and propagate stereotypes. 

Learning Needs 

 As Wang (2006) affirmed the necessity to accommodate students’ learning needs 

in Chinese Culture Curriculum, the present study identified a negligence of students’ 

learning needs in the observed teaching of culture. As with the student interviewees in 

Wong’s (2012) study, the student interviewees in the present study also asked for more 

cultural learning about contemporary China. Although the participant teacher valued 

teaching of cultural change, she and her students seemed to be interested in different 

dimensions of the contemporary Chinese culture. Students would like to learn pop culture, 

religions and politics in modern China, which the teacher was reluctant to explore in 

great detail. As for heritage and non-heritage students who shared different learning 

needs, the teacher could have better catered to their individual needs in order to bring out 

the best outcome of culture teaching and learning. 

Missed Opportunities 

 Lastly, the present study found few missed opportunities for better incorporation 

of language and culture. Responding to one of the interviewees’ wish to know more 
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about women’s roles in China, the teacher could have infiltrated this cultural topic when 

teaching Chinese characters involving the female radical as recommended by Fan (1996). 

Moreover, in the classroom observations there was scant teaching of idioms despite their 

documented benefits for culture learning (Yeh, 2014). Furthermore, the researcher did not 

find teaching activities extracted from resources provided by heritage Chinese schools, 

though Pu (2012) argued that heritage Chinese schools could lend further support to the 

teaching of Chinese culture in P-12 schools. 

Recommendations 

  The following are the researcher’s recommendations emergent from the present 

study. Given the limited time and scope of the attempted study, the researcher was unable 

to conduct a longitudinal study investigating the whole school year of the AP Chinese 

course or even the complete four years of the Chinese class in the high school. Future in-

depth research involving a longer research time might help enrich people’s understanding 

on the same research topic.  

Based on the same limitations, this study did not take a close look into the texts of 

cultural highlights in the textbooks since they were not the teacher’s focus in her teaching 

of culture. However, future research targeting on the cultural texts in the foreign language 

textbooks might contribute valuable insight into culture teaching and learning in the 

language classroom. Moreover, field trips to China or Taiwan were not included in my 

study because of the research timing. However, it might be worthy to investigate the 

impact of these oversea field trips to the target country on the participants’ culture 

learning. 
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 How the students’ cultural identities relate to their motives in learning of culture 

and language could be another research topic that deserves recognition. As the research 

findings showed that heritage students and non-heritage students had varied cultural 

identities and came to the language class with different motivations to learn the culture 

and the language, more research on how the learners’ cultural identities interact with their 

learning motivations would help solidify a better understanding of their learning 

performance in the language classroom.  

 In addition, unlike scholars who expressed the wish to use English to teach 

American students more Chinese culture (Hsu, 2014), the participant teacher considered 

use of target language an imperative for culture teaching and learning in order to enhance 

the learner’s cultural understanding and linguistic skills at the same time. Even though 

the research findings questioned if the use of target language is really facilitative to 

cultural discussions, more research is encouraged to investigate the roles of target 

language and native language in the teaching and learning of culture.  

Implications 

 Despite the limitations of the present study, the research findings generated 

several pedagogical implications. For second or foreign language teachers who aspired to 

balance language teaching and culture teaching in their classrooms, the findings of the 

study may inspire them to reflect upon their current pedagogical practices. They might be 

encouraged to examine the dominant cultural approaches they have adopted and steer the 

direction of cultural instruction away from discrete and static cultural facts as well as 

stereotyped thinking. The practitioners may also want to investigate the learner’s interests 
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at the beginning of the language class so as to have the cultural curriculum better 

reflective of the students’ learning needs. 

 As for teachers who teach Chinese as a second or foreign language, this research 

study is a reminder for them to rethink what type of Chinese culture they expect the 

learner to know. They may also want to question themselves about the ideologies behind 

the selections as to what to teach. The process of self-reflection would probably help 

Chinese teachers to develop self-awareness of the Chinese culture in their mind and 

reconsider how close it is to a changing and diversified Chinese-speaking world. 

 Since cross-cultural understanding is the ultimate goal for learning of a second or 

foreign language, the present study researched how students developed cultural 

awareness and sensitivity throughout the language and culture course. The findings may 

challenge the widely-held assumptions that cultural awareness naturally comes with 

foreign language learning. For language education practitioners, now might be a good 

time to revisit the question if their teaching of language and culture actually invites self-

awareness about the learner’s own culture and enhances cultural sensitivity that 

contributes to successful intercultural communication. They may also think about 

whether cultural differences presented in class a viable route to a developed 

understanding of otherness or simply reproduction of perpetuated stereotypes. 

 All in all, the educational community could benefit from the present study as it 

revealed the educational realities of cultural instruction in American secondary education, 

especially in the realm of Teaching Chinese as a Second/Foreign Language. For parents 

or people who care about Chinese education in North America, this case study surely 

brings to light a real side of the classroom practices that might enlighten the future 
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direction of Chinese education in the United States. Given the challenges of teaching 

culture in such a difficult language like Chinese, considerations may be taken regarding 

how to better prepare future learners with Chinese cultural background knowledge before 

their first exposure to the language in American secondary education. 

Conclusions 

 Not dissimilar to foreign language teaching and learning in other parts of the 

world, Chinese education in the United States has experienced the problem of properly 

incorporating culture teaching into language teaching, though the importance of cultural 

competence for intercultural encounters has been widely admitted. For a long time, the 

teaching of culture has been either isolated from language teaching or assigned a 

peripheral role to assist language learning. 

Although the 5C standards (ACTFL, 1996) have long been published as the 

guidelines for cultural instruction in the field of Teaching Chinese as a Second/Foreign 

Language, extant scholarship has found a paucity of research studies concerning how the 

cultural goal areas of the 5C standards have been implemented at Mandarin classrooms in 

American high schools. To address the gap, the present study sought to explore the actual 

pedagogical practices and encountered difficulties challenging the teaching and learning 

of culture in secondary education in the United States.  

 In this qualitative case study, I attempted to examine how culture teaching and 

learning took shape in an AP Chinese course within an American public high school 

located in the State of California, the United States. By means of classroom observations 

and interviews with both the instructor and eight students, my study focused its inquiries 

on the teacher’s and the learners’ concepts of culture as well as actual cultural approaches 
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and learning experiences in the classroom. Above all, the present study also investigated 

how the students’ cultural awareness developed through the course of AP Chinese. 

 Research findings shed light on culture teaching and learning in Chinese 

education in the United States. Although cultural instruction is not omitted from the 

observed language classroom, it was found with several upsides and downsides. It was 

encouraging to know that the instructor included both surface culture and deep culture in 

her perceived notion of culture and the actual classroom practices. It was also good to 

know that the teacher highlighted cultural change and the small C culture. Nevertheless, 

several caveats deserved attention.  

Except for frequent appearance of cultural products and practices, the introduction 

of divergent cultural perspectives was not a common theme in the observed classroom as 

the teacher contended. Teaching of discrete cultural information and values was defective 

due to a lack of elaborated discussion on discursive construction of culture (Kubota, 2004) 

and proper adoption of the interconnectivity approach (Smith, 2013) that highlights 

dissenting voices. Coupled with the practice of teacher being the sole transmitter of 

Chinese culture, a homogeneous view of Chinese people and Chinese society therefore 

emerged. 

 Even though the participant teacher argued that language should be closely 

entwined with culture, an integrated approach was not put to good use for the purpose of 

culture learning. Cultural instruction still served as the context of language learning 

instead of the core topic. The Mandarin first strategy also deprived students of further 

opportunities to explore Chinese culture. 
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 In addition, not all the interviewed students developed a deeper awareness about 

their own cultures through approaches like cultural comparisons in the AP Chinese 

course. This finding might be due in part to a lack of sense of cultural belonging and 

partly because cultural comparisons only happened between Chinese culture and 

American culture rather than their ethnic cultures. 

 In summary, given the limited time and scope of the study the researcher outlined 

few research areas that deserve further exploration. The paper finally concludes with 

educational implications from the present study. I hope that the findings of the study will 

lead to a developed understanding of culture teaching and learning in Chinese education 

in the United States and therefore help better serve the needs and interests of the learners 

of Mandarin Chinese. 
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APPENDIX A: THE ICEBERG CONCEPT OF CULTURE 

 



 

 

130 

APPENDIX B: PROPOSED TEACHER INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

(adapted from Ho, 2011, p. 66-67) 
 
1. In TCFL/TCSL teaching and learning, what do you understand the term ‘culture’ to 
mean? 
2. What topics do you consider most important for your students to learn? Please briefly 
describe how you have taught it/them in the classroom. 
3. Think about the cultural content in your Chinese textbooks. What are your opinions 
about it? Please explain. 
4. Can you recall any ways of culture teaching that you have used in your Chinese classes? 
Discuss the ways of culture teaching you often use in the classroom and comment on how 
you use them. 
5. Think about your culture teaching approach. Why do you take that approach? What are 
the benefits of your approach for your students’ learning of Chinese? 
6. How much time do you usually spend on your culture teaching? Do you think the time 
is adequate? Please explain. 
7. Are you aware of any emphasis on culture in the curriculum, educational policy and 
assessment in your educational institution? If any, how is that emphasis represented? 
8. Do you think the target culture should be incorporated into Chinese classes or should 
be taught in separate culture courses? Please explain. 
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APPENDIX C: PROPOSED STUDENT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

(adapted from Ho, 2011, p. 67-69) 
 
1.   What ethnic culture do you most identify with? 
2.   How long have you been learning Chinese? 
3.   What do you understand the term ‘culture’ to mean? What cultural topics would you 

like to learn? 
4.   What is your experience of culture learning in the AP Chinese course? What are the 

common activities you do in the classroom? How helpful are they for your culture 
learning? 

5.   Through the process of Chinese language and culture learning, do you notice any 
similarities or differences between Chinese culture and your own ethnic culture? Give 
examples. 

6.   Do you think that after taking the AP Chinese course, you have known more about 
not only Chinese culture but also your own ethnic culture? If yes, in what ways do 
you come to know more about your own culture?  

7.   If you are not provided with chances to develop cultural awareness of your own in the 
course, what ways do you think might be helpful for you to further reflect upon your 
own culture? 
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APPENDIX D: PROFILE OF PARTICIPANT STUDENTS 

PROFILE OF PARTICIPANT STUDENTS 
 

 Gender Age Race/Ethnicity Ethnic 
Culture 

Home 
Language 

Speak 
Chinese  
at Home 

Years of 
Chinese 
Learning 

S1 F 16 Mixed Race Japanese 
American 

English No 4 

S2 M 17 White/Japanese American English No 3 
S3 F 17 White/Asian Chinese 

American 
English No 11 

S4 M 17 African 
American 

Black 
Community 
/American 

English No 4 

S5 F 17 Asian Mongolian Mongolian 
/English 

No 4 

S6 F 17 Chinese American English No 3 
S7 M 17 Philippine American English No 4 
S8 F 17 Asian American English No 3 
S9 M 17 Asian American American English No 3 
S10 F 17 Chinese Chinese English No 3 
S11 M 17 Asian American American English/ 

Mandarin 
Yes 4 

S12 M 17 Asian Chinese Chinese Yes 8 
S13 M 17 Asian American American English/ 

Cantonese 
Yes 3 

S14 M 17 White American English No 3 
S15 M 17 White American/ 

Jewish 
English No 4 

S16 F 17 White American English No 3 
S17 M 17 White White/ 

American 
English No 4 

S18 F 18 White No English No 4 
S19 F 17 White Jewish? English No 3 
S20 M 17 White American English/ 

French 
No 4 
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APPENDIX E: INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
 

UNIVERSITY OF SAN FRANCISCO 
 

CONSENT TO BE A RESEARCH SUBJECT 
 

Purpose and Background 

Ms. Yu-han Lin, a doctoral student in the School of Education at the University of San 
Francisco, is doing a study on Culture Teaching and Learning in an Advanced Placement 
Chinese (AP Chinese) course. Since culture teaching and learning is an important yet 
often neglected part in foreign language education, the researcher is interested in 
exploring how culture teaching and learning progresses in an AP Chinese course in a U.S. 
high school. 

I am being asked to participate in this study because I am a high school student taking AP 
Chinese course. 

Procedures 

If I agree to be a participant in this study, the following will happen: 

1.   I may be video recorded in class activities the researcher observes. 
 

2.   I will participate in an interview after class, during which I will be asked about my 
Chinese learning experience, my understanding about my own culture and Chinese 
culture that I learn from the course. 

 

Risks and/or Discomforts 

1.   It is possible that some of the interview questions may make me feel uncomfortable, 
but I am free to decline to answer any questions I do not wish to answer or to stop 
participation at any time.  
 

2.   Participation in research may mean a loss of confidentiality. Study records will be 
kept as confidential as is possible. No individual identities will be used in any reports 
or publications resulting from the study. Study information will be coded and kept in 
locked files at all times. Only study personnel will have access to the files.  

 
Benefits 

Apart from additional culture learning materials, there will be no direct benefit to me 
from participating in this study. The anticipated benefit of this study is a better 
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understanding of culture learning and intercultural communication. 

Costs/Financial Considerations 

1.   There will be no financial costs to me as a result of taking part in this study. 
 

2.   I will not be reimbursed or paid for my participation in this study. 
 
Questions 

I have talked to Ms. Yu-han Lin about this study and have had my questions answered. If 
I have further questions about the study, I may call her at (510) 900-9162 or email her at 
ylin53@usfca.edu 

If I have any questions or comments about participation in this study, I should first talk 
with the researcher. If for some reason I do not wish to do this, I may contact the 
IRBPHS, which is concerned with protection of volunteers in research projects. I may 
reach the IRBPHS office by calling (415) 422-6091 and leaving a voicemail message, by 
e-mailing IRBPHS@usfca.edu, or by writing to the IRBPHS, Department of Psychology, 
University of San Francisco, 2130 Fulton Street, San Francisco, CA 94117-1080. 

Consent 

I have been given a copy of this consent form to keep. PARTICIPATION IN 
RESEARCH IS VOLUNTARY. I am free to decline to be in this study, or to withdraw 
from it at any point. My decision as to whether or not to participate in this study will have 
no influence on my present or future status as a student in the school and my grades 
received from the course. 

My signature below indicates that I agree to participate in this study. 

  

                

Subject's Signature                                                                         Date of Signature 
 
 
                

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent                                         Date of Signature 
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APPENDIX F: PARENTAL INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

PARENTAL INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
 

Title of the Research Study: Culture Teaching and Learning in an Advanced Placement 
Chinese Language Course 
Researcher: Yu-han Lin (510-900-9162; ylin53@dons.usfca.edu) 

 
This is a research study about culture teaching and learning in an Advanced Placement 
Chinese Language Course. Your child has been invited to join the research study to help 
people know more about the topic in secondary education. Please spend as much time as 
you need discussing the study with your family or anyone else you wish to. You have the 
right to decide whether your child joins the study or not. 
 
Your child’s in-class learning activities will be observed for eight weeks this semester. If 
your child agrees to take interview questions, he/she will be asked questions about their 
culture learning experience in the course. The interview will take less than 20 minutes. 
All in-class learning activities and the interview will be audiotaped for the research 
purpose only. 
 
No risks are involved during the research study. You are welcomed to ask any questions 
about the study whenever you want. If your child decides not to continue the study at any 
point of the study, he/she can stop and the grades of the course will not be affected. You 
may also contact the IRBPHS, which is concerned with protection of volunteers in 
research projects. You may reach the IRBPHS office by calling (415) 422-6091 and 
leaving a voicemail message, by e-mailing IRBPHS@usfca.edu, or by writing to the 
IRBPHS, Department of Psychology, University of San Francisco, 2130 Fulton Street, 
San Francisco, CA 94117-1080. 

Your child will benefit from the study in a way that it will help the learner better 
understand their learning process. When this study finishes, the researcher will write a 
report about what was learned. This report will not show your child’s name or that the 
child was in the study. I will make every effort to keep personal information from 
unauthorized disclosure. 
 
Participation in this study is voluntary. Please note that participation in the study or not 
will not affect your child’s grades of the course. 

As parent or legal guardian, I authorize ____________________ (child’s name) to 
become a participant in the research study. 

Parent or Legal Guardian’s Signature                       Date 

________________________________________________________________________ 


