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ABSTRACT
American language schools face a lot of challenges with Chinese students that stem from
these students’ cultural beliefs and educational backgrounds. This field project is focused on
addressing Chinese ESL students’ biggest learning obstacles in American schools, namely to
participate in class and overcome cultural differences. This handbook is for American ESL
educators which consists of four key units. In each unit, a specific learning obstacle faced by
Chinese students is introduced along with suggestions for certain activities to overcome those
challenges. This field project provides an overview of major cultural differences between China
and America from a foreign student’s perspective and introduces the four major recommended
activities from the handbook: 1) Say Something, 2) Compare Notes, 3) Answer Key Comparison,
and 4) Office Hours. Through the use of the handbook, ESL educators can better understand the
cultural background of Chinese students and apply the recommended strategies and methods in
their teaching. Thereby, the overall performance of the students will improve.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Statement of the Problem
American language schools face a number of struggles with Chinese students due to their
differences in cultural beliefs and educational background. EnglishasaSecondLanguage (ESL)
educators often experience difficulties in trying to motivate Chinese students because of their
shyness/quietness in class (Hsu, 2013). The majority of Chinese students feel nervous and
struggle with class participation in seminarlike classrooms. These issues have become more
significant and apparent due to the increasing number of Chinese ESL students entering the US
every year. As China Daily (2016) reports, “China led with 31.5 percent of all the international
students in the US.” This means in every three international ESL students, there is one Chinese
student. Therefore, in order to facilitate Chinese students’ language learning experiences and
increase the quality of their education, an ESL educator should learn, understand, and accept the
different cultures that Chinese students bring into the classroom. Educators should know how to
adjust their teaching strategies as well as their curriculum to fit the specific learning needs of
Chinese students. Giving ESL teachers an understanding of these students’ cultural background,
and the creation of culturalbased instructional procedures is needed. Implementing
culturalbased instructional procedures in American language schools will help overcome these
cultural challenges and help students achieve better results. If this problem is not solved properly,
the overall effectiveness of teaching Chinese students in American language schools will become
a growing issue, as these classes continue to grow.
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There are several problems that impact English language acquisition for international
students from China. The first is that Chinese students are trained to use testtaking strategies to
learn English in China. The primary purpose of learning English in China is to pass a mandatory
requirement imposed by schools. Most students study English as a means of achieving high
scores on the Gaokao. The Gaokao is China’s national college entrance examination, which
allows students to enter top universities if they receive a good score. To reach their academic
goals, students learn testtaking strategies to achieve good scores. However, students often lack a
real understanding of the language itself (Zhang, 1992). In fact, Zhang (1992) suggests that
testtaking strategies do not improve comprehension whatsoever. When Chinese students come
to America for an affordable highquality educational opportunity, regardless of what they have
learned for the Gaokao, they experience significant struggles with class discussions and public
speaking, since they only know the testtaking study habits of memorization and not actual
language understanding.
The second problem is that Chinese students feel confused and uncomfortable in
American classrooms. American education system emphasizes conversational style lectures, in
which educators highly encourage students to participate and interact in class (Morell, 2007).
Thakkar (2011) notes that many American students and teachers believe comprehension of
material is key to understanding and building knowledge. This means that instead of learning
directly from a teacher, students should try to comprehend and understand material through their
own methods or perspectives. Many Chinese ESL students shy away from participating in
classroom activities, and this prevents them from fully understanding the material. Chinese ESL
students come to the US to study English with their own learning strategies and are seen as
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respectful or “passive” learners (Hsu, 2015; Rao, 2006). They listen to their teacher’s
instructions carefully, take notes only for memorization purposes to prepare for tests, and expect
teachers to teach them in the “parenting style” (Wu, 2008). This prevents them from meeting
their full learning potential.
Based on this, ESL teachers or American language schools should emphasize facilitating
Chinese students’ academic skills. Otherwise, both ESL teachers and Chinese students will feel
frustrated and unable to achieve their academic goals, even though this could easily be improved
and overcome with instructional understanding.

Purpose of the Project
The purpose of this project is to create a handbook that can be used as a resource for ESL
educators to adapt their teaching strategies and curriculum for struggling Chinese students. The
handbook will provide the insight and knowledge necessary to identify common needs and
deficiencies of a majority of students, as well as how to combat these problems. This handbook
is meant to act as a catalyst for Brown’s (2014) theory that “if people recognize and understand
differing worldviews, they will usually adopt a positive and openminded attitude toward
crosscultural differences” (Brown, 2014, p. 179). The application of the handbook’s procedures
and strategies should result in effective and efficient learning, and provide students with a better
learning environment, increasing the speed and absorption of the language itself.
This field project focuses on addressing the two problems explained above: 1) that
Chinese students are trained to use testtaking strategies to learn English, and 2) that Chinese
students feel confused and uncomfortable in American classrooms. The handbook will be an
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important reference for ESL educators and will improve ESL teachers’ methods and help them
overcome the issues that Chinese ESL students struggle with. It can function as a reference book
anytime when an ESL instructor becomes frustrated or feels that their instructions are not being
communicated to Chinese ESL students. By gaining a background of Chinese culture and using
the handbook’s strategies and methods, the overall performance of Chinese ESL students will be
improved.

Theoretical Framework
This field project is based on three theoretical frameworks: the Affective Filter
Hypothesis, the Input Hypothesis, and the Commutative Language Teaching approach.
The first theory is the Affective Filter Hypothesis, which was developed by Stephen
Krashen in 1982. This hypothesis posits that affective factors greatly influence the second
language acquisition process: “Those whose attitudes are not optimal for second language
acquisition will not only tend to seek less input, but they will also have a high or strong Affective
Filtereven if they understand the message, the input will not read the part of the brain
responsible for language acquisition, or the language acquisition device” (Krashen, 1982, p. 31).
In other words, if an ESL student feels uncomfortable or frustrated by an instructor’s teaching
style or the learning environment, this will cause the student’s affective filter to rise, which will
impact the student’s capability of absorbing and understanding what is taught. In comparison, an
ESL student who has a positive attitude toward an instructor’s teaching style and learning
environment can lower their affective filter and allow a deepening of their understanding.
Krashen (1982) also states that most research finds the affective factors can be categorized to
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include three types: motivation, selfconfidence, and anxiety (p. 30). A student who is motivated,
confident, and has a good selfimage, has lower anxiety levels in a second language learning
environment, while a student who is unmotivated, insecure, and has a poor selfimage has higher
anxiety levels in this environment. As a result, addressing these affective factors allows the
student to acquire more in their second language learning process. This not only translates to
better acquisition of knowledge, but also simultaneously lowers the affective filter. To improve
Chinese ESL students’ communicative competence, a teacher who boosts affective factors and
thus lowers the affective filter in the learning environment can encourage students to overcome
common problems faced in American classrooms.
The second theory is the Input Hypothesis theory, which was also developed by Stephen
Krashen in 1982. This hypothesis states that we acquire language knowledge by “understanding
language that contains structure a little beyond” our current level of competence (i+1) (Krashen,
1982, p. 21). It is important to understand the basic idea of comprehensible input as described by
the example of i+1, with i being the base knowledge of the student that the instructor is teaching
and +1 being the next step of understanding necessary so that the student can progress. The key
factor in using this process is for the teacher to have a clear understanding of the level of the
students they are teaching. If the teacher mistakenly believes the student does not understand the
material, she will only be teaching the base i level without challenging the students (i+0), and
there will be no progression and nothing achieved.
In order to improve Chinese ESL students’ communicative competence, “the effective
language teacher is someone who can provide input and help make it comprehensible in a low
anxiety situation” (Krashen, 1982, p. 32). To acquire a second language effectively and
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efficiently, the Input Hypothesis focuses on helping students comprehend concepts first, then
having them acquire the structure of the language. By understanding the structure and the
teacher’s input, Chinese ESL students can lower their anxiety levels, and thus feel more
confident in participating in classroom discussions and practice. As a result, their overall
learning experience and process can be significantly improved, resulting in prolonged knowledge
retention.
The third theory is the Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) approach, which uses
the idea of learning through pair work activities, role playing, group work activities, and projects
to improve knowledge retention in students. William Littlewood (2011) claims that CLT is a
useful approach to improve students’ ability to communicate in the classroom (p. 542). Brown
(2014) notes that “wherever you look in the literature today, you will find references to the
communicative nature of language classes,” and states that all of the components of
communicative competence are focused on this language teaching approach. This includes
encouraging learners to use the language for meaningful purposes, and the belief that using the
target language fluently is more important than using it accurately (p. 236).
In an ESL classroom, allowing students to communicate with each other in small groups,
learn from their mistakes, and help each other can be more effective than traditional classroom
settings. First, the students’ affective filter and factors are lower because they are not speaking to
an entire class when they practice their second language (L2) skills in small groups, and this
allows them to apply the material more effectively. Second, by speaking to each other at their
own level, the students are already setting their own base i level and with proper group exercises
from the teacher, the students can help one another with the group challenges of +1 material to
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achieve more knowledge. In this language teaching approach, the teacher’s role is to monitor the
groups so that all students are participating, as some may feel uncomfortable and will need help
lowering their affective filter to work better in the group. Also, a teacher can listen to all the
groups as they work, which helps the instructor gain a better understanding of what base i level
their students currently have.

Significance of the Project
As the number of Chinese ESL students increases, accommodating their various learning
needs will effectively improve their communicative competence and maximize their acquisition
of the English language. In 2014, there were 12,750,000 Asian immigrants in the US (Table 1.
Distribution of Asian Immigrants by Region and Top Country of Origin, 2014 cited in Zong, J. &
Batalova, J., 2016). Chinese immigrants, excluding Taiwanese, comprised 16.8 percent of total
Asian immigrants, which is the second largest group from Asian countries (Zong, J. & Batalova,
J., 2016). The report of Emigration Trends and Policies in China notes that one of the three
possible motivations for wealthy Chinese nationals’ emigration to the US is “the high quality of
secondary and tertiary education overseas,” based on surveys and interviews (Xiang, 2016).
According to The World University Ranking 20162017, there are 39 American universities that
were ranked in top 100 universities in the world. Thus, an increasing number of Chinese citizens
choose to migrate from China to the US for better educational opportunities or pursuing the
“American dream.”
This project is important because it will alleviate the issues that Chinese ESL students
face when they begin their studies in the US. Namely, this is achieved by addressing two primary
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problems: 1) Chinese students are trained to use testtaking strategies to learn English, and 2)
Chinese students feel confused and uncomfortable in American classrooms. Ultimately, this field
project will significantly facilitate these students’ language acquisition in American language
schools. Native ESL educators who use this handbook will have a better understanding of
Chinese culture and will be able to better adapt their strategies and curriculum accordingly. As a
result, both ESL educators and Chinese ESL students will have a more pleasant experience as
well as superior outcomes in teaching and learning.

Definition of Terms
Affective Filter: It is an invisible psychological filter that can impede or block input necessary
for language acquisition (Krashen, 1982).
Communicative Competence: The cluster of abilities that enable humans to convey and
interpret messages and to negotiate meanings interpersonally within specific contexts (Brown,
2007).
Communicative Language Teaching: An approach to language teaching methodology that
emphasizes authenticity, interaction, studentcentered learning, taskbased activities, and
communication for realworld, meaningful purposes (Brown, 2007).
ESL: It is an initialism which stands for English as a Second Language and refers to the study of
English by students who are living and working in English dominant countries (Harmer, 2007).
L2: It is a designation given to describe a second language learner (Harmer, 2007).
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Chapter II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction
In 2015, the number of international Chinese students in the US had increased by nearly
five times compared to the academic year of 20042005 (AllenEbrahimian, 2015). It has become
more evident how quickly China is growing as a new economic power. In order to facilitate
China’s growth as an economic power, American schools should begin giving increased attention
to international Chinese students. The different educational philosophies between the East and
the West have been especially challenging for ESL educators and American language schools,
and they experience many difficulties in engaging Chinese ESL students’ active inclass
participation and accommodating these students’ different learning strategies (Hsu, 2015; Huang
& Brown, 2009).
As a result, Chinese ESL students are often labeled “passive learners” in American
schools (Hsu, 2015; Rao, 2006). When I came to the US as an international student and gave
studying English my best effort, it truly hurt my feelings to hear this negative judgment. I wished
I knew how to eliminate this “bad habit” overnight, so teachers would not look down on me. As
an ESL educator in the US today, I often find it challenging to achieve learning objectives when
facing quiet Chinese students. In order to resolve this problem, the factors that prevent Chinese
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ESL students’ from actively participating in American classrooms should be extensively
researched.
The aim of this literature review is to investigate the relevant cultural factors that hinder
Chinese ESL students’ academic success in learning English in American schools. By
understanding Chinese students’ background and their learning obstacles, American ESL
educators and schools will be less likely to hold negative attitudes toward Chinese ESL students
who show a lack of participation in class and willingness to be openminded to new ways of
learning. It will also reduce American ESL educators’ feelings of failure and encourage them to
accommodate Chinese ESL students’ specific needs with a willingness to adjust their teaching
strategies.
This literature review analyzes how Chinese students’ cultural beliefs and values
challenge them in using the “successful” learning approaches and study strategies in American
schools, and how U.S. educators can integrate culturally relevant materials into ESL teaching
and classroom activities so that Chinese ESL students’ communicative competencies can be
enhanced.
Chinese Educational Philosophy versus American Educational Philosophy
When exploring Chinese cultural beliefs and educational philosophy, one cannot begin to
discuss them without mentioning Confucius and his philosophy (Huang & Brown, 2009). Many
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studies compare the Confucian concepts of learning with Socratic theories in order to analyze the
different educational expectations between Chinese and American teachers (Aoki, 2008; Kwak,
2016; Kwak, Kato, & Hung, 2016; Huang & Brown, 2009; Peters, 2015; Tweed & Lehman,
2002).
China is a country with 5,000 years of history, and its people have great faith in
Confucianism, especially in education. Confucianism emphasizes, “effortful learning, behavioral
reform, pragmatic learning, acquisition of essential knowledge, and respectful learning” (Tweed
& Lehman, 2002, p. 91). Confucianism influences traditional Chinese educators’ teaching
methods, educational content, and examination systems (Schirokauer, 2014). To be specific,
Chinese teachers emphasize English grammar concepts and testtaking strategies. They follow
textbooks carefully and rely on a comprehensive final exam (in which a speaking evaluation is
excluded) to measure students’ language skills. All of these values continue to profoundly affect
current Chinese educational practices.
In contrast, Western educational philosophy has been mainly influenced by Socrates. He
“tended to question his own and others’ beliefs, evaluated others’ knowledge, esteemed
selfgenerated knowledge, began teaching by implanting doubt, and sought knowledge for which
he had good reasons” (Tweed & Lehman, 2002, p. 9091). Socrates believed that learning should
lead to knowledge, not just pure belief (Aoki, 2008; Tweed & Ledman, 2002). This has led
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American educators to pay attention to fostering students’ critical thinking abilities in learning.
They do not follow the content in textbooks, supplement classes with many other materials, and
evaluate students’ integrated language skills through class participation, group projects, and
quizzes. These different beliefs and approaches significantly challenge Chinese ESL students in
achieving their academic goals in American schools (Huang & Brown, 2009).
In order to enhance American ESL educators’ understanding of Chinese ESL students’
behaviors and academic learning obstacles, the following four areas are compared and analyzed:
1) teachers’ power and authority, 2) teachers’ roles, 3) English tests and assessments, and 4)
parental roles.
Teachers’ Power and Authority
Confucius once said that “to honor those higher than ourselves is the highest expression
of the sense of justice” (Confucius, 1947, p. 332). He taught his students to respect and obey
authorities (Huang & Brown, 2009). Since teachers are the sole authority in the classroom,
students ought to give their utmost respect to them, and they should follow their teacher’s
instructions carefully, memorize key points, and always obey the rules in class. Schirokauer
(2014) states that overemphasis on obedience can prevent Chinese students from thinking,
speaking, or exploring any new path. This is why many Chinese students are recognized as
lacking innovative spirit or being unable to think “outside of the box” in American classrooms.
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Chinese teachers are expected to provide the correct information to students in a lecture
style manner, and not be questioned about their knowledge. Chinese teachers promote learning
and memorization as successful learning methods (Huang & Brown, 2009; Schirokauer, 2014;
Thakkar, 2011). This means that students only need to remember what teachers have taught in
class; they do not need to understand why they are learning the information or why it is crucial.
For this reason, English teachers in China tend to mainly teach grammar rules or sentence
structure, and give students examples or exercises to practice with, without emphasizing why
these topics are necessary to learn. Simultaneously, students are expected to remember the rules
and practice them precisely, requiring students to take careful notes so they can work on their
memorization outside of the classroom.
In contrast to Chinese teachers, American educators recognize themselves as students’
facilitators in the classroom (Huang & Brown, 2009). Instead of directly teaching students
theories or grammar rules, they prefer guiding students to discover the rules themselves, and
encourage discussion and interactions from students. Students are allowed to question the
methods and areas that a teacher may not be familiar with (Huang & Brown, 2009). Through
their interactions and discussions, students’ critical thinking abilities are challenged so they can
better achieve their L2 acquisition.
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Due to these very different educational perspectives, American ESL teachers
continuously encounter difficulties engaging Chinese students in class participation or verifying
Chinese ESL students’ comprehension, as they often hear “yes” or nothing from students when
they ask whether information has been understood or not. In fact, saying “yes,” nodding, or
smiling at a teacher does not mean that students truly understand what they were asked—rather,
it simply means “I heard you” in Chinese culture (Wang & Greenwood, 2015). If students were
to respond with anything but “yes,” it would result in students feeling shy to admit that they were
either not paying attention, or did not understand the material that was being taught (Huang &
Brown, 2009).
For this reason, it takes much longer for Chinese ESL students to decide whether or not
to ask a question, and similarly they will not provide a response to a question if they are not
certain they have the absolutely correct answer. If they answer a question without being
understood, they feel more ashamed than typical American students because of the cultural
aspect of “losing face,” a Chinese term that means feeling humiliated. They would rather remain
silent in class than risk the possibility of “losing face” (Wang & Greenwood, 2015). Furthermore,
in China, questioning teachers who are the only authority in the classroom is not an appropriate
learning behavior, as it could cause teachers to feel challenged and uncomfortable if they cannot
answer students’ questions immediately. This is the “losing face” phenomenon for teachers
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(Wang & Greenwood, 2015). Because teachers are regarded as allknowing and their knowledge
is considered unquestionable on all matters, educators in China do not like to encourage students
to ask questions in class.
Knowing this, American ESL teachers should raise awareness of this cultural conflict and
ease misunderstandings by giving students comprehensible instructions for classroom activities
(Huang & Brown, 2009). Also, offering a longer waiting time after questions are asked can
encourage students to think and participate more actively in class. Finally, providing more
encouraging, positive feedback to students who ask questions would increase Chinese ESL
students’ confidence, since they are not accustomed to asking teachers questions and sharing
their personal views.
Teachers’ Roles
Confucius believed that education should be regarded as the highest priority for building
a nation, and this idea still influences Chinese schooling today (Schirokauer, 2014). Schirokauer
(2014) stated that “the purpose of education was to gain the truth and become knowledgeable,
thereby developing the mind and cultivating oneself, so that a person could govern the country
and manage the world” (p. 92). In other words, if Chinese people wish to change their social
status from poor to wealthy, education is the best route for selfdevelopment so that they can
become useful and serve the nation. For achieving this goal, people look for a competent teacher
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who they regard as a role model, and imitate their words and behaviors; students are not
encouraged to generate their own ideas or express their own hypotheses as part of this learning
process. In contrast to Confucianism, all of these concerns about learning are uninteresting to
Westerners (Aoki, 2008; Tweed & Ledman, 2002).
Socrates believed that capable students could learn without guidance because knowledge
was something already within students—learning naturally leads to understanding and very little
guidance is ever needed (Tweed & Ledman, 2002, p. 90). In comparison, in China teachers
believe that explaining content explicitly is the best way to enhance students’ comprehension.
The most common teaching methods include both teacher or bookcentered approaches to
education, with an emphasis on students reviewing information repeatedly for memorization
(Rao, 2006, p. 495). Chinese people value effort and hard work through memorization to
successfully acquire knowledge (Aoki, 2008; Huang & Brown, 2009; Thakkar, 2011; Tweed &
Ledman, 2002; Wu, 2008). As a result, students are expected to follow instructions carefully and
remember key points that the teacher has mentioned. However, these teachercentered or lecture
style classroom settings negatively affect Chinese students’ communicative competence in the
target language. In L2 learning and teaching, students’ class participation is essential (Hsu, 2015;
Morell, 2007). Through learning interactively and understanding the purpose of learning,
students can improve their understanding and ability to utilize the knowledge they have obtained.
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Due to these very different teaching approaches in China and America, Chinese ESL
students find it challenging to work on group projects and to interact with American instructors
in class (Huang & Brown, 2009). They cannot grasp essential points in these workshoplike
classrooms or learnercentered styles of teaching. In addition, they feel as though they are
wasting their time when they play games or participate in group discussions with other students.
Therefore, it is necessary to illuminate these educational differences and help Chinese ESL
students understand the benefits of learnercentered classrooms.
English Tests and Assessments
The Chinese examination system was created to select scholars who could serve the
nation with their rational minds and brilliant thoughts. More importantly, these scholars needed
to be obedient and not work against those in upper positions or instigate a revolution against the
government (Schirokauer, 2014). Chinese students believe that passing entrance examinations to
universities can change their life from poor to rich in their society. Passing examinations also
brings honor and wealth to their family. To achieve this goal, Chinese students mainly focus on
test results, not the improvement of the individual overall.
Chinese students are currently required to take an English test in the national college
entrance examination and pursue a good job after college graduation with evidence of their
English proficiency. In this paradigm, they only need to concentrate on how to pass the exam, not
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on understanding the language. To be specific, if Chinese students want to become competitive
job applicants after graduation, they must pass the College English Test4 (CET4) to
demonstrate their English language proficiency, as this is one of the required job skills for many
companies. This test includes listening (35%), reading (30%), and writing and translation (35%)
(Peng, Wu, & Xie, 2017). To achieve high test scores, Chinese teachers use testoriented training
methods, introduce test exercises, teach testtaking strategies, and allow students to do exercises
in listening, reading, writing and translating repetitively (Peng, Wu, & Xie, 2017, p. 548).
Chinese students regard rote memorization as the path to forming their understanding and critical
thinking ability (Thakkar, 2011). However, achieving a high test score does not mean that a
student would be able to use the language correctly, since communicative competence is not
emphasized in such settings.
American schools adopt the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) score as an
efficient way to evaluate foreign language learners’ English language proficiency. The TOEFL
test has a structure that measures communication skills by integrating different language
proficiencies and measuring English performance in academic settings. Because the TOEFL test
aims to evaluate how well testtakers combine their listening, reading, speaking and writing
skills to perform academic tasks, the TOEFL score effectively provides valid and reliable
information about a student’s integrated English language proficiency (TOEFL iBT). Similarly,

21
American ESL educators emphasize improving students’ communication skills and they evaluate
students’ English proficiency through class participation, group work, and presentations, which
are skills that are not highly valued as part of Chinese students’ previous learning experience.
It is evident that American educators need to adjust their pedagogical approaches to better
educate Chinese students by accommodating these social and cultural ways of learning.
American ESL educators need to inspire their students toward knowledge and understanding
through validating the Chinese culture by using Chinese history, literature, and society as part of
their curriculum (Thakkar, 2011). This will lead to a more developed curriculum with better
communication between students and teachers, allowing for multiple pathways to understanding
for Chinese students (Thakkar, 2011).
Parents’ Roles
Ingrained as part of Confucianism, Chinese parents highly regard educational
development as a signifier of personal success and believe that they should be good role models
for their children and as such be involved in their children’s education (Wu, 2008). Chinese
parents are identified as more controlling with regard to children’s academic performance in
contrast to American parents’ permissiveness (Wu, 2008). Chinese people believe that
“knowledge can change one’s destiny.” Therefore, attending a toptier university is seen as
bringing opportunities of securing a good job, and subsequently enhancing their children and
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entire family’s fate and social status. In this mindset, parents save as much as possible to send
their children to Ivy League schools and encourage them to seek the highest education level
possible (Wu, 2008). Further supporting these ideas, Huntsinger & Jose (2009) state that
education in Chinese family is recognized as a collective responsibility and children are expected
to achieve their parents’ goals (p. 399).
Compared to most American parents who consider innate ability to be more important in
relation to learning and achieving, Chinese parents pay close attention to effort and hard work
(Wu, 2006). Wu notes that “a common stereotype of Chinese parents is that they are ‘pushy’ and
‘controlling’” (Wu, 2008, p. 119), or in other words, Chinese parents believe that their children
can study harder with their involvement. In contrast, American parents are unwilling to push
their children beyond their ability.
Overall, “authoritarian parental involvement” (e.g., demand, control) significantly affects
Chinese ESL students’ academic performance and achievement in American schools (Wu, 2008).
Due to these different parenting styles, American ESL educators view Chinese students
negatively, since they lack confidence to make their own choices in class and are less motivated
without their teacher’s close attention (Wu, 2008). To ease the struggles of Chinese students in
such situations and nurture an excellent learning environment, American ESL educators can plan
out specific learning activities that provide students with more guidance.
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Integrating Culture into Classroom Discussions and Activities
Culture, which is a “glue” that joins a group of people together, exists and guides
people’s thinking, feelings, and behaviors (Brown, 2014). Language, as one of the most
important components of culture, represents different manners and behaviors. Pacheco Meza
(2011) emphasizes that “enforcing the notion and the importance of learning the language
structures alone is not enough for rich acquisition to take place” (p. 12). Students cannot
effectively learn a language by just memorizing the rules of grammar and not being open to the
cultural differences of the language they are studying. Brown (2014) mentions that “if people
recognize and understand differing worldviews, they will usually adopt a positive and
openminded attitude toward crosscultural differences.” In other words, it is easier for people to
embrace a positive and openminded attitude with regard to a different culture if they understand
the differences between that culture and their own beliefs.
Therefore, integrating culturerelated material and activities into ESL teaching and
learning can be a winwin situation. On one hand, it can clarify misunderstandings between ESL
instructors and Chinese ESL students, so that both can adopt a positive attitude toward each
other’s different academic views and expectations. On the other hand, it can become a “glue” to
connect teachers and students as an openminded group. Additionally, it can be a motivator to
engage the group to actively participate in class discussions and activities by applying students’
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prior knowledge of their culture or beliefs (Chen & Yang, 2017). This will ultimately lower
students’ feeling of strangeness (Stevick, 1976) and improve their communicative competence.
In 2017, Chen & Yang conducted a study on using culturally responsive teaching
strategies to engage students’ positive participation in class, which can ultimately enhance ESL
students’ L2 learning outcomes. They found that “culture can serve as a way to enhance the
motivation of learners” (p. 79). Culturally responsive teaching strategy is an approach where
instructors understand the students’ culture, assimilate the teaching materials with the students’
cultural experience, and respect cultural diversity to encourage inclass participation to improve
L2 learning outcomes (Chen & Yang, 2017). One Korean and two Chinese students, who all
lacked motivation to participate in grammar and vocabularyoriented ESL classes, were included
in this study. By implementing culturally responsive teaching strategies in these classes for two
weeks, there was a significant increase in the students’ participation in class activities.
Overall, in ESL teaching and learning, educators who have knowledge of their students’
background can adapt culturallyrelated topics or materials into their curriculum or class
activities. This can create an inclusive classroom culture and enhance ESL teaching and learning
in a motivating and engaging way.
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CHAPTER III
THE PROJECT AND ITS DEVELOPMENT
Description of the Project
The purpose of this field project is to alleviate the issues that Chinese ESL students have
when they begin their studies in the United States. Namely, by addressing two primary problems:
1) Chinese students are trained to use testtaking strategies to learn English and 2) Chinese
students feel confused and uncomfortable in American classrooms.
This field project consists of four units. In each unit, a specific learning obstacle faced by
Chinese students is introduced along with suggestions for certain activities to overcome those
challenges. Through the use of the handbook, ESL educators can better understand the cultural
background of Chinese students and apply the recommended strategies and methods in their
teaching. Therefore, students can have a lower affective filter in American seminarlike
classrooms, which can help them to improve their communicative competence ultimately. Also,
Chinese students will have a better connection with their teachers which will help them to
become more confident to interact with their teachers and participate in classroom activities.

Development of the Project
My motivation and purpose to develop this project are an outgrowth of my experiences
studying, working, and living as an immigrant in America. It was initially difficult for me to
immerse in a very different culture when I came to America as an exchange student, and being
able to grasp English on a conversational level was another great challenge.
In American schools, many Chinese ESL students are often described as “passive
learners” or “plagiarists.” As an ESL educator in the US today, I am often challenged to achieve
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the learning objectives facing quiet Chinese students. Thereby, it is necessary to develop specific
teaching strategies to facilitate Chinese students’ learning obstacles. By understanding the
background of the Chinese culture and using the effective strategies and methods, the overall
performance of the students will improve.

The Project
The project in its entirety can be found in the appendix.
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CHAPTER IV
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Conclusions
According to the Institute of International Education (IIE), for every five international
students who enrolled in American high schools between 2013 and 2016, there are two students
from China (Fuchs, 2017). During their transition, many Chinese students have experienced
challenges in assimilating into American style classrooms due to their different cultural beliefs
and educational background. At the same time, American schools and ESL educators are
challenged to effectively utilize their teaching methods in classrooms with a majority of Chinese
students. If this issue is not given more prominence, both Chinese ESL students and ESL
educators will feel discouraged in their classrooms. Therefore, it is important to study how to
boost Chinese ESL students active participation in classrooms and reinforce the common
difficulties that Chinese ESL students face from learning in the United States.
This project is important because it provides insights and knowledge that are necessary
for ESL educators so that they can identify common needs and deficiencies with a majority of
Chinese ESL students as well as how to combat these problems. The purpose of this project is to
ease Chinese ESL students’ concerns of actively participating in American classrooms so their
acquisition of the language can be greatly improved.
By applying this handbook’s procedures and strategies, Chinese students’ class
participation abilities will greatly improve. More importantly, it will create an effective and
efficient learning environment which will allow Chinese students to increase their learning
outcomes and the speed of immersion in American style classrooms.
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Recommendations
The goal of this project is to ease the educational conflicts between ESL instructors
and Chinese students in American classrooms. For better implementation of this project in
teaching, here are two recommendations that the author wants to point out. First, teachers should
evaluate each class independently as factors may change for incoming Chinese students. Such as
American culture growing in influence in Chinese society or Chinese Students classroom
learning methods might change over time. Second, it is essential for teachers to explain their
understanding of the Chinese students’ difficulties in class, and they should explain their own
expectations for the students along with references to overcoming those difficulties.
I had many ideas for Chinese ESL students to better succeed in American classrooms.
Unfortunately, I did not have enough time or resources to work on every idea that I had. This
project is the very beginning of my work that I hope to be able to save teachers time and improve
Chinese students class performance, which I hope can eventually lead to more Chinese Students
to achieve their learning goals. If you come up with your own ideas, do not be scared to try them
to work around your frustration with, or to better support, Chinese ESL students. I would
encourage anybody to research more information from my references to get more ideas to
improve your classes.
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APPENDIX

Title of Project

Boosting Chinese ESL
Students’ Active Participation
in Classrooms in the U.S.:
A Handbook for Teachers
1

By Cuiying Rhodes

Introduction
By understanding Chinese students’ background and their learning
obstacles, American ESL educators will be able to increase their teaching
effectiveness and boost in-class participation with Chinese ESL students.
At the same time, it will also reduce American ESL educators’ feelings of
ineffectiveness and increase direct engagement with the students to
meet their specific needs.
This handbook provides insight and knowledge necessary to
identify common needs and deficiencies with a majority of students as
well as how to combat these problems. By applying the handbook
procedures and strategies, it will create an effective and efficient learning
environment and provide students with a better learning experience,
which increases the speed and absorption of the language itself.
Why do Chinese students stay quiet in class?

2

I don’t want to ask
questions because my
classmates will laugh at me
and my teacher will think I
am not paying attention.

My teacher doesn’t
care about me. I can do
whatever I want. Other
students always say
whatever they want. I wish
I could do that.

My parents
always tell me what
to do. I don’t know
what my own goals
are.

My teacher does
not teach us much. She
always lets us work in
pairs or groups. Too
many activities. I think I
memorize more things
by working alone.

I only understand
and remember some
of the lectures. I don’t
have time to write down
notes in class and I forget
almost everything.

I have to give
presentations all the
time! My English is
not good and I don’t
think others can
understand me!

3

Content
Units

Unit 1:
Say
something
(page 5)

Unit 2:
Compare
notes
(page 13)

Unit 3:
Answer
Comparison
(page 17)

Cultural Conflicts
Chinese ESL Students

American ESL Instructors

listen to the teachers’

teach through interacting

instruction carefully and

with students; students learn

memorize as much

through discussion or class

information as possible.

activities practice.

take/copy notes and
memorize on the things that
teachers point out in the
textbook, handouts, and on
the board.

do not write a lot on the board;
students should understand
the lecture and take notes
through active listening, and
write notes using their own
words.

obey whatever the teachers

let students to challenge the

say in class and follow

lecture material and encourage

directions carefully.

the students to be creative.

do not ask the teacher
questions that have already
Unit 4:
Office hours
(page 21)

been discussed in class. It is
recognized as not paying
attention or asking stupid
questions. They will feel

encourage students to ask
questions. There are no stupid
questions.

“ashamed”.

Appendix

Student Handouts (Page 27)

4

Unit 1
Say
Something

5

/CP[%JKPGUG'5.UVWFGPVUTGOCKPUKNGPV
KPENCUUDGECWUGVJG[FQPņVMPQYYJCVVQUC[
6JG[ CTG WUGF VQ NKUVGPKPI VQ VJG VGCEJGT
ECTGHWNN[CPFNGCTPKPID[TQVGOGOQTK\CVKQPKP
%JKPC
6JG 5C[ 5QOGVJKPI CEVKXKV[ RTQXKFGU C
IWKFGNKPG HQT UVWFGPVU UQ VJG[ ECP GPICIG KP
ITQWR FKUEWUUKQPU /GCPYJKNG VJGKT ETKVKECN
VJKPMKPI CDKNKVKGU KU GORJCUK\GF VJTQWIJ VJKU

Background

RTQEGUU +V GPCDNGU VJG UVWFGPVU VQ OCMG C
RTGFKEVKQPOCMGCEQOOGPVENCTKH[UQOGVJKPI
CUM C SWGUVKQP CPF OCMG C EQPPGEVKQP DCUGF
QP VJG VQRKE 6JKU CEVKXKV[ KU CFCRVGF HTQO
&QPPC2TKEGVJGRTGUGPVGTKP%#6'51.
#PPWCN%QPHGTGPEG

6

Say Something

Directions:
Step 1: Prepare five posters as following (see details on
next page):
Make a Prediction

Ask a Question

Make a Comment

Make a Connection

Clarify Something
Step 2: Students read the passage silently, then answer
the vocabulary and comprehension questions. Students
should understand the reading before moving to step 3.
Step 3: Divide students into groups of two or three.
Each of the student takes turns to read a few sentences,
then stop and say something. After that, their partner responds to
what the first student has said, and then also has to say something.

7

Make a Prediction
• I bet that…
• I predict that…
• I think that…
• I assume that…
• I wonder if…
• Since this happened (details),

then I bet the next thing that is
going to happen is …
• Reading this part makes me think

that this (details) is about to happen.

8

Make a Comment
• This is good/interesting because…
• This is hard/difficult because…
• This is confusing because…
• I like the part where…
• I felt sad when I read the part

where…
• My favorite part so far is…
• I don’t like this part because…

9

Clarify Something
• Oh I get it. It means…
• Now I see/understand…
• This makes sense now…
• No, I think it means…
• I agree with you. This means…
• As first I thought______ , but

now I think…
• This part is really saying…

10

Ask a Question
• Why did…
• What’s this part about…
• What would happen if…
• Who is…
• What does this section ______

mean…
• Do you think that…
• I don’t get this part here…

11

Make a Connection
• This reminds me of…

• This part is like…
• This character … is like ______

because…
• This is similar to…
• The differences are…
• I also (name something in the text

that has also happened to you)…
• I never (name something in the text

that has never happened to you)…
• This character makes me think of…
• This setting reminds me of…

12

Unit 2:

Compare Notes
13

6CMKPI PQVGU KU C ITGCV EJCNNGPIG HQT OCP[ %JKPGUG

'5. UVWFGPVU FWG VQ VJGKT RTKQT PQVGVCMKPI GZRGTKGPEG +P

%JKPC VGCEJGTU QHVGP YTKVG OQUV QH VJG KORQTVCPV

KPHQTOCVKQP QP VJG DQCTF UQ UVWFGPVU ECP EQR[ VJGO VJGP

TGOGODGT CHVGT ENCUU *QYGXGT #OGTKECP '5. VGCEJGTU

YCPV VQ RTCEVKEG UVWFGPVUņ NKUVGPKPI UMKNNU CPF UVTGPIVJGP

VJGKT EQORTGJGPUKQP 6JG[ FQ PQV YTKVG C NQV QP DQCTF

5VWFGPVU JCXG VQ NKUVGP CPF NGCTP VJKPIU VJTQWIJ

KPVGTCEVKQPU YKVJ VGCEJGTU QT QVJGT UVWFGPVU VJGP
U[PVJGUK\GVJGKPHQTOCVKQPCPFLQIFQYPPQVGU

6JGTGHQTGOCP[%JKPGUGUVWFGPVUHGNVVJCVENCUUGUKP

#OGTKEC CTG GCU[ CPF FKHHKEWNV CV VJG UCOG VKOG 6JG[ CTG

Background

GCU[DGECWUGVJG[FQPņVJCXGCUOWEJPQVGUVQOGOQTK\GKV

KU FKHHKEWNV DGECWUG VJG[ HQTIGV VJKPIU GCUKN[ FWG VQ VJG
NKOKVGFPQVGUVJG[VQQMKPENCUU
+P QTFGT VQ HCEKNKVCVG %JKPGUG '5. UVWFGPVUņ PQVG

VCMKPIUMKNNUCPFOCZKOK\GVJGKTNGCTPKPIQWVEQOGUKPENCUU

EQORCTKPI PQVGU KP RCKTU QT ITQWRU ECP PQV QPN[ JGNR

UVWFGPVU VQ DGVVGT WPFGTUVCPF VJG GUUGPVKCN MPQYNGFIG QH

VJG NGEVWTG DWV CNUQ KPETGCUG UVWFGPVUņ OQVKXCVKQP VQ YQTM
EQNNCDQTCVKXGN[
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Compare Notes
Directions:
Step 1: Preparation: provide Two Column Note-Taking Sheets and Note-Taking
Symbols to the students (see student handouts).
Step 2: Use & Teach Transitional words: using Transitional Words in teaching can
help students to predict and identify what is coming next. Therefore, students are able to grasp
more main and important contents of a lecture (see Transitional Words next page).
Step 3: Lecture: write down key words on board during the lecture, and give students
a few minutes to jog down their notes on the Two Column Note-Taking Sheets
between the important points.
Step 4: Compare Notes: divide the class into pairs or groups depend on the class
size. One student starts to read or interpret their notes first, their partners will compare
their notes to it then add something to it, or give an example to clarify that point.
Step 5: Group Activities: give each group an exercise assignment from the textbook
or worksheets. Then each group works together to complete it, which encourages the
students to apply their collective knowledge and strengthen their understandings.
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Transition Words
Patterns of
Organization
Addition

Transition Words
furthermore, again, also, further, moreover,
besides, likewise, in addition

Cause

because, for this reason, due to

Effect

consequently, hence, as a result, thus,
therefore

Classification

groups, categories, elements, classes, parts

Comparison

in a similar way, similarly, parallel to, likewise,
in a like manner

Contrast
Definition
Description

on the other hand, bigger than, but,
however, conversely, on the contrary,
although, nevertheless
can be defined, means, for example, like
is, as, is made up of, could be described as

Generalization and Example

to restate, that is, for example, to illustrate, to
clarify, for instance

Location and Spatial Order

next to, near, below, above, close by, within,
without, adjacent to, beside, around, to the
right or left side, opposite

Simple Listing
Summary
Time order, Sequence, or
Narration

also, another, several, for example
in conclusion, briefly, to sum up, in short
first, second, third, finally, after, before, next,
later, now, at last, until, thereupon, while,
during

16

Unit 3
Answer
Comparison

17

Due to the very different educational perspectives,
American ESL teachers encounter difficulties engaging
Chinese students in class participation. Checking on Chinese
ESL students’ comprehension is hard because they often hear
“yes” or nothing from the students when they ask the students
whether they understand the information or not. In fact, saying
“yes,” nodding their head, or smiling at the teacher does not
mean that the students truly understand what they were asked,
it just means, “I heard you” in Chinese culture.
In order to check and improve Chinese students’
understanding, Answer Comparison (see Student Handout)
activity allows the students to further examine their knowledge
by giving explicit explanations to questions and comparing
their own answers with their partners. They have the choice of
either supporting their own answers, or changing their
answers if they believe their partner’s have a better

Background

explanation. They can also select I don’t know what to do and
then get clarification from their teachers.
Instead of having the option of giving standard answers
directly, students who come up with their own answer keys will
not only enhance retention, but also boost self-confidence.
During the discussions, their communicative competency will
be focused on.
18

Answer Comparison

Directions:
Step 1: give students a pop quiz about their previous class or directly
use their homework exercises.
Step 2: prepare Answer Key Log sheets (see Student Handouts) and
divide students in pairs or small groups.
Step 3: explain the form to the students. Students will compare their
answers in groups. They will write down the number of the questions
that they have different answers from others. Then they can choose to keep their
answer because they can use supporting evidences to explain their answers, or
change their answers because their partner explains their reasons and they
realize they have made mistakes. Otherwise, they can choose I don’t know or I
am not sure what to do.
Step 4: students have to write down the number on the board of the
questions that they are not sure about. So other groups can help to
clarify them or the teacher needs to further explain those questions.

19

Unit 4
Oﬃce Hours

20

Many Chinese students are afraid of answering
questions or asking questions in class due to many factors,
such as, language barriers, lack of self-confidence, or facesaving behaviors. One effective way to avoid students facesaving behaviors and improve their confidence is by
building personal connections. Once they feel more
comfortable in class, they will be less anxious and more
active.
Most Chinese students are not used to making
appointments to meet with their teachers for asking
questions or getting suggestions due to their
communicative competency. Students would rather ask
other students or someone else about their concerns
instead of the teacher. Also, they are afraid of not being
understood by their teacher, or if they ask stupid questions,

Background

their teacher might think less of them.
To help the students get over their challenges,
American ESL teachers could require the students to meet
with them during their office hours. It depends on the class
size and the amount of time they have. They can meet once
or twice per month. During this meeting, students can
choose, prepare and discuss any of the following suggested
topics with the teacher.
21

Office Hours
Directions:
Step 1: add office hour connections into the class syllabus.
Students are required to make appointments to meet with the
teacher once or twice a month or a semester.
Step 2: give students a handout of topics including: common
conversation topics, culturally responsive topics, and sample
interview questions to the teacher. The handout also includes some
common expressions of how to ask for further clarification on their
questions or concerns.
Step 3: students can choose to use the suggested topics from
the handout as a guideline or share something that they are
interested in. They need to provide an outline for the meeting and make a
copy for their teacher at the time of the meeting.

22

Common Conversation Topics
1.

What do you do for fun?

2. What is your goal in five years?
3. Bring 5 photos of you and your family or
friends. Introduce the people in those photos
or tell some interesting stories between you
and them.

Notes:
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Culturally Responsive Topics
1. Do you have the similar holidays as
the U.S., such as, Christmas or
Thanksgiving? What is it? How do you
celebrate it?
2. What do you like about America?
3. What are your current struggles?

Notes:

24

Interview your teacher
1. What is the best or worst thing about
being a teacher?
2. If you won a lottery and decided to quit
teaching, what would you do instead?
3. Are there any unforgettable teaching
moments your are willing to share? What
are they?
4. How do you spend your summer breaks?
Notes: (You have to make connections with your teacher
after they answer your questions.)

25

Questions and Concerns
• I don’t understand this … Can you explain it
to me again?
• I understand this when you taught us in
class, but I got lost when I was doing my
homework.
• Does this mean…?
• I am not sure if I understand this
assignment. Can you give me an example?

Notes:

26

STUDENT
HANDOUTS
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Using abbreviations and symbols can write notes quickly. The
following abbreviations and symbols in common use in note-taking are
adapted from Bukhari, S. I. S., Almani, A. S. & Mugheri, R. A. (2014). In
addition, students can add more of their personal abbreviations and
symbols in these tables.
Table 1

Abbreviation
cf.
et al.
W/

Meaning

Abbreviation

Meaning

compare (with)

Wrt

Write

and others

Rt

Right

with (something)

Yr /yrs

Year, years

W/o

Without

Vs

versus, as opposed to

W/i

Within

Ch

Chapter

i.e.

that is

Q

Question

e.g.

for example

A

Answer

Etc.

et cetera, so forth

Ex

Example

B/c

Because

wd

Word

B/4

Before

Wds

Words

Re:

regarding, about

Diff

Difference

Esp.

Especially

Pl

Min.

Minimum

Info

Max.

Maximum

ASAP

as soon as possible

People
Information
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Table 2
Symbol

Meaning

Symbol

Meaning

→

leads to, produces, causes,
makes

~

about, approximately

←

comes from, is the result of

Ft

foot, feet

-↑

increased, increasing, goes up,
rises

X

Times

↓

decreased, decreasing, lower,
less

>

greater than

&

and

<

less than

@

at

$

money, cost, price

/

per

%

percent

P

page

~

approximately, more or less

Pp

pages

!

important

¶

paragraph

#

number

§

section

no.

number

?

question

#s

numbers

+

plus, in addition, and, also

ht

height

-

minus

2

to, two, too

=

equal to, is

because

not equal, is not

therefore
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Date:____________________

Two Column Note-Taking Sheets
Key words

It means…
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Answer Comparison
Diﬀerent
answers
I should change my answer
from
because…
others
(# only)

Date:
Page #:

My answer is correct
because…

I don’t
know/I am
not sure
what to
do..
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