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三人行, 必有我师  

(sān rén xíng, bì yǒu wǒ shī) 

 

Among any three persons,  

there must be one  

who can be my teacher 

    

   -Confucius 



Overview 

 

• Interest in Subject 

 

• Highlights of Literature Review 

 

• Research Project 

 

• Implications and Suggestions 

 

 



Interest in subject 

 

• Ten years living in China 

 

 

• Aware of the social, cultural and pedagogical 

challenges these students face 

 

• Dramatic increase in number of Chinese 

students in American Intensive English 

Programs (IEPs) 1 

 

 

 

 

1 IIE.ORG, 2012 



Literature Review 

• Traditional, teacher-centered 

classrooms in East Asia 

• Communicative Language Teaching 

(CLT) still a rather new approach in 

China 

• Research shows Cooperative 

Learning (CL) and group work suited 

to learners from Confucian Heritage 

Cultures (CHC) 

Coelho, 1992; Hu, 2002a; Rao, 2002 



Overview of Cooperative Learning 

• “Cooperative” describes a situation of working 

together and interacting with others to some 

end. 

• Two major components of CLT, i.e. socially-

oriented lessons and small group interaction, 

are also core features of CL. 

• A number of pedagogical arguments in favor 

of CL exist. 

• CL “much more than just small group 

discussion.”  

Oxford, 1997; Yeh, 2004 



Why is CL compatible with CHC 

values? 

• Collaborative learning in harmony with 

CHC values: 

• Collective orientations 

• Socially appropriate behaviors (e.g., 

preserving face, deferring to others) 

• Interpersonal relations and in-group-

cohesion 

• CL strategies strongly recommended for 

collectivist learners 

Chan & Watkins, 1994; Phuong-Mai, Terlouw 

& Pilot, 2005 



Research Project 

• Participants & Methods 

 

• Findings 

 

• Suggestions 



Research Project 

Participants: 

 

• University Intensive English 

Program (IEP) in the Bay area 

 

• 13 Chinese Level 46/48 students 

(two highest levels) studying EAP 

 

• All in IEP for at least one 

semester 



Research Project 

 

3 Research Questions: 

 

1. In terms of instructional focus, what are learners’ 

experiences regarding EFL classroom practices they 

have experienced? 

 

2. What are learners’ attitudes towards these classroom 

practices? 

 

3. What are learners’ attitudes towards the instructional 

type in American classrooms (specifically related to 

group work and cooperative learning)? 

 



Research Project 

 
Methodology 

 
• Survey (English and Chinese) 

 

• Likert scale: 1=Strongly Disagree; 3= Neutral Opinion; 5= 

Strongly Agree 

 

• Open-ended questions (allowing for English or Chinese 

responses) 

 

• Semi-constructed interview with four students (2 male, 2 

female) 

 

• Limitations 



Research Project 

 

Results 

 

Research Question I. 

Highlights 



English teaching in my high school was 

communication-based 



My teachers often designed activities to have us 

interact in English with classmates 
 

 



Research Question I. Results 

• Grammar oriented 

 

• Teacher-centered 

 

• Teachers use Chinese to teach 

English 

 

• Focus is on college entrance exam: 

“The Piper that Calls the Tune” 



Research Question II.  

 

Highlights 



I liked my English teachers to create an atmosphere 

that encouraged us to use English in class 
 

 



Research Question II. 

 

• Little-to-no group activities 

 

• Boring topics 

 

• Students not “passionate” 

 

• Excessive use of Chinese in groups 

 

• Most group work is actually just 

studying together 

 



Research Question III.  

 

Highlights 



Cooperative learning has assisted my 

English learning 



Cooperative learning has enhanced my 

motivation toward learning English 



I like the English language more after 

experiencing cooperative learning activities 



Research Question III. 

• Most report satisfaction with CL in America 

 

Student comments: 

• “CL is ‘opposite’ of China.” 

 

• “More ‘freedom’ to express ideas.” 

 

• America “allows students to learn from the 

group to find the answer.” 

 

• “In China they just teach you for the test, but in 

America what they teach is for your future.” 

 

 

 

 

 



Research Question III. 

Interesting Finding: Students like 

learning from more knowledgeable 

partners 



I feel uncomfortable working in groups with students 

who speak English more fluently than I do 

 



Research Project 

 

Problems Students Encountered: 

• Different accents 

• Students who do not take 

initiative 

• Boring topics and activities 

• “Lack of vocabulary” 

• Need time to become familiar with 

CL methodology 



Conclusion: Suggestions for IEPs 

 

How can we get students to 

“buy-into” this approach? 



Conclusion: Suggestions for IEPs 

• Clarify needs and expectations of learners 

(e.g., a student survey). 

• Give rationale for institutional choices. 

• Train teachers how to successfully implement 

CL activities. 

• Allow learners opportunity to plan before they 

produce (noted by a number of respondents). 

• Create for the learners an environment in 

which they will succeed (IEP director) 

Green, 1993; Rao, 2002; Yeh, 2004 



Words to Remember… 

Yī rì wéi shī, zhōngshēn  

wèi fū 

  

If a person has been my 

teacher for even a day, then he 

is my father for the rest of my 

life. 

   -Confucius 



Xièxie!  

Thank You! 
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I’ll be happy to take 

your questions… 


