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Editor’s Introduction 

It is with great pleasure that I introduce the first issue of the 

Walailak Journal of Asian Studies. The journal is produced by the 

Ph.D. Program in Asian Studies and the School of Liberal Arts at 

Walailak University, which is based in Nakhon Si Thammarat 

Province, in southern Thailand.   

As far as I know, we may be the only English-language journal in 

all of Thailand that seeks to include scholarship on all geographic 

areas of Asia, including Central Asia, Southwest Asia (the Arabian 

Peninsula and the Asian portions of the Middle East), and also 

including the Asian diasporas; in doing so, we welcome relevant 

contributions in all areas of the Humanities and Social Sciences. 

Our initial International Board of Advisors consists primarily of 

Thailand specialists, because I expected that their interest in the 

welfare of Southeast Asian academia and academics would 

motivate them to support the growth of a Thailand-based, English-

language journal of Asian Studies in which the work of younger 

Thai and Asian scholars might stand alongside the work of more 

internationally known specialists in Asian Studies. With time, I 

hope to expand that Board to include specialists in more areas of 

Asian Studies. 

Even at this initial stage, the journal employs “double-blind” 

reviews drawing on referees from around the world, and is 

available both in print and in digital form. Once we have published 

our first three issues, we plan to submit our formal application for 

inclusion in SCOPUS and TCI-Tier 1 listings, hopefully in early 

2017.  

We look forward to your own contribution to this effort.  

Sincerely,  

Dr. Edwin Zehner, Editor 
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Globalization, Values Management, and 

Interpretations of Integrity in Higher Education:  

Perspectives from the Kingdom of Cambodia 

 

ALEXANDER JUN 

REBECCA HONG 

CURTIS CLINE 

FAITH FITT
1
 

 

As globalization moves higher education worldwide toward 

international confluence, local imperatives are sometimes 

overlooked in favor of indiscriminate norms. This study 

explored forces that impact higher education in an emerging 

educational center, especially as they are identified by students 

within that system. The findings revealed three areas of 

importance to the participants: a) the deep and continuous 

evolution of the education system in Cambodia, b) the value of 

social support systems, and c) the influence of a complex ethical 

system. The third area showcases the opposition between global 

forces of confluence and local values in higher education, and 

offers thoughtful practitioners the opportunity both to 

reconsider their own preconceptions and to work together with 

students and others to shape future systems in emerging higher 

education.  

 

Higher education is essentially a global endeavor. Altbach 

(1998) argued that, because the central mission of higher 

education concerns the production and dissemination of 

universal knowledge, colleges and universities are the axis of a 

network of information, technology, communication, and 

culture that transcends political boundaries. Globalization, 
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which Marginson (2011, p. 11) defines as the “sum of all 

tendencies to convergence and integration across national 

borders,” continues to move higher education worldwide 

toward a confluence of systems, policies, and values (Altbach, 

1998). The increasing similitude of higher education across 

nation-states offers a variety of benefits to all stake-holders, 

including increased access to higher education for historically 

underrepresented groups; greater racial, ethnic, cultural, and 

political diversity within higher education; more opportunities 

for multicultural exchange; better cross-border equivalence in 

credentials and employability; and increasing awareness of 

global interdependencies. However, there are also hidden costs 

attendant to the increasing homogenization of higher education.  

 Haigh (2014) observes that, although the mission of higher 

education may be essentially global, many important objectives 

of higher education are uniquely and necessarily localized. 

Higher education is an important contributor to national 

economic growth, a pathway to mobility within societies, and a 

means of nurturing citizens who have strongly indigenous 

cultural values (Foskett, 2012; Haigh, 2014). These local 

imperatives are sometimes threatened by the powerful 

movement of higher education toward international conformity, 

as decisions in favor of the global diminish the value of the 

local (Caruana, 2010). Long-held and well-loved cultural values 

may be disestablished in preference for the indeterminate values 

of international higher education (Caruana, 2010).  

 To offset the tendency of globalization to absorb and 

efface the national and cultural distinctives that define and 

dignify regional cultures, scholars have suggested that many 

features of higher education can (and should) remain culture- 

and context-specific (Caruana, 2010; Pyvis, 2011). Pyvis (2011) 

argued that the importation into developing higher education 

systems of standards created in established higher education 

systems can result in educational imperialism. The tension 
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between the creation and implementation of international 

standards of quality in higher education (such as those 

promoted by governing UNESCO guidelines) and the fact that 

those standards often “suppress . . . local educational traditions” 

remains unexamined (Pyvis, 2011, p. 733). Pyvis (2011) argued 

that educational practices and measures of evaluation and 

quality should be restructured to better reflect local values. 

However, other scholars have expressed concerns that too 

strong a reliance on context-dependent norms and values can 

compromise the international mission and universal value of 

higher education (Altbach, 1998; Herman & Bailey, 1991).     

 We conducted this study through a broad constructivist 

lens, under the assumption that knowledge is created socially 

from context and relationships. Meaning and value derived 

from social interaction within any given community ought to be 

viewed contextually within the bounds of culture. We 

approached this study as an opportunity to explore the delivery 

of higher education in the Kingdom of Cambodia as a 

manifestation of the tensions that suspend the local and the 

global in emerging educational centers. Our primary objective 

was to explore the forces that impact the delivery of higher 

education in that region, especially as they are identified and 

denominated by the most vulnerable (but in many ways most 

pivotal) stakeholders within the system: Cambodian university 

students. Our findings revealed three areas of profound 

importance to our participants: a) the deep and continuous 

evolution of the Cambodian education system, b) the value of 

social support systems, and c) the influence of a complex and 

shifting ethical system. The third area, the ethical tensions in 

higher education, showcases the opposition between global 

forces of confluence and local understandings and values in 

higher education. This finding offers thoughtful practitioners 

the opportunity both to reconsider their own preconceptions and 

values and to work together with students and others to shape 
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future systems in emerging higher education. We begin with a 

brief description of the Kingdom of Cambodia, and then briefly 

describe our methodology and present our findings. We then 

situate those findings in the context of current literature and 

offer a discussion of their implications.   

 

The Kingdom of Cambodia 

The Kingdom of Cambodia is a Southeast Asian nation located 

within the Global South that currently faces manifold 

challenges to its higher education system. Those challenges 

include high pupil/teacher ratios, low enrollment of underserved 

groups, and limited public resources. The country has changed 

considerably since the Khmer Rouge regime, during which 

time, under its oppressive leader Pol Pot, it experienced the 

genocide of roughly two million people through execution, 

forced labor, and starvation. During the late 1970s, most of the 

educational infrastructure was destroyed, and for a brief but 

significant four-year period, public universities were closed and 

university professors and other public intellectuals were 

summarily tried and executed. In the last few decades, with 

large economic growth, increasing levels of foreign investment, 

and regular parliamentary elections, Cambodia has experienced 

considerable political and economic revitalization. However, 

the Khmer educational system continues to lag far behind its 

Southeast Asian counterparts. A recent UNESCO (2007) report 

estimated Cambodia's adult literacy rate at 37 percent, and the 

primary school completion rate for both males and females 

remains low. Cambodia has a low participation rate in higher 

education, with just 1.2 percent of the population enrolled, 

compared to an average of 20.7 percent for countries in the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) (UNESCO, 

2007). However, this rate is increasing due to the growth in 

private universities in Cambodia, which increases access to to 

higher education for more of the country’s college-bound youth. 
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Cambodia’s higher education system is undergoing noteworthy 

change and becoming increasingly global in its focus. 

 

Methodology 

To explore the forces that impact the delivery of higher 

education in the Kingdom of Cambodia, we employed a variety 

of complementary qualitative methodological approaches. 

Because our purpose was to understand both “how” and “why” 

questions, our primary methodology was case study. We aligned 

our methodology with case study methodologists such as Stake 

(1995), Merriam (1998), and Yin (2008), who contend that 

employing case studies for research purposes to understand both 

“how” and “why” questions allows researchers to form a holistic 

perspective of an educational phenomenon. Case studies, 

according to Yin (2009), are appropriate for use when control of 

behavioral events is not required and when a study “focuses on 

contemporary events” (p. 8). Case study is also a particularly 

appropriate methodology because of its cross-disciplinary appeal 

and its ability to highlight important contributions to the creation 

and implementation of policy. According to Cohen, Manion, and 

Morrison (2011), case study research appeals across disciplines 

because its results are “easily understood by a wide audience 

(including non-academics) as they are frequently written in 

everyday, non-professional language” (p. 256). In addition, case 

study research is grounded in multiple evidences and provides 

holistic perspectives that also serve as important contributions 

for considering, creating, and implementing policy (Merriam, 

1998; Yin, 2009). Because case study allows researchers to 

examine symbolic interactions and to identify themes as they 

emerge organically from the data rather than to confirm or test 

hypotheses imposed upon the data (Creswell, 2007), it was a 

particularly appropriate framework to use in this exploratory 

study. To complement the case study methodology, and to weave 

together the independent cases we examined into a cohesive 
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textural description of the experiences of students in higher 

education in Cambodia, we also employed methodologies 

aligned with ethnography (to focus on cultural influences 

affecting the experiences of the participants), grounded theory 

(to construct an emergent model of student experiences in higher 

education in Cambodia based on their self-reported 

understandings), and hermeneutic phenomenology (to describe 

the unique interpretations of individuals who have a shared 

experience of Cambodian higher education). The result of our 

eclectic qualitative approaches was a rich, emergent description 

of the forces affecting higher education in Cambodia, as 

understood by the student population.    

 

Site and Participant Selection 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the delivery of 

higher education in Cambodian institutions that have embraced 

internationalization through policies and practices such as 

recruiting and employing foreign faculty, offering courses in 

English, and striving to adopt western teaching pedagogies and 

curricula. The primary site selected for this study was a large, 

competitive, public university that employs a number of 

expatriate educators who teach English as a Second Language 

(ESL) at various undergraduate levels. The institution is highly 

selective, has an established history of competitive admissions, 

and is positioned as the heart of change in Cambodia’s 

educational system. The institution typically admits the nation’s 

more competitive students and employs faculty with advanced 

and terminal degrees.  

 Primary participants for this study were undergraduate 

students aged 18-21 whose academic disciplines were in the 

social sciences, including international relations, political 

science, and economics. In order to establish multiple data 

sources and to triangulate the data, secondary participants for this 

study included expatriate faculty and administrators.  
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 The 25 student participants in this study were all first year 

undergraduates who were enrolled in requisite English language 

courses. More than half of the students came from the capital 

city, Phnom Penh. Participants who were not born and/or raised 

in the urban capital attended secondary school in one of 

Cambodia’s 20 rural provinces. A majority of the students who 

came from rural provinces were lower income students who 

received some form of scholarship or financial aid to attend the 

university. The four faculty and two administrator participants 

were all US expatriates who had earned bachelors or masters 

degrees from US institutions. One senior administrator had been 

working in Cambodia for 12 years. However, most had been 

working in the country for five years or less. All interviews were 

conducted in English, and students’ willingness and ability to 

participate in interviews in English were part of the selection 

criteria.  

 

Data Collection  

We used multiple data sources to help establish a convergence of 

evidence. During a two-week period in the spring semester of the 

students’ freshman year, we conducted two rounds of 60-minute, 

semi-structured, individual interviews with 25 student 

participants at a variety of locations both on campus and near the 

university, including classrooms, courtyards, cafeterias and 

restaurants. We also conducted individual interviews with faculty 

and administrators at a variety of locations chosen by the 

participants. We conducted student focus group interviews in 

empty classrooms at times convenient for the participants. The 

senior member of our research team conducted follow-up 

interviews and member checking over a period of two months 

following the initial transcription, coding, and analysis of the 

data. We also observed student, teacher, and administrator 

engagement on campus through six classroom and campus event 

observations. We documented these activities with field notes 
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and video recordings. In an effort to bracket and monitor our 

own expectations and biases (Merriam, 1998), we regularly 

discussed our evolving understandings and observations, 

suspending our conclusions among the four of us.  

 

Data Analysis  

With the participants’ informed consent, the interviews were 

audio recorded and transcribed. Members of the research team 

separately analyzed the transcripts and then compared analyses 

for rater reliability. First, through horizontalization, we each 

identified significant statements in the data. Those statements 

were then clustered into meaning units or themes, and were 

used to compose a textural description of the participants’ 

experiences and a structural description of the contexts that 

influenced the participant’s experiences. Data collection and 

analysis were done in a constant-comparative method and all 

emergent themes were discussed among the researchers. In the 

following findings, we present a harmonization of our 

observations and interviews with students, faculty, and 

administrators. 

 

Findings 

The data we collected indicated that undergraduate students in 

Cambodia engage their university studies within an evolving 

educational system and with the support (and pressure) of vital 

social systems, both of which impact an often complex ethical 

system.  

 

An Evolving Educational System 

Our findings indicated that Cambodian students prepare to enter 

college and engage their university studies within a dynamic, 

changing educational system that sometimes places enormous 

pressure on students to achieve. Both faculty and student 

participants commented on facets of change in Cambodian 
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higher education, some of which are related to the nation’s 

history of oppression, and others to the efforts of the central 

government to improve education for the citizens. Barbara, a 

faculty member who had been teaching in Cambodia for 18 

months, described hearing “about the Khmer Rouge, and how 

that destroyed education and [the Cambodians are] rebuilding.” 

Soung, a first year undergraduate student, explained that some 

education is now mandatory: “In Cambodia, the government 

require[s] the children to go to school at least [until] grade 9. 

And in the future, it may change to grade 12.” Students who 

complete 12
th

 grade and seek to participate in higher education 

must take a national exam, the results of which determine a 

student’s access to higher education. Collin, an expatriate 

faculty member who has taught in Cambodia for over a decade, 

explained the process of taking the national exam: 

 

“[A]ll of the students in high school go through the 

same curriculum and their senior year, they take a 

national exam. The national exam is very tough, very 

strict, at the same time . . . there are ways around it. . . . 

Most students who score a D or a C is very good. B is 

exceptional, A is rare. I’ve never seen an A, never.” 

 

Vanny, a second year university student, listed some of the 

subjects included on the exam. “[Y]ou have twelve subjects like 

physics, chemistry, Khmer literature, English literature, [and] 

biology.” Socheat, also a second year student, described the 

exam as “a very big exam for high school.” Her plan to prepare 

for the national exam included the following: 

 

I [took] just one course on the studying to get how’s to 

pass the exam. And then I go to study like a part-time 

study, like in math, bio - biology, Khmer study, and 
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like other important subjects to improve my 

knowledge. 

 

 During the interviews, many students described their 

commitment to improving their future through education. Some 

students are earning degrees in two different subjects while 

attending a single institution; other students attend multiple 

universities concurrently. Students who attend classes at 

multiple universities typically study at one university in the 

morning and a different university in the afternoon. Chenda 

explained that he is a third year student at one institution and a 

second year student at another institution. He also explained his 

purpose for studying at two institutions: 

 

[O]ne major is not enough. You know already one 

bachelor’s degree [does] not [provide] that high [of a] 

position or good job. So that’s why if we have two 

majors, we have a chance to get a high job and a good 

salary.” 

 

In contrast, Ravi described his initial decision to study at two 

institutions and then his decision to attend only one because he 

had “no time to study [and attending one institution provided] 

more time to read more books and focus on [his] subject.” 

 

A Vital Social Support System  

In a country in which the education system was devastated by 

the Khmer Rouge, the families of the current generation of 

university students recognize the value of education as a 

pathway for the future. Parents have a strong influence over 

their children’s educations, often deciding what college or 

university their children should attend and what they should 

study. Students underscored the role of their parents. Katerina 

claimed "it was my parent’s idea. They think that [this 
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institution] is the best . . . school.” Chenda remarked that his 

parents encouraged him to study at that university because of its 

reputation: “I think this school is called a famous one in our 

country.”  

 Building upon the idea of parental influence and its impact 

on Cambodian students, another expatriate instructor, Kate, 

learned how parents perceive their children’s education while 

she read students’ responses to a writing assignment. She said:  

 

[O]ne time I had them write about what do they want 

to do in five years. Where do you see yourself? . . . 

They [wrote that they] just picked the major that their 

family chose for them. There’s this . . . cultural thing 

where their parents dictate everything and her parents 

pay for [attending the] university and they won’t let 

her pay because it’s the parent’s responsibility to pay. 

 

Kate offered a reason for parental support in the students' 

educational decisions. Parents provide the direction for students 

because “there is no counselor that they can go to [for] 

experience. . . . I don’t think career counselors exist either, 

because their parents choose their majors.” According to 

another teacher, Susan, who had taught in Cambodia for over a 

year, parents “are the ones dictating everything because they’re 

paying for everything, [with] what little they have.” Kate and 

Susan’s thoughts on education were confirmed in our focus 

group interview with students, which provided more evidence 

that parents were the primary agents in decision making for 

both college location and major course of study.  

 Participating in higher education in Cambodia can also be 

a significant family investment. Collin indicated, “[A] lot of 

[the students] are very poor. [They] come from a very poor 

background, poor family and so them being here is a big 

sacrifice for their family.” When we asked students how they 
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were paying for their education, Sela expressed the poverty she 

felt by stating, “as you know that Cambodia is not the rich 

country . . . [for] some people it’s difficult for them to afford 

and pay for the children for school.” Socheat commented that 

her “brother and . . . parents support [her] to study” at the 

university. Desi recognized that his “parents pay a lot of money 

for [him], it’s not so cheap to study.” Kate shared that for some 

families, “It’s very common for all the family, [and] all the 

extended family to help pay for one student to go to school. . . . 

[I]n return, then once [the student] get[s] a job, [they] help the 

whole family.” Vanny provided a fuller example of the financial 

duress many families experience when paying for higher 

education in Cambodia, and also the income disparities among 

families. He said,  

 

“Some students they came from province, they sell the 

land that they had (inaudible) any property the 

(inaudible) they feed (inaudible) or cow, they sell and 

take money to support their children to study. But 

some students, they are rich, because their parents they 

are very easy to study. But for me, my parents, they 

work hard.”  

 

 When asked if her parents paid for her education, Katerina 

responded, “Yes, of course. They pay for me. That’s the only 

thing they can give me because they told me that after I 

graduate, they have nothing left to give me. Like a big house or 

jewelry, or anything like that. They can only give me 

education.” 

 For the opportunity to participate in higher education, 

many of the students experience separation from their parents. 

For example, Pisal lives with his brothers in Phnom Penh while 

his parents live in another province. Sovanny moved to Phnom 

Penh because his “parents wanted [him] to continue [his] 
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stud[ies].” However, when he arrived in Phnom Penh, he did 

not have a place to live. Sovanny stayed with friends for two 

days until he met some students and “asked them where do you 

live, where are you from?” His new friends invited him to live 

with them. Sovanny described the experiences of other students 

who “have relatives in Phnom Penh, so they live with 

relatives.” For example, Vatey explained that she moved to 

Phnom Penh from one of the provinces to study and lives with a 

relative. Vatey is able to go home during school holidays. On 

the other hand, Lyda’s hometown is 291 kilometers from the 

institution and requires a bus ride of seven hours. Lyda only 

visits her family “twice a year.” Although Lyda “rented a room” 

in a house belonging to people she did not know, her “mother 

knew the apartment owner.” Lyda has “one friend who is [also] 

renting a room in the same house.” 

 Participants’ responses suggest that Cambodian 

undergraduate students are surrounded by a vital family support 

system that sometimes pressures them to excel. Whether 

through paying for their education, selecting their campuses, 

choosing their majors, or arranging for housing, Cambodian 

families are intimately involved in students’ academic careers.  

 

A Complex Ethical System 

As we interviewed students, we asked what they thought were 

challenges to their education or ways in which the educational 

system could be improved. In their responses, participants often 

described the need to address issues of academic integrity. The 

students’ perspectives on the pervasive ethical challenges in 

Cambodian higher education were reiterated in our interviews 

with expatriate faculty and administrators. The participants’ 

experiences in higher education in Cambodia are strongly 

influenced by what we refer to as a complex ethical system that 

is sometimes in conflict with international conceptualizations of 

academic integrity and quality. Before we present our findings, 
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we briefly situate academic integrity within international 

perspectives on education and development, as represented by 

the United Nations’ Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO).  

 The International Institute for Educational Planning (IIEP) 

was established by UNESCO in 1962 to promote training, 

applied research, technical cooperation, knowledge sharing, 

networking, and educational partnerships among UNESCO’s 

195 member states and 9 associate member states (IIEP, 2015). 

The IIEP sponsored a series of reports between 2002 and 2007 

in which they examined the effects of various kinds of 

corruption on national development. The IIEP found strong 

correlations between corruption and poverty, and between 

academic dishonesty and delayed economic growth (Eckstein, 

2003). They identified acts of academic misconduct (among 

other forms of corruption) as student cheating on tests 

(including bringing unauthorized materials into an examination 

room, the unauthorized sharing of exam questions and answers, 

impersonation, bribing proctors and others, forgery, and 

falsification of results), plagiarism (including any form of 

presenting the work of another individual as ones’ own), 

misrepresenting or fabricating research, and misrepresenting or 

fabricating credentials (Eckstein, 2003).  

 The IIEP observed that educational misconduct occurs at 

many levels and can be committed by any individual associated 

with the system, including teachers, students, administrators, 

governors, policy-makers, and even family members (Eckstein, 

2003). Academic dishonesty at any level of education has a 

detrimental effect on educational quality, use of resources, and 

overall school performance, and is incompatible with the 

guiding purposes of education, which the IIEP identifies as “to 

produce good citizens, respectful of the law, human rights, and 

fairness” (Eckstein, 2003, p. 10). Academic dishonesty 
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undermines the ability of education to function as a resistance 

against corruption (Eckstein, 2003).  

 Cambodia became a member state of UNESCO in July, 

1951. As we interviewed students in Cambodian higher 

education and asked them what complicates their experiences 

and what changes they would make if they could, several 

students identified issues related to academic integrity. As we 

interviewed the expatriate faculty members and administrators, 

several of them reiterated the concerns expressed by the 

students. Themes that emerged included perceptions of the 

prevalence of academic dishonesty among students, examples 

of academic dishonesty, faculty responses to academic 

dishonesty, motivations for and implications of academic 

dishonesty, and desires for change.  

 Prevalence of student concerns related to academic 

integrity. All of the students who discussed academic integrity 

stated openly and frankly that academic dishonesty was a 

problem. For example, Piseth acknowledged that academic 

integrity at the institution was “a very big problem.” Chuong 

acknowledged that many students “still cheat because I think 

they still have their bad background (from cheating in high 

school) so that they cannot change it.” The faculty members 

that we interviewed also affirmed that there was a high 

incidence of academic dishonesty at that university. According 

to Kate, “There’s a very big issue of cheating.” Tyler stated that 

“cheating is rampant.” Betty suggested that instances of 

academic dishonesty were frequent and that students’ 

experiences in high school may contribute to issues of integrity 

at the university. She linked the incidence of academic 

dishonesty to broader educational and social influences of 

which the students were aware:   

 

What the students say, it sounds like . . . there’s a lot of 

corruption, favoritism and bribing. [Students] come 
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here under the impression that cheating . . . is okay and 

so we feel like we’re fighting this whole mentality that 

[pervades] education. . . . I feel like they [students] 

didn’t learn [standards of integrity] when they were 

growing up . . . it might be a cultural perception, or a 

cultural interpretation, I’m not really sure, but 

whatever they have, is not what they need when they 

come to [the] university.” 

 

 Expatriate faculty responses to and examples of 

academic dishonesty. According to instructor Tyler, many 

students did not appear to understand the concept of academic 

dishonesty. Kate attributed the lack of understanding of 

academic integrity to collectivist cultural values. She said, 

“(Cambodia is) a collective society, so everyone does 

everything in a group. . . . I don’t want them to cheat, so it’s a 

very big struggle to . . . encourage individual thinking and 

creative thinking and to promote integrity that avoids cheating.” 

Tyler explained how he helped students understand academic 

dishonesty: 

 

“I literally had to explain, cheating is—and I would 

hold a piece of paper over myself and I would cough 

and I would lift my paper up so other people could 

read it. I’d say, ‘this is cheating: You’re showing your 

answers to someone else.’ Or I would say, ‘cheating is 

this,’ and show someone leaning over.” 

 

Kate, who had been teaching in Cambodia for about a year, 

provided examples of student academic dishonesty and 

described faculty strategies to mitigate academic dishonesty 

during English exams. For example, Kate said: 
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I have to be like a Nazi. I have to have [the students] 

roll up their sleeves, check their pockets, [and] check 

their shoes. Some of the teachers write two different 

exams so the person next to you doesn’t have the same 

exam. Some teachers divide the class in half and make 

them [students] come at different times so their rooms 

are not so crowded, so they can see better. I had a 

student cheat on her midterm and I took her paper and 

she cried in class. She had this tiny little paper hiding 

under her test that had all this English stuff on it, so I 

saw it and took it and I took her paper. She knew 

because I told them before that if you are cheating, you 

get a zero. So she put her head down and she was 

crying. She wasn’t crying loudly, when I saw her face, 

I saw a tear.” 

 

Tyler described how “[one] student sits in the back of the room 

[and] cheats all the time. [He] has people do his homework.” 

Other forms of academic dishonesty described by a student 

focus group included “Sometimes [students] write something on 

their hand . . .  [or] on the table,” and putting information on 

socks or shoes so when “the teacher goes away, take it out, then 

copy.” Students in the focus groups also described how some 

students use technology to cheat by using their phones to take 

photos of exam answers and “post [the answers] on Facebook.”  

Tyler also recounted hearing “horror stories about students 

never show[ing] up [in other institutions], but they pay a fee 

and they get an A” for their grade. Corroborating Tyler’s 

statement, Chuong claimed the problem extended beyond 

taking exams. “[T]he problem is the corruption. . . . [P]eople try 

to use money to give to [the] teacher to get good mark[s]. . . . 

Just pay money and you can get a good grade.” Although 

Tyrone could not confirm that academic dishonesty occurred at 

his institution, Mongkol shared “honestly at [this institution], 
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sometimes I can say that . . . some students [in certain majors], 

they also cheat.” Tyler indicated “We know that happens in 

Western schools, but for people who had a ton of money, that 

can happen. It’s not the norm. Here that’s the norm.” 

 Motivation for academic dishonesty. We explored the 

issue of academic dishonesty with two student focus groups. 

One male student provided a rationale for why Cambodian 

students cheat in college. He described the peer pressure 

students experience “because other people look down on them. . 

. . [I]f we don’t get a good grade in class, friends don’t want to 

[be] near us or want to talk to us.” The other students in the 

focus group nodded in affirmation of that statement. During his 

individual interview, Pisey summarized the motivation for 

students to cheat, indicating that “students in Cambodia seem to 

like school very much. They tend to prefer high score[s] no 

matter what way [they] get it. So this is the culture from high 

school.” 

 Implications of academic dishonesty. Although the 

students and faculty identified academic dishonesty or 

corruption as the primary problem within the university, some 

of them also implied that the results of academic dishonesty 

extend beyond the high school or university classrooms. Tyrone 

identified the fundamental issue as “a real challenge with 

integrity.” Betty suggested that, because of the influence of 

globalization and an increasingly international community in 

Cambodia, academic dishonesty undermines the foundation of 

students’ future occupations. She said, 

 

“[T]he whole cheating thing . . . affects how they 

[students] will interact with their future careers . . . as 

an example, one student was cheating and I had to take 

the paper away, and I explained why I took the paper 

away and there wasn’t any kind of light bulb that went 

off in their head. . . . I was trying to explain that if you 
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don’t learn integrity now, employers are looking for 

honesty, somebody they can trust, especially if they 

want to work for an NGO, which a lot of them want to 

do . . . somebody from the international community 

will not appreciate cheating in any kind of way. I think 

that’s something they need to grasp, even if they don’t 

choose integrity . . . they need to know the norm in [an 

international] community if they want to be involved, 

they need to [be] globally [aware]. But it’s very 

difficult to get that across sometimes.” 

 

 Some students acknowledged that studying without 

unethical assistance or study aids was a better preparation for 

their future occupations. For example, Dee wondered, “if you 

don’t have an understanding about the study, what to do, what 

way to work at a job, so like if you have an interview, to apply 

for a job, if you don’t have understanding or knowledge, so how 

can you pass the interview?” Similarly, Mongkol said that 

cheating is “not good because to me . . . we have to try hard 

only four year and then we get a job. But if we cheat, we also 

know nothing. So if we finish, we know nothing, how can we 

do a job?” 

 Desire for change. Although pervasive academic 

dishonesty was repeatedly acknowledged by the students and 

expatriate faculty during the interviews, some stated clearly that 

not all students participated in academic dishonesty. When 

asked if he ever cheated, Pisal claimed “No. Honestly, I used to 

cheat when I was in high school. But at [the] university, not at 

all.” Sokha reported that “Some students, they try to study hard, 

so they don’t cheat.” Some students also expressed a desire for 

change in Cambodian higher education. Choung explained,  

 

“[W]hen I was in high school, I know some people, 

when exam, they try to cheat. That’s [a] bad habit. 
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Most of the students cannot change it up until now. In 

the university, also, they try to cheat. I don’t know 

when [they] can change this character, and I hope it 

will change soon.” 

 

Mongkol supported the idea of change and recognized that 

academic dishonesty weakens education; he said that 

“Cambodia education is still limited because you have cheating 

of some kind.” Sela asked for reform that would make 

education more equitable: “Just no corruption. I’d like no 

corruption because to be fair and equalize . . . that’s the way 

they can compete with each other. If they do the corruption like 

that, it is only for the rich people student, it is not fair for the 

others who cannot afford to pay.” 

 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to examine forces that impact the 

successful delivery of higher education for undergraduate 

students at Cambodian universities, especially as those forces 

are identified and discussed by the students themselves. To 

validate the findings, the perspectives of several expatriate 

faculty members and administrators were also solicited and 

included. Three major themes emerged from the findings: a) the 

concurrent evolution of the educational system, b) the 

importance of social support systems, and c) the complexity of 

the underlying ethical system. Findings from this study confirm 

what IIEP reports have stated about academic integrity 

worldwide, particularly that acts of academic dishonesty are 

ubiquitous and that threats to academic integrity weaken the 

quality of education. Of particular interest in this study, 

however, is the courage and honesty of the student participants 

who nominated academic integrity as an area in need of 

improvement. Eckstein (2003) notes that research related to 

ethics and the quality of education is often impeded by 
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unwillingness on the part of educational stakeholders to discuss 

academic dishonesty and even to admit that it occurs. The 

candor and honesty of our student participants prefigure a 

hopeful future for Cambodian higher education. However, 

previous research related to academic integrity suggests that the 

journey toward the more uniform and transparent system that 

these students wish to see may be complex.  

 

Situating the Findings in Current Literature 

Research studies suggest that academic integrity is a pervasive 

problem in higher education (Babu, Joseph, & Sharmila, 2011; 

Diekhoff, LaBeff, Shinohara, & Yasukawa, 1999; Grimes, 

2004; Hsiao & Yang, 2011; Lim & See, 2001; Lin & Wen, 

2007; Yang, 2012). Comparative studies indicate that features 

of educational systems that may increase the likelihood of acts 

of academic dishonesty include large class sizes, a low 

emphasis on class attendance and on multiple assessment types, 

and a heavy emphasis on high-stakes exams (Diekhoff, LaBeff, 

Shinohara, & Yasukawa, 1999; Hayes & Introna, 2005). 

Several researchers found that students who believed that their 

peers engaged in cheating were more likely to cheat themselves 

(Hsiao & Yang, 2011; Jordan, 2001; McCabe, Trevino, & 

Butterfield, 2001). Jordan (2001) found that two types of 

motivation (mastery and extrinsic), perceived social norms, 

attitudes about cheating, and knowledge of institutional policies 

regarding cheating were significant predictors of cheating, He 

found that students who were high in extrinsic motivation 

tended to cheat more than students who were high in mastery 

motivation. He also found that students who had strongly 

negative attitudes about cheating, more complete knowledge of 

institutional policies regarding cheating, and who did not 

perceive cheating to be an acceptable social norm were less 

likely to cheat.  
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 Researchers who have explored students’ perspectives of 

what constitutes academic dishonesty, how relatively dishonest 

students consider certain acts to be, and how likely students 

believe their peers are to commit dishonest acts have indicated 

that students do not generally hold the same ethical standards 

that university policy-makers do. Brimble and Stevenson-Clark 

(2005) found a strong discrepancy between the ethical beliefs of 

students and staff regarding the prevalence and seriousness of 

academic dishonesty. Grimes (2004) found that 40 percent of 

participants from Eastern European and Central Asian countries 

did not believe that academic cheating was wrong and 57 

percent thought that it was socially acceptable. Lim and See 

(2001) found that students held a continuum of values related to 

the seriousness of certain types of cheating; students believed 

that cheating on exams was a serious offence whereas 

plagiarism and manipulation of data were not morally wrong.  

 Previous studies regarding methods of deterring academic 

dishonesty have produced mixed results. McCabe, Trevino, and 

Butterfield (2001) and McCabe (2005) argued that academic 

cultures of honesty were often more effective than university 

policies at deterring cheating. However, Deikoff, Emily, 

LaBeff, and Hajime (1999), in their survey of student 

perspectives across Japan and the United States, found that 

students of both cultures believed that social stigma was the 

least effective means of deterring cheating, and that fear of 

punishment was the most effective. This finding supports a 

cost/benefit theory of student cheating, which argues that 

students are more likely to cheat when they believe the benefit 

to be great and the risk to be low (McCabe & Trevino, 1997; 

Tibbits, 1999).  

 Deikoff, Emily, LaBeff, and Hajime (1999) suggested that 

stronger punitive responses to student cheating may decrease its 

incidence. Gross (2011), however, argued that the decrease in 

student concern over cheating and the ethical ambivalence that 
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students feel toward cheating is a natural result of a social 

values-shift over the past decades. She suggested that 

universities should create more lenient policies and move away 

from punitive responses to actions that have traditionally been 

thought dishonest. Hsiao and Yang (2011) argued that 

university responses to academic dishonesty should be firmer 

and more effective, since academic dishonesty was a predictor 

of post-graduation acts of professional dishonesty. Grimes 

(2004) and Babu, Joseph, and Sharmila (2011), on the other 

hand, found that students believed dishonesty in the 

professional arena (business and medicine, respectively) was a 

more serious offense than dishonesty in education, and that 

students believed themselves unlikely to transfer dishonest 

habits from college to the workplace. Again, as U.S. based 

scholars and researchers we approached this study via a social 

constructivist lens, and made every effort to maintain an open 

posture to interpretations of findings—what some 

phenomenologists refer to as epoché, or bracketing, a 

methodological process by which researcher suspend their own 

biases and assumptions in order to understand a particular 

phenomenon within its own contextualized system of meaning. 

 In their analysis of the elements of cultural variation, 

Trompenaar and Hampden-Turner (2012) offer a framework for 

interpreting cross-cultural encounters that includes variation 

along a continuum from universalism to particularism. 

Universalist cultures tend to value simple and concrete 

approaches to ethics and consistent application of ethical rules 

in all contexts. Particularist cultures tend to value relationships 

and bonds, and interpret ethical rules flexibly and in context. In 

particularist cultures, obligations to family and friends often 

supersede other ethical considerations (Trompenaar & 

Hampden-Turner, 2012). Participants in this study commented 

on the tension between local and international ethical norms and 

between maintaining academic integrity and honoring the 
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familial support systems without which they could not access 

higher education. A conceptual framework for academic 

integrity for tertiary education in Cambodia should nuance 

understandings of ethical values, and respond both to local, 

particularist values for family and relationships, and to 

international expectations for academic work.   

 

Implications for Practice 

As the educational system of Cambodia evolves in response to 

historical challenges, changing local values, and increasingly 

global expectations, student and faculty perceptions and values 

related to academic honesty also change. Findings from this 

study suggest that parents and other influential stakeholders in 

Cambodian education shape student futures and could therefore 

be agents of change in behaviors and values related to academic 

integrity. Studies have linked positive and negative peer 

pressure to higher and lower incidences of academic dishonesty 

(Hsiao & Yang, 2011; Jordan, 2001; McCabe, Trevino, & 

Butterfield, 2001). As students themselves recognize cultural 

patterns and pressures that perpetuate academic dishonesty, and 

as students desire change, perceptions and practices of 

academic integrity are likely to evolve.  

 Faculty members can also contribute to an emerging 

culture of greater accountability and transparency. In 

Cambodia, large class sizes, a low emphasis on class 

attendance, lack of reliance on multiple assessment types, and a 

heavy emphasis on high-stakes exams may increase the 

likelihood of academic dishonesty (Diekhoff, LaBeff, 

Shinohara, & Yasukawa, 1999; Hayes & Introna, 2005). 

Faculty members can work together with students to offset the 

effects of these predictors of academic dishonesty by 

diversifying their assessment types, encouraging course-long 

participation, managing in-class rewards and competition, and 

increasing the risks related to academic malpractice.  
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 The Cambodian government has recently undertaken 

policies to increase the relevance of tertiary education to ensure 

that future leaders will be equipped to serve the public sector at 

all levels of society and to provide citizens greater opportunities 

to live productive and satisfying lives. More thorough 

implementation of these priorities, especially as they result in 

reforms that decrease corruption in the educational system, may 

begin to equalize access and improve education for more 

students. However, institutional policies alone have proven 

ineffective at restructuring cultures of cheating (McCabe, 

Trevino, & Butterfield, 2001 and McCabe, 2005). To address 

issues of integrity as a response to competition and pressures of 

performance at the secondary and postsecondary levels will 

require internal, proletariat changes as well as imposed, 

institutional changes. A convergence of systems has produced 

the perception among Cambodian students and some expatriate 

faculty and administrators that academic dishonesty occurs 

frequently in Cambodian higher education, and it is likely that 

pervasive, system-wide changes will be required to address the 

challenges of understanding and addressing academic integrity. 

Educational reform through thoughtful change and complex 

restructuring of systems will present a challenge for Cambodian 

higher education in the coming decade.  

 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to explore the forces that impact 

the delivery of higher education at Cambodian universities. 

Many higher education institutions across Cambodia have 

embraced globalization through policies and practices such as 

recruiting and employing foreign faculty, offering courses in 

English, and striving to adopt western teaching pedagogies and 

curricula. Globalization offers a variety of benefits to 

educational systems but also challenges and scrutinizes local 

values and norms. As preference is given to internationalization, 
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local needs and priorities can be marginalized. We acknowledge 

that, to some, the findings presented in this article may affirm 

the present challenges to academic integrity for other Southeast 

Asian nations and throughout the Pacific Rim. To others, these 

findings may simply reinforce concerns related to western 

hegemony and the tendency of some scholars to perceive 

actions as dishonest that are not considered problematic within 

a local context. We recognize the tensions that these findings 

present, and suggest that, in light of international research 

studies that have found strong, negative correlations between 

academic integrity and delayed national development, the 

burden of cultivating and crafting cultures of honesty in 

Southeast Asia may be shared, not only by faculty and students, 

but also by local social and authority structures (both of which 

may more fully account for the current concerns related to 

academic integrity as expressed by our student participants). 

 As Cambodian higher education begins to restructure itself 

and to attract more attention in the global educational 

landscape, social support networks, perceptions, and practices 

related to academic integrity are affected. A nuanced, 

contextualized framework of academic integrity should 

reference the cultural, social, and ethical systems that influence 

the choices of students, faculty, and administrators. As 

Cambodia rebuilds and revitalizes itself in the wake of its recent 

history, governmental policies and priorities may also 

contribute to a system of access and equity that discourages 

academic dishonesty.  

 We conclude with some recommendations for future 

research. Findings from this study support the notion that 

academic cultures are influenced by forces much larger than the 

academy, including power structures present in society and 

government. Findings from this study also suggest that, 

although some students and faculty agreed with each other that 

certain actions were not academically honest, cultural 
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constructions of honesty may vary across nations. Future 

research might further explore local constructions of academic 

integrity, and also more closely examine the social and 

authority structures that shape attitudes and behaviors in the 

classroom.  

 We further suggest that North American and Southeast 

Asian scholars collaborate in an effort to reconceptualize issues 

of academic integrity, which have long been conceived as 

mainly pedagogical issues, rather than as symptoms of a 

broader systemic concern. We acknowledge the need for and 

call upon scholars to offer alternative perspectives and 

interpretations, in which expatriate faculty do not merely 

problematize Cambodian students or faculty by claiming that 

they are solely responsible and need to change, but instead shift 

their gaze to consider broader systemic concerns, which may 

have greater impact on lasting change. 
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Power of the Small Things: 

Exploring Postcolonial Children’s Perspectives 

in Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things 

 

KAMKAEO MANEEROT
2 

 

The paper is framed within Gaile S. Cannella and 

Radhika Viruru’s notion of the adult-child relationship 

as a colonizing construct where the adult takes on the 

role of the powerful colonizer, while the child takes on 

the role of the powerless colonized subject. My paper 

argues that, by transforming the small and seemingly 

unreasonable perspectives of children into a significant 

impersonal force, Roy defies the embedded Western 

concept of child/adult constructions. This paper aims to 

call attention to the Roy’s novel’s representations of 

existing imperial dominance in controlling national 

history and imposing laws of transgression in 

postcolonial India through the expression of the children, 

emphasizing that the novel’s real power lies within the 

free universe of the children, not within the limited 

perspectives controlled by the social rules of adults. 

 

Within the universe where lives are governed by rules, reasons, 

and values, childhood innocence becomes a petty, insignificant 

matter. In the world of children, there are no governing means 

that limit the way they live and enjoy their lives, because 

innocence offers them complete freedom of actions and 
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thoughts. The preciousness of childhood moments starts to 

become less important when grown-ups’ attitudes come into 

existence and social and cultural norms begins to shape 

children’s lives. The loss of childhood innocence signifies the 

loss of ultimate freedom one has as an innocent child. Grown-up 

children perceive the world according to the views of society at 

large: they are instilled with ideas of what is good and what is 

bad, and what is important and what is insignificant. In short, an 

adult is subjected to the rules, reasons, and values of society. 

Therefore, grown-ups no longer have the freedom they had in 

their childhood, since they are governed by what the society 

thinks, by what they are told what to do, and might as well be 

told how to feel. In her 1997 novel, The God of Small Things, 

Arundhati Roy draws an image of late-20
th

 century postcolonial 

India with the innocence and the freedom of thoughts her 

children-characters possess. She engages with the theme of 

childhood innocence against the backdrop of Western supremacy 

in postcolonial India by telling the story through children’s 

perspectives and imagination in which colonial and social 

injustices and cruelties, along with the possibility of colonial 

resistance, are represented. The innocence of the children offers 

Roy’s protagonists an ability to perceive reality the way it 

actually is, not according to what the society believes it to be. In 

the novel, the children’s point of view is free and is not limited 

by any of the social or cultural forces that are effective in the 

world of adults. With the boundless senses and curiosity that 

children possess, Roy’s young characters make an ardent 

exploration of life that would simply reveal the truth of 

postcolonial India represented in the novel. In fact, the true 

power of the novel lies within the free universe of the children, 

not within the perspectives limited and controlled by the social 

rules of the adults. 
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ADULT/CHILD CONSTRUCTION 

The concept of adult/child construction in postcolonial 

discourse has presumably set the groundwork and the challenge 

for the narrative of Roy’s novel. The status of the children in 

postcolonial worlds resembles that of their nations because, in 

the same sense in which most of the West’s ex-colonies are 

subjected to the continuous control of imperialism, children are 

viewed as small subjects who need to be governed by those who 

are older and wiser. Gaile S. Canella and Radhika Viruru place 

the development of the concept of the child within Western 

Enlightenment and the more contemporary period of 

industrialization (86). The growth of Western philosophies and 

scientific knowledge have generated strong beliefs in the idea of 

progress in which human beings have been regarded as subjects 

capable of advancing towards civilization. This developed 

Western knowledge, according to Canella and Viruru, was 

“taken around the globe through imperialist and colonialist 

actions” and, as a result, created “the discourse of progress that 

privileged white European male adults” and labeled those who 

were younger and colonized people as “savage, incompetent, 

out of control, and incomplete” (87). The construction in which 

a child is in binary opposition to an adult is grounded in 

Western beliefs of progress; the belief that “mankind [are] 

destined to advance” and “particular groups” exist “as more 

advanced than others” (Canella and Viruru 89). From this 

claim, Roy criticizes the embedded Western concept of 

child/adult construction by transforming the small and 

seemingly unreasonable perspectives of the children into a 

significant impersonal force. Anuradha Dingwaney Needham 

contends that Roy’s use of children’s perspectives is vital in her 

criticism of Imperial social and political arrangements: it creates 

the “historical-political conjuncture” (370) that gives voices to 

the small people who have been “hidden from history” (371). 

By paying attention to her child protagonists and allowing them 
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to occupy the most space in her narrative, Roy threatens 

Western knowledge of power hierarchy and defies imperial 

conventions that have placed both postcolonial children and 

their countries at the lowest rank of society.  

 Through the exploration of children’s perspectives in 

postcolonial literature, this paper aims to call attention to The 

God of Small Things’s representations of existing Imperial 

arrangements in defining national history and imposing laws of 

transgression in modern India. Focusing on the young 

protagonists’ curiosity and imaginations, I analyze the idea of 

dominant Western imperialism in India’s mode of history 

writing and the country’s loss of identity through the children’s 

creation of the History House. The paper further examines the 

Western idea of classification in Indian society and the potential 

that child protagonists possess to resist categorizations because 

of their inseparable nature and innocent minds. 

 

REALITY THROUGH CHILDREN’S PERSPECTIVES 

Estha and Rahel, the two protagonists of the novel, are the 

central figures whose lives and minds have a significant effect 

upon the narration of the story. The story primarily takes place 

in Ayemenem, a town located in Kerala, India, and revolves 

around the lives of the twins whose childhood and adulthood 

perspectives shift back and forth. Roy offers readers the story of 

her 7-year-old protagonists in 1969, and another story of the 

same protagonists when they are 31 years of age in 1993. This 

paper focuses chiefly on the lives of the twins in 1969 as it aims 

to examine the effects of perspectives of children in 

postcolonial India. The novel is written in a third-person point 

of view, and a majority of the narrative is significantly 

dominated by the imaginations and thoughts of 7-year-old Estha 

and Rahel, the child protagonists of the story. The twins were 

born from separately fertilized eggs and are sometimes referred 

to as dizygotic twins or two-egg twins. What alienate the twins 
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from most of their strictly traditional Christian family members 

is their mother’s unconventional marriage, divorce, and 

relationship with an “untouchable.” The children are pushed to 

the periphery of the family circle and the society, and are 

deprived of the love, care, and attention they deserved. Social 

marginalization, however, grants Estha and Rahel the complete 

freedom of imaginations and thoughts: since they are not at the 

center of conventional practice, they are not subjected to follow 

values, rules, and reasons that society has invented. Because the 

twins are marginalized, according to Needham, they have the 

capacity to reveal “the emancipatory potentialities of their 

location” (374). Innocence and the complete freedom of mind 

guide them to experience life in every detail. The twins never 

fail to recognize the importance, the injustice, or the cruelty of 

things, no matter how small.  

 Roy presents the reality of postcolonial India through new 

visions of small and often unrecognizable details of life that are 

picked up and digested by the twins. One of the primary images 

of small things that imply the existence of Western imperialism 

in modern India is Estha and Rahel’s History House. The 

children’s History House works to represent the loss of India’s 

past and national identity and, at the same time, reveals the 

West’s dominant historical narratives of India. Through the 

concrete image of the History House, Roy emphasizes the fact 

that the past of India is uncontrollable and lost by creating it as 

something haunting and inaccessible. In this case, the twins 

could be perceived as representatives of Indians who are 

exposed to the mysterious past of their own nation. It is the past 

that haunts and troubles their understanding of history. Estha 

and Rahel are introduced to the concept of history by their 

uncle, Chacko. He tells the twins that history is like “an old 

house at night, with all the lamps lit, and ancestors whispering 

inside” (Roy 52). Their imagination leaves them with little 

doubt that the mysterious abandoned house across the river 
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from where they live is the actual History House that Chacko 

described. The old house used to belong to Kari Saipu, an 

English man who had gone native and committed suicide after 

his lover’s parents had taken his child away. The house 

becomes a neglected property that people hardly notice, but for 

Estha and Rahel, it is the concrete version of Chacko’s History 

House and comes to represent India’s past. In order to imply the 

uncontrollable and threatening condition of the past, Roy paints 

the house with gothic qualities that appear haunting to the 

children. The house is old, abandoned, structured with “cool 

stone floors, dim walls and billowing ship-shaped shadows,” 

and inhabited by “plump, translucent lizards” and “waxy, 

crumbling ancestors with tough toe-nails” (Roy 53). Moreover, 

the late owner of the house committed suicide and left behind 

the haunting story of his miserable fate. Of Roy’s gothic 

creation of the History House, Michelle Giles writes that 

elements of the Gothic have become “a fitting literary form to 

challenge dominant historical narratives and illustrate the 

anxieties of a country struggling for a postcolonial identity” (1). 

The twins are threatened by the haunting imagination of the 

History House and are troubled by the struggle to understand 

their own past. The history of India, therefore, becomes 

something Indians cannot control, hold on to, and understand. 

 Besides being displayed as the image of India’s haunting 

past, the inaccessibility of the History House also mirrors the 

tragic loss of national history. In his description of history, 

Chacko emphasizes that in order to understand history they 

must go inside history, listen to the ancestors, and absorb every 

historical trace of the house. However, the truth is that the twins 

are locked out from the house and all they can hear from outside 

is a whispering of the olds that they will never understand. At 

this point, history is not only an old, haunting past to Estha and 

Rahel, but it is also closed off to them. This isolation from their 

own history leaves the twins confused about their identity. As 



Kamkaeo Maneerot 

Walailak Journal of Asian Studies – 39 

Chacko pointed out, a loss of history is a loss of identity. 

According to their uncle, this loss was a result of their status as 

“Anglophiles,” which he defines as ‘[possessing a] mind [that 

has] been brought into a state which made [them] like the 

English” (Roy 52). Despite Chacko’s attachment to British 

culture, he seems to be the only one who recognizes that his 

family members are “Anglophiles. Pointed in the wrong 

direction, trapped outside their own history and unable to 

retrace their steps because their footsteps had been swept away” 

(Roy 51). The twins’ “family of Anglophiles” could be seen as 

representatives of other Indian families whose identity and 

culture have also been shattered or shaped by colonial 

ideologies.  

 National history has an integral function of describing 

national heritage and granting people of a nation with a unique 

identity. In Roy’s representation of postcolonial India, the loss 

of history seems to have left people struggling to form an 

identity. In the process of postcolonial India’s historiography, 

Henry Schwarz says that the wide range of historical from India 

seemed to “reproduce . . . the basic assumptions of European 

historiography” to such an extent that “Indian historians… even 

[concurred] that modern Indian civilization was immature and 

that its progress was inextricably linked to it increasing 

Westernization” (3). India’s history created under the dominant 

forms of Western mode of writing, according to Schwards, is 

Indian’s false reality and proof that Indian historians had fallen 

into the trap of colonization “by reproducing the very narratives 

and ideologies that had stolen their past” (3-4). The children’s 

perception of history, thus, reflects the hierarchal system of 

historiography in which there is a dominating version of history 

created by the British authority and the ignored local histories 

of India.  

 Struggling within the invasion of European colonization, 

the History House also represents Western dominant historical 
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narratives of India by appearing as the living authority over 

smaller people. In the twins’ point of view, History appears as a 

dominating power-in-chief who has policemen as their 

associates. Therefore, the House does not only represent India’s 

past, but it is turned into the living History House that, in turn, 

represents the living authority and their controlling power over 

smaller people and their histories. As Needham puts it, Roy 

projects history through the twins’ point of view by using the 

capital H as a way to suggest “a dominating, oppressive force” 

(372). The living authority of the West, which takes shape as 

the History House, mirrors the dominant power of British 

history making in India.  

 Pointing to the correlation between colonization and the 

creation of history, Frantz Fanon states that “colonizers ‘make 

history’ and they are ‘conscious of making it’ for the advantage 

of their mother country, not the country they are exploiting” 

(Nazari 200). Roy’s novel can be viewed within the context 

provided by Fanon where India’s history and its people are 

being re-made by the dominant power of Western colonizers for 

the benefit of the Western colonizers themselves. In the novel, 

Roy writes that the stories in the shape of hopes and dreams of 

Indian people are taken away and re-dreamed for them by a 

war:  

 

[Our] minds have been invaded by a war. A war that we 

have won and lost. The very worst sort of war. A war that 

captures dreams and re-dreams them. A war that has made 

us adore our conquerors and despise ourselves. (53) 

 

 She emphasizes the effects of colonialism by defining it as 

a war in order to suggest the disturbed minds of postcolonial 

Indian people. Giles explains this frustrated state of mind as 

“the anxiety in the confusion between a culturally oppressive 

past and a modern national identity” (10). The confusion is 
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shown through the perspectives of the twins who see the 

History House as a place that is both alive and violent; 

consequently, the children cannot find a way to understand such 

brutality and they drift in between the darkness of their past and 

present. Velutha, a man from an untouchable caste, is punished 

violently by policemen under the roof the History House 

because he has violated cultural norms of castes by getting 

sexually involved with the twins’ mother, a woman from an 

upper caste. As a result from such violation, the House becomes 

a powerful figure, which is able to “negotiate its terms and 

collect its dues from those who break its laws” (Roy 55). Those 

laws, as Roy writes, “lay down who should be loved and how… 

and how much” (31). These Love Laws which govern all of the 

characters’ lives in the story can, in fact, be taken as the laws of 

classification between castes
3
 since Love Laws become one of 

the most powerful tools used to control the distribution of love 

among people between castes. As Needham describes it, 

discrimination among castes in the novel can be seen as one 

form of “history’s domination” (372). With its capability to 

punish Velutha for breaking the Love Laws, the History House, 

as the imperial version of history, holds the authority to 

perpetuate the socially oppressive custom of castes, and 

enforcing it on the conflicting nature of postcolonial India for 

the benefit of those in authority and not the people. In some 

ways, the twins’ shock from the killing in the History House 

reflects the confusion of Indians who cannot find a way to come 
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to terms with the fact that their own history is recreated into a 

new version manifested with violence.  

 Apart from calling attention to the issue of loss of history 

and identity, the perspectives of children in the novel also 

challenge Western established knowledge and rules of 

classification in Postcolonial India. In the novel, Roy 

effectively engages the problems and confusion Indians face 

with strict classifications through Estha’s and Rahel’s point of 

view. The governing logic of classification is a byproduct of 

Western knowledge where reasons and the demand of progress 

set the firm ground for disciplinary social arrangements that 

classify people’s lives. As mentioned earlier in the paper, 

Western notions of progress have not only grouped people into 

classes but also generated the belief that one group is more 

progressive than others (Canella and Viruru 89). Alex Tickell 

sees this logic of classification as beneficial to Western 

conquerors and calls it “an ingrained structural ethnocentricism 

in Western thought after the Enlightenment” (81). In the process 

of giving voices to the children, Roy creates Estha and Rahel as 

the most effective transgressors of strict social boundaries and 

uses them to comment on the problem of classification in Indian 

society. In doing so, the author presents the inseparable nature 

of the twins and their act of river crossing as the means to 

empower the small people and encourage possible resistances 

against Western dominance.  

 The connection that the children have with each other does 

not allow an easy separation or classification of the twins. Their 

relationship goes beyond biographical and familial connections, 

or as Roy puts it, their bond “lies in a deeper, more secret 

place” (Roy 2). Both of them think of themselves as we or us: 

Rahel remembers how she used to wake up at night because of 

Estha’s dream, and how she could feel the taste of tomato 

sandwiches that Estha ate on the train (Roy 2-3). Moreover, the 

fact that they have a Hindu father makes them half-Hindu half-
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Christian. Consequently, they do not belong to any religious 

group, and are placed in an unclassifiable status. Rahel thinks 

that she is not normal like other people because she is half-

Hindu and assumes that Estha, as her connected self, is also 

“abnormal:” “Rahel had two bumps on her forehead that Estha 

said would grow into horns. At least one of them would because 

she was half-Hindu. She hadn’t been quick enough to ask him 

about his horns. Because whatever She was, He was too” (Roy 

86). Because of the unclassified identity that they have, the 

twins are easily threatened by the idea of classification that 

starts to enter their life when they get older. Roy writes that 

“Edges, Borders, Boundaries, Brinks and Limits have appeared 

like a team of trolls on their separate horizons” (3). Tickell 

points out that the twins are the “examples of a kind of 

biological anomaly” and that the idea of classification “becomes 

an imposing force which threatens their hybrid existence” (78). 

Additionally, the connection that has almost no boundaries 

between the twins also reflects the problem of classification 

their family faces. Mammachi, Estha and Rahel’s maternal 

grandmother, owns a pickle factory that makes banana products 

illegally. According to the Food Products Organization (FPO), 

banana products from a pickle factory are regarded illegal 

because the product is too thin to be jelly and too thick to be 

jam and, thus, is impossible to classify (Roy 30). The issue with 

the FPO, according to Tickell, mirrors the threat of 

classification on “the unclassifiable” (78) and, therefore, affirms 

Roy’s idea that the West’s implemented knowledge of 

classification is problematic and foreign. The fact that the twins 

and their family do not adjust themselves into the classifying 

culture of the West suggests the potential resistance they have 

against imperialism. 

 Besides igniting Estha’s and Rahel’s imaginations to 

illustrate the postcolonial reality of India, the History House 

also challenges the children’s curiosity, which has the potential 
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power to resist authority. In order to discover the mystery of the 

History House, the twins decide to cross the Meenachal River to 

the rubber estate where the house is located. The twins’ act of 

border-crossing defies the rigid rules of classification, reflected 

in the embedded Love Laws, in which everything belongs in a 

certain category, and never crosses boundaries. When Chacko 

tells the twins of the History House, they are filled with 

curiosity to find out more about the house across the river. The 

History House fascinates the twins and they often think about it. 

As a result, they symbolically break the law of classification by 

crossing the Meenachal River to enter the History House. 

According to Yu-Ru Chu, the Meenachal River implies “the 

potential danger of transgression” (66) as it works as the center 

of the tragic events that happen to most of the characters in the 

novel. The river offers the place for Velutha and Ammu to cross 

and re-cross the forbidden boundary of love. These crossings, in 

turn, offer the twins the boat to cross the river. The twins’ 

crossing results in the deaths of Sophie Mol and Velutha and 

brings an end to the crossings and re-crossings of Velutha and 

Ammu. These crossing incidents are one of the most serious 

acts of transgression and can be also be seen as valiant attempts 

to defy rigid rules of Western implemented knowledge in Indian 

society.  

 Sophie Mol, Chacko’s daughter with his English wife, 

assumes the role of the British conqueror whose place is at the 

highest rank of social hierarchy. The fact that everyone makes a 

fuss about the arrival of Sophie Mol in India implies that she 

receives the most attention from the twins’ family members. 

Therefore, by bringing her down to the bottom of the river and 

forcing her to share the same fatal fate with Velutha—the 

Untouchable man who is not even allowed in the house—the 

twins take the big leap in disturbing the whole system of 

classification. Despite the miserable conclusion of the river-

crossing, Chu points out that “it is through the act of 
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transgression that [the twins] articulate their voices . . . 

announce their ‘achievement’ [and offer] new ‘possibilities’” to 

changing society (74). The voices of Estha and Rahel can only 

be heard through the boundless curiosity of the children, 

because only with the quality of innocence can they transcend 

the sphere of dominant authority and achieve the possible 

power of resistance. Without the innocence they possess, the 

twins would have never been able to step into the dark river, 

risk their fortune, and disclose the brutal nature of Western 

imperialism. As Rahel herself puts it, the twins are “the worst 

transgressors” (31) because their violation appears to be most 

dangerous and causes the most destructive effect. Estha and 

Rahel can be seen as the “worst” in a society that has strict rules 

of classification, but, in a new society free from foreign control, 

they can be regarded as the “best” challengers of all. 

  

CONCLUSION 

Roy’s strategy to tell a story from the point of view of children 

in The God of Small Things serves to highlight the power of 

innocence that postcolonial children have in the suppressed 

hierarchical construction of society in which small people 

almost have no place and are oppressed and controlled by the 

bigger people, or the adults. In the novel, adults symbolize the 

imperial West or the dominant authority, and the children 

symbolize postcolonial India or people with little power. 

Innocence, imagination, and curiosity work as the tropes, which 

are used by Roy to create the protagonists, who are both 

powerful and powerless in her novel. In the political and social 

critiques that are made in the novel, the issues of India’s 

historiography and its loss of identity, as well as the threatening 

problem of Western knowledge of social classification, are 

explicitly disclosed. Through the children’s creation of the 

History House, Roy establishes the reality of Western imperial 

dominance in creating and presenting the history and the 
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identity of modern India. People of India, represented by the 

twins, face the bitter truth that they are locked outside their 

History House and that all of their dreams are lost. What they 

are left with is the frustration of trying to understand the cruel 

nature of the new version of history that has taken control over 

their lives. In the brutal killing of Velutha, a man whom the 

twins love, Roy calls attention to the problem of brutal authority 

in the form of the policemen, as well as the problem of class, 

caste, and hierarchical classifications. The children’s curiosity 

takes the story to the point when violation against rules of 

classification is possible. The twins’ river-crossing in order to 

get to the History House works as a symbol of the act of border 

crossing which defies the strict idea of 

boundaries/classification. Despite the fatalities that result from 

the children’s journey, the crossing signifies the possibility of 

destroying classified social constructions that disturb and pose 

dangers to the lives of the people of India. Even though Roy 

illustrates the potential act of resistance through Estha and 

Rahel, she makes a clear statement that everyone in the twins’ 

family are, in fact, potential transgressors:  

 

They all [cross] into forbidden territory. They all [tamper] 

with the laws that lay down who should be loved and how. 

And how much. The laws that make grandmothers 

grandmothers, uncles uncles, mothers mothers, cousins 

cousins, jam jam, and jelly jelly (31).  

 

These transgressions offer hope and promise at the end of the 

novel. Although the lives of the twins are tragic and seem 

hopeless, they also represent the possibility of resisting injustice 

and imperialism. 
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L1 Transfer as a Source of Difficulty for L2 

Learners: A Comparative Study of English and 

Thai Verbal Modality 

 

KANYANAT SAKKANAYOK
4
 

 

A major difficulty for students of English as a Second Language 

is influence from the first language, known as L1 influence or 

L1 transfer. This paper explores L1 transfer issues arising from 

differences between the forms, meanings, and uses of English 

and Thai modal verbs, and the implications of these differences 

for teaching English verb modality in Thai university classes. 

Thai students are normally confused by the English verb forms 

and inflections. They also tend to be confused by the English 

verbs’ multiple meanings and are uncertain how to use the 

verbs in context due to their novelty and abstractness. The Thai 

example suggests that English teachers should take the 

students’ first language into consideration and that they should 

employ a combination of pedagogical approaches. 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

English grammar can cause difficulties for speakers of other 

languages, owing to a variety of factors. One of the major 

sources of difficulties is the first language, through a process 

that can be called L1 influence or L1 transfer. One of the most 

problematic English constructions for Thai learners of English 

is modality. On the surface, it might seem that this construction 

is not difficult to acquire, since its form is not complex. 
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However, once we take a closer look at its complexity, 

considering the differences between the target language and the 

first language of learners, we may see that this also causes some 

problems for L2 learners. Moreover, other notable obstacles in 

learning modality lie in its meaning and use. Since the meaning 

of modality is various and each modal verb functions 

differently, this is rather confusing to speakers of other 

languages who try to learn English modality, including Thai 

learners. 

 As a consequence, the purpose of this essay is to try to 

investigate and compare the differences and similarities of both 

English and Thai constructions of modality in order to identify 

some potential sources of difficulty in acquiring the knowledge 

of modality by Thai learners of English and to propose some 

approaches for teaching this construction that can be used with 

Thai students. 

 

COMPARISONS BETWEEN ENGLISH AND THAI 

MODALITY IN TERMS OF FORM, MEANING, AND USE 

A.  The Form of Modality in English 

The basic form of English modality is  

Subject + Modal + Base form of auxiliary/ main verb  

Eg. He must go 

 

According to the criteria proposed by Palmer (1990), modals 

can be distinguished from other verbs in English with these 

special characteristics: 

(1.) No –s form of the third person singular   

Modals do not take subject-verb agreement markers in the 

present tense. So there is no *he cans swim  

(2.) No non-finite forms  

Modal verbs do not change their form to be infinitives or past or 

present participles.  
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(3.) No co-occurrence 

Modals do not appear together in the same sentence, so there is 

no *it may will rain. 

 

Another characteristic of modal verbs is that they occur as the 

first element of the verb phrase. Besides, modals do not take 

direct objects, so it is ungrammatical to say *He must it (Hoye, 

1997). Moreover, they cannot function as a predicate without 

the main verb in a sentence. Thus, they are followed by an 

auxiliary or a verb but in the bare infinitive form. For example, 

 

 He can swim, not *He can swims 

 

As for negation, modals are followed by the negative particle 

‘not’ (Close, 1981) without having ‘do’ as ‘do not’ or ‘does not’ 

to help as in other verbs. For example,  

 

 I may not go, not *I don’t may go 

 

As well as being used for making questions, modals precede 

the subject in yes or no questions. They function as the operator 

and are inverted with the subject without requiring support from 

‘do’ or ‘does’ (Hoye, 1997, p. 74). For instance,  

 

 May I go?, not *Do I may do? 

 

B. The Form of Modality in Thai 

The grammatical structure of Thai is different from English 

because Thai is an uninflected language (Swan & Smith, 2001, 

p. 349). Thai nouns and verbs have no inflected forms: they do 

not change their forms for person, gender, case or number. 

Therefore, plurals of nouns and verb tenses are unmarked and 

additional words are used instead to indicate the number or the 
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time-reference. However, there are some areas of similarity 

between Thai and English. One of those is the word order of a 

sentence. The major sentence structure in Thai is quite similar 

to that of English, that is, [Topic/Subject] + Verb + Object. 

 As for the construction of modality in Thai, there are also 

modal verbs in Thai that are considered to be auxiliary verbs 

which “supply additional information for the main verb” 

(Iwasaki & Inkaphirom, 2005). Modal verbs in Thai include 

‘thong’ (must), ‘khuan’ (should), ‘naa’ (should), ‘khong’ (may), 

‘aat’ (may) (Iwasaki & Inkaphirom, 2005, p. 133). The basic 

form of Thai modality is as follows: 

 

 [Subject] + Modal + Verb 

 Eg.  เขา  ตอ้ง  ไป 

  khao thong pai 

  He must go 

 

One can see that the Thai modal verb always precedes the main 

verb. They are an example of what Iwasaki and Inkaphirom 

(2005, p. 14) call “pre-verbal auxiliaries.” 

As for negation in Thai, the negative word ‘mai’ is put in 

front of the verb. However, this grammar rule is not consistent 

with modality since some modal verbs follow the word ‘mai’ 

but some of them precede ‘mai.’ In addition, there is no 

inversion in making questions. A question particle ‘mai’ (high 

tone) or ‘rue’ is added at the end of a statement to make a yes or 

no question (Iwasaki and Inkaphirom, 2005, p. 279). 

 

C.  The Meaning of Modality in English 

The meaning of English modality is different from other 

English constructions since there is no simple and clear 

definition and the meaning differs depending on a speaker’s 

attitude and opinion in a different context. In spite of the 
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various meanings, English verbal modality can be generally 

divided into two different kinds of modality, namely, deontic 

modality and epistemic modality. 

 Deontic modality relates to social interaction. Its meaning 

refer to humans’ or other agents’ control about directive attitude 

of the speaker toward an action to be carried out as an expected 

behavior from some authority or rule. This consists of the 

notions of obligation and permission (Radden & Dirven, 2007). 

 

 (1.) ‘must’ as deontic modality indicates strong obligation 

or necessity that is usually irresistible. It can also mean 

prohibition when used in negation. Its semi-modal counterpart 

is ‘have to,’ which is used in the past tense as ‘had to’ for 

‘must’ and refers to the future as ‘will have to’ (Close, 1981, p. 

122). 

 

 (2.) ‘can’ and ‘could’ express the meaning of possibility, 

ability and permission, request or offer; ‘could’ is the past form 

of ‘can’ and can function as politeness marker as well. The 

semi-modal counterpart is ‘able to.’ 

 

 (3.) ‘will’ and ‘would’ express futurity and can function as 

modal future indicating the speaker’s judgment (Hoye, 1997, p. 

113). These terms have the meaning of willingness and are also 

used as request and offer. 

 

 (4.) ‘should’ is used interchangeably to express a sense of 

obligation that is weaker than ‘must.’ It tends to carry the sense 

of recommendation and advice. 

 

 (5.) ‘may’ and ‘might’ are used to express permission in 

deontic modality. 
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Epistemic modality relates to the potentiality or the logical 

probability of a state of affairs. It is concerned with knowledge 

and inferences drawn from facts that the speaker perceived. 

This is comprised of the notions of necessity and possibility 

(Radden & Dirven, 2007, p. 234, 238). 

 

 (1.) ‘must’ as epistemic modality represents a high degree 

of certainty of the speaker. It is used to express the strongest 

possible judgment based on available evidence (Hoye, 1997, p. 

105). 

 

 (2.) ‘can’ and ‘could’- ‘can’ in epistemic modality is 

generally used for negation as opposed to ‘must’, while ‘could’ 

is used to convey a low degree of probability. 

 

 (3.) ‘will’ and ‘would’ are concerned with prediction that 

the speaker is certain about the event. 

 

(4.) ‘should’ expresses the degree of certainty of the 

speaker as “the speaker’s tentative inference” (Hoye, 1997, p. 

109); the degree of certainty is lower than ‘must’ but higher 

than ‘may’, ‘might,’ and ‘could.’ 

 

 (5.) ‘may’ and ‘might’ convey the meaning of possibility 

or uncertainty; ‘might’ has a slightly lower degree of certainty 

than ‘may.’ 

 

D.  The Meaning of Modality in Thai 

 The Thai modal system is also divided into ‘deontic’ and 

‘epistemic.’ As Iwasaki and Inkaphirom (2005) describe, 

“deontic modality concerns the speaker’s intention to influence 

other’s action.” This refers to obligation and permission 

expressed by English modal verbs such as ‘must’ and ‘may,’ 
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respectively. The general meaning of each Thai verb’s 

functioning as modal is quite similar to the equivalent English 

modal verb. 

 

(1.) ‘thong’ (must) expresses strong obligation, for 

example,  

 คุณ ตอ้ง ไป 

 khun thong pai 

 you must go 

 

(2.) ‘khuan’ (should) and ‘naa’ (should) have the same 

meaning, which is to express weaker obligation or advice. 

 

However, permission is not expressed by any of the modal 

verbs in Thai, but is expressed instead by the potential 

construction (Iwasaki and Inkaphirom, 2005, p. 133); so one 

can say that Thai modality does not convey the meaning of 

permission as in English.  

 Another type of modality is epistemic, which concerns the 

nature proposition. This type of modality in Thai also represents 

the degree of certainty, or what Iwasaki and Inkaphirom (2005, 

p. 133) report as “the degree of speaker confidence towards the 

information.” There are five Thai modal verbs that convey the 

epistemic meaning, ranging from a high degree of certainty to 

medium and low. 

 (1.) ‘thong’ (must) as the epistemic modal shows the 

highest degree of certainty, or the speaker’s high confidence 

 (2.) ‘khuan’ and ‘naa’ (should) express a medium degree 

of certainty, as equivalent to the English modal ‘should’  

 (3.) ‘khong’ and ‘aat’ (may) function only as epistemic 

modals which mark the low degree of certainty in a sentence. 
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E.  The Use of Modality in English 

What is hard to understand about English modality is its usage. 

Both deontic and epistemic modality are somehow ‘subjective’ 

(Palmer, 1990, p. 7), in that they relate to the attitude and 

inference of the speaker.  

 Although modality does not take non-finite form, some 

modals are already in the past tense forms, that is ‘could’ is the 

past tense form of ‘can’, ‘would’ for ‘will,’ and ‘might’ for 

‘may.’ These past tense forms do not serve only as past time 

equivalents of their present tense counterparts. They, however, 

have special time reference because they can be used to refer to 

the present and the future (Hoye, 1997, p. 75, 84); for instance, 

‘You could leave now’ or ‘I might go tomorrow.’ These are 

used to indicate politeness and formality in a speech act, 

implying less social force of the speaker by using past tense 

forms as a softener. 

 

F.  The Use of Modality in Thai 

Thai modality does not have the modal verbs like can, could, 

will, would. These are expressed by other constructions in the 

Thai language. Another notable feature of Thai modality is 

there are no past tense forms of modals, so the context or 

additional words are used to clarify the time reference. 

 There is a slight difference between ‘khuan’ and ‘naa’ 

when functioning as epistemic modals, in that ‘naa’ is more 

subjective. It expresses the speaker’s hope or expectation about 

the event. Additionally, the modal ‘aat’ somehow expresses a 

little lower degree of certainty than ‘khong,’ but the two can be 

used interchangeably (Iwasaki and Inkaphirom, 2005, p. 139, 

142). Nevertheless, there are not many Thai modals that are 

used to express degree of certainty as is done in English. 
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SOURCES OF DIFFICULTY IN ACQUIRING MODALITY BY THAI 

LEARNERS 

One of the sources of difficulty that affects the ability of 

learners in acquiring their second language is their primary 

language (DeKeyser, 2005, p. 2). We can see both differences 

and similarities in the construction of modality in the two 

languages. These will make it difficult for L2 learners to fully 

understand modality in a different language, since they have a 

specific notion about languages. The following is a list of some 

potential difficulties proposed in this article.  

 

A. Difficulty Associated with Form 

As can be seen from the comparisons above, the structure and 

word order of modality of the two languages are very similar 

and not too complex. However, it is not only the differences 

between L1 and L2 or the complexity of the form that cause 

problems for L2 learners, as even the similarities between the 

two languages can sometimes cause difficulties for learners. 

 

 Confusion of verb form 

It could be the case that most Thai learners’ errors are 
frequently caused by the confusion of English verb 
forms, because the students acquiring modal verbs are 
L2 learners who have usually studied the lesson about 
verb forms and inflection in the English system. This 
may result in a tendency for many of them to make it 
harder and more complicated, such as not using the base 
form and instead adding ‘to’ after modal verbs in front 
of the main verb, for example, ‘*he must to go.’ 

 

 Use of inflection 

It is generally believed that Thai learners are usually 
confused by the use of inflection, and this seems to 
affect the use of modality because they may think 
modals are a kind of verb that should follow the same 
grammatical rule without realizing that English modals 



Teaching Verbal Modality 

58 – Walailak Journal of Asian Studies 

have distinctive characteristics. Therefore, Thai learners 
of English may possibly make mistakes like adding ‘s’ 
after the main verb when the subject is third person-
singular, such as ‘* he must goes,’ or changing the verb 
form into past tense when a sentence is in the past 
context, e.g. ‘*he must went.’ 

 

B. Difficulty Associated with Meaning and Use 

One of the difficult tasks for L2 learners is to distinguish among 

the several differences of meaning of the various modal verbs 

and how to use them in different contexts. This problem has 

multiple aspects: 

 

 Novelty and Abstractness 

According to DeKeyser (2005, p. 5), the meaning can 

cause difficulty because of novelty and abstractness. In 

the Thai language, there are not many modal verbs used 

with different meanings or different tenses, unlike in 

English. Take ‘can’ for example: there are several 

meanings in this English modal verb, namely, ability, 

possibility, permission, request, and offer, and each of 

these can be used in different situations. Besides, the 

word can also be used to refer to different time 

references by using its past tense form ‘could.’ These 

overlapping meanings and the subtle system of English 

modal verbs are something new to Thai learners, and 

they require some time to practice and understand. 

 

 Basic meaning and extended meaning 

Some English modal verbs have both basic meaning and 

extended meaning, which can be called central and 

peripheral meaning (Palmer, 1990, p. 2). Another feature 

of English modality is the different degrees of certainty, 

and Thai does not have as many of these as English. In 
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other words, there is no one-to-one correspondence 

between modal meanings in the two languages. 

Therefore, it appears to be hard for Thai learners to 

distinguish among and understand these different 

functions.  

 

 Different levels of formality 

English modals also function as politeness and formality 

markers. Some of the English modal verbs with the 

same meanings have different levels of formality, while 

in the Thai language there is no degree of formality used 

in modality. This is as is suggested by Palmer (1990, p. 

3), who says, “while their [English modals] counterparts 

in the romance languages are, in varying degrees, 

difficult to define formality, even though they have 

meanings very similar to those of English.” Thus, it 

tends to be difficult for Thai learners to adopt the 

concept of formality used in English modality. 

 

 The problem of form-meaning mapping. 

Overall, most of the sources of difficulty mentioned 

above are the problem of form-meaning mapping that is 

difficult for L2 students, because the link between form 

and meaning is not transparent (DeKeyser, 2005, p. 7). 

The difficulty of using modal verbs seems to be a 

problem for L2 learners, because this requires high 

awareness of modals’ differences and their social use. 

On the one hand, this might be because of the 

complexity of the grammar itself. On the other hand, this 

could be explained by the teaching approaches used by 

teachers. 
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PEDAGOGIC APPROACH TO THE TEACHING OF MODALITY FOR 

THAI LEARNERS 

Building on the comparison and the sources of difficulty found 

in the two languages, this paper proposes some potential 

pedagogical approaches that can be beneficial for teachers in 

language classes.  

 

A. Comprehensible Input 

A teacher should bear in mind that who the students are 

determines how one should teach grammar. The method of 

input processing used in teaching should be the comprehensible 

input of the target language at the right level of students’ 

proficiency. To illustrate, for beginning or intermediate 

learners, easy or common modal verbs should be taught by 

focusing on the basic rule, meaning, and usage individually to 

help beginners understand the concept of using modality. For 

more advanced learners, harder or more complicated modal 

verbs used in different contexts should be introduced. This can 

be achieved by grouping and pairing together modal verbs that 

have similar meaning and emphasizing the differences in terms 

of meaning and usage to help them have a better idea about the 

subtlety of modality in different situations. 

 

B. Input Processing 

Focusing on form can be very significant as the beginning step 

to students’ understanding. The approach of focusing on form 

relates to more than just grammatical or linguistic features, yet 

this requires the combination of grammar instruction and the 

method of input processing. In other words, the teaching 

approach should employ the combination of explicit and 

implicit methods. As Doughty and Williams (1998, p. 3) 

suggest, “the proposed advantage of focus on form over the 

traditional forms-in-isolation type of grammar teaching is the 
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cognitive processing support provided by the ‘overriding focus . 

. . on meaning or communication.’” 

 

 Input Enhancement 

Input enhancement can be used in written instructional 

texts (Larsen-Freeman, 2009). Teachers could point out 

bold or underlined words so the students can notice 

some modal verbs used in sentences or the bare form of 

the verbs that follow modals. 

 

Eg.  He may go 

  or  

  *He may went  

 

 Input Flood 

Another way is input flood, which is a way to call 

students’ attention to form by providing learners 

comprehensible input of the target language. However, 

only repeating sentences containing modal verbs may 

not be very effective. Teachers can use conversations or 

stories from either books or movies that use a lot of 

modality so that learners can recognize the use of 

modality through these inputs and get familiar with this 

construction from actual usage. 

 

C. Drills and Exercises 

One of the best ways to make sure that learners understand what 

has been taught is through drills and exercises. Teachers should 

organize both written exercises and spoken exercises to see 

whether students can write correctly and use the grammar point 

properly. After that, teachers may confirm students’ 

understanding of modality by using corrective feedback, which 

helps students produce their own language according to their 
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understanding and helps them spot their own mistakes and 

correct them by themselves. Alternatively, teachers could point 

out their incorrect uses and correct those mistakes.  

 As Larsen-Freeman (2009) suggest, “learners require the 

‘negative evidence’ that they get from instruction (eg. 

corrective feedback) to help them sort out L1/L2 differences.” 

 

D. Cognitive Approach 

As it is not easy for teachers to provide the exact meaning of 

each modal verb as it is used in different situations, the 

cognitive approach can be useful to facilitate students’ 

understanding of modality. Traditional instruction does not 

seem to be effective any more. Telling students about the 

various meaning of modality may confuse and bore them. As 

proposed by Tyler (2008), the diagram, using pictures and 

arrows to demonstrate the meanings of modal verbs, can be 

beneficial as a tool or guidance for students’ understanding. 

Explaining through a story can also be effective to enhance 

students’ awareness of modality’s meaning. Moreover, the 

degree of certainty of each modal verb can be explained by 

using percentages. To illustrate, ‘must’ is 100% certainty of the 

speaker, while ‘may’ is 20%. Students will have a clearer and 

better idea about the degree of certainty as these are measured 

by number. 

 

E.  Output Production 

One of the traditional approaches to achieving students’ 

procedural knowledge is through practices focusing more on 

usage. This teaching method employs output production. Once 

learners have learned the form, meaning, and use of modality, 

one of the first exercises that they should practice is to fill in the 

blank or choose which modal should be used to make a correct 

and proper sentence. A teacher can see students’ degree of 
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ability to use the appropriate modal verbs according to the 

context. Apart from such written exercises, a teacher may also 

create some interactive activities in order to provide more 

opportunity for students to actually use what they have learned. 

Having students create their own story or conversation using 

modal verbs and practice in class is the best way to see their 

output and put them in a situation that encourages them to use 

modality in their language. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The different pedagogical approaches for teaching English 

grammar depend not only on the complexities of each 

grammatical point but also on the differences of the learners’ 

background knowledge, the nature of the teaching style, and the 

educational system in that particular context. In order to 

enhance students’ understanding and ability to use a certain 

point of grammar in a second language, it is suggested that a 

teacher should take the students’ first language into 

consideration as one of their background sources of knowledge. 

Nonetheless, English grammar cannot be taught by focusing on 

one particular method, but requires the suitable combination of 

various approaches, such as the ones outlined above.  
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Using YouTube to Engage Learners  

in Pronunciation Practice  

 

PATCHAREE IMSRI
5
 

 

YouTube has been increasingly used in language classes. To 

see how well YouTube could improve learners’ pronunciation 

skills, the author asked students in her English Phonetics and 

Phonology class to form two groups: Singing English Songs 

and Narrating English Short Stories. Students were to upload 

video clips of themselves, either singing a song or narrating a 

story, to YouTube once a week for one month. The video clips 

were compared and analyzed to see the degree to which 

learners’ pronunciation of the target sounds ([s], [z], [f], [v], 

[θ], and [ð]) had improved. A questionnaire was also 

administered to learn students’ attitudes toward YouTube 

activities and their self-analyses of pronunciation problems and 

improvement. Results showed the students had positive attitudes 

toward using YouTube for pronunciation practice. Objective 

findings also supported continued use of e-technology. 

 

 

II. INTRODUCTION 

YouTube, a video-sharing website, has been created since 2005 

as a forum for people to create and share short video clips 

online. It is rated the third most visited website and exceeds 2 

billion viewers a day (Ghasemi et al., 2011; Dynel 2014). 

YouTube has increasingly become another popular online 

language teaching and learning resources. Language learners 
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access YouTube for several reasons. Some enjoy practicing 

their listening skills with movie or song clips. Some learn useful 

tips and techniques for language learning uploaded by English 

teachers from all over the world. Since the content in YouTube 

is mainly submitted by individual Internet users, YouTube is 

considered to be one of the authentic materials that can be used 

for learning.  

According to Swaffar (1985) and Thomas (2014), the main 

purpose of authentic materials is to communicate meanings. 

They are beneficial for learners because learners can focus more 

closely on their interests and needs.  Authentic materials help 

connect the learners with the outside world with information on 

a variety of topics. Tomlinson (2012) adds that authentic 

materials enable learners to become exposed to meaningful 

contexts. It enhances positive attitudes, motivates learners, and 

helps them improve their communicative competence.  

Peacock’s study (1997) concluded that learners’ motivation and 

on-task behavior significantly increased in the classroom with 

authentic materials. Authentic materials can be in different 

forms. The Internet is one of the powerful sources of authentic 

materials (Thomas 2014).   

Many studies have been conducted to investigate the 

effects of the Internet on language learning. YouTube, one of 

the Internet resources, has been widely studied in recent years.  

Mayora (2009) used YouTube to encourage authentic writing in 

English learning classroom. In his study, he assigned learners to 

post written comments to YouTube. He found that learners felt 

motivated and satisfied to see their comments being posted 

online. Learners also felt better when someone wrote a reply to 

their comments. Hazzard (2006) explored learners’ motivation, 

level of interest and interaction after creating their own films 

and posting them on YouTube. She found that creating a movie 

and posting it on YouTube was engaging and motivating for her 

learners. Although this activity required time and effort, 
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learners preferred posting their movies on YouTube to taking a 

traditional test.  Learners also enjoyed responding to viewers’ 

comments on YouTube. In another study, the issue of anxiety in 

using YouTube was investigated, since YouTube assignments 

require language learners to use their English in a public setting. 

Pong (2010) assigned learners in a public speaking class to 

videotape their speech and uploaded the video clip to YouTube. 

He found that low intermediate and intermediate learners were 

willing to do this assignment since they found the task to be 

valuable for their English practice.  

In the current study on the use of YouTube in language 

learning, the focus of the investigation was pronunciation 

practice among Thai learners of English.  Two issues that were 

investigated in this study were:  

(1) Thai learners’ attitudes toward using YouTube as a 

practice tool for their English pronunciation 

(2) Effects of using YouTube on the improvement of Thai 

learners’ English pronunciation  

 

III. METHODS 

A. Participants 

The participants for this study were 77 Thai learners majoring 

in English. They were second-year university students who 

were enrolled in the English Phonetics and Phonology course. 

 

B. Instruments 

Six English sounds were selected to be investigated in this 

study: [f], [v], [s], [z], [θ] and [ð].  Since Thai has [f] and [s] 

sounds, these two sounds are not problematic for these learners. 

However, as Thai does not have [v], [z], [θ] and [ð], this study 

aimed to investigate Thai learners’ pronunciation improvement 

on these four sounds. 
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C. Procedures 

In order to investigate the learners’ pronunciation of the six 

target sounds, pre-test and post-test assessments were 

administered. In the tests, twelve pictures with word-initial 

target sounds were shown to the learners. They were asked to 

name these pictures in English. In order to avoid orthography 

effects, no written words were given. Learners’ sound 

productions were video-recorded with their permission. For 

learners to get a correct score, they need to pronounce the target 

sounds correctly for both the places and manners of articulation, 

as shown in Table I.   

 

TABLE 1 

PLACES AND MANNERS OF ARTICULATION  

OF THE SIX TARGET SOUNDS 

 

Manner /Place of 

articulation 

Labio-

dental 

Inter-

dental 

alveolar 

fricative voiceless [f] [θ] [s] 

voiced [v] [ð] [z] 

 

After the pre-test, learners were phonetically trained how to 

correctly pronounce these sounds. Then, they were assigned a 

YouTube project. In this project, they had to choose between a 

song or a story-narrating group. Since happiness plays a role in 

language learning (Yagcioglu, 2014), and one of the factors for 

learners’ happiness can depend on doing activities that they 

enjoy, in this study learners were able to choose whether to sing 

a song or to narrate a story. Once they had picked their group, 

they were assigned to sing a song or narrate a story and upload 

the video clips to YouTube. Since this study aimed to 

investigate the learners’ improvement in English pronunciation, 

they were asked to perform this task once a week for the 

duration of four weeks.  
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For the investigation of these learners’ attitudes toward 

using YouTube as a tool for their pronunciation practice, a 

questionnaire was produced to collect the data on learners’ 

attitudes. In the questionnaire, learners in each group were 

asked whether they were happy with the task. They also had to 

provide written reasons to support their answers.  

 

IV. FINDINGS 

A. A. Learners’ Attitudes 

Twenty-seven learners from the song group and twenty-six 

from the story-narrating group provided written responses about 

their attitudes.  In the song group, all twenty-seven of the 

learners (100%) said they were happy with the task. Their 

written reasons are given in Table II. 

 

TABLE II 

LEARNERS’ REASONS FOR BEING HAPPY TO SING ENGLISH 

SONGS AND UPLOAD THEIR SONG CLIPS TO YOUTUBE 

I can sing my favorite songs while practicing pronunciation. 

I like the activity because it makes me try to pronounce words 

like native speakers.   

I can do an activity that I have never done before. This is 

challenging for me. 

This activity makes me practice my pronunciation. I think my 

pronunciation has improved.  

This activity is enjoyable. I have never uploaded my song 

clips to show anybody before.   

I enjoy this activity because it is not stressful.  However, I am 

a bit shy when I have to sing on YouTube.  

I enjoy this activity because I can do an activity that I have 

never done before.  

Singing is fun. I feel relaxed and at the same time I can 

practice pronunciation. This makes me know how my 
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pronunciation improves.   

This activity helps me to improve my pronunciation. 

It’s fun when I sing. I also enjoy watching my friends who 

have never sung before.   

This is my first time singing on YouTube. I think my face 

looks funny. I feel good to sing many English songs.  

It’s fun to do something new, which I have never done before. 

I’ve gained new experience.  

It’s challenging. I feel funny when I watch my own clips.  

I feel funny at my own voice. I have never done this before. 

Thank you for this good activity.  

This activity makes me relaxed while practicing English 

pronunciation.  

I feel so excited when doing the activity because I have never 

done this before. I felt shy at first, but later I liked it and felt 

more enjoyable with the activity.  

This activity is not boring. Most learners like to sing.  

I have never thought of singing on YouTube. This activity 

helps increase my confidence.  

I can do the activity that I like. I have never sung on YouTube.  

 

In the story-narrating group, twenty-five learners (96.15%) said 

they enjoyed doing the activity (see Table III).  

 

TABLE III 

LEARNERS’ REASONS FOR BEING HAPPY TO NARRATE ENGLISH 

STORIES AND UPLOAD THEIR CLIPS TO YOUTUBE 

It was stressful at first, but later I started to enjoy the activity. 

I could practice my pronunciation. 

I used to mispronounce words. Now I can do it more correctly.  

This is my first time uploading files on YouTube. This activity 

makes me practice my pronunciation more often.  

This activity is not difficult. It also helps me pronounce words 
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better.  

I can practice my pronunciation skills. I have a chance to read 

interesting stories.  

This activity is interesting. It makes me more active to 

practice.  

I can listen to my pronunciation and see my own mistakes.  

I can practice pronouncing words that I have never practiced 

before, or used to mispronounce.  

It’s fun to practice pronunciation and try this new activity. I 

both enjoy it and feel stressful, since it will affect my class 

score. So I need to do my best.  

At first I didn’t feel confident but later I enjoyed it.  

I can learn new vocabulary.  

It’s fun to video tape the activity.  

This activity makes me pronounce English sounds better. I 

really like it. Please continue this project.  

I like it when I read aloud the story and improve my 

pronunciation.  

I can do the activity which I haven’t done before.  

Excited. 

I like this activity. I can practice my pronunciation and 

improve myself.  

I can practice my pronunciation. This is the first time that I 

upload my clips on YouTube. I’m excited.  

Sometimes I want to switch between singing and narrating a 

story.  

Video-taping my performance helps me to see both reading 

and pronunciation improvement. 

It’s fun.  

I can spend my free time doing useful activities.   

This is a good activity to practice pronunciation. I get to see 

my friends’ and my talents.  

I can practice my pronunciation. It’s fun to practice with 



YouTube for Pronunciation Practice 

74 – Walailak Journal of Asian Studies 

friends before and during videotaping and uploading the clips.  

 

      However, one learner (3.84%) said she did not enjoy the 

activity.  Her written reason is below:  

      “I don’t like it because I have to upload my clips to 

YouTube, which is public. I’m shy.” 

 

D. Pronunciation test 

Results on the pronunciation pre- and post-tests are shown in 

Table IV and Figure I below.  

TABLE IV 

PERCENTAGES OF LEARNERS WITH CORRECT PRONUNCIATION IN 

PRE-TEST AND POST-TEST 

TARGET 

SOUNDS 

 

Pre-test 

 

Post-

test 
sig.(2-tailed) 

 

% 

 

% 

[s] 100.00 100.00  

[z] 45.07 72.37 0.0004** 

[f] 100.00 100.00  

[v] 28.00 42.11 0.7848 

[θ] 36.36 40.79 0.6729 

[ð] 40.00 63.01 0.0007** 

 **significant at 0.05 
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Figure 1 

Number of learners with correct pronunciation 

 

  

As can be seen in Table IV and Figure 1 above, the results 

showed that all the learners pronounced [s] and [f] correctly in 

both pre- and post-tests. The number of learners with better 

pronunciation for [z] and [ð] in the post-test was significantly 

higher than in the pre-test (p < 0.05). Although the number of 

learners who showed improvement in the pronunciation of [v] 

and [θ] in the post-test was not significantly higher than in the 

pre-test, the results showed that learners pronounced these two 

sounds more correctly in the post-test.  

  

V. CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTION 

This study has shown positive attitudes among Thai learners in 

using YouTube as their learning tool for practicing their English 

pronunciation. Learners reportedly enjoyed singing or narrating 

stories and uploading their clips to YouTube. All but one were 

not scared of the technology or feeling shy at all. Each week, 

these learners waited to try again to upload better clips to 

YouTube.  
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The findings show that YouTube is another effective 

option for English as a Foreign Language learners to use to 

practice their English. For the current generation of language 

learners, this study strongly supports the use of technology in 

helping learners to improve their English pronunciation skills. 

Providing learners with this innovative practice tool in a 

friendly atmosphere could enhance learners’ enjoyment of 

practice and result in their pronunciation improvement. This 

study also showed that it was important to allow learners to 

choose the activities that they enjoy to do. Another important 

factor that could affect learners’ pronunciation improvement 

was the opportunity to observe and self-evaluate their own 

pronunciation performances during the activities. This study 

showed that self-evaluation during each week of the project also 

played an important role in helping learners to analyze and 

improve their pronunciation skills.   

 

KEYWORDS 

English Phonetics; Pronunciation; Innovative Technology in 

Language Teaching; YouTube 
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Inspiring Independent Thought: Issues and 

Techniques for Teaching Chinese Students in 

American University Classrooms 

 

BRIAN SWANSON
6
 

 

An American lecturer teaching at a Chinese and American 

university in China found that his Chinese students were 

hesitating to express independent critical thinking. The article 

discusses 16 factors potentially contributing to this hesitancy. It 

then presents a study of 3,000 Chinese university students who 

were asked to assess their own independent and critical 

thinking ability, the efficacy of critical thinking in their lives, 

and the amount of change they thought they had experienced 

through three semesters of classroom exposure to critical 

thinking opportunities. The article then outlines nine of the 

techniques that the author has used to encourage independent 

thinking in his own classes, with considerable success. 

Improved critical thinking is a gradual process; however, it is 

possible with the right pedagogical approaches and classroom 

management strategies. 

 

 

As many others have observed, Chinese university students 

studying in China have seldom been exposed to the same 

practices and challenges of thinking critically and 

independently that are common in Western educational 

systems. This article was originally intended to provide a 

                                                           
6

 At the time of this article’s original submission to the 

Walailak Journal of Asian Studies, Brian Swanson, J.D., was an 

American attorney serving as a professor at SIAS International 

University in Henan, China. 
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practical, readable guide for Western professors desiring to 

improve their ability to relate to and engage their Chinese 

students in the area of critical thinking. However, it may also be 

of use to professors—of all nations and ethnicities—who are 

seeking to foster similar skills in their own students. 

 The article begins by considering some of the factors that 

may have made independent critical thinking difficult for so 

many of the Chinese students that the author mentored when 

teaching at SIAS University—a Chinese university with an 

American University parntership.  In outlining these factors, the 

author does not intend to present an exhaustive critical study of 

Chinese history, culture, politics, psychology or educational 

systems. Nevertheless, he hopes the following list of factors 

will be useful for western universitybased or expatriate 

professors seeking insight into some of the factors influencing 

the behaviors of many of the Chinese students in their classes.
7
 

Furthermore, he suspects that professors in many other 

environments, both in Asia and in other parts of the world, will 

find among these factors some parallels to their own 

pedagogical and administrative systems, thereby perhaps 

suggesting even broader relevances for the classroom 

management techniques outlined in the latter part of the article.  

 More specifically, in the first half of the article, the author 

examines some of the circumstances surrounding the Chinese 

students’ upbringing and educational formation. Much of the 

information compiled in the first section is the result of the 

testimony of the Chinese students and Chinese faculty 

                                                           
7

 The author is an American attorney who since 2012 has been 

a Professor teaching American History and Leadership at SIAS 

International University in Henan Province, China. He holds 

degrees in Political Science from the University of California, 

Berkeley and Law from the University of California, Hastings. 
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themselves.
8
 The author had 2-3 hour interviews with 28 

students and 12 Chinese faculty from various disciplines at 

SIAS International University in Henan, China. 

 Critical thinking (CT), for the purposes of this article, will 

be defined as “the intellectually disciplined process of actively 

and skillfully conceptualizing, applying, analyzing, 

synthesizing, and/or evaluating information gathered from, or 

generated by, observation, experience, reflection, reasoning, or 

communication, as a guide to belief and action” (Scriven & 

Paul, 1987). To begin, it will be helpful to detail the current 

educational climate in order to truly appreciate the systematic 

differences between growing up in a Confucian philosphy-

based China, and a Greek philosphy-based Western country 

such as America. Note that like all overviews of a cultural state, 

there are countless exceptions to any generalization. Be aware 

that every student is a unique individual, and while this 

information will be helpful with instilling a better 

understanding of the vast majority of Chinese students, there 

will be many students who do not fit adequately into any mold 

that academics attempt to construct. 

 

1) A. Causes of the Existing Critical Thinking Climate 

Among Chinese Students 

 

1. Classroom Size is Larger: To begin with, unlike American 

primary schools where there are approximately 30 students per 

teacher with supplemental help from aides and parental 

volunteers, Chinese primary school classrooms often contain 50 

or more students and have only one teacher (Education 

Indicators in Focus, Nov 2012). The sheer volume of students 

                                                           
8

 88% of those interviewed were raised in Henan province, 

which is considered to be more traditional and rural. 
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necessitates that teachers approach their classes differently. 

Instead of seeking independent thought, creativity, and outlets 

for students to express themselves, primary school classrooms 

must generally settle for maintaining order.
9
  

 

2. Lecture-based Instructional Method Begins Much Earlier: 

Due in part to the teacher-to-student ratio, primary school 

teachers tend to use a lecture-based educational approach.
10

 

Conventional wisdom suggests it is easier to train children to 

listen passively and memorize what is said to them through a 

lecture format than it is to encourage opportunities for 

individual students to speak and form their own opinions. From 

a very early age, Chinese students develop an extraordinary 

capacity for being courteous listeners. Any non-conforming 

students who fail to adapt to behavioral norms are dealt with 

quickly and forcefully by both their teachers and parents.
11

 

Thus, there is a self-perpetuating cycle of teachers lecturing and 

students adapting to learn via lecture that begins in early 

childhood. This occurs far earlier than among Western children, 

who usually only experience small doses of lecture prior to 

secondary school or even college. The focus in Chinese 

education is often not on CT-related brain enhancement, 

                                                           
9

 Chinese students from rural provinces will often have even 

more than 50 students. Classroom numbers of over 70 have 

been reported. 
10

 This is likely a product of both convenience and Chinese 

culture. 
11

 This might even include corporal punishment, which was 

traditionally permitted, though it is seeing a sharp decline as of 

late. Whatever the case, due to the various factors mentioned in 

the text, many of the behavioral issues suffered in the West, 

including “ADD-diagnosed tendencies,” are less common in the 

Chinese classroom. 
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cultivating individual student talents or forming their own 

opinions, but rather the early educational system has a strong 

undercurrent of instilling proper behavior. Students learn 

respect for authority, how to please their teachers, and how to 

politely listen. This respectful behavior stamina is further 

illustrated by the fact that most Chinese students successfully 

endure school for many more hours each day, more days each 

week, and have fewer recreational outlets like sports, the arts, or 

extracurricular activities.
12

  

  

3. Grade-Driven Motivation: Students in China are grade 

driven—even more so than the West. From grammar school 

onward, one’s grades determine one’s opportunities; and since 

the application process for high schools, universities, and career 

possibilities is not holistic, students have a great deal of 

pressure placed on them by family members to obtain the best 

grades possible.
13

 The key to good grades in China, 

unfortunately, is not to demonstrate critical thinking and clever 

insights, but rather to restate the teacher’s opinion and show 

that one has succesfully memorized her instruction. As a result, 

students learn that critically analyzing teacher’s viewpoints will 

not result in positive outcomes; instead, passively memorizing 

what is said will help them achieve their goal of good grades. 

Additionally, to a much greater extent than in the West, 

manifestation of parental approval is often tied to scholastic 

achievement. So rather than developing analytical skills in the 

                                                           
12

 Some of the students surveyed were routinely in school or 

studying for classes from 7am until 9pm. This included 

Saturdays as well. Even during their holidays and summers, 

eager parents often enrolled their children in supplemental 

private school or test preparation courses.  
13

 The author intends to discuss this in greater detail during a 

follow-up article addressing academic integrity in China.  
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classroom, students adapt to the system and learn the skills 

necessary to achieve their goal of high grades by becoming 

astute memorizers.  

 

4. Overemphasis on Memorization: Students generally hone 

their memorization skill and discover that rather than 

judiciously grappling with material gradually over the length of 

a course, they can temporarily absorb huge amounts of 

information through short term memorization in the day(s) 

preceding an exam. Western students, by comparison, generally 

don’t learn this “cramming” skill until much later in their 

educational careers and, in this author’s experience, Western 

students are not as proficient at memorizing as their Chinese 

counterparts. Further, American high schools and universities 

tend to be more rewarding of behavior that demonstrates critical 

thinking and educators and standardized exam graders are more 

likely to permit well-argued opinions that propose 

unconventional ideas. This cultural difference between Chinese 

teachers and Western teachers regarding the ability to disagree 

with authority figures will be further explored below. 

 

5. Cultural Values—Maintaining Harmony: As mentioned 

above, much of the early Chinese primary school instruction is 

designed to teach students how to behave properly. This 

involves a three-fold goal of inculcating respect for Chinese 

values, respect for authority and raising up loyal Chinese 

citizens. It is impossible to appreciate Chinese education 

without understanding the non-Western idea of maintaining 

harmony.  For those unfamiliar with the notion, please refer to 

Michael Harris Bond’s book The Handbook of Chinese 

Psychology (Bond, 1996), which provides a very thorough 

explanation of the traditional Chinese value system. For 

purposes of this article, merely appreciate that to be a good 

Chinese citizen is to conform. This involves not only avoiding 
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trouble, but also abstaining from actions that causes one to 

stand out from the crowd. A telling aphorism known by many 

Chinese students warns, “The tallest blade of grass is the first to 

be cut.” Unlike the West, where everyone is trying to stand out 

and be the best at something, in China it is more important not 

draw unneccessary attention to oneself. So the idea of forming 

one’s own opinion apart from the masses conflicts with these 

cultural notions of harmony.  

 

6. Saving Face Trumps Pursuing Truth: Chinese students are 

much more cautious of not causing anyone to “lose face,” or 

suffer a loss of respect (definition from Oxford dictionary). In 

China this can occur in even a small confrontation because 

teachers are expected to be revered. Consequently, the act of 

disagreeing with the teacher could cause the teacher to be 

shamed and lose face. Causing someone else to lose face would 

then in turn cause the student to lose face among his peers. 

Therefore, both standing out and confrontation are seen in a 

negative light among Chinese students who are then further 

discouraged from disagreeing with anything said by those with 

authority. To illustrate the full extent of the importance placed 

on maintaining face as a teacher, many Chinese teachers would 

sooner guess or lie about an answer to a student question than 

admit to not knowing the answer. Students are routinely 

shocked when I admit to them on their first day of class that “I 

don’t know everything and that I frequently make mistakes.”
14

  

                                                           
14

 Each time I have a new class, I use the illustration of coming 

to class with barbecue sauce on my face. It is apparent to the 

students, but I am unable to see it. I propose two different 

scenarios. In the first, I go to my classes, and while the students 

notice the faux pax and laugh quietly with their friends, they fail 

to inform me. Eventually, after many classes and interactions 

with dozens, if not hundreds, of people, I prepare for bed and 
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Additionally, students are extremely fearful of saying an 

incorrect answer and losing face before their teacher and 

classmates. This causes them to refrain from answering most 

questions unless they are absolutely sure. Generally during the 

early weeks of my new classes, only recited answers from 

textbook reading carry the necessary level of certainty to 

persuade a student to volunteer. Complex, open-ended critical 

thinking (CT) questions will result in an uncomfortably silent 

classroom. Thus, when opportunities for CT emerge, students 

often choose to fall back on their educational conditioning to 

avoid putting themselves or their teachers in a position to 

potentially lose face.  

 

7. Negative Repercussions of Breaking Harmony: Students and 

teachers also confess that disagreement with a teacher will often 

directly hurt a student’s grade more so than in the West—where 

teachers are given far less deference and live with the implicit 

awareness that they might need to justify their actions to parents 

and administrators. Since Chinese elementary school 

classrooms are less transparent (generally lacking parent 

visitors or volunteers
15

) and teachers don’t feel the same 

                                                                                                        
see the sauce in the mirror. In the second scenario, a student 

quitely comes up and alerts me to my blemish and I am able to 

correct it before the same mistake occurs with others. I tell them 

outright that that since I am not perfect, I will at times have 

metaphorical sauce on my face and I hope that they will be kind 

enough to politely help me remedy the problem before more 

damage is done. This is a stark contrast from some of the 

Chinese faculty who confide that they will sooner lie or make 

up an answer rather than risk revealing weakness in front of 

their students.  
15

 Due to the high importance of money in Chinese culture, 

both the husband and wife generally work. Further, most 
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pressure to appease angry parents, they are more easily able to 

punish dissenting students without retaliation.  

 Additionally, Chinese parents are more likely to side with 

the teacher in the event of a disagreement instead of their child 

when compared to most Western cultures. Unlike the West 

where a parent might learn of some abuse of power by a teacher 

and confront the school, a Chinese parent is more likely to 

assume the teacher is right and supplement the teacher’s 

punishment with her own in a show of support and confirmation 

of the teacher’s authority.
16

 In the event that the teacher is 

clearly in the wrong, the Chinese parent will likely avoid any 

form of confrontation that would cause disharmony. In fact, 

according to the students, the proper cultural response is to 

privately give gifts, avoid any public displays of 

discontentment, and possibly just ignore the problem. Thus, 

students who form their own opinions or dare to challenge the 

opinions of the teacher are frequently met with negative 

reinforcement both in the classroom and at home.  

 

8. Less Inherent Value in Standing Up for Perceived Truth: The 

aformentioned factors aimed at the goal of maintaining 

harmony will pressure students to remain silent rather than enter 

into most forms of dispute. It is important to appreciate how 

different this is from Westerners, who often feel it is their moral 

obligation to stand up for what they believe to be right. 

Throughout Western history and contemporary media, both 

respect and honor are conferred upon those who stand up for 

what they believe in (e.g. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Abraham 

                                                                                                        
schools are not as appreciative nor accomodating for parents 

desiring to be a participant at their child’s school. Concepts like 

involvment in the Parent Teacher Association (PTA) or parent 

volunteers are largely foreign to the average Chinese household.  
16

 Though it should be noted that this trend is changing. 
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Lincoln, or fictional hero Atticus Finch).
17

 Whether right or 

wrong, the act of taking a stand is generally perceived as a 

constructive action. Due in part to this positive reinforcement, 

Westerners more frequently challenge ideas they disagree with 

and are often forced to think critically about their own 

viewpoints.
18

  

 

9. Parental Relationship is Extended Through a Student’s 20s 

and Beyond: Chinese students have a deeper respect for 

authority than Americans and citizens of most Western 

countries. The instilling of these values begins at home, where 

parents tend to be more authoritarian and disciplinary than 

parents in modern Western societies (Bond, 1996).
19

 This 

respect for parents exceeds any analogous feature in Western 

society and extends into adulthood for a child’s entire life. 

Parents in China are revered to an exponentially greater degree 

than in America. From the moment one first learns to walk to 

the moment one’s parent dies, one is expected to be subservient 

and obedient to one’s parent. Unlike Western culture, where 

parents generally prepare their children for independence in the 

real world, Chinese parents tend to treat their children more as a 

loved investment. Specifically, a Chinese parent will generally 

                                                           
17

 Atticus Finch is the protaganist lawyer in Harper Lee’s 

novel, To Kill a Mockingbird who opts to defend an unpopular 

client to the dismay of many of his peers. 
18

 In addition, Westerners are also more likely to discuss 

controversial topics like sex, religion, or politics which provide 

a substantial portion of the opportunities to engage in CT that 

Chinese students do not often concern themselves with.   
19

 In many ways this authoritiarnism can be analogized to 

American parenting in the early 20
th

 century, although with a 

much longer duration.  
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sacrifice everything and spend a very high proportion of their 

disposable income on their child’s education because the child 

is considered to be the center of the Chinese family. 

Accordingly, she is then expected to perform well in school, 

obtain a high paying job, and eventually support them in their 

old age. Children often feel a profound sense of duty to their 

parents and seek to please their parents whenever possible.
20

  

 Along with this intertwining of social and economic fates 

between an aging parent and her fully grown adult child comes 

a completely different form of life micromanagement. The 

average Chinese student’s parents will continue to weild a 

significant influence in nearly all important decisions in her life. 

From the choice of college major, to relationships, to career 

options, Chinese parents do most of the critical thinking when 

important decisions arise—children often defer to their position 

and experience and suspend their own preferences. 

  

10. Respect for Authority in General: Much of this reverence 

that is built for parents in the home is conferred upon teachers 

in the classroom. Students have the utmost respect for their 

teachers; and like sponges, they strive to absorb nearly 

everything taught. For all of the formative years of their lives, 

students are trained to accept, memorize, and not filter the 

information given to them by their superiors. Essentially every 

aspect of a child’s life is dominated by subservience and respect 

for others. A child must obey his parent at home, his teacher at 

school, and his boss at work. Traditionally, when married, the 

newlyweds will move in with the husband’s parents and abide 

by their decisions. Not until the parents pass on do the children-

turned-adults finally become responsible for independently 
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 Accordingly, Chinese view the Western notions of teenage 

rebellion and convalescent homes as selfish and disrespectful.  
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making major life decisions.
21

 Consequently, the vast majority 

of the critical thinking that would naturally take place during a 

Westerner’s lifetime through the making of basic life decisions 

does not occur to the same extent for most Chinese who 

perpetually adhere to the advice of others. 

 

11. Government Makes Decisions for its Population: The 

subsequent portions of this article have the most potential to be 

deemed controversial. Consequently, it is fully acknowledgeed 

that these are merely opinions and are not based on irrefutable 

evidence. In the interest of preserving harmony, the author will 

attempt to be tactful as he discusses the effect that the 

government has had upon students’ critical thinking skills. It is 

admittedly extremely difficult to manage a country, especially 

one approaching 1.4 billion people. The Chinese government’s 

current philosophy is very paternalistic and the party leaders 

seek to conclude a significant percentage of important decisions 

on behalf of the citizens. Unlike in the West, where citizens 

must often wrestle with numerous viewpoints and vote on 

pending issues, China manages to spare its citizens from many 

opportunities where deliberation would traditionally take place.  

 

12. Carefully-Selected Teaching Material: An additional unique 

charactersitic of the Chinese educational system is the 

curriculum itself.  Many student textbooks are created in such a 

way that the bulk of necessary analysis has already been done 

for the readers. For example, this article’s author has taught 

Western History using government-authorized materials and 

has seen first hand how the textbook writer leaves very little 

room for argument. To a notable degree, in any history course 
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 At that point, they likely have children of their own and the 

cycle is beginning again, as it is customary to have children in 

the first year of marriage. 
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the students have taken, the government has decided which 

emperors are to be esteemed, which are to be loathed, and many 

unneccesary factual details that complicate the analysis have 

been removed. On a plane flight back to China, the author sat 

next to a Chinese-born man who had attended graduate school 

in America. He acknowledged that when he enrolled in an 

American history course, he assumed it would be incredibly 

straightforward. After all, the history of the United States as a 

sovereign nation is merely a couple hundred years compared to 

thousands of years of Chinese history. To his surprise, the 

American history course was vastly more difficult because it 

wasn’t merely memorizing proper nouns and a timeline, but 

rather, he was forced to reconcile differing opinions about the 

same events and form his own conclusions.   

 

13. Government’s Strategy for Maintaining Loyalty: The 

institutional authorities also do their best to control the flow of 

information and ensure that its citizenry does not need to do any 

“unnecessary” CT. By blocking websites like YouTube, 

screening foreign news sources, and censoring Internet search 

engines like Google, the government tries to keep its population 

focused on what it deems to be important. One could appreciate 

that it makes a citizenry much easier to lead when they are kept 

largely ignorant, docile, and most importantly, satisfied with 

their current conditions.
22

 As long as students remain focused 

on school, with the ultimate goal of earning high salaries to 

eventually support their families, they don’t need to waste 
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 Though the challenges associated with controlling the 

younger generation’s increasing access to outside information 

through social media and other non-government news sources is 

leading to gradual improvement in this area. 
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mental energy on world affairs and examining their current 

circumstances.
23

  

 

14. Form Over Substance: In numerous Chinese essay 

assignments and research papers, where one would expect to 

find more examples of critical thinking, one finds emphasis on 

rote memorization and stylistic writing (Gu & Schweisfurth, 

2006). In China, form is more important than substance, 

generally speaking, and students will receive higher marks for 

writing beautifully than for expressing something unique or 

meaningful. While Western notions of writing tend to be goal 

driven—to prove a point, traditional Chinese writing has been 

described by a Chinese colleague as “a journey in which the 

reader doesn’t know the final destination but she is enjoying the 

aesthetics of the trip.” For that reason, students learning how to 

write in China are often encouraged to restate widely accepted 

jargon in a beautiful way and maintain harmony rather than 

create new ideas and take strong stances. 

 Even the gaokao, China’s college entrance test, which 

serves as the sole factor in the college admissions process, 

contains a lengthy essay which would seem to be an 

opportunity for CT. However, students have learned that the 

best strategy for receiving a high score is to recite party 

dogma and scripted phrases and ideas from other authors 

respected Chinese authors.  

                                                           
23

 Due to the traditional Chinese notions of harmony discussed 

earlier, it is not difficult for those in power to utilize these 

cultural norms to further their goals of retaining power and 

implementing their agenda while minimizing resistance. One 

specific strategy utilized is beginning “patriotic” education from 

a very young age to ensure that all citizens grow up 

appreciating party rhetoric and values.  
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15. Teaching to the Test: In China, grades are not particularly 

relevant in high school when striving to enter a good university. 

Instead, for each class one takes, there is a corresponding 

section of the gaokao—the vastly more important Chinese 

counterpart of the American SAT that all high school students 

take to determine which college they will go to. Students, 

therefore, do not need to pass an exam given by their teacher; 

but instead, they need to learn the information that will be on 

the standardized test they will take as seniors. It is important to 

realize that unlike in America and the West, where one has 

many options of where one wants to attend college, in China all 

universities are ranked by the government and one’s gaokao 

score determines exactly which level of school you can attend. 

Thus, students on average are afforded only a handful of 

options for admission to non-lower tiered universities based 

exclusively on their ranking on the gaokao and matching it with 

the parallel-ranked universities.
24

 The gaokao score is so 

important that many students will retake their entire senior year 

of high school multiple times until they can achieve an 

acceptable score.
25

  This system necessitates that in order to be 

a good teacher, you need to have a high success rate with your 

students on your segment of their gaokao exam.  

 It is no secret that high school teachers often receive both 

physical and social incentives when their students perform 

well on the standardized test. As a result, the most 

successful teachers make it their goal to teach to the test, 

rather than teaching students to understand the material. It 

would be as if many of our American high school courses 
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 Jack Ma (Ma Yun), owner of Alibaba, China’s Amazon, and 

the richest man in China, retook his senior year and the gaokao 

three times. 
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were replaced with test preparation courses focused on 

memorizing how to state the right perspectives and notice 

different trends and tendencies of the exam makers, instead 

of trying to learn the material. At the end of the gaokao, it is 

generally the case that the volumes of information that the 

students have memorized will be discarded, and the primary 

growth that actually took place in the student was 

improvement of her ability to study hard, take tests, and 

memorize information. There is less need for critical 

thinking in this process, and neither teachers nor students 

are incentivized to use critical thinking in their classrooms. 

As long as a student receives a high score on the exam, both 

the teacher and the student are successful.
26

  

 

16. Unresolved Paradox: The final issue, which many 

Westerners fail to grasp, is that Chinese students are capable of 

maintaining a paradox in their own mind. Unlike Westerners, 

who when faced with two competing ideas, are predisposed to 

grapple with them and select a winner, many Chinese are 

capable of comfortably holding two contradictory viewpoints. 

For example, take the following two opposing perspectives: 

“Socialism (and working together) is necessary to have a 

successful economy in China,” and “I must work as hard as I 

can to achieve the maximum amount of money to spend on my 

own family so we can be happy.”  The collectivist ideas of 

socialism and sharing one’s resources clash with the Western 

capitalist notions of furthering one’s own interests and 

accumulating personal wealth. Based on discussions with 

students, the majority of Chinese students hold both of these 
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 This learning style plays a large role in academic integrity, 

which will be discussed in a follow up article.  
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views yet see no inherent inconsistencies.
27

 Unlike the West 

where individuals have had the opportunity to challenge views 

and, whether right or wrong, come to their own conclusions 

about controversial issues, Chinese students have been 

repeatedly forced to accept information in a more robotic 

fashion. Parents, uncles, grandparents, teachers, Party 

rhetoric—each of these entities are expected to be believed and 

obeyed. So if a student’s mother states something that conflicts 

with the teacher, the daughter-student merely 

compartmentalizes both views rather than choosing a winner. 

When she is speaking to her mother, she might remember her 

mother’s views. When she is speaking to her teacher, she might 

recall her teacher’s perspective. Understand that this student is 

not a crafty individual who knows they are being duplicitous 

but rather, they innocently accept the viewpoint at that moment. 

Consequently, the figurative “CT muscles” that Westerners 

often flex during this paradox resolution process throughout 

their schooling remain dormant and thus underdeveloped in 

many Chinese students. 

 

2) B. Self-perception of Chinese Students Regarding Their 

Own Thinking Process 

B. A survey taken in Chinese by 3,000 college students at SIAS 

University in China provides some insight into the average 

student’s self-perception. To present a general overview, I 

will mention some highlights of the study.
28

  

C.  

 To begin, only 11% of students consider their thinking 

pattern to be “critical.” The largest percentage (35%) 
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 There is a Chinese proverb that states “People should accept 

different opinions, even though they are opposite.” The 

reasoning for this is that it maintains harmony or balance.  
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label themselves as “conservative” in their thinking 

approach, followed by a self-diagnosis of “memorize and 

repeat” (22%). 

D.  

 On average, students believe they are indeed affected by 

CT. When asked on a scale from 1 to 5 about the role CT 

plays on their future decision making process, 52% believe 

it would be “very” to “extremely” important (the highest 

two available options).
29

 About 10% chose the bottom two 

options of “little” to “not at all.” 

E.  

 When asked about their own personal change during their 

college years attributable to foreign influence (there are 

over 100 foreign faculty on the SIAS campus), 35% stated 

the change was less than 10%, 50% believed the change to 

be in the range of 10-40% and less than 3% thought the 

change was greater than 70%.  

F.  

 When presented with the question “How long does it take 

for a Chinese student’s thinking pattern to change (to be 

more critical),” students speculated less than one year 
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 The study involved the use of Chinese TA’s administering 

written surveys to college students across all grade levels and 

across 40 different majors. The survey was in Chinese and was 

later translated into English and compiled with the help of 

Chinese friends and faculty.  
29

 The question stated: “How much influence does cricial 

thinking have on your future important decision-making?” The 

students could choose any of five answers ranging from a) not 

at all, b) very little, c) a moderate amount, d) a lot, and e) a 

huge amount (involved in nearly every decision).  
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(25%), one to five years (60%), five–ten years (10%), and 

over ten years (5%). 

G.  

 Lastly, the survey’s final question posited “How quickly is 

your thinking pattern influenced by foreign teachers.” Only 

15% of students said “very quickly,” 77% said “very 

slowly,” and the remaining 8% said “not at all.” 

 

H. C. Solution: How to Effectively Teach Your Chinese 

Students 

Having established some common cultural, experiential and 

psychological differences between students in China and those 

in America, and reviewed statistical analyses on the students’ 

own views of CT, an instructor can alter her own teaching 

strategy to accommodate the unique needs of a Chinese student. 

One must first of all appreciate that a Chinese student may not 

recognize that there are any inherent differences between 

herself and her American classmates in the area of CT. It is also 

helpful moving forward to remove any critical lens of judgment 

that presumes that Chinese culture is inferior. Numerous 

legitimate articles could be written discussing the cultural 

weakness and educational shortcomings of Western education. 

Thus, it is helpful if those attempting to implement these 

strategies can isolate their judgment to this one issue of CT and 

supress their paternal instincts to rectify any other perceived 

flaws they believe the Chinese student to have. 

 The author benefited greatly from these practices and 

hopes that his observations and experimentation can also serve 

as a helpful tool for others professors desiring to improve their 

classroom dynamics and student performance in the area of CT. 

 While working at a Chinese university, the author  had the 

privilege of interacting with thousands of students. For one 

specific sample set of 52 undergraduates, he was able to 
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observe them over the course of three semesters while teaching 

them three different subjects. When the first course began, most 

students were not very confident in the area of CT. When asked 

a question, they would immediately look to the textbook in an 

effort to quote the author. Over the next year and a half, the 

author was able to see a dramatic improvement in the majority 

of students through utilizing the pedagogical strategies that 

follow. Among them, a primary technique which proved 

effectual was redefining the concept of a classroom 

environment from a dispensation of information into an 

opportunity to form and express individual thought. The author 

believes that some of these lessons are applicable not merely to 

Chinese students, but to all professors who approach lectures as 

a one way communication of the professor’s ideas. With each 

additional research study informing academia of the low 

retention rates of traditional lectures, these dynamic teaching 

strategies will be more effective in the modern era of education. 

These particular strategies, mentioned below, have had 

beneficial effects on the CT behaviors of the Chinese students 

in the author’s classes.  

 Before delving into specifics, its important to remember 

the situation at hand.  As established above, the average 

Chinese student has had significantly less exposure to CT 

opportunities. The author will use a simple analogy to illustrate 

this idea. Both inside and outside the classroom, there has been 

a lack of need or motivation for students to build their “CT 

muscles.” Like any individual entering the world of weight 

lifting, one must start with lighter weights before tackling the 

heavier ones. It is important not to expect a Chinese student to 

use CT to the same degree as other students who have grown up 

in other cultures and have been “in training” their whole lives. 

Therefore, don’t use your average American (or even Asian) 

student as your measurement standard for CT, but create a new 

standard for your Chinese students and assess the extent that 
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they are improving based on that personalized standard. This 

doesn’t mean one must grade easier. One should, however, be 

judicious in critiquing this one area of creating new ideas. Set 

the expectation high for improvement, but be conscientious that 

it will be a gradual process. 

 Some professors might err too far in the opposite direction 

and consider this CT gap as a non-rectifiable problem. Such 

professors should be cautioned to remember that even if one 

doesn’t use one’s muscles, all humans are born with the same 

foundation and through hard work and careful isolation of a 

muscle group, one can build it up despite one’s past neglect—

the weak can become quite strong. After experiencing CT in 

class, the students are generally aware of the analytical disparity 

and willing to adapt, although they are not sure of the exact 

course of action.  

 Patience and perseverence will be necessary for any 

significant growth to take place. When asked how long it takes 

to change a thinking pattern, 65% of Chinese students in the 

survey self-diagnosed themselves as requiring one to five years 

to change their traditional thinking pattern to one involving 

consistent critical thinking. Only 25% of the students believed 

they could change within a year. Therefore, if one is a teacher 

of freshman or first year graduate students, be aware that you 

might merely be the first step in a longer process. Be willing to 

accept the fact that one’s role might be merely to plant the 

initial critical thinking seeds for subsequent professors to water 

and cultivate. 

 The strengthening process should begin with small, easily 

conquerable steps that can gradually build on one another. If the 

trainer at a gym forces a new member to take on too much 

weight during his first workout, the novice will likely become 

frustrated and quit altogether. Therefore, be cognizant of what 

one deems a student’s capacity to be and construct a regiment 

that, while challenging, should be achievable based on the 
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individual’s specific ability. The author will now propose 

several specific “exercise routines” that have been successful in 

the past when guiding Chinese students into the realm of 

heightened CT. 

 

I. A. Pedagogical Strategies to Improve Critical Thinking in 

Chinese Students 

 

1. Base Portion of Student’s Grade on Critical Thinking: Recall 

earlier when I stated how my first classes of semester one had 

great difficulty volunteering answers beyond direct quotations 

from the textbook? The students were happy to utilize their 

strength of memorizing to achieve their academic goals. I 

therefore had to ensure that this wasn’t an option.  

 By making certain that my class does not revolve around 

simply memorizing facts, I ensure that the students can’t revert 

to their educational training of simply regurgitating 

information. Due to the student’s conditioned focus on earning 

a good grade, the first step toward change is to make CT an 

integral part of the student’s score in the class. By basing a non-

negligible fraction of their grade on both participation in class 

and unique, personalized thoughts on exams, a professor can 

ensure the students will take CT seriously (corroborated by Jing 

& Graham 2011)  

 

2. Avoid Traditional Lecture: Additionally, I abstain from 

traditional lectures and immediately demonstrate that my course 

will be active and participatory. This at once alerts the student 

that this is not going to be the same as previous courses and 

encourages them that this class will require a different mental 

approach. Accompanying strategies for classroom environment 

will be discussed below.  
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3. Effective Use of Interactive Classroom Environments: The 

author is a passionate proponent of asking questions in the 

classroom. Giving students opportunities (or requirements) to 

think through a situation on their own before memorizing an 

outcome increases their understanding, retention and the topic’s 

broader potential usage when applied to seemingly-unrelated 

external applications (Overholser, 1993). For example, if I 

directly tell the students an answer to a question, they can store 

it temporarily in a shallow portion of their mind, but if they are 

provided an opportunity to think on their own and sort through 

various wrong options, those thought patterns can then be 

relevant in areas beyond the direct application of the material.
30

 

While participation is merely one of many methods to achieve 

this, I believe it is one of the easiest to implement and possibly 

one of the most important.  

 I should specify that there are multiple forms of 

participation. I am not speaking about the form in which one 

recites a concrete fact that every student should know from the 

reading. When I speak of participation, I am ultimately seeking 

a positive contribution to the overall class discussion of an 

issue. Specifically, I am not overly concerned that the ideas are 

vocalized, but my true focus is really that the thoughts are 
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 Further explanation might be helpful. If I tell the students 

that the most important qualities of an American president are 

X, Y, and Z, they will have a shallow understanding of specific 

characteristics of people who hold the specific office of the 

American presidency. Alternatively, if students are first 

afforded the opportunity to think of the traits for themselves, 

their thought patterns will be useful not only for this one issue 

of an American president, but possibly for other areas as well. 

For example, their thought patterns will assess their own value 

system of character traits, how this applies to leaders, and how 

their personal value system might differ from whatever I as the 

lecturer might propose. 
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taking place within as many student’s minds as possible. As a 

professor, I do my best to facilitate these thought processes. In 

my experience, requiring occasional vocalization encourages 

students to undergo these mental challenges. 

 

4. Overcoming Hurdles to Participation—Remove the Fear of 

Speaking: One of the initial hindrances to many students 

participating is their aversion to volunteering. Even while in 

courses spoken in their native language, students suffer from 

perfectionism when in public and are often afraid to speak 

unless they absolutely know the answer for fear of losing face. 

Imagine how much greater the anxiety when one is speaking in 

his or her second language surrounded by intimidating 

foreigners who outwardly exhibit much more confidence.
31

 In 

my class, I actively encourage student volunteers. For Chinese 

students, this often means being less outwardly critical of 

thoughts and ideas than I would be with other Western student 

volunteers. I find that in the early stages of confidence-building, 

it is helpful to avoid making a Chinese student feel wrong. 

Instead, I try to manipulate the conversation through follow-up 

questions such that the final conclusion is right and the student 

doesn’t feel as if she has “lost face.” For example, consider the 

following dialogue: 

 

Professor: What is the main difference between criminal courts 

and civil courts in America? 

Chinese Student Volunteer: (wrong answer) 

Professor: That’s certainly related, do you know the final result 

of a criminal case versus a civil case? 

                                                           
31

 I am speaking to professors teaching Chinese international 

students (outside China), though it also applies to teaching 

Chinese classrooms in China. 
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(if student still is giving wrong answers, I provide simpler 

follow up questions)  

Professor: What is the final result if someone is found guilty of 

a crime?  

Chinese Student Volunteer: Jail 

Professor: Very good, that’s right. Criminal courts result in 

imprisonment while civil courts result in monetary punishment.  

 

As you can see, even though the student didn’t know the 

answer, the above conversation ended on a high note. The 

student completed the dialogue with a positive feeling having 

said the right answer. If we as instructors, can manipulate the 

exchange so that we don’t dwell on the wrong statements or 

portray any loss of face, we can drastically improve the 

likelihood that the student will participate again. If the professor 

had instead said “nope, anyone else?” that student would have 

been discouraged from trying again in the next class. 

Remember, the Socratic method
32

 can easily be viewed as 

confrontational, and the initial response of many Chinese 

students is to avoid confrontational situations. Furthermore, the 

student is keenly aware of how her classmates are perceiving 

her and is likely even more terrified of being shamed by 

uttering a wrong answer than her Western peers generally are. If 

we can minimize potential disincentives for attempted 

participation, our Chinese students will be far more likely to 

adapt to our CT-centered approach of education.  

 

5. Overcome Hurdles to Public Speaking—Inject Intentional 

Critical Thinking Opportunities Throughout Each Lecture: If, 
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 According the the Encyclopedia of Britannica, “Socratic 

method has now come into general usage as a name for any 

educational strategy that involves cross-examination of students 

by their teacher.”  
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through participation points, or some tangible motivational tool, 

you are able to encourage students to take risks in the area of 

volunteering independent thought, you will dramatically 

increase the level of interaction. In my classes, I use seating 

charts and am able to provide a grade incentive for students that 

participate. I also utilize the Socratic method extensively, 

asking 10–30 CT questions per 100-minute class. Thus, over the 

course of the semester, most students have the opportunity (and 

are required) to volunteer several times. Personally, I choose to 

give the participation point prior to the student even verbalizing 

the answer—thus rewarding both correct as well as potentially 

wrong answers. I find that the benefits to the increased 

confidence outweigh the side effects of the erroneous responses.  

I alter this policy once a student has sufficiently proven that 

they are capable of volunteering and has demonstrated a 

willingness to speak publicly. Obviously, the quantity of 

students in your classroom and the flexibility of your 

curriculum to afford opportunities for CT will be a major 

determining factor in your options.
33

  

 

6. Overcome Hurdles to Public Speaking—Make the Incentives 

Obvious and Avoid Overly Simple Questions: Additionally, we 

should make sure the incentive for volunteering is obvious and 

that students can see the direct, immediate benefit to their grade. 

According to the survey, Chinese students volunteer more when 

incentivized. When given participation points that affect the 

student’s grade, students are 80% more likely to volunteer. This 

likely comes as no surprise. Interestingly, however, students are 

more willing to participate when the question isn’t too easy. 

Only 18% of students are willing to raise their hands on an 
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 This author has had success with these strategies in Chinese 

lectures ranging from 12-153 students. 
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overtly easy question compared to 32% medium, and 20% hard. 

Especially when they become more comfortable with the 

system over time, students become conditioned to raise their 

hand for primarily medium and difficult questions. Out of the 

students I taught for three semesters, 85% said they were most 

likely to volunteer for medium and difficult questions 

(compared with the school average of 50% for these types of 

questions). Consequently, don’t be surprised if there is minimal 

response to an excessively simple question from your Chinese 

students. A challenging, but manageable question is ideal once 

basic CT skills are established. 

 

7. Use Chinese Cultural Norms to Your Advantage—Warm Up: 

In Chinese classrooms taught by Chinese teachers, students 

often will yell the answer in unison. Thus, they are interacting 

with what the teacher says, but the attention is not focused on 

them. This serves as an opportunity where the student can 

compare their ideas to what is being said around them and 

determine whether or not they understand the material. If you 

can allow the students to “warm up” before raising their hand to 

verbalize the answer in front of the class, the confidence level 

improves dramatically. Allowing the students to discuss for 20-

30 seconds with their neighbors is one means achieving this 

function.  

 

8. Use Chinese Cultural Norms to Your Advantage—Utilize 

Partners: Another curious difference between East and West 

that is helpful for Western teachers to appreciate is the use of 

friends to serve as buffers when controversial situations arise. 

For example, if a student doesn’t understand the class material, 

she will likely come to the teacher’s office hours to ask her 

question. Unlike Westerners, however, she will bring her friend 

along as moral support and occasionally the friend will speak 
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on the confused student’s behalf.
34

 This has the effect of 

diffusing tension due to the presence of this intermediary. 

Chinese students feel much more comfortable when they are not 

isolated and can share their ideas with one another and receive 

confirmation about their ideas. Somehow, even if the 

metaphorical ship is sinking, the Chinese students, in my 

experience, have been quite tolerant as long as their friends are 

sinking with them. Consequently, I recommend utilizing 

opportunities to brainstorm with classmates and do volunteer 

speaking with partners (having two people stand up together) 

such that neither student feels alone. In fact, often times, one of 

the students will be braver if she knows either her or her friend 

is expected to speak. For example, there might be two students 

who seldom offer ideas when asked to volunteer individually. 

But when I invited both girls to participate as a team, one of the 

two will suddenly find newly discovered courage and volunteer 

her insights.
35

 Unlike individualistic Westerners, collectivist 

mindsets experience greater success when they consider 

themselves to be part of a group.
36
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 Sometimes the relevant student isn’t even present to discuss 

his or her question or concern.   
35

 At times, students will self-sacrifice in order to protect their 

peer. Other times they will benefit from the courage added by 

not being the sole focus of attention.  
36

 As an important caveat to the above suggestion, I should 

mention two points. One approach of shy Chinese students who 

are asked to speak publicly might be to stall until you give up 

on waiting for them. Silence must not be a viable option, and 

the student must know you are willing to wait as long as 

necessary for them to attempt an answer. Through re-stating the 

question or offering up simpler questions, this situation can still 

result in a positive outcome. A second point that requires 
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9. Overcome Initial Obstacles Such as Lack of Efficacy of 

Critical Thinking: I pride myself on providing ample 

opportunities for students to use critical thinking skills in my 

courses and deliberately force opportunities for students to 

produce independent thought. In every class, I try to inject 

multiple real world hypothetical situations that force students to 

wrestle with issues that don’t have an apparent concrete answer. 

I was fortunate to be able to compare the surveys given to 

students who had taken one of my courses with students who 

had not, and the results were encouraging. There was a 31% 

increase in appreciation for CT for students who had 

experienced one of my courses. Moreover, the 10% of the 

                                                                                                        
explanation is the idea of “cultural clustering” in your American 

classroom. While striving to motivate students to participate 

through allowing students to see themselves as a member of a 

larger group, instructors should be wary of enabling the Chinese 

students to migrate into unintended cliques with other Chinese 

foreigners. I would consider requiring Chinese students to 

integrate with other Western students whenever possible and 

choose their partners wisely to ensure no unintended negative 

consequences arise. The natural tendency in a Chinese 

classroom is for the best student to become the leader and serve 

as the main thinker or spokesperson for the whole group. 

Chinese students are more deferential than many Westerners 

when it comes to expressing their opinions. While this works 

well for the leader, the other students might disengage mentally 

and concede all important decision-making to this talented 

teammate. Thus, the underlying intention of encouraging all 

Chinese students to think critically could be inadvertantly 

undermined. 
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overall student population who believed CT had little to no 

importance (bottom two scores out of 5) reduced to 0% among 

students who had taken at least one of my courses. This 

evidence seems to suggest that when given opportunities to use 

CT, the students made steps toward improving the skill and saw 

how it could be useful in their lives. Perhaps many Chinese 

students are not afforded sufficient chances to really see how 

CT can be helpful, and thus they don’t develop a respect for it.  

 Another encouraging note is that the students surveyed 

seemed to become more optimistic at the feasibility of changing 

their thinking patterns the more they experienced CT. When 

asked how long it would take for a student to change her 

thinking pattern, the percentage who believed it would take 5-

10 years or more (the two longest categories) decreased by 

400% among students who had been exposed to these methods 

and principles in my classes for three semesters. Furthermore, 

according to the survey, 100% of these three semester students 

believed they were capable of changing their pattern of thought 

(10% higher than the general student population). 

 

Conclusion 

Up to this point in the article, we have dealt primarily with the 

current state of Chinese students’ CT ability and looked to the 

past to help put the present circumstances into a contextual 

perspective. It is also important to examine the current political 

and cultural trends to predict how the situation is likely to 

change in the future. China is undergoing a radical cultural 

transformation. With every new class of freshman that enters 

campus in the fall, there is a noticable difference from the 

previous year. The internet is increasingly difficult to censor 

and the globalization of the media is revolutionizing the breadth 

of information that students can access. This is altering 

traditional family roles as many young people now know more 

about the outside world than their own parents. This access to 
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more Western ideas is not without consequences.
37

 It is clear 

that China is in a state of flux and academics are on alert to see 

if the government continues to allow this influence or if there 

will be a shift to suppress these kinds of Western ideas.
38

  

 This present trend seems to suggest that the gap between 

Chinese students and American students in the area of critical 

thinking will shrink. In the meantime, we as instructors should 

strive to understand the unique circumstances facing our 

Chinese students. Through gradual integration of individual 

thought, opportunities for dialogue, and being sensitive to 

specific cultural accomodations that can serve as enablers, 

American instructors can facilitate positive growth amongst this 

growing segment of their student population.  
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