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Comparing Ways of Learning 
 

David A. WATKINS & Jan VAN AALST 

The authors have investigated ways of learning in different cultures for 
several decades. This chapter describes some of the methodological 
problems we have faced, and some of our findings. In particular, the 
chapter notes what types of comparisons of learning can be justified, and 
the analytic methods appropriate for conducting such comparisons. 
 Our early work was informed by our backgrounds in scientific dis-
ciplines, particularly cognitive psychology. In psychology, cross-cultural 
research has always raised a fundamental problem. Psychology is basi-
cally the study of individual differences in behaviour, so the natural unit 
of analysis is the individual. Aggregating the responses of individuals 
from one culture to represent that culture’s score on a variable of interest 
can lead to what has become known as the ecological fallacy (van de 
Vijver & Leung 1997). 

To illustrate the problem, consider the correlation between death 
rates resulting from heart attacks and strokes. Both involve blood vessels 
and may have similar causes, but a stroke is an attack on the brain rather 
than the heart. At the individual level the correlation between death rates 
from heart attacks and strokes is zero since people do not die from both 
events. However, at a country level a considerable correlation is found 
between the pair of problems: in most affluent countries, both causes of 
death are typically higher than in less developed ones. 

Similarly, it became apparent in the 1990s that the laboratory studies 
of human verbal learning and animal maze learning that had dominated 
psychology had little to say about learning in classrooms (Brown 1992). 
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Experimental studies of learning typically tried to copy the laboratory 
conditions of the physical sciences by attempting to control all variables 
except for a few independent ones, which were manipulated to observe 
their effect on a dependent variable. For example, patterns of reinforce-
ment could be varied to observe their effect on the number of nonsense 
syllables a research subject could learn in a fixed period. Too often, such 
research seemed to focus on testing complex theories of unimportant 
types of learning in artificial conditions, and typically with samples of 
only Caucasian white American college students.  

From this background developed the research agenda that is de-
scribed in this chapter. Reflecting our own interests and expertise, the 
chapter especially focuses on comparison of ways of learning by students 
in Chinese and Western societies. It begins with the foundational litera-
ture on learning approaches, and then turns to comparisons of correlates 
of learning strategies noting matters of conceptual equivalence, reliability, 
and within-construct validity. The chapter then focuses on the so-called 
paradox of the Asian learner, indicating what the paradox is and how it 
could be explained. A further section addresses conceptions of teaching 
from a Chinese perspective, before the chapter rounds up in conclusion.  
 
 
Learning Approaches  
The first author was first drawn into research on the learning ecology by 
two seminal papers (Biggs 1979; Marton & Säljö 1976), which are among 
the most widely cited items in the literature on educational psychology. 
Biggs, Marton and Säljö wanted to find out about learning from the learn-
er’s perspective rather than from that of the researcher. This has become 
known as the second order perspective (Marton & Booth 1997). 

These researchers, though all from a psychological background, 
approached their task in very different ways. Marton and Säljö asked 
Swedish university students to read an academic article and then answer 
questions about what they had learned and how they had learned it. 
During in-depth interviews, students reported two main ways of tackling 
the task. Some tried to memorise details or key terms in order to be able to 
answer subsequent questions. These students tended to focus on the 
reading at word or sentence level. Most of the other students tried to un-
derstand the message that the passage was trying to impart. They tended 
to focus on the themes and main ideas, and generally tried to process the 
reading for meaning.  
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These intentions and their associated reading strategies were called 
‘surface’ and ‘deep’ approaches to learning. Significantly, the researchers 
also found qualitative differences in learning outcomes, depending on the 
approach to reading that had been utilised. Students who had adopted a 
surface approach typically could not explain the authors’ message and 
could only recall isolated factual fragments of the passage. Those adopt-
ing a deep approach were able to provide a more sophisticated overview 
of the authors’ intentions, and frequently used extracts from the article to 
support their reasoning. 

The Swedish researchers went on to develop a qualitative research 
approach that they called ‘phenomenography’ (Marton 1981). This ap-
proach aims to understand how students perceive the content and process 
(the ‘what’ and ‘how’) of learning. The underlying rationale is the phe-
nomenological notion that people act according to their interpretations of 
a situation rather than to ‘objective reality’. 

Biggs in Australia and Entwistle in the United Kingdom inde-
pendently developed learning process inventories which owed a debt 
both to the paper by Marton and Säljö (1976) and to later phenomeno-
graphic writing, and adopted the ‘surface/deep’ and ‘approaches to 
learning’ terminology. Biggs (1987), in his Learning Process Question-
naire (LPQ) and its tertiary counterpart, the Study Process Questionnaire 
(SPQ), and Entwistle and Ramsden (1983) in their Approaches to Study-
ing Inventory (ASI) added a third approach, ‘achieving’. Students 
adopting this approach tried to achieve the highest possible grades by 
such strategies as working hard and efficiently, and by being cue con-
scious. They would use any strategy, including rote memorising many 
facts and understanding basic principles, that they perceived would 
maximise their chances of academic success. 

Watkins followed the approach of Biggs and Entwistle, and pro-
vided some of the early supporting reliability and validity evidence for 
their questionnaires. While much of his early work had investigated fac-
tors influencing the learning of Australian university students, he un-
dertook parallel studies at a university in the Philippines. He was able to 
confirm the psychometric properties of the questionnaire for Filipino 
students (factor validity and reliability), but this still left open the ques-
tion of comparing the raw scores of Australian and Filipino students. In 
the cross-cultural psychology literature this is known as the problem of 
measurement equivalence. As argued by Hui and Triandis (1985), when 
psychological measuring instruments are used in different cultures, range 
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of types of equivalence need to be demonstrated, each of which could 
justify corresponding types of interpretations. At the most basic level, the 
concepts involved must be equivalent in both cultures so that researchers 
can use such questionnaires to compare the cultures. 

The highest level of equivalence is known as metric equivalence. This 
means that the raw score of a respondent from one culture is equivalent 
mathematically to that from another culture. For example, a score of 19 by 
a Nepalese student on the Surface Strategy scale of the SPQ means that 
that student’s use of surface strategies is the same as an Australian stu-
dent who also scores 19 on that scale. Unfortunately such metric equiva-
lence is almost impossible to demonstrate, and there is one major reason 
why it should not be assumed: the existence of response sets that operate 
differently across cultures. Thus whatever questions are asked, respond-
ents from different cultures are likely to differ in the extent that they will 
agree with the question statement, provide socially desirable responses, 
or use extreme rating points. While such response sets tend to cancel out 
within a culture, they tend to confound cross-cultural comparisons of raw 
scores (see van de Vijver & Leung 1997). In addition, the statistical tests 
typically used to compare means assume that random sampling has been 
used, which is seldom possible in real-life classrooms. Moreover, when 
comparisons are made across cultures, the samples need to be repre-
sentative of students and teachers in these cultures. This is seldom 
achieved, and so such comparisons must therefore be treated with cau-
tion. 
 At an intermediate level of equivalence, if responses to the instru-
ment can be shown to be reliable and valid for each culture, then correla-
tions can be compared between the constructs measured and other varia-
bles within each culture. For example, a comparison can be made of the 
correlations between scores on the LPQ Deep Strategy scale and academic 
achievement of like students in the Philippines and Australia. Such cor-
relations allow comparison of the relationships between approaches to 
learning and other important psychological and educational variables 
across different cultures. The technique further allows testing of the va-
lidity of a number of Western theoretical propositions in non-Western 
cultures. Work in this arena by the first author led to a series of papers 
and to a long-term research programme labelled ‘cross-cultural meta- 
analyses’ (e.g. Watkins 1998; 2001). 
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Comparing Correlates of Learning Strategies 
The first stage in this research programme established that the concepts 
involved were relevant for different cultures, and that the instruments 
used were reliable and valid for use with respondents from these cultures. 
This required attention to conceptual equivalence, reliability, within- 
construct validity, and a number of other matters. 
 
Conceptual equivalence 
The notions of conceptual equivalence are closely related to ‘etic’ and 
‘emic’ approaches to research (Berry 1989). The etic approach seeks to 
compare cultures on what are thought to be universal categories. In con-
trast, the emic approach uses only concepts that emerge from within a 
particular culture. It is associated with the traditions of anthropology, but 
also more recently those of indigenous psychology (Kim & Berry 1993). 
Triandis (1972) pointed to the dangers of ‘pseudo-etic’ research, which 
involves the imposition of the concepts of one culture upon another as if 
they were universal without any prior research into the veracity of this 
assumption. 

Psychologists claim that they can identify problems with conceptual 
equivalence by comparing the distribution of responses to a questionnaire 
by respondents from different cultures (van de Vijver & Leung 1997). The 
methods of item-bias analysis that they advocate can indeed highlight 
problems with the wording of different items. However, this approach 
missed the central question: Are the concepts equivalent? 

It seems clear that assessment of the conceptual equivalence of the 
constructs underlying learning instruments such as the SPQ require 
qualitative analysis, such as phenomenography. Studies in non-Western 
cultures have been conducted with non-Western students in Mainland 
China, Hong Kong, Japan, Malaysia, Nepal and Nigeria, and at the Uni-
versity of the South Pacific. 
 To illustrate, several studies support the proposition that the con-
cepts underlying the theorising of Biggs and Entwistle are relevant to 
Nigerian students. An ethnographic study based on 120 hours of obser-
vations in primary schools in Lagos found that Nigerian pupils were 
trained to believe that getting the right answer by any means, even 
cheating, was the essence of learning (Omokhodion 1989). Neither the 
teachers nor the pupils considered that the processes of understanding 
the problem and of obtaining the solution were important. Omokhodion 
concluded that a superficial, surface approach to learning was encour-
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aged. Further evidence came from a study in which 250 Nigerian univer-
sity students responded to the question “What strategies do you use to 
study?” (Ehindero 1990). Content analysis revealed three main themes: 
diligence, building up understanding, and memorising content material 
without understanding. These themes appeared to correspond to the no-
tions of achieving, deep, and surface approaches to learning. 
 Qualitative investigations of the learning approaches and concep-
tions of Chinese learners in Hong Kong and China (e.g. Kember & Gow 
1991; Marton et al. 1996; Dahlin & Watkins 2000) have partially supported 
the conceptual validity of the constructs of deep and surface approaches 
for Chinese students. However, all of these studies have concluded that 
Chinese students tend to view memorisation as relevant to both ap-
proaches, whereas Western students are more likely to view memorisa-
tion as characteristic of a surface approach. Research in Nepal (Watkins & 
Regmi 1992, 1995) found that while deep and surface approaches were 
relevant for the sampled Nepalese students, the concept of learning as 
character development emerged at a lower cognitive level than in West-
ern studies. Thus while the constructs of deep and surface approaches to 
learning are relevant to non-Western cultures, culturally specific aspects 
must also be considered. 
 
Reliability 
The responses to any measuring instrument must be assessed for reliabil-
ity in the culture in which it is to be used. There is fairly strong support 
for the reliability of responses of the SPQ, LPQ, and ASI in a range of 
cultures. Watkins (2001) obtained coefficient alphas for responses to the 
SPQ scales by 14 independent samples of 6,500 university students from 
10 countries generally exceeding .50. This magnitude is widely considered 
acceptable for a research instrument used for group comparisons, but 
well below the level required for important academic decisions about an 
individual student (Nunnally 1978). Not surprisingly, the reliability es-
timates were slightly higher for Australian students for whom these in-
struments were originally developed. They were particularly low for the 
Nepalese for whom the concepts may not have been as relevant and 
whose level of English competence was relatively low. 
 
Within-construct validity 
The within-construct validity of the LPQ and SPQ has been demonstrated 
by comparing the results of internal factor analysis of responses to the 
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LPQ and SPQ scales for different cultures both with each other and with 
the theoretical model expected. Thus, confirmatory factor analysis of re-
sponses to the LPQ, which shares the same underlying motive/strategy 
model as the SPQ, by 10 samples of school students from six different 
countries confirmed the two basic factors of deep and surface approach 
(Wong et al. 1996). A review of the factor analytic studies by Richardson 
(1994) also supported the cross-cultural validity of the ASI as a measure of 
deep and surface approaches. 
 
The cross-cultural meta-analysis 
Cross-cultural meta-analysis employs quantitative synthesis methods in 
the meta-analytic tradition (Glass et al. 1981; Rosenthal & DiMatteo 2001) 
to test the cross-cultural relevance of variables proposed in learning the-
ory to be significantly correlated with surface, deep, and achieving ap-
proaches to learning. According to Biggs (1987), how a student learns 
depends on presage factors related to both the person and the learning 
environment. In particular, the following relationships have been exam-
ined from a cross-cultural perspective:  

 Correlates with academic grades. Students’ approaches to learning 
are expected to influence their academic performance. In partic-
ular, it is predicted that in any culture use of a surface approach is 
negatively correlated with academic achievement, and use of 
deep and achieving approaches is positively correlated with 
grades (Biggs 1987; Schmeck 1988). However, an assumption 
underlying these predictions is that higher quality learning out-
comes are rewarded by the assessment system, which often is not 
the case. 

 Correlates with self-concept and locus of control. Students who are 
more self-confident, particularly about their academic abilities, 
and who accept greater responsibility for their own learning 
outcomes, are more likely to adopt deeper, more achieving ap-
proaches to learning. These approaches require them to rely more 
on their own understanding of the course materials, rather than to 
rely greatly on the teacher and textbook (Biggs 1987; Schmeck 
1988). 

The first stage of any meta-analysis is to select the studies to be quantita-
tively synthesised. A decision to be made at this stage is whether only 
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studies satisfying some predetermined quality criteria should be included. 
A further decision, of course, is what the criteria should be. 

Watkins conducted a cross-cultural meta-analysis using formal 
searches of established CD-ROM databases and informal searches of the 
extensive journal collection in the library of the University of Hong Kong. 
He also sought relevant published and unpublished material at interna-
tional conferences, and sent letter and e-mail appeals to established re-
searchers in the area. All studies which reported correlates of at least one 
approach to learning and measures of self-esteem, locus of control, and/or 
academic achievement (or where it was possible statistically to estimate 
such correlations from the data provided) were included in the meta- 
analysis, provided responses to the scales showed a reasonable level of 
internal consistency (alphas of at least .50) for the culture being studied. 
These criteria led to four studies being discarded. 

An issue in this type of meta-analysis is whether scales from differ-
ent instruments are really measuring the same variables and thus can be 
combined. In this meta-analysis a number of different learning process 
instruments were assumed to be assessing a student’s approach to learn-
ing as their test constructors claimed. In addition, different measures of 
self-esteem, locus of control, and academic achievement (measured by 
school tests, grade point average, standardised achievement tests, etc.) 
were assumed to be measuring the same variable. 

Once all the studies to be included had been identified and the rel-
evant correlations obtained, average correlations were calculated. A major 
aim of meta-analysis is not just to obtain an overall estimate of the 
strength of a relationship, but, more importantly, to find out if the rela-
tionship varies according to the characteristics of the sample. Thus, it was 
hoped that the analysis would provide insight into the nature of the rela-
tionship. The study sought to find out whether the relationships between 
approaches to learning and the other variables of interest varied between 
Western and non-Western samples and at school and university levels. 

The average Pearson correlation coefficients between approaches to 
learning and academic achievement, self-esteem, and internal locus of 
control, respectively, are shown in Table 13.1. Separate analyses were 
carried out for school and university students and different measures of 
the variables concerned. 

 Approaches to learning and academic achievement. The average cor-
relations based on data from 28,053 respondents (55 independent 
samples from 15 countries) were -.11, .16, and .18 with surface, 
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deep and achieving approaches respectively. The average corre-
lation coefficients appeared to be somewhat higher (particularly 
at school level) for Western samples. While the relatively low 
correlations between approaches to learning and academic 
achievement were disappointing, this was not unexpected be-
cause school and university grades often reward superficial 
learning outcomes. The relationship between deeper approaches 
to learning and higher quality learning outcomes has been shown 
to be much stronger (Watkins & Biggs 1996). 

 
Table 13.1: Average Correlations between Learning Approach Scales and Aca-
demic Achievement, Self-Esteem and Locus of Control 

 
Groups 

Sample 
Size 

Surface 
Approach 

Deep 
Approach 

Achieving 
Approach 

Academic Achievement     
Western  11,023 -.13 .18 .21 
Non-Western  17,030 -.10 .14 .16 
Total  28,053 -.11 .16 .18 

Self-Esteem     

Western  5,478 -.03 .33 .30 
Non-Western  3,232 -.08 .27 .25 
Total  8,710 -.05 .30 .28 

Locus of Control     

Western  4,339 -.15 .10 .15 
Non-Western  8,673 -.22 .09 .11 
Total  13,012 -.20 .09 .12 

Source: Adapted from Watkins (2001). 
 

 Approaches to learning and self-esteem. The average correlations 
based on data from 8,710 respondents (involving 28 independent 
samples in 15 countries) were -.05, .30, and .28 with surface, deep, 
and achieving approaches respectively. The average correlations 
with deep and achieving approaches exceeded .25 for all sub- 
samples, but were particularly strong (.33) for Western university 
students with deep approaches. 

 Approaches to learning and internal locus of control. The average cor-
relations based on data from 13,012 respondents (involving 27 in-
dependent samples in 11 countries) were -.20, .09, and .12 with 
surface, deep and achieving approaches respectively. Further analy-
sis showed that the negative correlations with surface approaches 
were larger than those with the other approaches for non-Western 
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and Western school samples. However, at the university level cor-
relations with both deep and achieving approaches were much 
higher for Western samples. 

In summary, this cross-cultural meta-analysis showed that the correlates of 
approaches to learning and academic achievement, self-esteem, and locus 
of control were similar across a range of Western and non-Western schools 
and universities, and also across a range of measuring instruments. The 
findings support the cross-cultural validity of Western theorising in this 
area, and suggest that Western interventions designed to improve the 
quality of learning strategies based on such theorising may also be appro-
priate for non-Western students. 
 
 
The Paradox of the Asian Learner 
The value of qualitative methods for interpreting comparisons of student 
learning across cultures may be illustrated by research into the so-called 
‘paradox of the Asian learner’. This paradox starts with a seemingly sim-
ple syllogism: 

1. Asian students use rote learning more than Western students. 
2. Rote learning leads to poor learning outcomes. 
3. Therefore, Asian students have poorer learning outcomes than 

Western students. 

The problem is that international comparisons of educational per-
formance show that the reverse is true: e.g. students from Singapore, Ja-
pan, Taiwan and Hong Kong consistently outperform students from al-
most all other countries participating in the Trends in Mathematics and 
Science Study (TIMSS) and Programme for International Student As-
sessment (PISA) (Mullis et al. 2008; OECD 2010; Martin et al. 2012). Such 
results have been remarkably stable despite curriculum reforms that have 
attempted to ‘Westernise’ education. Results for these education systems 
in the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) also are 
above the international average (Mullis et al. 2012). It seems that the con-
clusion of the above syllogism is incorrect, and so must be at least one of 
the premises. 
 The evidence for the claim about rote learning comes from reports of 
examiners and teachers of such students in Asian as well as Western 
countries. For example, examiners in various subjects at the main public 
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examinations in Hong Kong often complain about the model answers 
given by candidates – in some cases hundreds of students from the same 
school giving the same long answer. Western university lecturers have 
also commented that students prefer rote learning and are disinclined to 
question readings or the lecturer.  

As Biggs (1996) argued, such observations often reveal what he 
called ‘Western misperceptions of Confucian learning culture’ (p.45), and 
are not consistent with findings from qualitative studies. For example, the 
TIMSS Video Study, which analyzed Grade 8 mathematics lessons in the 
United States, Germany and Japan (Stigler & Hiebert 1999), showed that 
teaching in Japanese schools is not generally oriented toward rote learn-
ing. Japanese mathematics lessons tended to begin with a brief review of 
the previous lesson, and then had students solve challenging problems  
first individually and then in small groups  and present their solutions to 
the class; at the end of lessons teachers summarised the main points. 
Japanese lessons were more likely to contain high-level mathematical 
content, and had more seatwork that involved thinking and invention. 
However, there also were deviations from these patterns, and Japanese 
lessons dealt with some content via lectures and asking students to 
commit content to memory. Stigler and Hiebert noted that these different 
approaches often co-existed in the same lesson (p.49). A study of the 
teaching of Pythagoras’ theorem involving Grade 8 students in Shanghai, 
Hong Kong and the Czech Republic (Huang & Leung 2002) found that the 
Shanghai teacher provided the most challenging problems: students not 
only made conjectures based on drawings and calculating, but also ex-
plored multiple mathematical proofs of the theorem. The students were 
“quite involved in the process of learning such as putting up and pre-
senting diagrams and explaining their understanding” (p.276). We have 
observed similar lessons in Hong Kong (van Aalst 2010).  

Further, as Wong (2004) has observed, Chinese learners tend first to 
commit new information to memory, then to understand and apply it, 
and only then question and modify it. And Li’s (2009) studies of the be-
liefs about learning of American and Chinese university students identi-
fied the following positive affects in Chinese learners: commitment to 
learning, thirst for learning, respect for teachers and knowledge, and 
humility. Learning “aims at breadth and depth of knowledge, its applica-
tion to real-life situations, and the unity of one’s knowledge and moral 
character” (Li 2009, p.61). ‘Respect’ does not mean that students uncriti-
cally accept what the teacher says but that they are receptive and sincere 
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toward the teacher, and students remain ‘humble’ after learning to stay 
alert to complacency and then continue their journey of self-perfection. In 
a study that compared peer interaction in Australian and Taiwanese 
middle-school science classrooms, Wallace and Chou (2001) found that 
Taiwanese students talked, during interviews, about their peers as 
sources of help for learning, while Australian students “seemed more 
interested in the importance of relationships for their own sake” (p.704). 
These authors further observed that when students in Taiwanese classes 
worked in groups, they remained focused on the learning task and leaned 
their bodies toward each other to maximise eye contact  a state of cogni-
tive engagement. Finally, in comparison studies involving the LPQ and 
SPQ questionnaires, Australian students self-reported the use of surface 
learning strategies more often than Asian students from Hong Kong, 
Malaysia, and Nepal (Kember & Gow 1991; Watkins et al. 1991). 

The aforementioned findings do, in our opinion, debunk the 
Western misperceptions of the learning behaviours of Asian students that 
led to the first premise. However, it is unclear whether Confucian-      
heritage beliefs about learning will endure in the face of continuing ex-
posure to Western values. Chan and Rao (2009), re-examining the notion 
of a distinctly Asian learner, argued that it is more accurate to refer to 
contexts in which Confucian values are important, and that these contexts 
are changing in response to global developments. 

The affects identified by Li (2009), such as the extent of commitment 
to learning and desire to learn, are likely to be important factors in ex-
plaining the positive results of East Asian learners on international com-
parisons of achievement. However, Asian learners do memorise, and a 
culturally sensitive understanding of the relationship between memori-
sation and understanding also seems necessary for resolving the paradox. 

While Western education has in the past depended on rote learning, 
Western educators today reject such learning. In doing so, many have 
failed to draw a distinction between rote learning, i.e. memorising 
“without thought or understanding” (Oxford English Dictionary), and re-
petitive learning, i.e. learning in order to enhance future recall alongside 
understanding. Memorising without understanding undoubtedly leads to 
very limited learning outcomes, but many Western teachers mistakenly 
assume that when Chinese students memorise, they are rote learning at 
the expense of understanding. In fact, Chinese students frequently learn 
repetitively, both to ensure retention and to enhance understanding. On 
the basis of in-depth interviews with teachers and students in Hong Kong 
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and China, it has become clear first that many teachers and better stu-
dents do not see memorising and understanding as separate but rather as 
interlocking processes, and second that high quality learning outcomes 
usually require both processes as complements to each other (Marton et al. 
1996; Marton et al. 1997). This is purportedly the solution to the paradox. 
Students in Confucian-heritage cultures are correctly observed as making 
great use of memorisation, but they are not necessarily rote learning, as 
their Western teachers have supposed. Many such students actually de-
velop understanding through the process of memorisation, and so can 
perform well academically. 

Dahlin and Watkins (2000) investigated this possibility empirically. 
Through in-depth interviews with students attending international 
schools and public secondary schools, they showed that students in China, 
unlike their Western counterparts, used repetition for two different pur-
poses. On the one hand it was associated with creating a ‘deep impres-
sion’, and thence with memorisation; but on the other hand it was used to 
deepen or develop understanding by discovering new meaning. The 
Western students on the other hand tended to use repetition only to check 
that they had really remembered something. This finding was consistent 
with another cross-cultural difference identified by Dahlin and Watkins 
(2000). Whereas Western students see understanding as usually a process 
of sudden insight, Chinese students typically think of understanding as a 
long process that requires sustained mental effort. 
 
 
Conceptions of Teaching: A Chinese Perspective 
In their earlier research, Watkins and Biggs (1996) focused on Chinese 
students, but also recognised that Chinese teachers must be doing some-
thing right to help bring about learning outcomes that are frequently su-
perior to those in Western schools. It did not take long to realise that the 
relationship between teacher and student is fundamental to understand-
ing the role of the teacher in Chinese classrooms. According to Chinese 
tradition, the relationship between teachers and students is akin to that of 
parents and their children. This is an area where Western observers often 
see only part of the picture. Thus, the comment by Ginsberg (1992, p.6) 
that a lecturer in China is an authority figure, ‘a respected elder transmit-
ting to a subordinate junior’, certainly has a ring of truth. However, the 
typical method of teaching is often not simple transmission of superior 
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knowledge but utilises considerable interaction in a mutually accepting 
social context. 

Ho (2001) presented an important cross-cultural difference in per-
ceptions of what is involved in good teaching. She used a survey to 
compare Australian and Hong Kong secondary school teachers, and 
found that while the former saw their role as restricted primarily to in-
struction within the classroom, the latter saw their role as extending to the 
students’ domestic problems and behaviour outside the school.  

Further research confirmed the widespread conception that Chinese 
teachers should be of good character as well as concerned with the moral 
development of their students (Gao & Watkins 2001). A major aim of that 
study was to develop a model of conceptions of teaching appropriate for 
secondary school physics teachers in China’s Guangdong Province. After 
numerous in-depth interviews, classroom observations and a pilot quan-
titative survey, Gao and Watkins developed a model with five basic con-
ceptions (knowledge delivery, examination preparation, ability devel-
opment, attitude promotion, and conduct guidance). The first two of these 
were grouped into a higher order ‘moulding’ orientation which corre-
sponded fairly well with the ‘transmission’ dimension identified in 
Western research (e.g. Kember & Gow 1994). Gao and Watkins grouped 
the remaining three lower-level conceptions into a higher-order ‘culti-
vating’ orientation. This not only involved a concern with developing 
student understanding and higher quality learning outcomes, as in the 
‘facilitating’ dimension of Kember and Gow, but broadened it to focus on 
affective outcomes such as developing the student’s love of science and 
moral (not ideological) aspects such as their responsibilities to their fami-
lies and society as a whole. 

Cultural differences were further exposed by a study of British and 
Chinese secondary school students by Jin and Cortazzi (1998). In this 
study, which employed both survey and observational methods, British 
students characterised a good teacher as one who is able to arouse the 
students’ interest, explain clearly, use effective instructional methods, and 
organise a range of activities. These are very much the skills taught in 
typical Western teacher-education method courses. The Chinese students, 
by contrast, preferred the teacher to have deep knowledge, be able to 
answer questions, and be a good moral model. In terms of teacher-student 
relationships, the British students liked their teachers to be patient and 
sympathetic with students who had difficulty following the lesson, 
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whereas the Chinese students considered that their relationship with a 
good teacher should be friendly and warm well beyond the classroom. 

This perception of Chinese teachers as friendly and warm has been 
noted by a number of researchers and linked to the Confucian concept of 
ren ( ) (Jin & Cortazzi 1998; Gao & Watkins 2001), which translates as 
something like human-heartedness or love. Indeed, according to Jin and 
Cortazzi (1998), all education in Mainland China is based on Confucian 
principles even though the teachers and students are often unaware of it. 
These principles include that education is highly valued by society; 
learning involves reflection and application; hard work can compensate 
for lack of ability; the teacher is a model both of knowledge and morality; 
and learning is a moral duty and a responsibility to the family (see also 
Lee 1996; Li 2001). 

Another study in this area showed how quantitative and qualitative 
methods can be combined to provide a better understanding of how the 
good teacher is viewed in different cultural contexts (Watkins & Zhang 
2006). The great majority of their 128 respondents were Chinese students 
but studying either in regular Hong Kong Chinese secondary schools or 
American international secondary schools in Hong Kong. In the latter 
case most of the teachers were American, and the pupils studied in Eng-
lish using an American syllabus. Following the approach to research uti-
lised by Beishuizen et al. (2001), the students were first each asked to 
write a short essay about ‘The Good Teacher’. These essays were then 
content analysed, and the constructs utilised were identified. Each essay 
was then re-scored ‘0’ or ‘1’, depending on whether that essay used each 
of these constructs in turn. Thence dual scaling was used to identify di-
mensions of the good teacher used by these respondents. Two dimensions 
were easily identifiable. The first referred to characteristics such as keep-
ing promises, being responsible, and being honest, while the second re-
ferred to having deep knowledge, organising a variety of learning situa-
tions, and giving students freedom. Consistent with previous findings, 
the international school students scored much higher on the second di-
mension but lower on the first. Thus it seems that just contact with a 
Western educational context was sufficient for these Chinese students to 
view teaching from a more ‘Western’ perspective. 
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Conclusions 
This chapter has illustrated some methodological issues involved in 
comparing learning across cultures by describing some of our own and 
colleagues’ work. Much of the literature in this area uses the methods and 
theories of psychology. We have shown how, once educational psy-
chologists emerged from the laboratory and started using second-order 
research methods based on the perspective of actual students and teach-
ers, researchers were able to make real progress in understanding the 
processes of learning in Western classrooms. However, most of this work 
has used the individual students or teachers as the unit of analysis. Thus, 
like psychology in general, these methods are not so suitable for compar-
isons across cultures. 

In our opinion, comparisons of means from instruments designed to 
measure most, if not all, psychological constructs related to learning must 
be questioned due to problems of metric equivalence and sampling. For-
tunately, testing whether most theories and training programmes are 
appropriate in different cultures requires only comparisons of correla-
tions across cultures (see Table 13.1) or of means within cultures. Such 
analyses require less stringent tests of conceptual equivalence and the 
reliability and validity of the instrument(s) for respondents of each cul-
ture being studied.  

We have also shown how a qualitative approach (or a combination 
of quantitative and qualitative) can be adopted to explore the meaning of 
concepts such as learning across and within cultures (and thus of testing 
conceptual equivalence). Such in-depth research, in our view, is required 
if we are validly to compare the processes of learning across cultures. It 
may also be the best hope to provide the basis for developing training 
programmes suitable for improving the quality of learning outcomes in 
different cultures. 
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