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This study investigated Japanese university students’ perceptions of their own behavior in their English classes, and compared this with
what they think native-English-speaking teachers expect of them. Questionnaire items were taken from Sasaki (1996), which asked teachers
to rate students’ behaviors in terms of what they perceive their students doing and what they prefer their students to do. Results indicated
that, similar to Sasaki's teacher-perspectives, students perceive a gap between what they do in class and what they know they should be
doing. Students and teachers shared similar ratings in what teachers’ expectations are. These findings raise questions about the simplified
argument that cultural difference is to blame for the difference between teacher and student expectations.
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Background

Qualifying the culture gap

n English courses taught by native English speakers in Japanese universities, teacher frustrations in

classroom management often become attributed to cultural differences between students and teachers

(Cogan, 1995; Greene & Hunter, 1993; Sasaki, 1996). To investigate this, Sasaki asked native English-
speaking teachers to rate their perceptions and preferences of the behavior of their Japanese students. She
identified a gap between what teachers prefer and what teachers observe their students doing in class, and
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concluded that this represented a culture gap between
Japanese students and foreign teachers. She advised that,
to fill this gap, both teachers and students need to take
responsibility for understanding each other’s culture.

Similar studies also advise teachers and students to
become “acculturated” with each other (see Cogan, 1995;
Greene & Hunter, 1993). Greene and Hunter suggested
teachers compare their own beliefs with that of their
students. To exemplify this, they presented a list of
conflicting beliefs and behaviors, such as students’ and
teachers’ conceptions about listening to the instructor, sitting
near the front of class, participating in cooperative learning
tasks, and speaking aloud. Cogan proposed language
programs deal with acculturation by including a course
specifically addressing cultural differences.

However, presenting examples of cultural differences as
the base material for learning about culture may propagate an
us-versus-them mentality (Guest, 2002). Another argument,
by Susser (1998), is that presenting such differences without
considering variation within a culture and among several
cultures promotes stereotyping. In other words, Japanese
culture and foreign culture become essentialized when we
teach learners what it means to behave in a foreign way or in
a Japanese way. This is not to say that learners and teachers
should not be more aware of the expected behaviors in a
cultural setting. There is, rather, a need for a more specific
description of the incongruence between teacher and student
perceptions of classroom behavior—without laying the
blame for any incongruence on the difference between one
national cultural identity and an outside cultural identity.

One thing to consider is that what students accept as
normal behavior reflects what they have grown accustomed
to in prior classroom situations (Helgesen, 1993). It follows
that foreign teachers seeking better classroom management
will be more successful when they understand the prior
learning contexts of students (Dogancay-Aktuna, 2005).
From a sociocultural perspective, a student may arrive in
a new class with an old situation definition. The teacher’s
task is to bring about intersubjectivity among the group
by introducing a new situation definition that teachers and
students can share (Wertsch, 1979). Everyone is on the same
page, so to speak. This common understanding is somewhere
between where the instructor wants learners to be and where
learners are coming from, and is a necessary condition for
learning to occur (Wertsch). For a teacher to establish this
intersubjectivity, they need some understanding of where
learners are in their assumptions.

Looking at language instruction in secondary school
may provide some insight into these assumptions. Two
researchers, Gorsuch (1999) and Sakui (2004), found that
most Japanese teachers in this context view communicative
language teaching (CLT) tasks differently than how foreign
teachers do. Teachers associated the label CLT with
relatively highly controlled activities such as memorization
(Gorsuch) and structure-oriented activities focusing on
correctness (Sakui). In response to meeting institutional
(rather than cultural, per se) demands, many teachers in
both studies attributed their teaching style to the need for
preparing students for university entrance exams.

Yet, once students do arrive in university they may
continue to experience these controlled and structured
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activities with their Japanese teachers. Shimizu (1995)
provides data suggesting that university students perceive
English classes taught by their Japanese teachers as boring,
formal, and lifeless, while they view classes taught by
foreigners as interesting, fun, and cheerful, and that this may
be explained by the differences in the way these teachers
conduct their classes. On the surface this distinction appears
to be attributed to teachers’ cultural differences; however,
Shimizu brings up the point that Japanese teachers are often
assigned courses in reading, writing, and grammar—subjects
which students in her study found least interesting—whereas
foreign instructors often teach the less rigorous conversation
courses. In other words, factors besides culture, such as

the course’s content or skills focus, could easily play a

role in how students experience classroom expectations.

For foreign teachers having difficulty getting students to
behave in the way they expect, it would be more accurate to
consider students’ classroom experiences rather than focus
on assumed general cultural differences. One way to find
out what these experiences are, or at least what students’
perceptions of classroom expectations are, would be to ask
them.

In one study (Hadley & Hadley, 1996), 165 Japanese
university students were asked to list several attributes of a
good teacher, as they applied to any teacher whether they be
Japanese or non-Japanese. In accord with the sociocultural
perspective, responses related to the teachers’ openness
to relate to the students and where they are coming from.
The most frequently cited attributes characterized a good
teacher as open-minded, fair, dependable, knowledgeable
yet humble, and sensitive to students’ needs. Another salient

attribute was that good teachers told stories that students
could relate to. In other words, students value teachers that
establish intersubjectivity. Good teachers, in the students’
eyes, are aware of where their students are coming from
and how they can relate to them. Hadley and Hadley
looked at students’ perceptions of good teaching. Since
intersubjectivity involves mutual understanding, one may
also ask students what they think teachers expect of good
students. Conceptualizing classroom management in this
way would direct instruction toward teacher-student relations
rather than misdirecting instructional content to focus on
what teachers assume, often incorrectly (Susser, 1998),

are important cultural differences. With this information,
teachers would be better equipped to set up instructional
conditions which facilitate mutual understanding.

While difference in cultural values may indeed be a
mediating factor in teacher-student misunderstandings,
spotlighting broad cultural differences propagates
stereotypes. As an alternative, identifying student
assumptions and perceptions within the learning context
provides teachers with better information for how to bring
about intersubjectivity in their classroom. The purpose of
this study, therefore, is to find out whether students are aware
of particular teacher expectations, and whether students view
themselves as meeting these expectations or not.

What the students know

While Sasaki (1996) argued from her findings that there

is a culture gap between teachers and students, her study
considered only responses from teachers, and not students.
If students responded to a similar questionnaire and rated the
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preferred behaviors similarly to the way teachers did, there
would be little evidence that a cultural difference existed

in terms of understanding what is expected of students.
Similarly if student responses showed a similar gap between
perceived and preferred behavior, it would indicate students
were aware of teachers’ expectations, and that they knew
these expectations were not being met—a likely scenario in
any classroom.

Sasaki’s (1996) original questionnaire listed 25 behaviors,
such as “volunteer to answer teacher’s questions,” and
“avoid sitting in front rows,” and asked teachers to rate
each on (a) how frequently they perceived students doing
the behavior and (b) how frequently they preferred them
to do the behavior (totaling 50 items). She then compared
these ratings for each of the 25 behaviors, finding significant
difference in 23. Sasaki reported that the two prompts
lacking significance were ambiguous in their wording. One
purpose of the current study is to identify whether any broad
categories of behaviors can be identified from students’
responses to the same questionnaire (of 23 behaviors). If
items can be combined into groups of like behavior, results
will be more manageable and interpretable for teachers
looking to better understand the incongruity between what
students do and what we want them to do. With this, I ask
the following research questions:

1.  What categories of behavior can be established
based on the responses to items?

2. Based on these categories, do students’
perceptions about what they do and what is
preferred appear similar to those made by native
English teachers as reported in Sasaki (1996)?

3. For each category, do students rate their
perceptions of their behavior differently from
what they think teachers expect of them?

Method
Participants

Questionnaires were given to over 20 intact English classes
of first- and second-year university students by their
instructors. The total number of questionnaires received
was 627 from four universities in four cities throughout

the Tokaido district of Japan. Participants from one
university were eliminated because of the small number of
questionnaires received from that university (n = 33), leaving
three universities—all with 122 or more participants. Two
of these universities were private institutions with students
majoring in subjects related to international relations and
business at one (» = 310), and engineering and graphic
design (n = 122) at the other. The third university (n = 162)
had recently changed from being public to private, and
majored in medical science. First- and second-year English
courses were compulsory at all three universities.

Eliminations were made on several criteria. Respondents
whose first language (L1) was not Japanese or who had
lived abroad for six months or more after the age of three
(who may have had foreign classroom experiences) were
eliminated (n = 66). Questionnaires with incomplete data of
10% or more, or with uniform answers on at least 23 items
(50% of the 23 pairs of a) what students do and b) what
teachers prefer) were eliminated as were those not including
age (n = 73). Third- and fourth-year students were also
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eliminated (» = 5) (in order to limit the sample to a group
that does not vary by age or year in school). Finally, 102
participants from the two larger-sampled universities were
randomly selected, making the total N = 306.

Ages ranged from 18 to 22, with 31% female (n = 99)
and 68% male (n = 207) respondents. Missing items in
questionnaires were replaced with the mean. This amounted
to 20 mean-replaced items (0.13%) among 7 participants
(2.28%).

Materials

Replicating Sasaki’s (1996) questionnaire, a list of 23
behaviors was presented to students who were asked to rate
the frequency which they (a) perceive (perc) themselves
doing the behavior and (b) believe the teacher prefers (pref)
this behavior. The perc and pref ratings for each prompt
were recorded on five-point Likert scales (one = never; five
= always). An optional unguided open-ended question at the
end asked for any additional comments, which if they were
in Japanese, were translated into English. The total number
of items was 47. The questionnaire is in the Appendix.

The questionnaire was translated into Japanese and
checked sequentially by four other bilingual Japanese-
English speakers. Efforts were made to retain similarity to
Sasaki’s items, but avoid leading questions. After several
revisions and a final back translation the questionnaire was
piloted with a group of students (n = 9). Participants said that
the questionnaire made sense and that they understood all of
the items.

Before testing for reliability, ratings on negatively worded
prompts (items 5, 9, 15, 16, and 21) were flipped to positive.
Cronbach alpha showed .85 reliability for the perc items,
.86 for the pref, and .88 for the perc and pref together. These
reliability estimates indicated at least 85% consistency in
the questionnaire responses, and provided the rationale for
statistical analysis.

Results
Descriptive statistics

For all items, the participants rated the perceived behavior
lower than the preferred behavior (Table 1).

Reduction of data

Factor analyses were run on each of the two sets of data: the
perceived behavior items and the preferred behavior items.
To determine the number of factors to extract, principal
components analysis was run, using Varimax rotation,
resulting in five components loading with eigen values higher
than one. Analyses of the scree plots, however, revealed an
angle at the third component for both. In the subsequent alpha
factor analysis, using Varimax rotation, complex loadings

of more than 0.333 or those which were not shared between
the perceived and preferred ratings were eliminated (14 pairs
of items). A second factor analysis confirmed the remaining
categories of pairs of items (Table 2).
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Table 1. Student ratings on perceived and preferred behaviors

Behavior Perceived (a) Preferred (b)

M (S) Skew | Kurt M (S) Skew | Kurt
1 Volunteer to answer the teacher’s questions 2.37 1 (0.99) | 0.50 | -0.07 4.30 | (0.75) | -0.64 | -0.61
2 Readily volunteer to share opinions 2.34 1 (0.99) | 0.52 |-0.13 4.27 | (0.78) | -0.72 | -0.33
3 Seck clarification from the teacher 249 | (1.00) | 0.19 | -0.48 4.17 | (0.85) | -0.72 | -0.12
4 Verbally indicate not understanding 242 | (1.06) | 0.29 |-0.75 434 | (0.76) | -0.79 | -0.35
5 (Not) wait to be called on before speaking 255 (1.12) | 0.20 | -0.82 3.38 | (1.28) | -0.39 | -0.80
6 Listen quietly when the teacher speaks 420 | (0.89) | -0.93 0.35 4.65 | (0.66) | -1.81 2.32
7 Listen quietly to classmates 4.09 | (0.83) | -0.66 0.05 4.62 | (0.65) | -1.54 1.34
8 Do assigned homework 3.90 | (0.98) | -0.48 | -0.71 4.80 | (0.53) | -2.91 8.53
9 (Not) be over 15 minutes tardy 4.45 | (0.87) | -1.50 1.19 4.80 | (0.73) | -4.14 | 17.06
10 Speak audibly in English 3.11 | (1.01) | 0.17 | -0.56 4.58 | (0.72) | -2.01 4.66
11 Respond to the teacher without consulting others first 2.68 | (0.94) | 0.08 | -0.46 3.71 | (1.02) | -0.59 0.22
12 Take risks, be unafraid to make mistakes 2.66 | (1.03) | 036 |-0.39 4.44 | (0.80) | -1.58 2.85
13 Try to use English as much as possible 2.87 | (1.06) | 0.19 | -0.48 4.64 | (0.62) | -1.59 1.69
14 Ask the teacher for help 275 | (1.01) | 0.15 | -0.40 3.39 | (1.01) | -0.31 | -0.26
15 (Not) avoid sitting in front rows 331 (1.28) | -0.35 | -0.85 397 | (1.06) | -0.67 | -0.38
16 (Not) resist working with students other than friends 348 | (1.12) | -0.24 | -0.72 4.10 | (0.99) | -0.88 0.14
17 Respond to the teacher spontaneously 2.58 | (1.00) | 0.23 | -045 4.39 | (0.78) | -1.09 0.68
18 Be relaxed when the teacher monitors 340 | (1.08) | -0.10 | -0.61 398 | (0.97) | -0.51 -0.48
19 Show nonverbal signs of not understanding 3.15 | (1.17) | -0.14 | -0.68 3.75 | (1.00) | -0.51 -0.03
20 Make needs in the classroom clear 242 | (097) | 040 |-0.25 422 | (0.79) | -0.72 0.07
21 (Not) rely more on classmates for instruction than the teacher 3.10 | (1.02) | -0.01 | -0.28 3.71 | (0.93) | -0.29 | -0.20
22 Initiate interaction with the teacher in English 2.54 | (1.06) | 0.45 |-0.31 435 | (0.78) | -0.90 0.12
23 Extend in-class practice activity 2.38 | (1.03) | 0.51 |-0.19 424 | (0.91) | -1.12 0.95

Note. N =306. Low =2 for items 9a, 1b, 2b, 4b, 6b, 7b, 8b, 13b; all others = 1. High for all = 5.
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Table 2. Factor loadings of perceived and preferred ratings
Perc loadings Pref loadings
ftem 1 2 3 i 1 2 3 h*
Volunteer to answer teacher’s Qs 0.68 | -0.04 0.08 0.47 0.71 0.15 0.16 0.55
Readily volunteer to exchange opinions 0.83 | -0.02 0.05 0.69 0.82 0.21 0.09 0.72
Ask for clarification from teacher 0.72 | 0.05 0.02 0.53 0.57 0.17 0.12 0.37
Verbally indicate not understanding 0.67 | -0.01 0.27 0.53 0.61 0.12 0.13 0.40
Listen quietly when teacher speaks -0.07 | 091 -0.01 0.83 0.20 0.79 0.23 0.72
Listen quietly when classmates speak -0.06 0.84 -0.01 0.71 0.16 0.88 0.06 0.80
Do assigned homework 0.10 | 0.41 0.20 0.22 0.27 0.49 0.19 0.35
Avoid sitting in front (flipped) 0.23 | 0.04 0.37 0.19 0.13 0.12 0.49 0.27
Rely more on classmates for instruction than the teacher (flipped) | -0.01 0.05 0.49 0.25 0.09 0.09 0.51 0.27
% Variance 24.38 | 18.87 570 | 48.95 33.45 9.99 6.12 | 49.56

Table 3. Categories of perc and pref factor loadings

Factor Items Description
1 1,2,3,4 Proactive participation
2 6,7,8 Passive participation
3 15,21 Peer reliance and teacher propinquity

The combined item scores in the categories constituted
the new subscales (Table 3). Means for these subscales are
reported in Table 4 along with teachers’ combined means
of the same items from Sasaki (1996). Without sufficient
teacher data (Sasaki did not report variance), I could not test
for statistical significance of these differences.

Looking at the sample means, however, we can see that for
two out of the three preferred behaviors, teacher-student
means appeared to be quite similar, while the means in the
perceived behavior appeared to slightly differ.

Comparing student perc and pref ratings

To calculate the difference in means, paired t-tests were

run (two-tailed, alpha = 0.05). Levene’s test confirmed

the homogeneity of variance assumption was met for the
three pairs, proactive participation (p = 0.14), passive
participation (p = 0.49), and peer-reliance & teacher-
propinquity (p = 0.26). Independence of the observers can be
assumed because participants were directed to report about
themselves and random sampling was applied. Normality
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Table 4. Teacher” and student ratings of perceived behavior

Proactive participation Passive participation Peer reliance & teacher propinquity
Teacher ratings (M) 2.19 3.56 2.55
Student ratings (M) 2.40 4.06 3.21
S (0.81) (0.72) (0.89)
(skew, kurtosis) (0.21,-0.23) (-0.65, 0.24) (-0.35,-0.24)
(low, high) (1.00, 5.00) (1.00, 5.00) (1.00, 5.00)
difference (T-S) -0.21 -0.50 -0.66

*Note: Teacher means are derived from combined scores in Sasaki (1996), weighted for n-size (range = 68 to 81). For students, n = 306.

Table 5. Teacher® and student ratings of preferred behavior

Proactive participation Passive participation Peer reliance & teacher propinquity
Teacher ratings (M) 4.58 4.69 3.87
Student ratings (M) 4.27 4.69 3.84
(S) (0.61) (0.52) (0.79)
(skew, kurtosis) (-0.57,-0.41) (-1.75,2.27) (-0.33,-0.33)
(low, high) (2.25,5.00) (3.00, 5.00) (1.00, 5.00)
difference (T-S) 0.31 0.00 0.03

* Note: Teacher means are derived from combined scores in Sasaki (1996), weighted for n-size (range = 68 to 81). For students, n = 306.
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was not achieved for passive participation, but the large V-
size may have made the test more robust to this violation.

Significant difference between the students’ perc and
pref ratings was found for all three categories. The largest
difference was in proactive participation, nearly reaching a
difference of two points when comparing the mean ratings
on their respective one-to-five scales.

Table 6. t-tests for student ratings of perceived and
preferred behaviors

Behavior Mean diff Std. df ¢

subscale (pref-perc) | Error p
I Proactive 1.87 0050 | 305 | 37.13* | <0.0001
participation

2. Passive 0.63 0.037 305 | 17.24* | <0.0001
participation

3. Peer

reliance 0.63 0.058 305 | 10.85* | <0.0001
& teacher

propinquity

Note: To adjust for Type I error rate, alpha set at p <.0167 with Bonferroni
adjustment.

Open responses

The last item on the questionnaire was answered by 26
participants (8.50%). Among the responses, some patterns
emerged providing insight into the quantitative data. At
least five of the responses related to the teacher dimension.
One student wrote “I’ve been becoming more interested

in English every time I attend the class. I hope you are the

teacher in our class next semester. It is easy to understand
you.” This student’s interest in English increased with the
teacher’s instruction. Several students simply thanked their
teacher. Another participant mentioned the teacher and the
anxiety he was experiencing: “So sorry, the teacher is very
helpful, but I get nervous” (translated), indicating that this
student’s anxiety was limiting his participation.

Another type of response related simultaneously to the
proactive and peer dimensions. One comment was, “It’s
annoying for students who are seriously studying English
that other students chat loudly with each other about things
that are not part of the class” (translated). This student was
clearly motivated and proactive, yet felt held back by his
peers. Another student related her interaction with peers to
her limited ability to express herself: “It’s difficult for me
to talk to people I don’t know, but slowly able to have a
conversation.” This student’s proactive effort was affected
by her relationships with classmates.

Two students mentioned that their university class
experience differed from their high school experience:
“The teaching method in this class was more clear and
understandable than my high school classes were”
(translated), and the other, “Compared to my high school, the
teacher’s method was difficult, but I am happy because we
have chance to speak a lot.” Both of these responses showed
a difference between high school and their current classes in
the way the teacher conducted the class.
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Discussion

The current study first set out to see if groups of items could
be identified based on student responses to the questionnaire.
While many items were lost in the process, three categories
did emerge: proactive participation, passive participation,
and peer reliance & teacher propinquity. The first two
categories had strong factor loadings and relatively strong
communalities (the /4 values represent the proportion of
variance explained by the three factors), suggesting that

the items in each category measure the same construct. The
third one was relatively weak, which can also be seen by the
somewhat unrelatedness of the two items. Reducing these
data into these three categories provided a more digestible
set for comparison with the teacher data from Sasaki (1996).

Sasaki (1996) claimed that since teachers view their
students’ behavior as not meeting the teacher’s expectations,
there is a culture gap between Japanese students and native
English teachers. The current study asked students the
same questions to see if they view the situation in a similar
way. While I was unable to statistically test differences
between students and teachers (because variance was not
available for teacher data), simply looking at the means of
the two provides some evidence that students and teachers
are really not that different after all. In terms of preferred
behavior, in fact, teachers and students were similar in their
ratings, with zero difference in how they rate expected
passive participation, a difference of 0.03 in how they rate
peer reliance & teacher propinquity, and a 0.31 difference
in their expectations for proactive participation behavior.
Again, significance was not tested to see if these are
different, however, the fact that both teachers and students

significantly rated the perceived behaviors lower than
preferred behaviors says that teachers and students are in
agreement about what students should be doing and the fact
that they are not doing it. I would argue that students in most
classroom contexts throughout the world are likely to follow
this same trend: that students do less than what is preferred
of them. What is needed is not culture-difference education,
but understanding on the part of the teachers about where
students are coming from (i.e., expectations they bring from
prior classes), and understanding on the part of students
about their particular teachers’ learning goals and the process
they expect learners to go through in reaching these goals.

The qualitative data, while limited to a very small set
of students who opted to answer the open-ended question,
may offer some insight into students’ worlds. Students seem
to view interactions among peers and with the teacher as
mediating factors in how they participate in class. Proactive
participation may relate to how well students get along with
classmates, for example. If this indeed is the case, teachers
might engage students in learning activities requiring peer
cooperation so that students relate to one another more
productively.

Suggestions for future research

Regarding future questionnaire instruments, developing new
items for the categories would result in a more sensitive
measurement, which may reveal areas in which students and
teachers differ. Additionally, questionnaires asking about the
minimum acceptance in behavior may shed more light on
differences in understanding between teachers and students. At
times, human nature may direct us to do as little as possible.
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Students surely have lives outside of class, and concerns of
the class may not be their top priority. Researchers interested
in classroom-culture comparisons may also see a value in
administering the same questionnaire in different classrooms
in the world, perhaps one among students in North America
or Australia and another in Japan. Also, to provide clear
evidence of any difference between teacher and student
understandings of behavior, raw data should be collected from
both sets of participants so that statistical comparisons can be
thoroughly analyzed. Other types of data collection for better
understanding teacher and student beliefs and perceptions
include discourse analysis (see Barcelos, 2006) or case studies
(see Sakui & Gaies, 2000).

Conclusion

Studies such as this which investigate learners’ perceptions
of what is expected of them provide an alternative to the
assumption that teacher-student misunderstandings are
simply due to cultural incongruence. This is not to say that
culture does not play a part in how students are expected to
behave in class. There is, however, a risk of essentializing
Japanese students as sharing all the same characteristics;

as being, for example, unwilling to speak out and ask
questions in class. For the most part, students know what
foreign teachers expect of them, so the main issue is not a
matter of cultural misunderstanding. How learners initially
behave in class likely has to do more with their experiences
in prior learning contexts as well as how they get along
with their peers and the teacher. Teachers aiming to solve
classroom misunderstandings using this unit of analysis,
rather than a monolithic culture approach, will not only steer

clear of propagating stereotypes, but will likely focus on
ways to engage students based on their personal histories
and on getting students to engage with each other so as to
achieve mutual understanding and to set up the conditions
for learning activities which elicit student behavior
approximating teacher’s expectations.

George M. Harrison is a doctoral student in Educational
Psychology at the University of Hawaii at Manoa
<georgeha@hawaii.edu>. Prior to this, he was co-Director
of the English Language Program at Nihon University,
Mishima.
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