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CHAPTER 1 
 

Introduction and Research overview 
 
 
 
An example  
 
Samantha Burk, an American teacher from California, suddenly froze in an oddly quiet 
classroom. She had done nothing more than to hand some English exercise out to these 
Vietnamese students and ask them to work in groups. After a lot of encouragement, the 
students moved reluctantly into groups. A few hissed and growled because some girls did not 
want to sit together with the boys. Then, within just a few seconds, the whole class was in 
chaos with 54 students all running and calling for their best friends to make groups. When 
they had all settled down and the class was once again quiet, Samantha urged: “Come on! 
Let’s discuss the picnic that your group would like to have.” Only a few students started 
whispering softly, one eye on their group mates and one eye on Samantha. It was a long time 
before the first group was ready to reply, but by then, the class had come to an end. Samantha 
decided to make the discussion a written group assignment. The papers were submitted a 
week later. Everything was much better than expected. However, Samantha later found out 
that in two groups, the students paid money to one group member and this one did all of the 
work (Personal communication 2004).  
 
This example concerns an attempt to apply Cooperative Learning with Vietnamese students. 
As we may interpret from the example, Cooperative Learning offers both promises and 
problems. The following sections will discuss this method and its application in the context 
other than where it is developed.  
 
Background to the study 
 
Cooperative Learning: success and cautions 
 
Cooperative Learning (CL) is an educational method proposed and developed in response to 
traditional curriculum-driven education. In CL environments, students interact in purposely 
structured groups to support the learning of oneself and others in the same group.  
 
Modern CL began in the mid- 1960s. Its use is now an accepted, and often the preferred 
instructional method at all levels of education. In the US and many other countries in Europe, 
“it is difficult to find a text on instructional methods, a journal on teaching, or instructional 
guidelines that do not discuss CL” (Johnson, Johnson, & Smith 2007: 15). The research on 
cooperative effort has unusual breath, that is, it has focused on a wide variety of diverse  
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outcomes, not only in academic achievement, but also in studies of cognitive development, 
intrinsic motivation,  social diversity,  psychological pathology  and antisocial  behaviour (see 
reviews by Cohen 1994; Johnson, Johnson, & Stanne 2000). These reviews, synthesis studies 
and meta-analyses give an indication that CL seems to be one of the success stories of both 
education and psychology.  However, widespread change toward cooperation in education has 
not been attained worldwide. In Africa, South America and Asia, there is still a long way to 
go before cooperative practice is widely accepted and integrated in the classroom (Davidson 
1995). In these regions, the factor that contributes to a need to implement CL as well as other 
modern learning methods is the pressure to modernise education system, which is (in)directly 
the consequence of the impact of globalisation (Thomas 1997; Walker & Dimmock 2000, 
Woodrow 2007). The spatial and temporal constraints, which are strong features of 
globalisation are making educators more aware of international standards and other global 
comparison league tables of student achievement. It is not surprising that in an increasingly 
international world which is characterised by a “knowledge economy”, the relative success of 
national educational systems in terms of their production of “human capital”, has become an 
explicit concern of policy makers. Broadfoot (2001) points out that as a consequence:  
 

…There has been […] a growing tendency to “borrow” policies and practices that appear 
to be effective in achieving high educational standards. However, tempting as it is to 
borrow apparently successful practices from elsewhere, it is arguably very dangerous, for 
the success or otherwise of any given educational strategy depends not only on what 
teachers do but also, crucially, on what the students themselves bring to the learning 
encounter (p. 261).  

 
In the case of CL, cautions have been raised in the educational context other than where the 
method is developed. Thus Hertz-Lazarowitz and Zelniker (1995) report that Slavin’s CL 
structures applied in Israel gave complex and inconsistent findings which did not fully 
replicate the success these methods enjoyed in the US. With similar caution, in the study of 
Messier (2005), the author shows that the Chinese students in the traditional lecture-based 
learning condition obtained higher achievement scores than the students in the cooperative 
learning condition. Other features of CL such as peer assessment or heterogeneous group 
composition also raise questions as they appear to be problematic for Asian students 
(Divaharan & Atputhasamy 2002; Melles 2004). A case that is worth mentioning here is the 
application of CL in Japan. In the early 20th century, a Japanese scholar Oikawa (1912, 1915, 
cited in Sugie 1995) was taught personally by the leading representative of the progressive 
movement in US schooling – John Dewey. Back in Japan, Oikawa tried to theorise and 
implement a “Bundanshiki Doteki Kyoikuho” (Dynamic group Educational method). The 
application of this group learning method continued after Japan’s defeat in 1945 when the 
policies of the US Education Mission to Japan significantly influenced Japanese educational 
methods and contents with, among others, “Bundan Gakushu” (Group Learning) and Buzz 
Instruction, especially since 1956. However, despite the long tradition of CL and adjustment 
for almost a century, in the present circumstances of Japan models of CL are still not widely 
popular (Sugie 1995). There is even said to be a strong resistance to CL in Japan among both 
teachers and parents (Shwalb & Shwalb 1995).   
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Influential factors 
 
The dubiety and cautions raised in the aforementioned studies can be explained in several 
ways. First of all, quality of instruction and design can be held responsible for the less than 
expected result of CL. There is a difference between simply having students work in a group 
and structuring groups of students to work cooperatively. A group of students sitting at the 
same table doing their own work, but free to talk with each other as they work, is not 
structured to be a cooperative group. Perhaps, it could be called individual learning with 
talking. Second, as it is the case in many countries where it is meant for the education system 
to transform from traditional to more knowledge economy and “human capital”- driven 
paradigm, the pressure of reform and thus the pressure of applying modern innovative 
methods may exert influence in how teachers and educators perceive and practice CL. This 
pressure can either motivate them to overcome obstacles to explore CL’s effectiveness, or 
discourage them, given diverse difficulties that already burden their shoulder such as poorly 
equipped facilities, large class size, overloaded curriculum or low incomes.  
 
The third ground of explanation is the impact of culture. The discussion on how culture can be 
accounted for diverse forms of CL perception, application, and effectiveness was heated with 
a volume of International Journal of Educational Research [23(3) 1995]. In this volume, 
reports and discussion on the application of CL are presented from six countries and regions 
in the world: UK, Germany, Israel, Japan, South Africa, and Latin America. A recurring 
theme throughout the volume is that differences in culture are likely accountable for the issues 
raised in their studies. While we may agree with each other that the roots of CL are extant in 
all cultures since cooperation is essential to the functioning of human groups, we should 
acknowledge that different forms of CL are more likely to thrive in different cultures 
(Davidson 1995). Even in a rather western culture such as Israel, a big gap between CL as it is 
perceived and developed by US researchers and as it is perceived and practiced by Israeli 
teachers and students may exist. The wave of importation of CL in Israel began in the early 
1980s by the Center for Social Integration in junior high schools, based in Bar-Ilan 
University, which began its work under the assumption that the Israeli educational context is 
similar to that of the US and thus US methods were expected to be readily adapted to promote 
integration in Israeli junior high schools. Facing results which did not fully replicate the 
success in the US, researchers argue that CL methods developed in the US are inherently 
culture-bound and incompatible with Israeli cultural-educational values (Hertz-Lazarowitz & 
Zelniker 1995).  
 
We can also study the (in)compatibilities of CL in a cultural context other than the US by 
examining experiences of (western) expatriate lecturers with native students, as illustrated by 
the experience of Samantha Burk with her Vietnamese students at the outset of this chapter. 
The application of CL firstly hits the reluctance from students who seem to prefer to work 
alone, to not being asked or asking questions, to think that there is not much value in peer 
discussion (Tang & Williams 2000), to feel “embarrassed”, “nervous” or “ill” when being 
asked to discuss in group (Woodrow & Sham 2001). It is argued that in some cultures where 
CL is perceived as being costly or time consuming, probably due to the pressure of individual 
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success (Messier 2005) or exam-driven education system (Pong-Wing-Yan & Chow 2002), 
students may not see CL as an effective method to heighten their study achievement but rather 
as valuable learning time being lost (Sugie 1995). This is more likely to be the case with high 
achievers, when the group assignment is not graded, or when the learning together is merely 
because of the teacher’ instruction and not because students feel the need to do so (intrinsic 
motivation). It is probably that in the experience recalled by Samantha, students solved their 
problem by paying one group member to do the work so the rest could concentrate on the 
“real” learning that is marked. The learning culture of the students encounters the teaching 
culture where the expatriate lecturer comes from and they both experience mismatch in 
perception, methods and expectation.   
 
Weighing the three types of factors affecting the application of CL, one may draw a broad 
remark that whilst the constraints arising from lack of quality in instruction or the pressure 
from education reforms are probably temporary in nature, cultural factors can be rather 
permanent since they are norms and values deeply embedded in the cultural niche and 
everyday’s life pattern of teachers and students. Thus a challenge for educational leaders, 
according to Thomas (1997: 13), is to balance the changing demands put on learners and 
teachers as a consequence of globalisation, while being sensitive to the equally important task 
of addressing the need to value the cultural context of learners and teachers. This is the core 
value of “culturally appropriate pedagogy” which will be further discussed in the next section.    
 
Culturally Appropriate Pedagogy 
 
Thus, it is argued that CL is not value-free. And this, probably, counts for many other 
educational theories and practices.    
 
When we discuss education and culture, it is important to acknowledge that education, or more 
specifically “pedagogy”, is being increasingly seen not just as a science of instruction but as a 
culture or a set of cultures which reflect different contexts and different behaviours inside and 
outside classrooms (Broadfoot 2001; Thomas 1997). With this concept of pedagogy in mind, a 
small but growing number of researchers are calling for a pedagogy that is culturally 
appropriate. This pedagogy attempts to integrate the key elements of the educational policy 
and practice transfer while being sensitive and appropriate to the task of addressing the need to 
value the cultural context of learners and teachers (Ndura 2006; Punchi 2001; Sternberg 2007; 
Thomas 1997; Walker & Dimmock 2000; Watson 1994). It is argued that only with this 
pedagogy, educators may prepare future generations with knowledge, skills and attitudes that 
will enable them to cope with rapid change in the workplace, while at the same time, 
safeguard the cultural identities against the transcendental process of globalisation, the trend of 
neo-colonialism in education, and the increased influence of multi/bilateral organisations 
exerted in educational policies through national loans (Dale 2005; Dirlik 2005; Kwek 2003; 
Quist 2001; Resnik 2006; Tikly 2001, 2004). 
 
Acknowledging the pervasive impact and significance of culture in learning, in this study, 
culture is what we focus on. Guided by prior research which indicates that cooperative 
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practices in the classroom are more likely to gain acceptance when they are consonant with a 
culture’s values and practices related to cooperation, this study is dedicated to explore the 
impact of a specific culture on CL process and outcomes by means of experimental research. 
The particular cultural reference in the study is focused on Asian Confucian Heritage Cultures 
(Asian-CHC), which are the cultures historically under the influence of Confucianism: Viet 
Nam, China, Korea, Japan, Singapore, Hong Kong and Taiwan. While Asian-CHC 
delineation is utilised as a cultural frame for theoretical analysis and literature reference, the 
experiments were conducted in Viet Nam with participant samples drawn from upper 
secondary education level. In a nutshell, our general research question is: “What is the 
culturally appropriate Cooperative Learning in the context of Asian-Confucian Heritage 
Cultures with special reference given to Viet Nam?”   
 
Research overview 
 
In this section, we present short descriptions of each chapter with specific research questions. 
It is important to note that these research questions are formulated taking into account the 
overall vision and consistency of the whole study. While the chapters, presented in the form 
of separate articles, may take up the starting point from a different perspective, despite the 
diversity in angles of view, the objective of each article contributes consistently to the main 
research question. For example, chapter 4, as an individual publication, aims at warning 
against the danger of neo-colonialism in education using CL as a case study. However, as a 
book chapter in the sequence of this study, chapter 4 aims at contributing to the analysis of the 
mainstream CL application in Asian-CHC context. In this way, we hope to give readers 
opportunities to view the problem from different angles and perspectives in a multiple 
dimensioned arena (e.g. education policy, sociological and pragmatic studies; intercultural 
studies) rather than a linear exploration along one single pre-defined aisle. At the same time, 
we expect readers to be able to get hold of the idea when all the components of this study are 
unfolded.  
 
Chapter 1: Introduction and Research overview  
 
This chapter describes the research background and provides an overview of the research. 
 
Chapter 2: Addressing potential factors affecting the application of CL in the context of Viet 
Nam  
 
This chapter examines the factors affecting the application of CL in the context of Viet Nam. 
Using different datasets collected locally, triangulation reveals three types of factors: 
Institutional, Reform, and Cultural factor. While the first two factors may hinder the 
application of CL, and to a certain extent they can be rather temporary, the chapter points out 
that some aspects of the third factor, i.e. Vietnamese culture, are deeply embedded in 
everyday life interaction of Vietnamese students and hence can be permanent. The issues 
belonging to this cultural factor can be both banes and blessings, serving both to advance and 
to hinder progress towards cooperation in education. This finding indicates that research on 
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the impact of culture may (1) help to understand the cooperative behaviours of Vietnamese 
learners, and (2) develop a CL approach that benefits from both blessings that Vietnamese 
culture offers and a moderation of those banes and obstacles that Vietnamese culture can 
place in the way of any true progress towards a learner-centred approach to education.  
 

Research question: What are the potential factors affecting the application of Cooperative 
Learning in the context of Viet Nam? 

 
Chapter 3: Analysis of cultural impact according to Hofstede’s framework 
 
One indication from Chapter 2 is that culture exerts significant impact on how students and 
teachers perceive and practice CL. In this chapter, we conduct a theoretical analysis to further 
examine what aspect of culture specifically may influence CL and in what way. A widely 
used cultural framework − Hofstede’s typology (2003) − is employed to analyse the cultural 
impact of Asian-CHC in the application of CL. According to Hofstede, culture differs along 
five dimensions: Power distance, Individualism – Collectivism, Masculinity – Femininity, 
Uncertainty avoidance, and Short term – Long term time orientation. Along each of these five 
dimensions, the chapter compares two sets of norms and values: (1) the general 
characteristics/consequences of the mainstream CL and; (2) norms, values and practices 
associated with Asian-CHC. The results of this examination reveal six domains where cultural 
conflicts and mismatch are likely to happen when the mainstream CL approaches are applied 
in Asian-CHC context without rigorous adaptation to improve compatibility with the host 
culture: Teacher-Student dyad; Leadership preference; Face; Gender; Learning style; and 
Attitude towards time.   
 

Research question: Based on the analysis framework of Hofstede’s five cultural 
dimensions, what are the domains for consideration associated with the application of 
Cooperative Learning in the context of Asian Confucian Heritage Cultures?  

 
Chapter 4: Analysis of cultural impact according to Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner’s 
framework  
 
Together with the typology of Hofstede, the cultural analysis framework developed by 
Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1997) is a valuable alternative, widely known in 
intercultural studies. According to these authors, culture differs along seven dimensions: 
Universalism – Particularism, Individualism – Collectivism, Neutral – Emotional, Specific – 
Diffuse, Achievement – Ascription, Attitude to times, and Attitude to environment. For the 
purpose of enrichment and validation, Chapter 4 utilises this cultural framework with the first 
six dimensions to further examine specific cultural domains associated with the application of 
CL into the context of Asian-CHC. Analysis along these cultural dimensions added three 
domains where cultural conflicts and mismatch are likely to happen, with respect to the 
general characteristics/consequences of the mainstream models of CL and the norms, values 
and practices associated with Asian-CHC: Leadership trait; Reward allocation; and Group 
composition.  
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Research question: Based on the analysis framework of Trompenaars and Hampden-
Turner’s six cultural dimensions, what are the domains for consideration associated with 
the application of Cooperative Learning in the context of Asian Confucian Heritage 
Cultures?  

 
Chapter 5: Experiments leading to principle formulation  
 
This chapter takes three domains identified in previous chapters in focus: Leadership; Reward 
allocation; and Group composition. Each domain is described with related literature, followed 
by discussions and arguments leading to hypotheses. The experiments were conducted in 
Vietnamese secondary schools. Two experimental settings were formed by randomisation. 
Students in one setting received a series of lessons in which CL principles applied in three 
domains of focus are associated with the mainstream CL theories and practice. Students in the 
other setting received similar lessons but CL in these lessons were modified so as to be more 
culturally appropriate. Findings show that there is likely to be a discrepancy in how 
Vietnamese students and the mainstream CL researchers perceive (1) the impact of leadership, 
(2) the justification of reward allocation, and (3) the effectiveness of group composition based 
on affect-based trust and social shared identity. Further, students who received culturally 
modified inputs believed to have exerted greater effort in learning in comparison with 
students who did not. Based on the results, seven CL instructional designs principles 
appropriate for Vietnamese students are formulated.  
 

Research question: What are the Cooperative Learning instructional design principles 
regarding Leadership, Reward allocation, and Group composition that are culturally 
appropriate for Vietnamese upper secondary students? 

 
Chapter 6: On the discussion of Face 
 
In this study, face (to a certain extent can be understood as “public image”) emerges as a 
complex issue that critically affects interpersonal relation in general and cooperation in 
particular. In order to construct a substantial foundation on which implication for practice can 
be based, we dedicate this chapter to a critical revisiting of face. Two specific characteristics 
of CL, interpersonal relationship and intergroup context, were closely kept in mind. Our 
ultimate purpose of this attempt is to identify a systematic theoretical framework based on 
which we can locate, examine, and analyse face in relation with our study. The chapter first 
gives an overview of face theories, and then continues to discuss some neglected areas in face 
literature. Consideration of this neglect leads to the identification of new face dimensions: 
Face Confirmation ─ Face Confrontation, and two face analysis level: Between-group face 
and Within-group face level. Utilising these new constructs, we introduced the Analysis 
Framework of Face Interaction (AFFI). It is argued that using AFFI will help to reduce 
cultural over-generalisation; involve more specific cultural, contextual, and situational 
characteristics of each face case to analyse face from a new perspective.  
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Research question: What is the analysis framework of face, taking into account the 
interpersonal and intergroup context of Cooperative Learning?   

 
Chapter 7: Experiments leading to principle formulation on Face 
  
The theoretical Analysis Framework of Face Interaction proposed in chapter 6 lays foundation 
for connecting face studies in social behaviours and face studies in education. Based on this 
framework, explicit hypotheses of face strategies in CL context are formed and tested through 
means of experiments. Two experimental settings were formed by randomisation. Students in 
one setting received discussion tasks in which Asian-CHC culturally appropriate face 
strategies were applied. Students in the other setting received similar discussion tasks, but 
with application of Asian-CHC culturally inappropriate face strategies. Finding shows that 
students from the setting applied culturally appropriate face strategies produced superior 
discussion outcomes than students from the other setting. Based on the results, two concrete 
CL instructional design principles regarding face are formulated.  
 

Research question: What are the Cooperative Learning instructional design principles 
regarding face strategy that are culturally appropriate for Vietnamese upper secondary 
students? 

 
Chapter 8: Lessons learned and reflection 
 
This chapter summarises lessons learned through the whole study. It also reflects on 
implications, wider contexts, and research methodology of the study.  
 
An overview of the whole study is presented in Figure 1.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 

Addressing potential factors affecting the application of Cooperative 
Learning in the context of Viet Nam 
 
This chapter examines the factors affecting the application of Cooperative 
Learning (CL) in the context of Viet Nam. Using different datasets collected 
locally, we use triangulation method to obtain the critical constraints, 
advantages and disadvantages associated with the application of CL in 
Vietnamese classes. The results yield three types of factors: Institutional, 
reform, and cultural factor. Within the framework of this study, the research 
question posed in this chapter is:  
 
What are the potential factors affecting the application of Cooperative 
Learning in the context of Viet Nam? 
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The application of Cooperative Learning in Viet 
Nam: Banes and Blessings* 

 
 
 
Abstract: Under pressure from globalisation and a continuing need to modernise, Viet Nam is 
rapidly reforming its education system. In part, reform means orienting teaching and learning 
towards a learner-centred approach to education. Amongst other constructivist educational 
theories and practices, Cooperative Learning (CL) is a learner-centred approach that is 
being enthusiastically applied today. In this article, we seek to identify the factors that affect 
the application of CL in the context of Viet Nam. An analysis of different datasets collected 
locally reveals three factors: Institutional, reform, and cultural factors. These factors can be 
both banes and blessing, serving both to advance and to hinder progress towards cooperation 
in education. We further argue that since cultural factors are generated from norms and 
values deeply embedded in everyday Vietnamese life, consideration should be given to the 
task of developing a culturally appropriate version of CL. Such a version should benefit not 
only from the advantages of the Vietnamese culture, where this culture is seen as an asset to 
its community, but also a version that benefits from a moderation of those obstacles that 
Vietnamese culture and current educational situation can place in the way of any true 
progress towards a learner-centred approach to education.  
 

Introduction 
 
For Vietnamese teachers, the term Cooperative Learning (CL) is synonymous with the rapid 
reform in their educational system that has occurred over the last few years. The factors that 
contribute to an urgent need for this continuing reform are globalisation, public criticism, and 
the pressure to implement developments in advance of other modelling countries. Along with 
the two key themes of “standardisation” and “modernisation”, a focus on raising the quality of 
Viet Nam’s teaching and general labour force through radical changes in aims, 
methodologies and curricula is central to any strategy to improve the system. In the book 
“Solutions for Changing of teaching methodologies” (2004), it states that:  
 

Changing methodologies is urgent. The urgency does not allow us to wait until all of the 
conditions are fulfilled. We have to do it right now! (p.50).  
 

In general, the overwhelming message is to understand that the reform itself should be an 
entire revolution (Tran-Huu 2003; Solutions for Changing of teaching methodologies 2004). 
It often tends to identify traditional methods of schooling as stumbling blocks to effective 
learning.  Modern  methodologies,  on the other  hand,  are the key  to successful  reform and  

 
* Phuong-Mai, N., Terlouw, C., & Pilot, A. (Revised). The application of Cooperative Learning in Viet Nam: 
banes and blessing. Vietnamese studies.  
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passive learning is a major obstacle. There is a strong need for teachers to facilitate 
independent thinking in their students and for the students to ask their questions rather than 
merely to conform to approve thinking. Needless to say, learner-centred education prevails in 
today’s atmosphere of reform. Amongst the various available methods, CL is seen as an 
excellent way to provide students with the opportunity and autonomy to take greater 
responsibility for their learning. For many reformers, the application of CL in a lesson is a 
must.   
 
In many ways, CL can even be considered a fashion. The idea of students learning together, 
teaching and sharing with one another is attractive, not only because of the potential for 
higher achievement proved in prior research from the West (Johnson, Johnson & Smith 2007) 
but also because it has a connotation of cultural appropriateness, taking into account that Viet 
Nam is a society that is culturally oriented towards collectivism rather than individualism 
(Hofstede & Hofstede 2005). 
 
However, CL is new. In a sense, this method radically changes the structure of the teaching 
environment in terms of methodology and physical characteristics. Teachers frequently 
complain that CL is applied to the detriment of the lesson plan. They also face the situation 
that students conform to the group and dare not to speak out individually. Other problems are 
the size of the class and either the shortage or unsuitability of classroom facilities. These 
complaints are frequently heard amongst teachers and attendees of in-service training courses. 
However, the complaints have not yet been either officially investigated or formally reported. 
Since very little formal research has been conducted on CL in Viet Nam, it is possible that 
there are also other unknown problems that need discussion. This study takes up the challenge 
to explore and examine issues that may exert influence in the application of CL in the context 
of Viet Nam.  
 
To the best of the authors’ knowledge, the issue of focus in this study has not yet been 
formally researched. Therefore, both qualitative and quantitative research methods are 
employed. Data were retrieved from five different sources: literature studies, observations, 
interviews, questionnaires, and cultural analysis. The triangulation of these datasets allows us 
to cross-check one result against another, increase the reliability of the result and draw 
conclusions accordingly. In the following sections, we will present the research methods and 
the findings retrieved from each data source.   
 
The first data source: CL literature analysis 
 
Methods 
 
The purpose of using this data source is to identify potential factors affecting CL application 
in the Vietnamese context by means of searching the Vietnamese literature on CL. First of all, 
the researchers collected official policy and reform documents in which the need to apply CL 
as a key strategy in the modernisation of teaching and learning is mentioned. Second, a search 
was conducted focusing on CL literature from three resources: (1) Teaching guides, 
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instruction appertaining to new methodologies, conferences and training documents since 
2000; (2) Academic and professional publications such as books, journals and newsletters; 
and (3) Dissertation archives of Hanoi University for teacher training, Institute of Social 
Science, and Institute of Education Strategies. Both paper documents and electronic databases 
(including internet) were included in the search.  
 
Results 
 
After having analysed the literature, two variables emerged and were defined as: Modes of CL 
knowledge in presentation; and Quality of CL resources. Through a number of recent 
documents on educational policy, it is clear that CL is considered by the Ministry of 
Education as a modern innovative learning method that may contribute to the current reform. 
For examples, in the National Education Development Strategy for 2001-2010 (NEDS), it 
states that one of the shortcomings of Vietnamese education is the lack of cooperative 
activities (NEDS 2001). The education system must therefore aim to develop a student's 
ability to cooperate with other students (Changing teaching methodologies at colleges and 
universities 2003).  
 
This policy has been supported by various CL knowledge resource types, which can be 
categorised in four ways:  
 

1. A simple description of group processing: These documents provide a brief 
introduction to CL by outlining the composition of a group and its organisation. 
Frequently, teachers are advised to have between 4-6 students in a group. A teacher 
will then set a problem and students will work together in their group. Teachers are 
also advised to assign each student to a specific role within the overall task, such as a 
checker, a timer or a recorder etc. Each group then presents their results to the entire 
class (Solutions for Changing of teaching methodologies 2004; Environmental 
Education Designs 2004). The basic instruction material that teachers receive during 
their compulsory CL in-service training is roughly described in 2-3 pages of the 
reform framework document (Changing Teaching Methodologies at Colleges and 
Universities 2003).  
 

2. A detailed description of group processing with implications and a practical check-list 
for teachers: Documents at this level give a better insight into the grouping techniques 
and the task processes that are based on the model of Johnson & Johnson (1994). 
These documents include more detailed instruction and they give examples (e.g. 
Implement the new curriculum 2000). 
 

3. An introduction to CL that refers to the science behind its theory and a rationale with 
or without practical guidelines: Material in this format is rather scarce. It is mostly 
found in research archives and in various academic articles. For example, Dang-
Thanh-Hung (2002, 2004) presented a rather thorough introduction to the different 
theories of CL. He based his work on the theories of Davidson (1990) and Johnson & 
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Johnson (1994). Recently, Nguyen-Huu-Chau (2005) presented Johnson and Johnson 
again in a more complete version with reference to three types of CL procedure; a 
thorough analysis of 5 essential components; and an organisational structure of 
schools within a CL context. In other research, Gagne (1970), among others, is used as 
the theoretical framework for the development of seminar structures and the 
application of handouts (e.g. Nguyen-Thi-Hong 1999; Nguyen-Thi-Dieu-Huong 
2004).   
 

4. Instruction embedded in the textbooks: In the new set of textbooks that have been 
written for secondary education, curriculum reformers have carefully integrated CL in 
every single lesson of every single study subject since 2004. Frequently, 5 to 10 
minutes is set aside for CL in each lesson. Usually this textbook instruction takes the 
form of a question printed as an insert into a text book. For example, “Students discuss 
in groups of 4 the meaning of secularism”. This is to ensure that teachers will know 
how and when to include CL in their 45 minute lesson.  

 
Discussion 
 
The research on CL literature provides an overview of CL in both academic publications and 
practical guidelines on its application. Three striking remarks are: (1) the lack of good quality 
guidelines on how and when to instruct through CL; (2) the domination of Johnson and 
Johnson’s model; and (3) the gap between research writing on CL and the motivation to apply 
it in the classroom.  
 
First of all, institutional constraints emerge with the tendency that instructions and guidelines 
for the use of CL are often lacking in both quantity and quality. Training materials for 
teachers are insufficiently diverse in both form and design. CL is mostly described in 
unsophisticated terms of simple procedures and processes that follow a step by step pattern. 
In-depth presentation of the scientific background and rationale is often absent or 
insufficiently presented. Any successful implementation of CL is thus placed at risk because 
simply gathering students together in the same room, seating them together, telling them that 
they are a cooperative group and advising them to "cooperate," does not make them a 
cooperative group. In many case, this even leads to a “pseudo group” with a lower academic 
achievement, i.e. the sum of the whole is less than the potential of the individual members.  
 
Secondly, there are two major schools of CL but only prominent representatives of the 
“learning together” approach are widely mentioned in Viet Nam. It is a surprise to find that 
Johnson and Johnson’s theory of CL (1994) dominates the Vietnamese literature. In all three 
literary sources, this model and its practices appear frequently and, more often than not, it is 
one of the very few sources of CL theory to be mentioned. This approach is based upon the 
five principles of Positive Interdependence, Face-to-face interaction, Individual 
Accountability, Group skills, and Group processing. The approach is popular probably 
because the principles are well-defined and apparently easy to use, which obviously shows its 
advantages in the time of reform. 
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The second school of CL thought is known as the “structural approach”. It is based upon the 
definition and use of many distinct ways of organising the interaction of individuals in a 
classroom. Structure is a content-free way that allows a systematic design of CL. The most 
notable proponents of this approach are: Kagan (1994) with diverse CL designs; Aronson 
(cited in Slavin 1995) with the well-known Jigsaw structure; Slavin (1995) with STAD, TGT, 
Jigsaw II, TAI and CIRC. From a theoretical point of view, the absence of the structure 
approach may leave gaps in the repertoire of knowledge of CL and this may prevent 
Vietnamese researchers and teachers from being both constructively critical and able to take 
advantage of comparison between and synergy of the different approaches.  
  
Thirdly, there is an unnatural emphasis upon the implementation of CL in a classroom without 
the benefit of scientific research into the use of the methodology. While CL is specifically 
emphasised as an important method to apply in the reform, extensively mentioned in all 
teaching guidelines, explicitly required in each lesson of 45 minutes with concrete instruction, 
it is surprising that the potential contribution of educational researchers has been largely 
bypassed or discounted. Under the pressure and constraints of the current reform, the field is 
likely to be dominated by policy makers who lionise CL practices, who want quick results and 
who feel unable to await the outcome of systematic and lengthy research studies. As a result, 
there is an absence of the healthy scepticism and problematising necessary when introducing 
any pedagogic initiative.  
 
The second data source: Observation  
 
Methods 
 
In order to identify further potential factors affecting CL application in the Vietnamese 
context, observations were conducted. This method allows the researchers to develop a 
holistic perspective, i.e. understanding of the context within which CL operates, to record and 
report all findings that are true to the topic at hand, and to study teachers and students in their 
native environment. This is especially effective when the focus was on sequential and 
procedural aspects of CL. For example, how teacher proceed when considering the structure 
and composition of a group and how tasks are delivered and evaluated.  
 
Three upper secondary schools for observation were suggested by the advisers and specialists 
who worked for the ministerial project “Curriculum development for secondary education”. 
This project provides innovating textbooks at secondary school level and, and according to 
the project management board, these schools have been applying CL to the new curriculum 
requirement. Seven lessons were observed with seven classes sized from 41−57 students. The 
lessons each lasted for 45 minutes with diverse subjects from mathematics, chemistry, to 
literature and foreign language. The researcher employed “substantive field-notes method” 
(Burgess 1984: 167), which consists of a continuous record of the situations, events and 
conversations in the classroom where CL operated.   
 
Results 
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In the observations, four variables emerged and were defined as: Group composition, Task 
process, Reward allocation and CL type. 
 
Group composition proceeded in more or less the same way in all seven classes. Students 
were asked to form a pair or a group of four, basically by having two students at the first table 
turn around to face two others at the second table and so on. In six out of seven observations, 
no specific roles (task master/checker/cheer leader/ recorder, etc) were specified.  
 
Task Process was rather short and simple. In four classes, the teachers finalised CL process by 
calling one or two students to stand up and report the result to the whole class. In three other 
classes, the students showed their posters and group products via the blackboard without 
verbal presentation. The teacher quickly assessed these learning products and with the class, 
mistakes (if any) were singled out.  
 
Rewards were not given in the form of either grades or tangible or materialistic prizes. 
Instead, verbal acknowledgement for good performance and negative comments for either bad 
presentation or behaviour were used abundantly. These verbal commentaries were publically 
addressed to both individuals and the group as a whole. In a sense, what the teacher said 
seemed to significantly affect students. For example, one student became rather silent after he 
received a negative comment from the teacher and he remained sullen for the rest of the 
lesson after a female classmate half jokingly threatened to tell his parents about this incident. 
In another class, the teacher asked the group that did not perform well to stand up. Seeing this, 
some other groups started to tease them by calling these students “losers”. One student from 
the bad performing group pulled her face and whispered: “You will see!”.  
 
With regards to types of CL, all seven teachers applied a “short” CL which lasted from 
anywhere between 5-10 minutes. This reflects the instruction that is indicated in most guides 
to teaching, for example “Changing Teaching Methodologies at Colleges and Universities” 
(2003).  
 
Discussion 
 
One issue that emerged from the analysis of this classroom observation is that the application 
of CL in Vietnamese schools faces a number of institutional constraints. First of all, an 
inflexible, fixed seating plan hinders a diverse grouping strategy. Students in Vietnamese 
schools are not allowed to choose their seat and it is thus very likely that a student will remain 
in the same place for the whole school year. This means that whenever CL is used, students 
will always be grouped together in the same team, basically across all study subjects. In this 
case, a grouping strategy that takes into account learning ability, gender, or intimacy between 
group members may not proceed easily.  
 
Secondly, the time constraint tends to prevent teachers from exploring the benefits of CL. 
Obviously, with only 5-10 minutes of a 45 minute lesson being devoted to CL, it is difficult to 
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organise more complex CL and include such strategies as role assignment, intensive 
discussion and large-scale learning scenarios. The time constraint is also the result of a 
centralised curriculum system in which teachers and students are expected to precisely follow 
a strictly scheduled school agenda across the whole country. Teachers try to keep up with this 
agenda but, more often than not, they fall behind and this is a problem.  
 
Next to the institutional constraint, we also observed an impact of Vietnamese culture 
reflected in the reward structure that was applied by these seven Vietnamese teachers. It was 
consisted of neither a grade nor a materialistic reward. Instead, teachers frequently used 
verbal approval and disapproval. This type of reward structure is rather different to the 
external incentives and test scores that are demonstrated and emphasised by some CL models 
such as that of Slavin (1990). Literature on motivation shows that for Asian students, social 
approval motivation could be the most potent force in generating the push towards higher 
levels of achievement (Niles 1995). Students seek to live up to the expectations of their 
teachers, parents and peers (Cao et al. 2006; Francis & Archer 2005; Gorman 1998), and they 
consequently put more effort into their learning. It must also be written that there is a 
tendency amongst Asian teachers to rarely encourage students with positive appraisals of their 
performance. Chinese teachers seem to use praises very sparingly and only when something is 
exceptional (Jin & Cortazzi 1998: 745). In a comparative study of children in the US and 
Japan (Ban & Cummings 1999), it was noted that American teachers tended to award much 
higher grades to students and often praised far more frequently than Japanese teachers. And 
not only teachers, Asian parents also share this tendency (Hau 1992; Hess 1992, both cited in 
Watkins & Biggs 1996; Hofstede & Hofstede 2005: 135; Pong-Wing-Yan & Chow 2002; 
Pueng-Vong 2007). Children are often publically chastised for deviant behavior. This is partly 
because being modest is an essential cultural value that is meant to be cultivated in each 
individual. Children learn to self-efface and to keep their head down. Bragging or standing 
out is not appreciated (“The nail which sticks out gets pounded down” − Japanese proverb). 
The best way to nurture self-development is hence not by having a child surrounded by 
compliments and praises but criticism and higher expectation. The Vietnamese proverb “If 
you love your children, use a rod! If you hate your children, use sweet words!” is a good 
illustration.  
 
However, in a group context, this cultural perspective on reward allocation may manifest 
itself in a complex way. From our observations, one student became very depressed after a 
group member threatened to tell his parents about the disapproval that the teacher had given. 
This depression could be the consequence of losing face in front of the group mates. This 
event indicates that a teacher's use of verbal approval and disapproval is even more influential 
when used within a group. Not only does the individual modify his behaviour but the whole 
group interpersonal relationship is also modified to encompass and respond to such events 
dynamically. We therefore argue that within the context of CL, a teacher's use of verbal 
approval and disapproval can both motivate and de-motivate a student's learning. In other 
words, it is a pull-and-push factor that regulates the motivation to learn in either a positive or 
negative way. The question of to what extent a teacher's use of verbal approval and 
disapproval exerts either a positive or negative impact on student learning in group context 
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must await further research.   
 
Another particular feature on CL procedure that we observed is the between-group 
comparison that one teacher, either consciously or unconsciously, created by calling for the 
bad performing group to stand up. This evoked negative attitudes among the groups and at the 
same time seemed to motivate the bad performing group to put more effort in the future (You 
will see!). This incident interestingly illustrates Real Conflict Theory (Campbell 1958; Sherif 
1966) and Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner 1979). Both theories hypothesise a positive 
relationship between social identification and ethnocentrism in threatening environment, e.g. 
intergroup competition for scarce resources (Dru 2002). In this incident, the consequence of 
intergroup comparison resulted in negative behaviours and at the same time strengthened their 
intragroup relation.  
 
This effect of intergroup comparison again leads to the consideration of another cultural pull-
and-push factor in the Vietnamese context that seems to regulate both intergroup relation and 
intragroup motivation to cooperate. First of all, intergroup competition and comparison can 
damage intergroup relation through hostile behaviours between groups (Real Conflict 
Theory). This potential intergroup hostility can also exacerbate a tendency towards ingroup 
favoritism and outgroup deterioration which is likely to happen more in collectivist cultures 
(Chen et al. 1997; Chen et al. 2002; Triandis 1995). Second, while intergroup relation risks 
negative consequences, intragroup’s cooperation and group identity building may benefit 
from intergroup competition/comparison. When the student from that bad performing group 
exclaimed: “You will see!”, she spoke on behalf of her whole group. This bad incident in a 
way helped to build a sense of groupness and cohesion (Social Identity Theory), provoked the 
will to regain the groups’ reputation. Further, from a productivity aspect, this intergroup 
competition / comparison exerts significant influence in group output by enhancing 
productivity and within-group cooperation (Bornstein et al. 2002; Finnegan 1999; 
Gunnthorsdottir & Rapoport 2006; Nalbantian & Schotter 1997; Tan & Bolle 2007).  
 
To conclude, intergroup competition and comparison can be both negative (evoke hostile 
attitudes among the groups) and positive (motivate the bad performing group to put more 
effort in the future; potential of superior productivity). However, under the exacerbated 
influence of the cultural factor “ingroup favoritism and outgroup deterioration” in Asian 
collectivistic context, the question of to what extent a teacher's use of intergroup comparison / 
competition may either exert a positive or negative impact upon intragroup relation and 
productivity needs further research.   
  
The third data source: Interview  
 
Methods 
 
The third data source was meant to further identify potential factors affecting CL application 
in the Vietnamese context through means of interviews with experienced teachers who have 
delivered CL in their own classes. The interview method has the potential to provide in-depth 
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data by capturing the teachers’ perspectives in their own words and by giving them the 
opportunity to reply in an open and free way to the researcher’s questions.  
 
A semi-structured interview scheme was utilised with a number of main questions focusing on 
the feasibility aspect of CL such as teaching guideline; class-size; and curriculum. Teachers 
were encouraged to share their experiences in diverse issues associated with CL application 
that they deemed important. The three teachers are female, aged 35-44 with more than 10 
years of experience. Each interview lasted from 60-120 minutes.  
 
Results 
 
There is an overwhelming consensus of opinion from all three interviews that there is a 
general lack of instruction in the CL methodology. The teachers complained that the training 
materials were insufficient and often impractical. External CL resources are scarce and what 
there is available is far too theoretical, e.g. Dang-Thanh-Hung (2002); Nguyen-Huu-Chau 
(2005). One teacher said: 
 

...I have this funny feeling [...] that they [reformers] just want us to absorb the idea of CL 
as an important method, to firstly have it imprinted in our mind. Once we all get used to 
the idea, more guides, books, instructions and resources will be provided... I know it will 
come but it is just so tiring to wait. 
 

And another: 
 

We are expected to use CL, but I am telling you, none of us knows well enough what to 
do and how to do it. Materials from in-service trainings are so scarce and simple. And 
they [materials of this year] are not much different from previous training courses. 

  
Class-size is a strong argument against CL. In the case of the interviewees, the average class-
size is 52. Managing to facilitate more than 10 groups of students working simultaneously is 
likely to be problematic. Teachers are concerned about the level of noise generated by 
students who are engaging in CL activities. The teacher of the class next door may interpret 
the use of CL activities as a general disorder within the classroom. One teacher shared her 
experience: 
 

It is difficult to ask students to work in groups and also to make sure that they are not 
going to talk off-task [...]. And not everybody understands that students have to make 
noise. Once the caretaker rushed to my class because he thought the students were not 
under teacher’s supervision. I could see him leaving the hall quite confused... 

 
The next problem that concerns teachers is how to conduct effective CL while still being able 
to complete the lesson plan. An overloaded curriculum has always been a perennial problem 
within the educational program of Viet Nam and the application of CL runs the risk of 
overrunning the time allotted to the lesson. All three teachers admitted that they were quite 
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capable of organising a more intensive use of CL but this would inevitably be at the cost of 
their lesson. This is what a teacher shared with the interviewer:  
 

Talking takes time. You see students talking and you guess they are doing ok. You also 
hope they are doing what they are supposed to do...And you told yourself: “Let’s give 
them some more minutes to make sure they get it!”... Before you know it, the time has 
run out. 

 
Furthermore, the process of reform is very stressful for teachers. A change in methodology is 
such a heavy and demanding objective that it creates a tremendous and worrying burden for 
all teachers. They tend to look at CL as a quick and easy solution to reduce the constant 
pressure that they are experiencing to show that they have changed their methodology from a 
traditional to a more modern and constructive way of teaching. They need to show that they 
are “doing something radical and new” in their lessons, particularly when it is time for a 
classroom inspection. One teacher said:  
 

Your lesson becomes much more fashionable with some group work. Inspectors expect 
you to use CL and sometimes I have to let students learn something with CL that would 
actually be taught much better in a traditional way.  

 
However, despite all the difficulties that are associated with the application of CL, all three 
teachers strongly advocate this method as an excellent way to promote first and foremost 
solidarity among students. In their opinion, CL has great potential to strengthen group 
relations and to cultivate certain essential virtues that are needed by a future citizen such as 
“one-for-all mentality” and “cooperative spirit”. They added that students also obviously like 
to work in group and that they show enthusiasm when they have a chance to learn in such a 
way: 
 

This is absolutely a good method. Students need to be taught the importance of solidarity. 
Without solidarity, they can never succeed in life...I always tell my students that a bunch 
of chopsticks is impossible to be bended but separately each chopstick is easier to be 
broken. 

  
Discussion 
 
First of all, the data from the interviews show that institutional constraints such as poor 
instructional resources, large class sizes, an overloaded curriculum and poor time allocation 
may hinder the application of CL. The teachers reported serious lack of practical instruction in 
such areas as the design of the CL task, the application of guidelines for the organisation of 
CL within the classroom, the processing and the facilitating, etc. This is a major concern of 
the teachers and it is critical to an effective implementation of CL.   
 
Of all the institutional constraints, an overload-curriculum seems to be the most salient. It is 
important to note that the curriculum in Viet Nam has long been criticised for its overloaded 
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composition (Duggan 2001: 194; Ngocentre 2008; Vietnamnet Bridge 2007). Vietnamese 
teachers and students are constantly under intense pressure to achieve quantitative goals such 
as the amount of knowledge that should be disseminated within the scheduled time and the 
success rate at the end of a semester or school year (Le-Van-Giang 2003: 222; Tran-Huu 
2003). The national curriculum in Viet Nam is essentially a programme that consists of a 
series of chapters in a series of textbooks. The delivery of this programme is basically a lesson 
that equates to a chapter and there is no deviation from the sequence of chapters in the 
textbook. Each lesson is locked into following the chapter sequence. Teachers are expected to 
teach a particular chapter; students are expected to work a particular exercise; and it is all 
expected to be done during a particular period of the agenda throughout the nation. Schools 
are frequently visited by School Inspectors and they would not be happy either to discover 
that any teacher is behind in their schedule or to observe that any lesson does not finish 
precisely within 45 minutes (Hoangngoc 2007). Among teachers, the term burning lesson-
plan (cháy giáo án) refers to a lesson that is not completed before the bell rings. This means 
that the next lesson will have a heavier workload. CL, due to its communicative and self-
constructive characteristics, can be fairly time consuming. Teachers in designing their lesson 
face a dilemma of either risking a “burning lesson plan” in order to have effective CL or 
conducting or even skip a simple use of CL for the sake of a nicely finished lesson.   
 
Secondly, data from the interviews point to the immense pressure exerted upon classrooms 
and teachers by the current education reform. As a consequence of curriculum innovation and 
methodology change, the pressure to apply CL is increasing since this is officially recognised 
as one of the modern methods that the teacher should consider. However, in conjunction with 
other institutional constraints such as a large class-size or lack of teaching guidelines, there is 
a tendency for CL to be applied only in “demonstration lessons”. These lessons take place 
every now and again when schools compete amongst themselves and when school inspectors 
visit. The use of CL at such times is seen as enhancing the reputation and competency of a 
school with a showcase model of a CL lesson. These lessons are sometimes well run in 
advance with students pretending to work in groups, trying to solve a problem that has already 
been solved. In a sense, CL has become an end in itself instead of a means to foster learning.  
 
Thirdly, interview data show that there is likely to be a preference for CL among Vietnamese 
students. Prior studies have shown that Asian learners prefer learning in a group structure 
(Park 2002; Ramburuth & McCormick 2001; Tang 1996) and this is confirmed by the 
interviewed teachers. This preference is often related to the collectivistic values that prevail in 
some Asian cultures. Interestingly, the main purpose of applying CL, from the teachers’ point 
of view, is not higher achievement but solidarity reinforcement which is associated with the 
norms and values prevalent in a collectivistic culture. The attributes that Vietnamese society 
perceives as positive and essential such as collective welfare, solidarity and harmonious group 
relations are considered to be more likely achieved through a learning method that advocates 
a group structure and a collective contribution. This finding indicates that the application of 
CL is to a certain extent consonant with the Vietnamese culture since there is a reciprocal 
interaction between what is expected from CL and what is expected in the social behaviours 
of the learners.      
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The fourth data source: Questionnaire   
 
Methods 
 
The fourth data source employed in our study is a self-administered questionnaire. This 
method with standardised questions helped the researchers to describe the characteristics of a 
large population with statistically significant results for multiple variables – a general 
capability that our other data cannot provide.  
 
647 participants were stratified into five groups: Teachers, Student teachers, University 
students, Secondary, and High school (or upper secondary school) students (Table 1). With 
regard to the group Teacher, the questionnaires were distributed to participants of an in-
service training course which was attended by teachers from all of the different Vietnamese 
provinces and they were thus representative of the teaching population (N=80). Other groups 
of respondents came from different schools and universities in Ha Noi. Participants were 
asked to circle on a 5-point Likert type scale, ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 
(completely agree).  
 
Table 1- Participant categories, N = 647 
Participant   N Percentage  

Teacher 80 12.4 
Student Teacher 118 18.6 
University Student 66 10.2 
High school student 281 43.4 
Secondary school student 102 15.8 
Male  286 44.2 
Female  361 55.8 

 
The questionnaire was developed with four pre-determined scales based on initial indications 
from previous data sources and initial knowledge of the researchers with regard to the 
application of CL in Vietnamese context.  The first pre-determined scale of this instrument, 
The influence that institutional constraints exert on the application of CL, consists of 6 items, 
measuring the perception of teachers and student teachers regarding certain institutional 
constraints in the application of CL. This scale has the internal consistency reliability 
(Cronbach α) at .70. This is the only scale answered by just two groups: the Teacher and the 
Student Teacher groups. The second pre-determined scale, The preference for CL among 
Vietnamese teachers and students, measures the preference for CL with 3 items (α = .81). The 
third pre-determined scale, The perception of the teacher’s role in disseminating knowledge, 
measures the perception of teacher’s role in CL context with 4 items (α = .81). The fourth pre-
determined scale with 4 items, The importance of group harmony, measures the importance of 
group harmony in CL context (α = .86).  
 
The other 8 items ask participants about some other problems associated with CL. In order to 
identify underlying factors in these items, we ran a principal components factor analysis, 
which produced 3 factors with 7 items. This solution, accounting for 68,3% of the variance in 
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the correlation matrix, is shown in Table 2. Three new variables reflect students’ perception 
of the influence that some problems may have on CL. The first factor consists of 3 items, 
measuring the impact of psychological issues (shyness/ fear of giving a wrong answer/ and a 
lack of self-confidence in speaking out). The second and the third factor each contained 2 
items, measuring the impacts of poor work contribution and work division. Table 2 shows the 
items, scales, and reliabilities of the scales. 
 
Table 2- Items, scales and factor structures  
Items        Scale                
Reliability 
Time management hinders the application of CL   Institutional constraint   .70 
Shortage of guideline hinders the application of CL 
Large class-size hinders the application of CL 
Class-order anxiety hinders the application of CL 
Losing control anxiety hinders the application of CL 
Difficulties in grading system is a problem in the application of CL 
 
Prefer CL over Individual learning     Preference for CL   .81 
CL is more effective 
One learns more with CL 
 
Teacher should always have right answers    Teacher’s role    .81 
Student’ knowledge cannot exceed that of the Teacher  
Study is impossible without Teacher’s guidance 
Main class activity is listening to Teacher and taking notes 
 
Group harmony is more important than Individual opinion  Group harmony   .86 
Idea confrontation should be avoided 
One should not try to confront others 
One-for-all mentality guarantees CL success  
 
Problems that hinder CL are... Factor loadings 
Shyness  .736   Psychological issue  .75 
Fear of giving wrong answer  .736  
Not self-confident to speak out  .668 
 
Social loafing   .704  Poor work contribution   .75 
Passive contributions   .677 
 
Uneven workload .773  Work division    .68 
Work sharing .655 

 
For data analysis, the independent t-test is employed for the first scale (institutional 
constraint), comparing means between the two groups Teacher and Student Teacher. The 
multivariate test was employed for the other 6 scales, exploring whether five groups scored 
significantly different from each other.  
 
Results 
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Institutional constraint: The items on this scale were answered by just two groups: Teacher 
and Teacher student. T-test comparing means between these groups indicates that Teachers 
and Teacher students do not differ significantly from each other on their perception of the 
impact of institutional constraint on the application of CL, M = 3.6/3.8, respectively, p>.05.  
 
Six other scales were answered by all five groups of participants. Multivariate analysis 
indicates that five groups differ significantly from each other on the combined dependent 
variables, F(24,2094) = 7.90, p<.0005; Wilks’ Lambda = .73; partial η²  = .07. Analysis of 
each individual dependent variable, using Bonferroni adjusted alpha level of .008, shows that 
there is contribution of each variable with effect size ranging from .02 to .09.  
 
The five groups differ in term of Preference for CL, F(4,605) = 15.7, p <.0005, partial η²  = 
.09; in the perception of Teacher’s role in disseminating knowledge, F(4,605) = 10.7, p 
<.0005, partial η² = .06; in the perception of the Importance of Group harmony, F(4,605) = 
5.9, p <.0005, partial η² = .03; in the perception of the impact that Psychological issues exert 
upon CL, F(4,605) = 3.8, p <.005, partial η² = .02; in the perception of the impact that Poor 
work contribution exerts upon CL, F(4,605) = 9.1, p <.0005, partial η² = .05; and in the 
perception of the impact that Work division exerts upon CL F(4,605) = 4.5, p <.0005, partial 
η² = .02. 
 
Table 3 presents the overall means score of 5 groups of participants.  
 
Table 3– Mean scores of 5 groups. 
 Teacher Student University High school Secondary 
  Teacher student student student 
Preference for CL 3.4 3.4 3.1 4.0 3.7  
Teacher’s role 3.9 3.5 3.3 3.6 3.9 
Group harmony  3.8 3.4 3.5 3.9 3.8  
Psychological issue 3.2 2.8 2.6 2.7 3.0 
Poor work contribution 4.2 4.1 4.2 3.8 4.5 
Work division 2.4 2.5 2.3 2.3 1.9 

 
Discussion 
 
Institutional constraint: The results from the questionnaire show that the two groups Teachers 
and Student teachers face a number of institutional constraints such as lack of instructional 
guidelines, big class size, grading, time management and class order maintenance. This is 
quite understandable since the application of CL can be seen as an alien element in the 
traditional pattern of a lesson. CL involves different dimensions of dialogues, i.e. not teacher-
student but student-student; different assessment criteria, i.e. not individual but group; 
different patterns of environment to control, i.e. not whole-class but small groups; different 
teaching plan, i.e. not teacher-centred but student-centred. These changes to a certain extent 
can hinder the application of CL.   
  
The preference for CL among all groups of participants is consistent with findings from prior 
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research which claims that Asians prefer working in groups (Earley 1993, 1994) and Asian 
learners favour group learning activities (Park 2002; Ramburuth & McCormick 2001; Tang 
1996). This indicates that the preference for CL, which is often associated with cultural 
attributes, is likely to be an advantage in the application of CL. The enthusiasm to engage in 
group learning can be seen as a good starting point for the integration of this method into the 
Vietnamese curriculum, lesson design, teaching and learning pattern.  
 
Teacher’s role in disseminating knowledge: Our participants tend to conform to the traditional 
perception of a teacher’s role as being an ultimate source of knowledge. Murphy (1987, cited 
in Kennedy 2002: 431) suggests that the reason why Asian students “display an almost 
unquestioning acceptance of the knowledge of the teacher [...] may be a transfer of the 
Confucian ethic of filial piety, coupled with an emphasis on strictness of discipline and proper 
behaviour”. In the study of Jin and Cortazzi (1998), Chinese students are more likely than 
British students to think that a good teacher has “deep knowledge”. Good Chinese teachers 
are held to have an answer to students’ questions, and to be moral examples whereas good 
British teachers are seen more as facilitators who arouse students’ interest, use effective 
methods and organise a variety of activities (p.752).   
 
As Woodrow (2007) argues, due to the strong respect for ancestors and elders in Asian 
cultures, there is a view of knowledge which is heavily based on the notion of a “body of 
knowledge” rather than knowledge as a creative and individual voyage of discovery. 
However, in radical constructivist theory, it is held that there is no knowledge other than that 
which is owned by the individual. CL in its constructivist form expects students to self-
construct knowledge and the role of the teacher is to create situations or experiences that 
present them with new ideas to rationalise. Woodrow therefore argues that the application of 
any constructivist educational methods in cultures where the teacher is seen as having the 
ultimate source of knowledge is likely to relate to: 
 

... the rejection of “body of knowledge” and [...] the crucial removal of the teacher from 
the position of arbiter of knowledge, the only person in the classroom with authority. [..] 
This removal of authority is unacceptable, or unimaginable, and makes this particularly 
psychology of learning irrelevant and inapplicable (p.97). 

 
It is argued that this is likely to be a matter of concern in the Vietnamese context since the 
teachers in this study believe that students are far from self-sufficient in their learning and that 
they depend upon the teachers in their quest for knowledge (M=3.9). Thus a role-dilemma can 
be predicted, a “guru of knowledge” versus a “facilitator of knowledge”; and a “classroom 
ultimate figure of authority” versus “classroom coordinator”. On the one hand, the personal 
dedication to professionalism and the social expectation that a teacher should be a master of 
their subject is essential in the making of a good teacher. On the other hand, teachers face the 
constraint of transferring this knowledge, not in a traditional way, but by facilitating the 
discovery of knowledge in a constructivist way. This traditional emphasis in a teacher’s role 
can be seen as a cultural push-and-pull factor that may both facilitate and impede the 
application CL. 
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Next, a high social expectation in the teacher’s knowledge may perpetuate not only the 
knowledge “monopoly” of the teacher but also the knowledge dependence of students which 
is arguably an obstacle if seen from a constructivist point of view. Discussion with peers, a 
common feature of CL, can be seen as irrelevant since it is the teacher who holds the 
knowledge (Woodrow 2007). To further illustrate the point, we cite here the quote of a 
Chinese student in the study of Jin and Cortazzi (1998), arguably that the culture of the 
Chinese classroom resembles, to a certain extent, that of Viet Nam. This is what a Chinese 
student thinks when western teachers attempt their version of communicative group work in 
the class:  
 

Why does the teacher want us to talk together? She can’t listen to all of us talking at once. 
How can I learn by talking to my friend? He only knows what I know. I may learn his 
mistakes. I want to listen to the teacher, she knows more (p.744).   

 
Group harmony: Prior research has shown that harmony reigns supreme in an Asian society. 
(Hofstede & Hofstede 2005; Jia 2001; Triandis 1995). This finding is confirmed by this study 
with participants strongly advocating groups in which individuals may have to sacrifice their 
personal feelings for the sake of the many. In fact, this lesson of ethics is strongly emphasised 
early on in school and it seems that Vietnamese school students have learned it very well. 
This is illustrated by their fairly high mean score on this scale (M=3.9/3.8). We interpret this 
finding as an indication that harmonious group relation, according to our participants, is a 
condition for an effective working group.  
 
However, some studies from the multicultural schools in Australia and  the US tend to see this 
salience of harmony value and the priority given to a peaceful relationship as a potentially 
negative influence that is in the nature of group interaction to exert. Carson and Nelson (1996) 
point out that Chinese students’ primary goal for the groups is to maintain group harmony and 
this goal affects the nature and types of interaction that they allow themselves in group 
discussions. Thus they are reluctant to initiate comments and, when they do, monitor 
themselves carefully so as not to precipitate conflict within the group. This self-monitoring 
lead them to avoid criticism of peers’ work and to avoid disagreeing with their peers’ 
comments.    
 
In short, group harmony is perceived both as an essential condition for and potential 
hindrance to effective cooperation. This makes group harmony, next to the teacher’s role of 
knowledge, another complex cultural push-and-pull factor that has both facilitating and 
hindering effects. On the one hand, group harmony is required for the effective functioning of 
the group and as criteria to judge the quality of relations within the group. On the other hand, 
diversity and the beneficial effects of confrontation on group achievements may be lost at the 
cost of maintaining harmony.  
 
Next, analysis shows that a lack of self-confidence, shyness and the fear of a wrong answer 
are not likely to be perceived as having strong influence on CL. A much more critical element 
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that participants strongly attributed to the failure of group work is passive contribution and 
loafing. Vietnamese students expect other group members to be sincere in their efforts and to 
whole-heartedly perform their assignments. Although they do not seem to have a problem 
with a division of the work, they do have a problem with group members who hitch-hike, who 
are not dedicated, and not seriously committed to the group goal. This strong dislike for 
loafing seems to be a cultural norm as research shows that social loafing is less likely to 
appear among Asians (Earley 1989; Wagner 1995).     
 
The fifth data source: culture analysis   
 
Methods 
 
Based on the assumption that cooperation is essential to the functioning of human groups in 
all societies, it is argued that the roots of CL also exist in all cultures. Thus one may wonder if 
CL does not already exist in Viet Nam, probably in practices that are unique to and consonant 
with the collectivistic values of its heritages. The researchers sought to answer this question 
by using different sources of cultural literature, folk knowledge and practice experienced by 
general population. An analysis of the Vietnamese culture was carried out with special 
reference to the notion of CL. The purpose of this analysis is to explore the potential 
association of this specific culture with its uniqueness and the notion of CL in the educational 
context. Diverse cultural and educational literature was brought into consideration. It is 
important to note that, in this article, because of the rather scarce nature of the formal research 
on education in Viet Nam, the researchers used not only scientific but also mass media 
sources. The paper also cited practices that are experienced by mass population but not (yet) 
formally reported or researched. 
 
Results and discussion 
 
In a sense, it indeed seems very unlikely that CL or any form of this practice does not occur in 
Viet Nam. This is a highly collectivistic society (Hofstede & Hofstede 2005) where there is a 
preference for a tightly-knit social framework, where people are linked together in 
interlocking clusters of friends and acquaintances, where they share information, provide each 
other with emotional support, undertake their obligations with sincerity and practice mutual 
assistance. This is a society that rests on an awareness that individual humans primarily exist 
in relation to others as well as traditional Confucian concerns for collective welfare and social 
interest rather than personal enjoyment.  
 
In fact, if CL is understood in terms of students working together in order to achieve better 
comprehension, then this form of learning could be traced back to the earliest school of 
Confucian teaching some thousand years ago. During the Classical period, Confucianism was 
taught in small teacher-study training groups (Duc -2004; The Confucian school 2007). 
Students presented some form of tuition payment and enrolled as either a long- or short-term 
disciple. They would either come daily to the home of the master or live in their master’s 
house to form a small learning community. These students organised their lives together with 
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various collective activities under their master's guidance. They were taught to consider each 
other as brothers and they were expected to help each other, to provide each other mutual 
academic assistance and emotional support. As the first truly independent private teacher in 
China, this was the model that Confucius himself established. After Confucius’s death, many 
of his disciples became teachers and continued this pattern, which was then passed on 
generation after generation and spread throughout Asia to Japan, Korea, and Viet Nam.   
 
To a certain extent, the learning model that was begun in the time of Confucius could be 
considered a form of learning together. This version of CL is not based upon rigid structures 
of goal attainment, individual accountability and reward allocation, etc, as it was described by 
prominent CL researchers such as Johnson and Johnson, Kagan or Slavin. Rather, this version 
of CL was based upon the broad cultural assets and the extensive social expectations that 
characterise a collectivistic society. In a study by Tang (1996), the author reports that Chinese 
students formed study groups without any prior instruction or advice from their teachers 
simply because they felt a need to do so. 42% of Hong Kong student in a survey of Pong-
Wing-Yan and Chow (2002) said that they formed study groups with classmate to prepare for 
exams. Other research undertaken with undergraduates in China confirms that the Chinese 
frequently involve themselves in group activities both inside school and in the wider 
community by forming “syndicates” to work together on material that is expected or known to 
be on the exam (Bond 1991; Boud et al. 2001; Ramsden 2003: 189). Several other studies 
such as Greenhill et al. (1996), Volet (1999), Volet and Kee (1993) also note that informal 
peer groups for the purposes of study is a strategy that is more commonly used by Asian 
students than students from other cultures. This spontaneous CL is totally different from the 
teacher-initiated classroom-bound methodology that has been reported in the CL literature. 
 
Similarly, in Viet Nam, học nhóm (learning together in a group) has long been a very normal 
way of learning that happens spontaneously after formal schooling among a group of close 
friends. They voluntarily gather together to learn and to teach each other in a location that is 
convenient to all. Typically, this would be the home of one of the students. During the 80s, 
another learning method applied widely was đôi bạn cùng tiến (a going-forward-together pair 
of friends). Teachers strategically organised seating arrangements in the classroom in such a 
way that students would be divided in different pairs where a pair might consist of either one 
low achiever and one high achiever or two average achievers. These pairs were formed after 
considering not only learning ability but distance between homes, a history of friendship, the 
family relationship and their personalities, etc. This was done in order to achieve an optimal 
outcome. In this way, CL did not happen structurally in a formal way but rather informally by 
embedding the learning in everyday social events; by taking advantage of every opportunity 
for verbal interaction albeit learning or socially oriented.  
 
This sophisticated form of CL can be quite difficult to observe, to detect and to evaluate but, 
in a sense, it seems to be congruent with the Vietnamese cultural way of life. Economist 
Astorga (2002) once argued: 
 

...the West has developed an ingenious way to package and operationalise a concept and 
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practice that obviously has traces of Eastern fingerprints all over it. Long before Kurt 
Lewin tinkered with group dynamics in the 40’s at MIT, Lao Tzu (Confucius) and his 
assistants over twenty six centuries ago were already extolling the virtues of 
collaboration and group effort complete with a veneration for life, nature and space. For 
the most part, credit and accolade are now ascribed to Lewin especially when groups 
and collective behaviors are talked about. 

 
General discussion and conclusion  
 
The datasets that we have brought together from the five different sources provide an 
overview of the Vietnamese implementation of CL. The triangulation of the data reveals three 
main types of factor affecting the application of CL in Vietnamese context. These factors are 
categorised as: institutional, reform and cultural push-and-pull factors. 
 
Institutional factor 
 
When endeavoring to apply CL, teachers and students in Viet Nam may face first and 
foremost problems associated with institutional constraints, namely: the lack of instructional 
guidelines, large classes, inflexible seating arrangements, and an overloaded curriculum. 
These impediments are the first stumbling blocks that teachers and students have to surmount 
or circumvent in order to get CL to work. It is interesting to note that in the Chinese 
classroom – a context which is rather similar to that of Viet Nam − teachers also report that 
class size, furniture and limitations on resources are also obstacles that impede the application 
of CL (Jin & Cortazzi 1998: 743). It seems that these institutional constraints are rather 
identical when CL is implemented in similar educational contexts where there is little 
possibility of rearranging seats and where class size is normally large.       
 
In the context of Viet Nam, of all the institutional factors mentioned above, an overloaded 
curriculum seems be the most critical impediment. The consequences of an overloaded 
curriculum, such as pressure of quantitative goals, inflexible schedules and limited autonomy 
tend to exert significant influences on the application of CL in classroom. The centralised 
education system in Viet Nam leaves teachers little freedom to act with true innovation 
through the implementation of such administrative changes as the rescheduling of the 
curriculum or alternating the curriculum content. Article 25 of the Vietnamese law of 
education states clearly that: (1) The Ministry of Education organises the compilation and 
ratifies the content of textbooks for the purposes of synchronisity and stability in teaching and 
study; and (2) The State manages the publication, printing and distribution of textbooks. 
Curriculum in a sense has been made “law” and this creates certain boundaries that may 
hinder the application of CL. When each lesson is determined by the sequence of chapters 
within a textbook; when the lesson content is fixed and defined at each degree, level and 
form, then teachers are left with little room to apply this method truly within its constructivist 
spirit.  
 
At this point, it may be interesting to mention the case of South Africa and Japan. In South 
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Africa, the over-burdened school system must accept booming numbers of new students, 
straining its crowded classrooms and education budgets. Everywhere CL seems to have 
become a counterpoint to mainstream formal education (Shwalb & Shwalb 1995). Such 
institutional constraints can also be found in Japan. Sugie (1995) argues that despite a long 
history of CL application, the models of CL are still not widely popular in Japan partly due to 
the centralised educational bureaucracy. The author claims that it is difficult to inspire 
teachers who have only experienced teaching and learning in a tightly controlled school 
system to spare time to study and apply CL. Such educational and social conditions remain a 
great challenge to those who seek to make true cooperation a basic and consistent principle of 
education. 
 
Reform factor 
 
The ongoing educational reform in Viet Nam threatens to constrain the application of CL. 
Within the theory itself, there is an imbalance in the presentation and availability of resources 
that are devoted to enhancing the knowledge and use of the methodology. Within the practice, 
there is pressure to apply CL as a sign of renovation within the educational system. This 
pressure may lead to a superficial and counter-productive application of something less than 
CL, such as a “pseudo” version of the methodology. Further, the enormous gap between the 
practice and the research signals another constraint and warns that the lack of insight from 
research within the realm of practical application may well be detrimental to the education 
system as a whole. 
 
First of all, the imbalance in CL theories is marked by the prevalence of the “learning 
together” approach that is represented by Johnson and Johnson and the absence or limited 
presentation of the “structural” approach that is represented by other pioneers such as Slavin, 
Kagan, Aronson. One may argue that this imbalance is probably due to the combination of, 
firstly, the popularity of Johnson and Johnson’s model and, secondly, the immense pressure to 
reform that may have driven some educators in Viet Nam to draw upon the resources that are 
most readily available. Whilst we must await further research for an answer to the question to 
what extent this “learning together” model is supporting teachers and students in applying CL, 
we argue that the “structural” approach may bring significant contribution, not only because 
of the power of comparison but also because of the concrete and clear instructional guidelines 
that this approach typically demonstrates.  
 
Secondly, a constraint that one might observe in the practice of CL is likely to be the pressure 
or the tendency to apply CL as a way to meet the requirements that have been established for 
the modernisation of teaching methods. The enormous pressure to “change” and to 
“modernise” may exert an influence on the way teachers perceive CL. It may be perceived to 
a certain extent as no more than a method to satisfy the needs of reform at the cost of learning 
effectiveness. We argue that unless teachers are armed with the proper knowledge and a 
certain degree of autonomy, CL may risk being seen as an end in itself to satisfy an 
administrative goal rather than a means to foster learning.   
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Thirdly, the voice of scientific research into the use of the methodology seems to have been 
marginalised. While CL is strongly emphasised as an essential part of the reform, the concern 
is that there is a very limited number of formal educational research that focuses on the issue. 
Under the pressure and constraints of the current reform, the field is likely to be dominated by 
policy makers who lionise CL practices, who want quick dissemination of the idea and who 
feel that it is not necessary to await the outcome of systematic and lengthy research studies. 
To restate the quote cited earlier in “Solutions for Changing of teaching methodologies” 
(2004: 50): “…Changing methodologies is urgent. The urgency does not allow us to wait until 
all of the conditions are fulfilled. We have to do it right now!”. As a result, there is an absence 
of the healthy skepticism necessary when introducing any educational initiatives.  
 
Cultural push-and-pull factors 
 
It is argued that in a collectivistic society such as Viet Nam where social practices emphasise 
sharing, cooperation, group collectivity and acceptance of mutual obligation, the culture may 
generate a readiness to cooperate with others on tasks. The factors that may have the potential 
to act as a “pushing” force in the application of CL are: a preference for working together; a 
strong social negative attitude towards social loafing; a strong sense of groupness; and the 
natural spontaneous informal CL carried on voluntarily outside of the classroom. This cultural 
inheritance creates an accommodating and advantageous environment for the nurture and 
support of CL. This method is therefore to a certain extent consistent with and culturally 
appropriate to Viet Nam.   
 
However, there are also cultural factors that serve both to advance and to hinder the progress 
toward cooperation. The ultimate goal of group harmony, the importance of the teacher’s role 
as a provider of knowledge, the prevalence of using teacher’s approval and disapproval as a 
form of reward, and the tendency toward “ingroup favouritism” and “outgroup deterioration” 
are the factors that may have both the potential to facilitate an effective use of CL and to 
create the obstacles that hinder the process. The question of to what extent and under what 
condition these factors may demonstrate their “push” and “pull” effect has not been well 
addressed, surprisingly also in other contexts where similar patterns of cultures may exist. 
 
In short, three sources of constraints form a complex web of both negative and positive 
factors that may be seen as both banes and blessings in the application of CL throughout the 
education system of Viet Nam. These constraints cannot be overlooked. To understand the 
effect of these constraints from the curriculum perspective of Akker (2004), an 
implementation of CL in a context where these problems are salient risks enormous gaps 
between the intended curriculum (vision underlying a curriculum), the implemented 
curriculum (interpreted and processed by teachers) and the attained curriculum (perceived 
and experienced by students).   
 
The salience of cultural factors in relation with the persistence of Confucianism’s values 
 



Nguyen Phuong-Mai      
Culture and Cooperation: Cooperative Learning in Asian Confucian Heritage Cultures – The case of Viet Nam             46 

  
Weighing all of the three types of factors that affect the application of CL in Viet Nam, we 
arrive at the broad conclusion that, whilst the constraints arising from either the institutional 
system or the current education reforms are probably temporary in nature, the cultural factors 
can be considered more or less permanent since they are norms and values that are deeply 
embedded in the cultural niche and everyday life of Vietnamese teachers and students. To a 
certain extent, most of the issues raised in cultural factors are common characteristics of 
Confucianism − a philosophy that has been prevailing in Viet Nam since the year 1000. The 
ultimate importance of harmony, the absolute respect for teachers, the strong belief in self-
cultivation by means of humbleness and high expectation, the norm of diligence and 
commitment etc, are all morals that typify the doctrine of Confucianism.  
 
Confucianism started about 500 BC in a divided China and, over the last 2.5 millennium, it 
has left a significant historical legacy in Eastern Asia, including China, Viet Nam, Japan, 
Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore. Many of its values nowadays still play an 
important role in East Asian life despite the striking inroads of modernisation and 
westernisation (Alt 1994; Jia 2001). In a comparative study, McGrath et al. (1992) find that, 
among Chinese and Taiwanese, Confucian collective values are highly enduring and 50 years 
of exposure to very different ideologies have done little to break down the traditional 
collectivist culture that each inherits. It is argued that a history of Confucianism traditions 
gives rise to a cultural zone with distinctive value systems that persist after controlling for the 
effects of economic development (Inglehart & Baker 2000). With similar arguments, in the 
US, or Canada, the “melting pot” theory with homogenised American or Canadian culture has 
been strongly challenged and gradually replaced by the “mosaic” or “salad” model − which 
clearly acknowledge the enduring nature of ethnic cultures (Coelho 1998).  This is well 
illustrated by a study of Ting-Toomey (1981), in which the author reports that the first 
generation of Chinese Americans mainly identified themselves with the Chinese culture, the 
second and the third generations successfully adapted and internalised both sets of cultural 
orientations, the fourth generation seems to have searched for and returned to their “roots”, 
rather than further assimilating the dominant white culture.  
 
It is important to note that Confucianism is not a religion, but rather a philosophy of life. 
Rozman (cited in Alt 1994) argues that because of this non-religious characteristic, the 
doctrine of Confucianism is more enduring in its submerged forms with values that are not 
part of a conscious belief system, but are deeply ingrained in various aspects of daily life. Alt 
(1994) remarks that, in this regard, Confucian values turn out to be much like subconscious 
Freudian memories, i.e. they are “deeply embedded” but have no “conscious adherents”. 
Those who are affected most by them, especially the Japanese and Koreans, deny their 
influence, yet they surface as symbolic and ritualistic behaviour patterns. Thus a Japanese, a 
Korean or a Vietnamese would hesitate to identify themselves as a Confucian but it is very 
likely that they are practicing the moral lessons that Confucius preached some thousands year 
ago. As a Chinese head teacher said: “All Chinese education is actually based on Confucian 
teachings even though teachers or students may not be fully aware of it” (Jin & Cortazzi 
1998: 757).    
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A caution against the inappropriate transfer of knowledge  
 
In the course of globalisation, educational theory and practice are not independent of 
economic and political influences and the adoption of theory is often a consequence of 
changing social and educational circumstances. However, we have to recognise that 
educational theories and practice such as CL are not purely technical and value-free. By 
pointing out that culture is an enduring, persistent and autonomous influence on society, it is 
argued that research on the impact of Confucian heritage cultures may help to understand 
much of the cooperative behaviours of Vietnamese learners as well as to develop a CL 
approach that benefits from both the blessings that Vietnamese culture offers and a 
moderation of those banes and obstacles that Vietnamese culture can place in the way of CL 
application. Such practice with respect to culture would result in a hybrid product generated 
from a combination of different forms and be of a sum greater than that of its original parts 
(heterosis).  
 
By acknowledging the potential for both the compatibility and the complementary nature of 
both eastern and western cultural and educational system, and by taking this as a starting 
point, it is hoped that educational leaders may succeed in blending the deeply held cultural 
mores, which are the fabric of a cultural niche, with the learning and teaching that is 
increasingly being influenced by the effects of globalisation. Such a challenge is examined 
and advocated by those researchers who call for a culturally appropriate pedagogy (Ndura 
2006; Punchi 2001; Pham-Minh-Hac; Sternberg 2007; Thomas 1997; Walker & Dimmock 
2000; Watson 1994; Woodrow 2007). It is a pedagogy which attempts a balance between the 
inevitability of accepting something called a “global culture” and the need to safeguard a 
cultural identity.  
 
Despite the pressure to reform and to modernise hurriedly in order to catch up with the 
standardisation of global norms, by recognising the contribution of heritage and by attributing 
value to certain norms and practices within the cultural context of teaching and learning, our 
students will benefit from a “meaningful and interesting pedagogy that bridges new values 
with the old, sets former knowledge and skills in the context of the new” (Thomas 1997: 16). 
In this way, one can certainly hope that the prophecy which foresees globalisation as the 
“death knell” of the nation-state through the erosion of national identity will probably not 
come to pass.    
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CHAPTER 3 
 

Analysis of cultural impact according to Hofstede’s cultural framework 
 

The analysis in Chapter 2 leads to an indication that next to factors issuing 
from the institutional and reform constraints, the cultural factor exerts 
significant impact in how Vietnamese students and teachers perceive and 
practice Cooperative Learning (CL). Because cultural factor is deeply 
embedded, it tends to be enduring and persistent while the other two 
factors, to a certain extent, can be more malleable and temporary. We 
therefore argue that in order to have CL successfully implemented in the 
context of Viet Nam, consideration for potential adjustments should 
especially be seen from the cultural perspective. This line of reasoning has 
guided us to make a decision of focusing the study on the cultural factor in 
the CL context. 

In this chapter, we conduct a theoretical analysis to examine what aspect of 
culture may influence CL and in what way. We first position the 
Vietnamese culture within the Asian Confucian Heritage Cultures (CHC), 
i.e. cultures strongly under the influence of Confucianism. In order to frame 
our analysis we employ the cultural typology of Hofstede (2003) as a 
valuable parameter. According to Hofstede, culture differs along five 
dimensions: Power distance, Individualism–Collectivism, Masculinity–
Femininity, Uncertainty avoidance, and Short term–Long term time 
orientation. Along each of these five dimensions, the chapter compares two 
sets of norms and values: (1) the general characteristics/consequences of the 
mainstream CL theories and practice and; (2) norms, values and practices 
associated with Asian-CHC. The results of this comparison reveal six 
domains where questions regarding potential conflicts and mismatch are 
raised when CL approaches are applied in Asian-CHC context without 
rigorous adaptation to improve compatibility with the host culture: Teacher-
Student dyad; Leadership preference; Face; Gender; Learning style; and 
Attitude toward time.   

Within the framework of this study, the research question posed in this 
chapter is:  
 
Based on the analysis framework of Hofstede’s five cultural dimensions, 
what are the domains for consideration associated with the application of 
Cooperative Learning in the context of Asian Confucian Heritage Cultures?  
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Culturally Appropriate Pedagogy: The case of group 
learning in a Confucian heritage culture context* 

 

 
 
Abstract: Cultural heritage preservation has become a much-debated topic in recent 
decades. This paper contributes to the call for educational approaches that take cultural 
diversity into account. It also attempts to draw attention to non-western societies, where 
educational theories and practices from elsewhere have been imported and applied without 
proper consideration for the host culture’s heritage. To illustrate the intricacy of developing 
such a culturally appropriate pedagogy, a case study of using Cooperative Learning 
strategies in a Confucian Heritage Cultural context is introduced, which closely examines 
both educational and cultural issues. The results of this examination reveal a complex web of 
cultural conflicts and mismatches that are likely to happen when an educational methodology 
is applied in another context without rigorous adaptation to improve compatibility with the 
host culture. 
 
 
The WHY in culturally appropriate pedagogy 
 
Key challenges for educators 
 
The two factors that have recently generated concern regarding culturally appropriate 
pedagogy are globalisation and multiculturalism. Beginning in the 1990s, the process of 
globalisation very quickly occupied centre stage for political, economic and cultural debates, 
with critical consequences for both educational policy and practice. Owing to globalisation 
pressures, various educators have become concerned about making education more sensitive 
to global developments, helping to prepare new generations for a new international reality by 
providing them with the knowledge, skills and attitudes that will enable them to cope with 
rapid societal changes. In addition, student populations have become increasingly and 
undeniably diverse around the globe. Multiculturalism has shifted from a trendy buzzword to 
a wave of indelible influence on education. 
 
Thomas (1997) identified key challenges for educators: (1) to decide what the key elements 
are in the process of globalisation that are likely to affect education and schooling, and to 
assess which  of these  elements  can be  used  as  part of the  core strategy  for  curriculum  
planning  in schools and teacher training; (2) to decide and deal with the social mores—the 
fabric of a cultural niche, with teaching and learning that should be more culturally sensitive. 
 

 
* This chapter is a slightly adapted version of this publication:  
Phuong-Mai, N., Terlouw, C., & Pilot, A. 2006. Culturally appropriate pedagogy: the case of group learning in a 
Confucian Heritage Culture context.  Intercultural Education, 17(1) 1–19. 
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The second challenge relates to the issue of culturally appropriate pedagogy, a pedagogy that 
focuses on educational competence in a global context, and which addresses the cultural 
context of learners and teachers.  Other terms used to address this type of pedagogy include: 
culturally responsive, culturally respective, culture-sensitive, culturally rooted and culturally 
relevant. Though the terms may differ, the common spirit is the same: respect for cultural 
differences. 
 
The WHAT of culturally appropriate pedagogy 
 
The call for culturally appropriate pedagogies began in the last decades of the 20th century, 
and found supportive echoes in all educational research fields. The need for a new pedagogy, 
which takes into account cultural factors, arises from two educational environments: first, 
environments with high levels of cultural diversity: the US, Australia, and Canada are three 
obvious examples of historic immigrant nations. In a more recent development, multiple 
European countries have also experienced an influx of immigrants. For example, in 2007, 
almost 20% of the Dutch population is presently of foreign descent, mostly due to labour 
migration (www.cbs.nl). Teachers from these countries face the challenge of educating 
children who come from a multiplicity of cultural backgrounds. 
 
Another important development relates to the importation of educational theories and 
practices in other parts of the world. This is a critical issue for non-western and, especially, 
developing countries. With modern technological advances, less-developed nations have been 
able to apply the newest approaches quickly and catch up with the most recent innovations 
that were initiated thousands of kilometres away, thereby taking a huge developmental leap 
without implementing a research or testing phase. The issue is to what extent culture can 
render these approaches ineffective and perhaps even counterproductive. The present paper 
focuses on this particular issue. It represents an attempt to shed more light on the complicated 
nature of culturally appropriate pedagogy, especially in non-western environments. In contrast 
to the rich amount of research on culturally appropriate pedagogy in Western nations, our area 
of focus suffers from serious academic neglect. 
 
The fight and the right to be different 
 
Many researchers see globalisation as a transcendental process which disregards national 
boundaries and regional variations. It has been perceived as the “death knell” of the nation-
state and, therefore, a major factor in the erosion of national and cultural identities (Water 
1995). In many non-western (developing) nations, together with the wave of importing 
modern technologies, the current trend of importing educational policies, theories and 
practices from the West has resulted in the neglect of one’s cultural heritage. This has been 
the consequence of a drive to modernise educational systems. By doing this, governments 
hope that more up-to-date teaching and learning methods will give them a competitive edge 
and eventually lead to greater economic success and more political control (Thomas 1997). 
The enthusiastic application of “constructivism”, “student-centred learning”, “active learning” 
and “autonomous learning”, to name a few, in Africa and Asia illustrates this trend. In Korea, 
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for instance, 100% of kindergarten teachers recently advocated the US child-centred 
educational philosophy as the main aim of preschool education (Young-Ihm 2002). Since 
2000, it has been mandated in all Hong Kong schools that teacher appraisal must be 
implemented using an appraisal model firmly grounded in fairly traditional British approaches 
and understanding (Walker & Dimmock 2000). The all-reaching Hong Kong education 
reforms in 1997 were driven very much by global educational trends and were reflective of 
School-Based Management policies emanating from western nations (Dowson et al. 2000).  
 
However, initial research shows that such programmes produce mixed results. Young-Ihm’s 
study (2002) points to a large discrepancy between what teachers believe (American models 
of child-centred approaches) and what they actually practice (remaining traditional). Walker 
& Dimmock (2000) have claimed that this “cross-cultural cloning” should be questioned and 
that a search for more culturally relevant methods needs to take place. Also in Hong Kong, 
the emphasis on a western type of university culture (public accountability, staff appraisal, 
promotion and substantiation based increasingly on an individual’s ability to conform to the 
shift in work culture etc.) has resulted in the loss of experienced staff (Dowson et al. 2000). 
Similarly, in China, The Economist (Roll over Confucius, 25 January 2003) reported that 
innovative schools with modern US- and western-based learning are being shunned by parents 
in favour of schools that retain traditional educational methods (Munro-Smith 2003). Newell 
(1999) argued that the linear attempt to transfer explicit management knowledge from the 
west to China is based on false assumptions about the nature of knowledge and so is unlikely 
to be effective. Instead a community model of knowledge should be presented, which 
suggests that there needs to be an interaction between Chinese and western ideas, which will 
benefit all parties.  
 
The importation or cloning of policies, theories and practices, as mentioned above, might not 
be a new phenomenon. Though latently present for some time, the trend has become more 
pronounced in recent years as a direct result of the urge to catch up with modern standards in 
education. Policy makers and practitioners, under pressure to reform, too often concentrate on 
identifying “surface similarities” and assume that what has been done successfully over there 
would produce similar outcomes here (Walker & Dimmock 2000). Witty et al. (1998) point 
out that adopting policy, theories and practices across cultures without recognising their 
distinctive historical and cultural dimensions risks “false universalism”. One size cannot fit 
all. Each culture has the right and each should fight to express this, and develop what is best 
for its own particular situation. 
 
The case of Cooperative Learning in a Confucian Heritage Cultural context 
 
This case study is meant to be seen as a vehicle that sheds light on the complexity of 
culturally appropriate pedagogy. We will focus on Cooperative Learning (CL) − an 
educational method developed mainly in the US in which students team together to learn. The 
cultural context of our focus is the Asian cultures which are strongly under the influence of 
Confucianism. In a nut shell, this case study illustrates how CL as a seemingly culturally 
neutral intervention can fail in other context.  
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The Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) is dominant in China and other countries, strongly 
influenced by China in the region’s long history (Viet Nam, Japan, Korea, Singapore, Taiwan, 
and Hong Kong). It has been proved that for people from CHC contexts, group-focused 
training would have stronger impact on self-efficacy and performance than would individual-
focused training (Earley 1993, 1994). Much research has demonstrated that CHC learners also 
prefer working in group settings. This has been attributed to a collectivist orientation, plus 
additional Confucianism values that emphasise interpersonal relationships and ingroup 
cohesion (Park 2002; Ramburuth & McCormick 2001; Tang 1996). Consequently, CL 
strategies have been strongly recommended for collectivist learners (Curro & Tsui 2005; 
Flowerdew 1998). CL is assumed to be culturally appropriate in CHC and many Asian 
collectivist nations. 
 
However, this is likely an over-generalised assumption. In different cultures people cooperate 
with each other in a different way (Davidson 1995). It is argued that there should be more 
discussion and insights illuminating the relationship between: (a) norms, values and practices 
associated with CHC; and (b) the general characteristics of the mainstream CL.   
 
The search for clarification of the issue identified above, led us to Hofstede’s work. 
According to Hofstede & Hofstede (2005), culture differs along five dimensions: Power 
distance, Individualism–Collectivism, Masculinity–Femininity, Uncertainty avoidance, and 
Short term–Long term time orientation. We shall use these five dimensions to clarify the 
problems with applying the mainstream CL in CHC nations. The definitions and statistics 
referred to in the following are taken from the second edition of Cultures and Organisation 
(Hofstede & Hofstede 2005). 
 
The first dimension: Power distance 
 
Power distance is the extent to which less powerful members of institutions expect and accept 
that power is distributed unequally. CHC nations score high on the Power Distance Index. 
Malaysia scores highest with 104; China: 80; Singapore: 74; Viet Nam: 70; Hong Kong: 68, 
Korea: 60; Taiwan: 58; and Japan: 54.  
 
Societal stability, according to Confucius, is based on unequal relationships between 
people—in the educational realm this is the teacher–student dyad. Teachers in CHC nations 
are not only teachers but also models of correct behaviour. Students stand up when the teacher 
enters the classroom, and are allowed to speak only when invited to do so. Rarely does a 
student dare to question a teacher. The teacher is treated with deference, even when the 
student is no longer at school, and this respect remains for life (Kennedy 2002; Scollon & 
Scollon 1995). There is a saying in Korea: “One does not dare to step on a teacher’s shadow”. 
In Viet Nam and China, a teacher is ranked just below the King and above the father: the 
King–the Teacher– the Father. According to Vietnamese Education law, the first criterion for 
a teacher is to be of “good moral quality, ethically and ideologically” (Education Law 1998). 
In China, Viet Nam, Korea and Taiwan, every year there is a day officially dedicated to 
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honour teachers. It is a day to express gratefulness—especially for alumni to visit their past 
teachers.  
 
The teacher is considered to be a guru who is supposed to satisfy learners in the search for the 
truth (in knowledge) and virtues (in life) (Fwu & Wang 2002; Massoudi 2002). In addition to 
textbooks, teachers represent the ultimate, the one and the only source of knowledge in the 
classroom (Maley 1983). Vietnamese respondents in a study conducted by Phuong-Mai et al. 
(submitted [Chapter 1]) agreed that teachers should always have the right answer to all 
questions coming from students. In a comparative study of Jin and Cortazzi (1998: 752), 
Chinese British students are more likely than native British students to emphasise that a 
teacher should have “deep knowledge”.   
 
However, mainstream CL, from the constructivist perspective, means working within a social 
constructivist environment in which students, using their collective knowledge may exceed 
the knowledge of their teacher and thereby bring the teacher’s knowledge into question. The 
change of status also means that a quiet, orderly class will no longer exist and various social 
complex situations will materialise. Let us examine what occurred in a Vietnamese school 
when criticism occurred. While giving his lesson, a teacher somehow made a mistake and 
gave the wrong translation of the word “redneck”. A student spotted the mistake. Instead of 
accepting that this was a mistake, the teacher felt offended and said: “If you think you know 
more than me, come up here and replace me as the teacher!” (Personal communication 2002). 
 
Owing to the strong need for dependence, it is argued that when the educational process is 
teacher-centred, the teacher outlines the intellectual paths to be followed and initiates all 
communication (Chan 1999; Hofstede & Hofstede 2005: 51; Zhenhui 2001). The stream of 
knowledge passes along a one-way-street from teacher to students. The reverse occurs in 
constructivist CL situations. Knowledge begins with the students themselves and, within the 
group, the students maintain an even higher level of knowledge. The teacher plays the role of 
a guide, a facilitator who moves from group to group to observe and motivate learning. 
 
Thus, we argue that in the context of CL, this cultural factor may create some difficulties in 
reconciling the traditional perception of teacher’s role with the notion of CL in its 
constructivist form which expects students to self-construct knowledge with the teacher as a 
facilitator. On the one hand, high social expectation that a teacher should be a master of their 
subject is essential in the making of a good teacher. On the other hand, teachers face the 
constraint of transferring this knowledge, not in a traditional way, but by facilitating the 
discovery of knowledge in a constructivist way. That is to say if the teacher does not 
genuinely believe that students themselves together can take responsible for constructing and 
learning new knowledge, and that the learning is difficult to occur without the role of the 
teacher as a guru in knowledge, then CL as a truly learner-centred method is likely to meet 
certain obstacles.   
 
The consideration of the teacher-student dyad in CL context leads us to the following 
questions:  
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Question 1: Is it possible for a teacher to change him/herself from a position of sacred 
and inviolable correctness to someone who dares to accept that (s)he might make 
mistakes or that (s)he does not know the answer? When encountering such problems in 
the teacher–student relationship, is it possible for a teacher to forget that (s)he is always 
right; to forget that (s)he is a ruler so that problems can be resolved in a spirit of 
cooperation and social constructivism? 
 
Question 2: Is it possible for a teacher to change him/herself from a position of honour, 
being the ultimate source of knowledge, to a patient facilitator who is capable of giving 
room for students to construct their own knowledge?  

 
Finally, power distance does have an influence on the student–student relationship. According 
to Kagan (1994, p.7:3), each member has a job to do (checker/ recorder/ cheer-leader…etc) - 
a view which strongly reflects shared-leadership. In contrast, Confucius stated that society is 
based on unequal relationships. The father is the leader in the CHC family; the teacher is the 
leader in CHC class. There is also a class prefect, several unit leaders and sub-leaders for 
small groups. There are strong hierarchy rules. If there is a group, there is a leader. Without a 
leader, the group is not stable in this view. 
 

Question 3: In what way could CHC learners surmount the need for a formal leader in CL 
and embrace an equally shared leadership position according to the mainstream CL? 

 
Second dimension: Individualism–Collectivism 
 
Individualistic societies are defined as those where ties between individuals are loose. 
Individuals are expected to look after themselves and their immediate family. Collectivist 
societies are those where people are integrated into strong, cohesive ingroups from birth 
onwards. These in-groups continue to protect them throughout their lifetime in exchange for 
unquestioning loyalty. CHC nations score low on the Individualism Index (IDV): Japan (46); 
Hong Kong (25); Singapore, China and Viet Nam (20); Korea (18); and Taiwan (17). 
 
One of the main features of a collectivist society is that the virtue of harmony reigns supreme. 
Confrontations and conflicts are to be avoided (Hofstede & Hofstede 2005; Jia 2001). 
Teachers dream of a class with little noise, and students try hard to make this dream come 
true. In a group setting, Chinese learners suppress their personal desires, avoid conflicts and 
hence avoid criticising their peers or claiming any authority (Carson & Nelson 1996). Song 
(1995) also argued that Asian learners are reluctant to stand out by expressing their views or 
raising questions, particularly if this might be perceived as expressing public disagreement. 
 
Thus CHC learners’ main goal is to maintain group harmony, and this affects the nature of 
group interaction. Data in the questionnaires conducted by Phuong-Mai et al. (submitted 
[Chapter 1]) with Vietnamese respondents suggested that group harmony is of ultimate 
importance. The more respondents appreciate the one-for-all mentality, the more they were 
willing to sacrifice for the sake of group harmony, the less they wanted differences of opinion 
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to be voiced and the less they were willing to explore fallacies in the thinking of others. Many 
Vietnamese proverbs express this moral lesson: “One time self-denial means nine times 
goodness”; “Think seven times before speaking out”; “Words cost no money, use them well 
to please others”, etc.  
 
A harmonious group environment also means an environment where everybody can maintain 
his/her positive face. Losing face inflicts extremely serious personal damage, and one should 
try to avoid it at any price (Hofstede & Hofstede 2005). In group learning context, being 
frightened of losing face, many CHC learners dare not volunteer personal ideas, either for fear 
of being considered silly or for fear of making others feel humiliated (Carson & Nelson 1996; 
Cocroft & Ting-Toomey 1994; Jackson 2002). Allowing a person to save face is more 
important than telling the truth. In this way, both parties, for the sake of “giving face”, 
“saving face” and “asserting face”, keep their mouths shut. Researchers (Ting-Toomey et al. 
2000; Ting-Toomey & Kurogi 1998) have shown that CHC people who are more concerned 
about these issues tend to use more indirect styles such as avoidance (not discussing the topic 
of conflict) and assuming an obliging style (greater concern for the other’s interest in the 
conflict than one’s own).  
 
In this light, the constructivist approach of working in groups and dealing with conflict may 
therefore seem to be culturally inappropriate when the second premise of Johnson & 
Johnson’s cooperative learning (1994), entitled “Face-to-Face Promotive Interaction”, is 
applied in a CHC class. Challenging each other’s conclusions and reasoning, advocating the 
exertion of effort, influencing each other’s efforts, striving for mutual benefit, and 
maintaining a moderate level of arousal…need to be seen in a different light. 
 

Question 4: How strong an influence does the fear of losing face have on the 
effectiveness of CL? How strong is the influence of attempting to maintain harmony on 
the effectiveness of CL? 

 
Third dimension: Masculinity–Femininity 
 
Masculinity is defined as standing for a society in which social gender roles are clearly 
distinct: men are supposed to be assertive, tough and focused on material success; women are 
supposed to be modest, tender and concerned with the quality of life. Femininity symbolises a 
society in which both men and women are supposed to be modest, tender, and concerned with 
the quality of life. CHC nation scores scatter on both sides of this continuum: Japan (95), 
China (66), Hong Kong (57), Singapore (48), Taiwan (45), Viet Nam (40),  Korea (39). 
 
The wide range of scores in CHC nations can be explained by the distinct characteristics of 
Confucianism, which interacts with this dimension. As such, CHC nations do not necessarily 
belong to either of the two sides. Examining Hofstede & Hofstede’s summary (2005: 142), we 
find CHC values on both sides of the masculinity and femininity dimensions. With respect to 
education and group learning, this dimension clearly affects the social status of males and 
females. Confucius preached that societal stability is based on five unequal relationships 
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among people. One of these is the husband–wife dyad. The wife is subject to the husband. A 
proper woman in CHC nations is somebody who can live up to what are called the “three 
follows” (at home she follows her father; when married, she follows her husband; when 
widowed, she follows her son). Many Asian brides still follow their husband by living in his 
family’s house and by considering herself to be no longer a part of her own family, but a part 
of her husband’s family. In his review commenting on Confucian Heritage, Alt (1994) said: 
 

…The impact of patrilineage and patriarchy has mercifully softened in the industrialized 
urban area of East Asia. Yet even in roboticised Japan a wife might still be expected to 
beget male offspring and to submit to her husband’s authority. What is expected of East 
Asian woman today, however, is but a pale spectre of their former Confucian duties.  

 
The subordination of women in CHC thus continues in a less obvious manner, manifesting 
through the exclusion of girls from educational and political process, the refusal to grant them 
rights to property and due process, the obligation imposed on them to beget and rear male 
offspring, not to mention their duty to remain chaste (Ashwill 2005; Jamieson 1995). If family 
is facing financial difficulties, girls are expected to drop school rather than boys (Jamieson 
1995). The old saying “Having one son means having but having ten girls means having 
nothing”, comes to mind. Tran-Thi-Van-Anh (2002) has shown that in Vietnamese textbooks 
girls and women are depicted as having traditional jobs in the home, working in the fields, 
and becoming nurses and doctors to take care of others (see Figure 1). Boys and men, on the 
other hand, play and work in social environments, become leaders, scientists or educated 
workers. Girls and women exhibit characteristics of sensitivity, diligence, shyness, often look 
for others’ help and hold a lower position than males, while boys and men are strong, rational, 
self-confident, respectful and keen on technology. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1- Illustrations from Vietnamese textbooks (Tran-Thi-Van-Anh 2002): girls do housework; boys do 
important things (the father is teaching his sons about the power of sibling cooperation) 
 
Mensch (2000) and colleagues in their research have asked adolescents from seven cities and 
provinces in Viet Nam about their gender perception. Table 1 presents part of the result: 
 
Table 1- Agreement ratio (%) of male and female adolescent over gender perception.  
Agreement ratio among each gender           Male   Female 
Cleaning, cooking, taking care of children are women’s job         83  88  
Women can be good both at work and at home*          71  71 
If a husband wants more children, his wife should do that         40  26 
If a husband wants a boy, his wife should do that until satisfied       23  21 
* This was reverse-coded so that high ratings indicate high traditional expectation/ subservience in women.  
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Researchers have not yet reached a consensus concerning cross-gender issues in CL. Whether 
mixed gender groups can enhance learning and provide valuable opportunities to overcome 
gender discrimination remains a controversial issue. While research on CL strongly suggests a 
gender-heterogeneous group, diverse studies show that CL may be less equitable for female 
learners than autonomous learning or single-gender CL (Ambers 2002; Dalton 1990, cited in 
Busch 1996). Group learning may reinforce stereotypes and biases, and male learners may 
discredit females (Sadker et al. 1991). Females talk less in mixed groups and are interrupted 
more often (Belenky et al. 1997: 17-18). The differences and contradictory findings in cross-
gender performance during CL suggest that, by itself, the implementation of CL does not 
necessarily lead to a more equitable and effective learning environment (Sadker et al. 1991). 
In a study conducted by Kaplowitz and Block (1998), the women students noted an increase 
in their comfort level in the all-women tutorial group and felt that learning about their own 
styles in this group helped them participate more effectively in co-ed groups and later on in 
other professional settings. In another study conducted in an American middle school, the 
implementation of single-gender classrooms during a three-year experiment also shows 
similar finding (Ferrara 2005).  
 
Coming back to CHC nations and the traditionally passive role of women: if western female 
learners are unlikely to achieve an equitable and equal role when participating in a group with 
mixed gender representation, given the extra pressure from the traditional Confucian culture, 
how would such groups influence CHC female learners? Gajdusek and Gillotte (1995: 45-46) 
also raise this question in their study aimed at female learners from cultures where women’s 
voices or rights to a voice are challenged. 
 

Question 5: In what way can female learners from CHC nations surmount their passive 
status in order to equally and actively participate in CL? 

 
Fourth dimension: Uncertainty avoidance 
 
Uncertainty avoidance is defined as the extent to which the members of a culture feel 
threatened by uncertainty or unknown situations. On this continuum, CHC nations again 
differ greatly: Japan (92), Korea (85), Taiwan (69), China and Viet Nam (30), Hong Kong 
(29) and Singapore (8). Similar to the previous dimension, distinct characteristics of 
Confucianism, which interact with this dimension, have created a set of values that represent 
both extremes. In general, CHC persons seem to have weak uncertainty avoidance with 
respect to notions of time and interpersonal relationship expressions, and strong uncertainty 
avoidance when it comes to moral social rules and education. With respect to CL, the manner 
in which CHC people prefer structured tasks leads us to consider CHC learning styles. 
 
For several thousand years, traditional exams in CHC contexts involved competitions where 
students had to memorise an enormous amount of literature. Besides, the high value placed on 
calligraphy writing system promotes by association the use of memory and repetition as a 
means of learning. Tang and Williams (2000a) suggest that this leads to the development of a 
different form of learning method and cognitive style. However, this is often understood by 
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(western) teachers as rote, surface learning. There is a strong belief by academics that CHC 
students are more prone to rely on rote learning than their western peer (Samuelowicz 1987; 
Ballard & Clanchy 1991; for analysis and counter-arguments see Biggs & Watkins 2001; 
Donal & Jackling 2007; Tang & Williams 2000ab). Traditionally dominated by a teacher-
centred learning approach, CHC learners tend to see knowledge “as something to be 
transmitted by the teacher rather than discovered by the learners” (Zhenhui 2001). Under this 
cultural influence, Harshbarger et al. (1986, cited in Zhenhui 2001) described Japanese and 
Korean students as quiet, shy, reticent, preferring to receive knowledge rather than interpret it. 
They dislike public touching and overt displays of opinions or emotions. Chinese students 
likewise name “listening to teacher” as their most frequent activity in class (Liu & Littlewood 
1997) and “like to be told what to do by the teacher” (Woodrow & Sham 2001: 390). Korean 
students insist that the teacher be the authority and are disturbed if this does not happen 
(Harshbarger et al. 1986, cited in Zhenhui 2001). In a comparative study, Sato (1982) found 
that Asians took significant fewer speaking turns than did their non-Asian classmates (36.5% 
as opposed to 63.5%). In short, CHC learners will not talk in class, expect the teacher to teach 
them everything they are expected to know, have little desire to discover for themselves, wish 
to be spoon-fed and, in turn, they are spoon-fed. The picture of passive, non-participative 
CHC learners and teacher-dominated classrooms is common (Jackson 2002; Jones 1999). We 
argue that this tendency of knowledge dependence among CHC learners may impede the 
learning in group – a constructivist environment where knowledge is actively approached. 
That is to say, when students themselves do not believe in their own ability of knowledge 
construction, or when they do not perceive knowledge construction as their responsibility, CL 
as a constructivist learning method is likely to face obstacles.   
 

Question 6: In what way can CHC learners become independent and autonomous enough 
to carry on group learning activities according to the expectations of the constructivist CL 
models? 

 
The CHC’s calligraphic writing system also has a strong influence in learning styles of CHC 
learners in term of visual learning. These languages are not alphabetic but syllabic with 
pronounced visual properties. CHC children therefore have developed a mental adjustment as 
a result of this language system. For example, Chinese children have to learn by heart around 
5000 pictorial characters in order to read and write. It is a painstaking and practised art which 
teaches patience, neatness, visual acuity and motor control as learning virtues. Compared to 
western children who only need up to 30 alphabetic letters, it is not difficult to understand 
why CHC learners have a strong perceptual visual learning channel (Lam Phoon 1986; Suh & 
Price 1993). Reid (1987) found that Korean, Chinese, and Japanese students are all visual 
learner, with Korean students ranking the strongest. Similar finding is confirmed in Park 
(2002) with Korean and Vietnamese students showing strong preference for visual learning.  
 
With this visual style, CHC learners like to read and obtain a great deal of visual stimulation. 
Lectures, conversations and oral directions without visual backup can be quite confusing and 
anxiety-producing, hence raising the level of uncertainty. With high uncertainty avoidance, 
visual learners tend to be people who feel comfortable only with structured learning, precise 
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objectives, detailed assignments and good instruction. They do not like predicting and 
guessing. In other words, they want to be told what they need to know and precisely how to 
prove that they have learnt it (Hofstede & Hofstede 2005; Munro-Smith 2003). Japanese 
students often want rapid and constant correction from the teacher and do not feel comfortable 
with multiple correct answers (Harshbarger et al. 1986, cited in Zhenhui 2001). Kennedy 
(2002) argued that Chinese learners are more reflective than impulsive, that is they prefer an 
accurate, systematic approach. They feel the need for rapid and constant correction and have a 
low level of tolerance for ambiguity and uncertainty. Oxford & Burry-Stock (1995) state that 
CHC learners are often detail- and precision-oriented, showing some features of the analytic 
and field-independent learning style. Open-ended discussions or vague group tasks may cause 
fuzziness and confusion. According to Strijbos (2000), the learning preferences mentioned 
above can be found in group work that has a high amount of structure, a well-structured task 
and algorithmic skills. This is the approach of the “cooperative extreme”. The other approach, 
the “collaborative learning extreme”, requires a low amount of structure, an ill-structured task 
and a synthesis skill (Figure 2). 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2- The dimensions of group learning (Strijbos 2000) 
 
Apparently, CL cannot always be organized with well-structured tasks, precise objectives and 
with all the details available. Discussion and open-ended group tasks (collaborative approach) 
play a very important role in the learning process and often give credit to learners who are 
more open to new ideas, are free thinking, and are willing to take risks. 
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Question 7: In what way can CHC learners surmount the preference for a structured style 
in order to reach the level of collaborative participation in CL? 

  
The fifth dimension: Short-term time orientation versus Long-term time orientation 
                                               
Short-term time orientation cultures (STO culture) are associated with monochromic– time 
(M-time), whereas CHCs (long-term) are associated with polychromic- time (P-time). The top 
six positions on the long-term orientation index (LTO) are occupied by six CHC nations: 
China (118), Hong Kong (96), Taiwan (87), Japan and Viet Nam (80), and Korea (75). 
 
In M-time cultures, time is divided into linear segments. M-time cultures tend to emphasise 
clock time, schedules, appointments, promptness and measure units of time. Individuals in M-
time tend to focus on doing one thing at a time. M-time is tangible and can be “saved, spent, 
wasted, lost, made up and run out” (Hall & Hall 1987: 43). Personal interaction can be 
sacrificed to scheduling and efficiency demands. 
 
In comparison, people in P-time tend to give relationships priority over “artificial” clock time. 
Often, they intermix socio-emotional activities with instrumental, task-based activities (Hall 
& Hall 1987). For CHC P-time people, time is the servant and tool of people, and it is 
adjusted to suit the needs of people. Time is limitless and not quantifiable. There is always 
more time. Wessel (2003) states that P-time people change plans and deadlines frequently, 
view schedules as goals instead of imperatives. High flexibility and lack of formal planning 
have been shown to be the management style in CHC nations (Chen 1995). A slang concept, 
but often used and very popular in Viet Nam and Malyasia, is that of “rubber time”. It 
indicates the extreme stretchable notion of time. Chang (2003) has illustrated these two types 
of orientations (see Table 2): 
 
Table 2- Short-term versus long-term orientation  (Chang 2003) 
Short-term time orientation (more compatible Long-term time orientation (more compatible 
with the West)     with CHC nations) 
What are the deadlines for my assignments?   The exam is around November, right? And 

there will be assignments sometime during the 
semester? OK! 

I have to contribute at every possible tutorial  So, OK, sometimes I contribute more, sometimes 
less. It evens up eventually anyway. No fuss! 

I have to be in class by 3.15pm but I want to be It’s OK! I’ll make it! As long as in the long run, I 
out of there by 3.55pm so I can be at the next attend the tutorials and lectures, that’s fine! 
lecture on time 
 

Question 8: In what way can CHC learners surmount the fluid time habit in order to 
manage and cope with time pressure in group learning? 

 
These results, taken together, indicate that the constructivist style of mainstream CL is not 
totally culturally appropriate in CHC environments. Recent research (Messier 2005) has 
shown that, in fact, traditional CHC lecture-based education generates higher achievement 
levels in CHC nations than CL strategies. Thus, it becomes critical to conduct research on 
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how truly culturally appropriate methodologies can be implemented in CHC nations, instead 
of relying on imports that ignore the complexities of cultural learning environments. 
 
The HOW of culturally appropriate pedagogy? 
 
There is a limited amount of research that tries to tackle the problem of culturally appropriate 
pedagogy in such a way that a valid model is presented with sufficient support from theories 
and plausible rationales. Two that deserve mentioning are summarised below. 
 
A simplified application of Hofstede’s five dimensions 
 
In Table 3, Munro-Smith (2003) applies Hofstede’s findings to put forward a simple model of 
culturally appropriate pedagogy. This is an attempt to design a course in which the 
teaching/learning mode is expected to be culturally suitable for a variety of international 
students at RMIT (Australia). 
 
According to this model, for example, version (A) should suit most learners from a CHC, 
version (B) for most students from India, version (C) for most Germans and version (D) for 
most Australians. This way of seeing culturally appropriate pedagogy obviously risks cultural 
stereotyping if applied superficially. The author of this model is highly aware of this and 
therefore also stated that “flexibility is the key”. 
 
Table 3- A simplified application of culturally appropriate pedagogy 
Structured       Self-directed 
A—collective, high power distance, high  B—collective, low power distance, low 
uncertainty avoidance     uncertainty avoidance 
C—individualistic, high power distance, high D—individualist, low power distance, low 
uncertainty avoidance     uncertainty avoidance 

 
Thomas’s model of culturally appropriate pedagogy 
 
Claiming that insufficient research exists in the area of cross-cultural pedagogy and that little 
attention has been given to translating existing information and research findings on learning 
cultures into teaching strategies and styles, Thomas (1997) emphasised the need to identify 
different cultural pedagogies and describe the impact they may have on improving 
educational quality. Based on his particular view of pedagogy, which consists of four essential 
components, he proposed a model of culturally appropriate pedagogy which is expected to be 
meaningful. It bridges new values with the old, and places former knowledge and skills in the 
context of the new. We shall have a closer look at this model (Figure 3). 
 
The first component in Figure 3, epistemological, refers to the knowledge base which all 
teachers need. The second component, process component, includes general activities 
engaged in. The third one, contextual component, refers to the sociocultural matrix in which 
language, religion and cultural tradition give a unique profile to the practice and development 
of pedagogy in any culture. The last, personalistic component, refers to a teacher’s self 
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growth, highlights the role that human behaviour plays in pedagogy and without which 
pedagogy would merely be a conceptual discourse.  
 
The six main influencing factors can affect, in varying ways, one or all of the four 
components. The political factor, often coupled with the economic, has the most powerful 
effect on the development or even the existence of a particular pedagogy. Political factors are 
particularly important when it comes to selecting a certain educational philosophy. Economic 
determinants become paramount when pedagogy is perceived to be over-teacher resourced 
(too few or too many teachers). Societal factors relate to changing societal realities. 
Professionalism and the need for research and innovation are two further factors that can 
ensure the future quality of pedagogy, and especially affect the epistemological and 
personalistic components. The author claims that the final factor—the cultural factor—plays 
an important role, but that in many developing nations cultural heritage has suffered. Owing 
to modernisation pressures and the urge to advance in the world competitive market, 
authorities in these nations have adopted external teaching and learning methods in the hope 
that they will help advance their economic and political control. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

EPISTEMOLOGICAL component PROCESS component 
  
Universal knowledge  Planning  
Subject knowledge  Instruction style  
Knowledge framework Selection 
Approaches to knowledge Prioritisation  
Knowledge of cultures   Decision making  

Managing  
Evaluation  
Reflection 

CONTEXTUAL component PERSONALISTIC component   Language & Communication Self growth/development Thinking patterns & Styles Self esteem  Values & attitudes  Career motivation Religion Professional commitment  Cultural traditions Belief in life-long teacher    
education  Customs 

Living patterns Development of context 
sensitivity  Forms of representations 

Degree of modernisation   Authority & Justice patterns  

 

Political  Economic Societal   Professionalism   Research Cultural  
Innovation 

                    Figure 3- A pedagogical components model with main influencing factors 

 



Nguyen Phuong-Mai      
Culture and Cooperation: Cooperative Learning in Asian Confucian Heritage Cultures – The case of Viet Nam             71 

 

Thomas’s definition of a culturally appropriate pedagogy is one in which each of the four 
pedagogy components (epistemology, process, context and personal) are so structured and 
integrated with one another that they actively reflect and clearly prescribe culture-specific 
knowledge, behaviours, attitudes and skills. The two main stages to reach such pedagogy are 
seen as: (1) cultural analysis, and (2) cultural selectivity. A well-designed and effectively 
conducted cultural analysis is an essential prerequisite. In the second stage, the outcome of 
analyses should provide knowledge and experiences for making each of the pedagogy’s 
components more culturally enriching and appropriate to the cultural needs of learners and 
teachers. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This paper has discussed the notion of culturally appropriate pedagogy and various related 
issues. Using the example of CL in CHC nations, we showed the dangers of applying 
educational approaches that do not take cultural complexities into account. However, the 
dearth of research and essays in this area points to the urgent need to draw together relevant 
qualitative and quantitative cross-cultural research. More studies are needed to demonstrate 
how meaningful and effective culturally rooted pedagogy can be.  
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CHAPTER 4 
 
Analysis of cultural impact according to Trompenaars & Hampden-
Turner’s cultural framework 

The analysis in Chapter 2 leads to an indication that next to factors issuing 
from institutional and reform constraints, cultural factor exerts significant 
impact in how Vietnamese students and teachers perceive and practice CL. 
Chapter 3, utilising Hofstede’s cultural typology, reveals six domains for 
potential adjustments when Cooperative Learning (CL) is applied in Asian 
Confucian Heritage Cultures (CHC).  

Next to the typology of Hofstede, the cultural analysis framework 
developed by Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1997) is a valuable 
alternative widely known in intercultural studies. According to these 
authors, culture differs along seven dimensions: Universalism–
Particularism, Individualism–Collectivism, Neutral–Emotional, Specific–
Diffuse, Achievement–Ascription, Attitude toward times, and Attitude 
toward environment. For the purpose of enrichment and validation, Chapter 
4 utilises the first six dimensions to further examine specific cultural 
domains that potentially need adjustment when CL is applied in the context 
of Asian-CHC. Analysis along these cultural dimensions reveals five 
domains where cultural conflicts and mismatch are likely to happen, with 
respect to the general characteristics/consequences of the mainstream CL 
theories and practice and the norms, values and practices associated with 
Asian-CHC: Reward allocation; Leadership trait; Group composition; Face; 
and Attitude towards time.  

Within the framework of this study, the research question posed in this 
chapter is:  
 
Based on the analysis framework of Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner’s 
six cultural dimensions, what are the domains for consideration associated 
with the application of Cooperative Learning in the context of Asian 
Confucian Heritage Cultures?  
 
As a separate publication, the chapter takes the form of a paper illuminating 
the issue of neo-colonialism in education in which CL is used as a case 
study.  
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Neo-colonialism in Education:  
Cooperative Learning in an Asian context* 

 
 
 

Abstract: This article is concerned with the influence of Western educational approaches in 
non-Western countries and societies. This influence is frequently referred to as educational 
neo-colonialism in the sense that Western paradigms tend to shape and influence educational 
systems and thinking elsewhere through the process of globalisation. Given the perceived 
pressure to modernise and reform in order to attain high  international standards, 
educational policy makers in non-Western countries tend to look to the West. Thus they may 
“borrow” policies and practices that were originally developed and operated, and which 
appeared to be effective, in a very different cultural context to that of their own societies. In 
effecting such transfer, detailed consideration of particular aspects of the culture and 
heritage of the originating country is often neglected. To illustrate some of the problems that 
result from this, the article presents a case study of the application of Cooperative Learning, 
an educational method developed in the West, within an Asian context. Drawing upon 
Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner’s typology of seven cultural dimensions, our examination 
of Western method and Eastern context reveals a complex web of cultural conflicts and 
mismatches. The paper concludes by suggesting that non-Western cultures should seek to 
reconstruct imported pedagogic practices in accordance with their own world views and in 
line with their own norms and values.  
 
 
Introduction 
 
This article is written in response to a recent volume of Comparative Education [43(1), 2007] 
that considered aspects of Western psychological and educational theory and practice in 
diverse contexts. The main question addressed throughout was: “Are Western educational 
theories and practices truly universal?”. A recurring theme was that simplistic forms of 
“transfer” of Western approaches to other contexts may often be inappropriate, and can 
potentially undermine existing practice. However, as noted in the editorial (Elliott & 
Grigorenko 2007), sensitivity to the dangers of inappropriate “transfer” may be less evident in 
those contexts where policy-makers feel strong pressure to introduce educational reforms. 
This can be exacerbated by powerful international agencies whose raft of financial incentives 
and inducements often exert a significant influence on practice. In sympathy with these 
observations, the  present  authors draw attention  to  Asian   contexts  where  rapid  reforms  
in  education  may  run  the  risk  of    “false universalism” involving  the relatively  uncritical  

 
* Phuong-Mai, N., Elliott, J., Terlouw, C., & Pilot, A. (In press). Neo-colonialism in education: Cooperative 
Learning in an Asian context. Comparative Education.  
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adoption of various Western approaches.  Rather than examining this issue at the macro level, 
than examining this issue at the macro level, the paper focuses upon a particular educational 
method whose Western origins appear not to play out unproblematically in Asian contexts. 
 
The paper examines how globalising forces, in part promulgated by multilateral aid agencies 
(Tabulawa 2003)  help to  shape and  influence  the host  educational  system in ways  aligned  
to Western orthodoxies. In this context, the priority of policy-makers is not to have 
cognizance of cultural differences and national idiosyncrasies in driving reform, but rather to 
take a universalist perspective in relation to international standards, competitive league tables 
and comparative performance indicators. To highlight the need for a more contextualised 
approach, and to illustrate how inappropriate “cross-cultural cloning” can be, we shall 
highlight the difficulties of incorporating Cooperative Learning – seemingly, a specific 
Western approach – within a specific Asian context. The comparison will be undertaken 
using the seven-dimensional cultural framework of Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 
(1997). Aspects of this form of pedagogic transfer are examined from psychological, 
educational, as well as contextual perspectives and a number of difficulties are highlighted 
and discussed. The article concludes, however, by briefly pointing out that Cooperative 
Learning is, in actuality, not a uniquely Western practice but, rather, also has foundations 
within longstanding Asian educational traditions. Unfortunately, this cultural asset is 
overlooked in the rapid process of reform and modernisation. By adopting Western theories 
and practices wholesale, and applying these in the classroom without rigorous research and 
consideration, the potential contribution of Asian education researchers has been largely 
bypassed or discounted.  
 
Neo-colonialism 
 
While, as we note below, Western societies have shown some interest in learning from the 
educational practices of non-Western nations, the historical legacy of colonialism is such that 
the direction of cultural flow is largely uni-directional – “from ‘the West’ to ‘the Rest’” 
(Rizvi 2004). As Crossley & Tikly (2004) observe, the vast majority of education systems 
that are examined by scholars have their origins in the colonial era. Within the field of 
comparative education there has been a resurgence of interest in postcolonialism [see, for 
example, Comparative Education 2004, 40(2)] not only because of the theoretical and 
intellectual insights that this can provide but also because, for some societies, the postcolonial 
legacy has resulted in educational systems that, “remain elitist, lack relevance to local 
realities and are often at variance with indigenous knowledge systems, values and beliefs” 
(Crossley & Tikly 2003: 149).   
 
In a general sense, “neo-colonialism” is one element of the “new imperialism” that reflects 
the interests of Western nations and, more broadly, global capitalism (Tikly 2004). Neo-
colonialism involves a more subtle form of dominance than colonialism in that in the former 
the sovereignty of former colonised nations is recognised (Nkrumah 1965; Tikly 2004). The 
term refers not only to the continuation of past colonial practices but also explicit attempts by 
the colonising nations to maintain their influence in their former territories (Altbach 1982). 
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The means by which this is achieved is often economic. Thus, control is exercised by 
decisions to grant or to refuse loans (particularly those financing otherwise unpayable third 
world debt). Often decisions are taken by bilateral or multilateral institutions such as the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF), and the World Bank (WB). By tying funding to explicit 
conditions, these cartels of states can impose a particular (Western) view of education and 
development on debt-receiving countries and reinforce neocolonialism by further limiting the 
capacity of these countries to determine their own educational agendas (Resnik 2006). In 
order to qualify for loans, and other forms of economic aid, LDCs are required to make 
concessions and take certain steps favourable to the interests of those aid agencies but which 
may be potentially detrimental to their own educational development. For example, as both 
Crossley (2001) and Tikly (2003) point out, the heavy emphasis placed by the WB and 
UNESCO upon primary education, at the expense of other levels of education, removes the 
indigenous capacity for research and innovation which is centrally important if countries are 
to link education to sustainable development and the conservation of cultural and educational 
heritage. In this context, the development of a pedagogy which aims to meet global (i.e. 
Western) requirements and international (i.e. Western) standards tends to militate against a 
pedagogy that aims to meld the prerequisites for effective learning within relevant parameters 
that typify a particular cultural niche.  
 
In many other parts of Asia, the legacy of colonial power can still unwittingly undermine or  
negate indigenous educational patterns, many of which are closely linked to cultural norms 
and values. In one study, Walker and Dimmock (2000) showed how the teacher appraisal 
model currently being implemented in Hong Kong, drew heavily on philosophies, procedures 
and innovations dominant in Western countries. In particular, U.K. researchers were widely 
cited and the models presented in the handbook appeared to clone approaches then in vogue 
in U.K. However, Hong Kong culture emphasises harmonious relations and the concept of 
face saving. This can discourage open communication, self-criticism, and the use of direct 
feedback during the appraisal process. For such reasons, Walker and Dimmock argue that the 
necessity for openness and confidentiality, features central to Western appraisal models, may 
not fit neatly within the Hong Kong Chinese culture. In another study, Kwek (2003) criticised 
the desire of Singapore’s national political and university leaders to refashion their two main 
universities as the future “Harvard and MIT of the East” by means of both rhetoric and the 
allocation of copious resources. Kwek claims that the attempt of university leaders and 
intellectuals in post-colonial Singapore to locate themselves from the periphery to the centre 
of research excellence fails to recognise that their colonised mindsets will always situate them 
in the shadow of the West. Consequently, their vision of educational development and 
standards of knowledge production are based on Western epistemological schema and 
theories that are deeply rooted in, and informed by, colonial thought (Wallerstain 1996). 
Often, Asian scholars seek to emulate the West in a mimetic and uncritical way (Rahman 
2000). They look to their Western former colonisers for concepts and theories, technologies 
of teaching and learning, and innovative methodologies for educational reform (Alatas 2000) 
and seek publication of their research in Western academic journals. Many Asians look 
westwards for intellectual sustenance and inspiration, for sabbaticals and exchange 
programmes, and Asian governments appear to take pride in sending future educational 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Monetary_Fund
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leaders to study in overseas universities (Singh 2004). Given the continued hegemony of 
Western educational practices and theories, taught by Western experts, it is unsurprising that 
international students return home with understandings and orientations that are likely to 
support the maintenance and promulgation of a particularly Eurocentric mode of education.  
 
Adopting the Western education-economic growth discourse, educational reforms in a 
number of Asian countries have been conducted which, with economic development 
uppermost, perceives education as largely fundamental to the socioeconomic infrastructure. 
Thus, in many ways, education is not viewed so much as a right, a joy, a tool for liberation 
and empowerment, but, rather, as an investment (Brock-Utne 2000: 12). Official literature in 
Viet Nam, for example, states: 
 

The basic task of renovation in education is to shift from meeting the needs of a 
subsidised, centrally planned economy to meeting the needs of a multi-sector, state-
managed, socialist oriented market economy … Investment in education and training 
must be regarded as one of the main targets for development investment. Conditions 
must be created to allow education to serve socio-economic development even more 
actively (Ministry of Education and Training 1995: 14). 

 
Accepting the education-economic growth discourse, in exchange for financial aid, many 
Asian countries have struggled to fulfill the concessions they made in order to receive the 
loans. Reform and innovation are important at all levels of education, and radical changes are 
being called for in respect of aims, methodologies, pedagogies, programmes and curricula 
(Pham-Lan-Huong & Fry 2005). In this process of reform, the combination of both external 
drivers such as the WB and ADB who shape and influence educational agendas by means of 
their funding, and internal pressures to modernise the educational system, steer educational 
leaders in developing Asia once again to look westwards for models and examples. There 
appears to be a naïve belief among many policymakers and practitioners that theories and 
practices that are perceived to be successful in the West will prove equally effective in the 
context of Asia. Non-traditional methods of teaching and learning that are believed to operate 
widely in Western countries (although, in actuality, these are less prevalent than is often 
realised), such as student-centred learning or group learning, are thought to give a competitive 
edge and are considered to be fashionable and modern. Unfortunately, in the rush to adopt 
and import educational theories and practices based on Western thinking, cultural aspects of 
the pedagogy have often suffered serious neglect. Adopting policies across cultures without 
recognising their distinctive social and cultural dimensions runs the risk of “false 
universalism” (Rose 1991). Not only does this ultimately impact upon the quality of student 
learning, it also provides the opportunity for mental colonialism to continue and 
neocolonialism to triumph. 
 
While the authors of this paper are not claiming that the direction of pedagogic transfer is 
always from West to East, we do contend that the importation of “new” pedagogies has 
tended to flow in this direction largely because of historical and contemporary power 
differentials. The rationale behind many current initiatives is that Western approaches are 
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considered to be more likely to result in greater creativity, an enhanced capacity for problem-
solving and the inculcation of a more entrepreneurial predisposition than traditional Eastern 
approaches which, it is often argued, focus more upon inert knowledge acquisition by means 
of rote memorisation.  
 
The mismatch of Western knowledge in an Eastern context - the case of Cooperative 
Learning in Asia 
 
In the rest of the paper, we present a case study which seeks to illustrate the difficulties that 
can result when a Western pedagogical method (in this case, cooperative learning) is applied 
without sensitive cultural modification to an Asian context. Particular reference is made to 
Confucian Heritage Cultures (CHC), which include China, Japan, Korea, Viet Nam, Hong 
Kong, Taiwan and Singapore. Of course, it is important that the very real differences between 
these countries are not overlooked, and that even experiences of colonisation have often been 
very different (Bray & Koo 2004).   
 
Cooperative Learning (CL) has its roots in Western social interdependence (Deutsch 1949) 
cognitive-developmental theory (Piaget 1950) and behavioural learning theories (Bandura 
1977). The approach has proven to be highly successful with over 900 research studies 
pointing to the effectiveness of cooperative over competitive and individualistic efforts 
(Johnson, Johnson & Stanne 2000). However, of the numerous studies that have attested to 
the benefits of CL, almost all have taken place in the West. In Asia, with exception of Japan, 
admiration for this technique is a relatively recent phenomenon, with the seminal work of 
Johnson and Johnson frequently cited.  Despite the dearth of systematic research in the Asian 
context, CL is a key pedagogic component of many education reform strategies.   
 
Our case study reveals a series of cultural conflicts and mismatches with respect to the 
general characteristics/consequences of Western models of CL and the norms, values and 
practices associated with Asian culture. In order to fame our analysis we employ the cultural 
typology of Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1997) as a valuable parameter.  According to 
these authors, culture differs along seven dimensions: Universalism–Particularism, 
Individualism–Collectivism, Neutral–Emotional, Specific–Diffuse, Achievement–Ascription, 
Attitude to times, and Attitude to environment. The first six of these dimensions are utilised 
in this paper to examine some of the cultural problematics associated with the importation of 
CL into Asia.  
 
The first dimension: Universalism–Particularism (Rules–Relationship)  
 
This dimension is concerned with how we judge other people’s behaviour towards each other. 
At one extreme, we encounter an obligation to adhere to standards which are universally 
agreed by the culture in which we live. Cultures at the universalism end of the dimension 
typically place a high emphasis upon rules, laws, equity and contracts that should be applied 
in all situations irrespective of personal relationships. At the other pole, particularism, an 
emphasis is placed upon the importance of relationships, to the particular obligations we may 
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have to those we know personally, and there is recognition that each situation should be 
treated differently. Western cultures tend to score high on Universalism whilst Asian cultures 
are often more associated with Particularism. In a comparative study by Trompenaars and 
Hampden-Turner (1997), respondents from South Korea, Nepal and China were among the 
five cultures scoring most highly on particularism.    
 
With regard to this dimension, one relevant issue for discussion is that of reward allocation. 
Here, the primary question concerns how rewards should be allocated. Thus should a 
universal rule apply whereby everyone is treated equally and rewards are based on the 
individual’s contribution, or, according to an emphasis upon particularism, should other 
factors also be involved? Clearly, such a dilemma is of particular concern to those advocating 
collaborative activities. 
 
The two basic forms of reward allocation are those of equity (Adams 1965) and of equality 
(Deutsch 1975). The equity principle suggests that reward should be given proportionally as a 
function of each group member’s contribution. The equality principle, which is underpinned 
by notions of uniformity and fairness, holds that rewards should be provided equally to group 
members irrespective of their relative merits.  
 
In universalistic cultures, the emphasis on rules, regulations and guidelines tends to result in 
an evaluation system that specifies concrete achievement criteria upon which judgements are 
based and rewards allocated (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner 1997). The equity principle is 
typically applied so that rewards are allocated according to the performance of each 
individual in comparison with their peers. However, in Western educational contexts, CL is a 
case apart. Here, teachers seem to prefer the equality principle when grading group-related 
assignments; that is all students in the group receive the same grade irrespective of their 
individual contributions (Garfield 1993; Kagan 1993; Slavin 1995). The problem with this 
approach is that one or two members may carry out most of the work and permit the others to 
progress with minimal contribution. In order to prevent this problem and to ensure a greater 
degree of fairness, transparent intra-group evaluation of CL has become popular in Western 
contexts, though this is not the only purpose of it (Ballantyne, Hughes, & Mylonas 2002; 
Hanrahan & Isaacs 2001; Lejk & Wyvil 2001; Sluijsmans & Prins 2006). After each 
collaborative task or project, group members are involved in a process of peer assessment 
whereby the work of each group member is graded or purely on the basis of his/her individual 
contribution. A typical procedure involves students providing confidential ratings that reflect 
how well they and each of their group mates have fulfilled their team responsibilities. Such 
ratings are typically taken from a prescribed list ranging from “excellent” to “no show.” In 
accordance with the operation of the equality principle, this rating does not form part of the 
final group mark or grade; rather its purpose is to raise responsibility and heighten the 
participants’ awareness of individual accountability. In this way, peer assessment is seen as a 
mechanism operating from a universalistic perspective of equity yet is one where reward is 
distributed according to an equality principle. Yet in a universalistic culture, this may still 
give rise to concerns that such grading is unfair. For this reason, peer assessment frequently 
operates on the basis of equity. Here, the teacher assigns numerical values to each rating and 
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computes a weighting factor for each member of the group by which each student’s 
individual average rating is divided by the team average. The student’s final homework grade 
is the product of the weighting factor and the overall team project grade. However, this 
equity-based grading system runs counter to that suggested by CL researchers. In short, a 
shared-group grade (equality) and an individual grade (equity) can be presented as two horns 
of a dilemma in a vicious circle as shown in Figure 1.  
 
We would conclude that the equality norm advocated by Western CL researchers is likely to 
sit uneasily with the equity norm that prevails in universalistic cultures and this tension is best 
resolved by means of transparent intra-group peer assessment. 
 
     EQUALITY 
 
 Group reward is given and 

peer assessment is used as 
the guard for responsibility  

 
 

But group reward is not fair 
because not everyone 

contributes equally. Thus 
individual grade can be given 

based on peer assessment 

  But individual reward will 
affect the strength of 

cooperation. Thus group 
reward can be given and peer 

assessment is used to raise 
responsibility 

 PEER 
ASSESSMENT  

 
 
 

Individual reward is given 
based on peer assessment 

 
 
         EQUITY 
 

Figure 1- Peer assessment in universalistic cultures: tensions of equality and equity. 
 
In contrast, in societies marked by particularism, the operation of the equity or equality 
principle is based on particular situations in which in-group/out-group membership is an 
important factor (see further meta-analysis of Sama & Papamarcos 2000). Bond et al. (1982), 
Leung and Bond (1984) found that Hong Kong students tend to use the equality principle in 
close in-groups, such as among friends and relatives, but the equity principle when dealing 
with out-groups, such as strangers. Such fluctuation suggests that the reward allocation 
preference of Asian students may depend on the particular nature of various cooperative 
relationships. We can predict different perceptions of grade-related fairness on the basis of a 
student’s partners in a CL context: with strangers, with students from other schools, with 
fellow students from the same school or the same class, with acquaintances, or with friends of 
differing levels of intimacy. The second factor that influences grade allocation is personality. 
An Asian allocator may elect not to penalise a poor contributor should that person be seen as 
possessing some personal asset that is valued. Previous research (Chi-Yue-Chiu 1989) on 
Hong Kong students found that when recipients' performance was poor and their personality 
was perceived as desirable, the allocator tended to give them the same amount of reward as a 
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person who had a high performance and a less attractive personality. A third factor of 
relevance here is past and future interaction. Zang (2001) argues that for Chinese students, 
past relationships, and expectations about future relationships in the long/short-term, will 
exert an influence on students’ decisions concerning grade allocation. The third factor that 
influences reward allocation is seniority. Bowman (1986), Exall (1985), Lincoln (1989) 
report that seniority is a relatively pervasive determinant of allocation behavior among 
Japanese. Other factors that are likely to impact here are traditional values as shown among 
Hong Kong students in the study of Lin et al. (2007) or special needs, as well as particular 
circumstances that one cannot easily predict. The use of a shared group grade suggested by 
Western CL researchers, therefore, needs to be seen in a different light.  
 
When the allocation of grades cannot simply be based on a universal rule of equality, the use 
of peer assessment becomes controversial. In universalistic cultures, all students can be 
evaluated, indeed, should be evaluated, according to clear guidelines with minimal use of 
exceptions. In particularistic cultures, judgments are often based upon the specific nature of 
present circumstances (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner 1997). A particular student, subject 
to peer assessment, may be considered not just as a group member but as “my class mate” or 
“my close friend”. Furthermore, the student’s evaluation may be influenced on the grounds 
that he or she is “my neighbour”, or because “my father knows his/her father”, or even 
because, “our family has a history of disagreements with his/her family”. In each situation, 
members of the group will be of unique importance to the individual, with a special history of 
positive and negative relationships. In such circumstances, a guiding principle is that one 
must therefore sustain, protect or discount this person no matter what the assessment rules 
say.    
 
In short, when CL is applied to an Asian cultural context, there is a potential mismatch 
between the operation of an assessment method underpinned by a universalistic principle of 
equality-based grade allocation in a context where which intra-group relationships have 
significant influence.  
 
The second dimension: Individualism – Collectivism 
  
The second dimension in the Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner typology concerns a well-
established cross-cultural tension (Hofstede 2003; Triandis 1995) between what one desires 
as an individual and one sense of obligation to see the interests of the group that one belongs 
to. While it is an error to be too sweeping in offering cultural generalisations (Elliott & Tudge 
2007) it is fair to state that most Western cultures are associated with individualism whereas 
most Asian cultures are identified with collectivism. Here, important issues for establishing 
cooperation in learning centre upon trust and identity. Key questions are: “Should our trust be 
based on the professional competence of our partner or, alternatively, on the emotional bond 
between us?” and “How far should group identity be related to individual identity?”.  
 
Both trust and identity are recognised as important antecedents to cooperation. Trust concerns 
an individual’s confidence in the goodwill of others in a relationship and the expectation that 
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others will reciprocate if one cooperates (Kramer & Tyler 1996; Smith, Carrol & Ashfold 
1995). McAllister (1995) differentiates between two types of trust: cognition-based and 
affect-based. The former is linked to the individual’s knowledge and role performance while 
the latter is derived from the emotional bonds that exist between group members. Trust is 
culturally determined (Strong & Weber 1998). Chen et al. (1998) suggests that cognition-
based trust will be more closely linked to cooperation in an individualistic culture while 
affect-based trust will be more important in collectivist contexts. In individualistic societies, 
the development of trust results from experiences where people faithfully adhere to their 
respective roles, responsibilities and share outcomes equitably. In contrast, those in 
collectivistic societies may be more influenced by their personal loyalty and attachment to 
significant others. For example, Sullivan and Peterson (1982, cited in Huff & Kelly 2005) 
speak of the Japanese concept wa, a quality of a relationship involving cooperation, sharing, 
warmth, and fellowship leading to trust. Similarly, Farh, Earley and Lin (1997) suggest that in 
China and Viet Nam, relationships and ties in a company’s culture are more important than 
the enactment of specific organisational practices. 
 
Group identity is a factor that can radically affect cooperation (Aram 1993; Dawes, Orbell, & 
van de Kragt 1990). However, because prior studies have largely taken place in 
predominantly individualistic cultures, studies on group identity have yielded inconsistent 
findings (Chen & Triandis 1996).  Chen et al. (1998) argue that group membership on the 
basis of one’s school, geographical origin, or family name, carries stronger psychological 
attachment for collectivists than for individualists. Hence, these authors suggest that 
membership of certain in-groups is more likely to trigger a sense of mutual identification that 
will help to foster emerging cooperation. Note that for collectivists, social identities are more 
salient than personal identities, whereas for individualists the reverse is true. Thus, it is likely 
that for individualists, a new group identity will offer a means to enhance personal identities, 
but for collectivists, it is likely to enhance pre-existing group identities, such as those built 
upon friendship, kinship, or geographic origin (Chen et al. 1998).   
 
The two concepts trust and group identity have a close relationship since a critical condition 
for trust is identification with the group (Brodt & Korsgaard 2003). In other words, trust is 
largely determined by the extent to which individuals define themselves in terms of particular 
group membership. To have a positive effect on cooperation, trust and identity should be 
synergised in whatever way is optimal. Thus, for collectivists the new group should provide 
sufficient affect-based trust and at the same time support an identity which complements 
other social identities and collective interests. In contrast, for individualists, the new group 
should guarantee cognition-based trust, while, at the same time enhance personal identity and 
instrumental and rational self-interest.  
 
In an educational context, group structure will often be an important factor in developing trust 
and identity. Research has strongly suggested that a heterogeneous group in respect of 
learning ability is optimal for CL (Hooper & Hannafin 1991; Kagan 1993: 6:4; Lew et al. 
1986; Dillenbourg & Schneider 1995; Veldhuis-Diermanse 2002). In relation to cognitive 
ability, the preferred grouping normally consists of one high achiever, one low achiever and 
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two average achievers. This reflects a position that each group will have equal opportunities 
to learn as long as each group member acts in accordance with their assigned responsibilities. 
Although there are research suggesting that heterogeneous groups may also discourage 
interaction due to the absence of ties between group members (Heilesen et al. 2002), and that 
group should be composed by individuals who know each other well in order to stimulate the 
cooperative process (Lockhorst 2004), this line of research on the role of intimacy and social 
closeness in CL group composition is poorly touched. In general, it is suggested that students 
should not be allowed to form groups based on existing friendships or cliques (i.e. an affinity 
grouping). 
 
However, the form of grouping recommended by CL theorists and practitioners, emphasising 
cognitive rather than affective factors, is indicative of a neglect of a cultural perspective with 
a seeming mismatch between evidence from intercultural/organisational studies and CL’s 
application in educational contexts. If personal relationships play a more powerful role in 
determining the nature of group collaboration, personal affinity, rather than ability, may be a 
more significant factor to consider when establishing optimal grouping in collectivist 
societies. Such a position similarly applies if members in these societies are highly motivated 
to achieve a given task because of their sense of personal loyalty and attachment to significant 
others in the group (affect-based trust), This suggestion is supported by the work of Fauzan 
(2002: 108) who applied a method called Realistic Mathematics Education in Indonesia − a 
collective culture with a strong emphasis on in-group cohesion. In Fauzan’s experiment, 
students initially formed groups on the basis of cognitive ability. This led to some problems 
since boys and girls do not normally work or play together. Fauzan subsequently permitted 
them to form their own groups.  Student work-rate increased, largely it was assumed, because 
they felt more secure in a friendship-based environment. In similar vein, Phuong-Mai et al. 
(2007 [Chapter 5]) report that Vietnamese students expressed a strong preference for working 
in friendship groups, believing that this allowed them to benefit from the closeness that 
already exists among group members. This preference typically remains even when all 
members of the group are low achievers, as students believe that an able learner does not 
necessarily guarantee group success and what is more important is the more powerful sense 
of intellectual confidence and satisfaction that results from working with close associates with 
whom one shares a sense of group loyalty.  
  
The third dimension: Affective  – Neutral 
The fourth dimension: Specific – Diffuse 
 
The third dimension concerns the ways in which the nature of our interactions is expressed, 
whether we are demonstrative of our feelings (affective) or are more emotionally controlled 
and detached (neutral). The fourth dimension also deals with communication and is 
concerned with communicative style, whether one tends to go “straight to the point” 
(specific) or is expected   firstly to “beat around the bush” (diffuse). The former style of 
communication (affective/specific) is commonly found in many Western cultures where 
people attempt to find immediate outlets for their feelings, the mass of information is 
expressed very explicitly and problems are expected to be directly and openly dealt with in an 
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objective fashion. The latter modes of communication (neutral/diffuse) are more common in 
Asian cultures where people tend not to telegraph their feelings but keep them carefully 
controlled and subdued, and very little information is explicitly communicated. In these 
cultures, the problem is approached is a diffuse manner and group harmony may often be 
prioritised at the expense of reaching a final agreement (Hall 1976; Hofstede 2003; 
Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner 1997).    
 
The communicative features of Western cultures provide a basis for Western-based 
researchers to construct CL methods that emphasise “face-to-face promotive interaction” 
(Johnson & Johnson 1994: 58). Here, group members are motivated to challenge each other’s 
conclusions and reasoning, influence each other’s efforts, strive for mutual benefit, and 
maintain a moderate level of emotional arousal. Differences of opinion are seen as providing 
valuable opportunities for productive discussion. Since emotion can be openly exhibited yet 
can be detached from “objective” and “rational” decision making, disagreement and conflict 
can be made explicit  without giving offence or hurting personal feelings.  
 
In contrast, the strong emphasis in Asian culture upon ensuring “harmony” and “face” 
suggests the need for a very different group dynamic and forms of communication in, for 
example, Chinese (Liu 2002; Wen & Clement 2003) and Japanese contexts (Yashima 2002). 
Being seen as modest and self-effacing, rather than “blowing your own trumpet” is perceived 
as praiseworthy, while wasting other students’ time by expressing independent judgments is 
often perceived as bragging and reflective of an egotistical and selfish personality. In Chinese 
classroom, the forthright expression of one’s views in a challenging fashion may lead others 
to lose face (Kennedy 2002). Students in many “…traditional CHC cultures are not 
encouraged to speak out, to question or to criticise, to reflect or act independently, nor to 
organise their ideas in a logical and linear manner” (Jones 1999). Thus, Chinese learners have 
an approach to learning which avoids them directly expressing a point of view (Connor 
1996). In class, Chinese learners are often unwilling to commit themselves publicly for fear 
of losing face, or leading others to lose face (Carson & Nelson 1996; Jackson 2002; Tsui 
1996).  
 
Researchers have found that while conflict management has been shown in the West to 
contribute to team effectiveness (Jehn & Mannix 2001; Lovelace, Shapiro & Weingart 2001), 
its value does not extend equally to Asia (Leung 1997). Differences of ideas and opinions 
may not be seen as a springboard for vigorous debate but rather as a threat to group harmony. 
Consequently, in order to maintain a harmonious group relationship and avoid the loss of 
face, when conflicts ensue, Asian students are likely to opt for more indirect responses. These 
may involve “avoidance”, bypassing the topic of conflict or being “obliging”, reflecting 
greater concern for the other’s interest than one’s own (Jehn & Weldon 1992; Kirkbride, 
Tang & Westwood 1991; Tse, Francis & Walls 1994). Another form of conflict resolution 
widely used in Asia is mediation (Ting-Toomey et al. 2000). In order to “give face to” the 
mediator (e.g. the group leader or teacher), both parties in a dispute may be willing to make a 
concession, as a form of honouring this high-status individual (Wall & Blum 1991). 
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Once again, we are confronted by important cultural considerations. Those seeking to apply 
Western-based forms of CL in Asian contexts need to consider how to reconcile the 
interpersonal assumptions of Western group methods with the social mores of other contexts 
where “harmony” is supreme, expression is subdued and explicit differences of opinion are to 
be avoided. We would argue that unless adaptation or an appropriate form of reconciliation is 
made, one cannot expect debate among Asian students to result in productivity, fruitfulness, 
or the strengthening of interpersonal relationships. 
 
The fifth dimension: Achievement – Ascription   
 
This dimension refers to how one’s status is judged, on the basis of what one has done 
(achievement) or on who one is (ascription). In the context of CL, one key issue related to 
status, our particular focus of comparison here, is “leadership”.   
 
Research has shown that effective leadership processes tend to reflect the culture in which 
they are located (Jackofsky, Slocum, & McQuaid 1988; Ronen & Shenkar 1985; Smith & 
Peterson 1988; Triandis 1993). In many Western cultures, the best leader is often considered 
to be the “one-minute leader” who communicates clear goals, and delegates decisions and 
tasks in ways that will ensure that the job gets done (Maccoby 1994). Consequently, in CL, 
teachers typically describe the main task of a leader as being responsible for keeping the team 
on the assigned task at hand, encouraging all members to participate, and ensuring that 
everyone has mastered the learning points of a group exercise (Slavin 1995: 125; Millis 
1996). Team members’ respect for their leaders tends to ebb and flow according to what he or 
she has done to achieve the team’s goal. A leader is expected to separate work and personal 
issues, and it is usually considered that the team should be managed according to agreed rules 
and regulations with little or no personal exceptions. 
 
In many Asian cultures, however, leadership is emphasised as the management of people 
rather more than management of work, a phenomenon exemplified by the expression 
“reciprocally humanitarian leadership” with “relationship” being particularly emphasised 
(Chang 1976; Hui & Lin 1996; Lee 2001). A good leader mirrors a good father/older brother 
who performs by moral example and expresses responsibility and care for subordinates. 
Consequently, the requirements for good leadership are seen to be more related to one’s 
personality. Ideal qualities include demonstration of virtue and morality, a capacity for 
maintaining good relationships, and an ability to ensure that group members behave in ways 
accepted as moral and decent (Gunning 1997). These qualities must be demonstrated in order 
to win the confidence of team members. In turn, the leader will usually receive a high degree 
of loyalty and devotion from them. In this way, dignity, kindness and devotion, rather than 
work-related competence, are likely to be the key criteria for leadership. Thus, Phuong-Mai et 
al. (2007 [Chapter 5]) report that high school students in Viet Nam largely chose their group 
leader on the basis of personality (who s/he is) rather than on that of academic achievement 
(what s/he has done). The students showed strong preference for a leader who was capable of 
bringing comfort to team members and maintaining group harmony. At the same time 
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students confirmed that an excellent study record was not a sufficient qualification for 
selection as group leader.  
 
The above discussion demonstrates that students may perceive the role and requirement of 
leadership very differently across cultures. By adopting notions of leadership as described by 
Western-based educationalists, the operation of an effective group dynamic may be hindered  
and group learning and productivity subsequently reduced.  
 
The sixth dimension: Attitude towards time 
 
According to Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1997), how people think of time relates 
closely to how they plan, strategise and co-ordinate activities with others. In some cultures, 
sequential time, (i.e. where it is divided in linear segments) is dominant. In others, synchronic 
time is more prevalent. Here, one’s sense of time is informed by communal bonding 
activities. This definition resonates with what Hall (1983) distinguishes as monochromic–
time (M-time) and polychromic-time (P-time). M-time cultures tend to emphasise clock time, 
schedules, appointments, promptness. Time is tangible and can be “saved, spent, wasted, lost, 
made up and run out” (Hall 1983: 43). Individuals in M-time tend to focus on doing one thing 
at a time, separate instrumental activities from socio-emotional activities, and sacrifice 
personal interaction to the perceived imperatives of scheduling and efficiency.  
 
In comparison, P-time cultures tend to emphasise the experiential rhythms of time with 
priority given to relationships rather that “artificial” clock time. They are more likely to 
intertwine socio-emotional activities with instrumental, task-based activities, and seek to 
undertake a number of activities in parallel (Hall 1983). Time is a concept governed by the 
smooth implicit rhythms that result from interactions between people. It is our servant and 
tool and is adjusted to suit our needs. The arbitrary division of clock time or calendar time 
holds little meaning if the rhythms of personal relationships go “out of sync”. Time is 
limitless and unquantifiable; there is always more time. Wessel (2003) states that P-time 
people change plans and deadlines frequently and consider schedules as goals rather than as 
imperatives. However, problems can result, for example, when having to cope with inflexible 
deadlines, P-time mentality can jeopardise cooperation.  
 
This spectrum also relates to differences in the approach to, and timing of, learning tasks. In 
Asian cultures where P-time is more prevalent, a study schedule may not be followed as 
planned. It is not that the passage of time is unimportant or that one’s learning capacity is 
impaired, but rather that several other factors intrude.  While students in M-time cultures may 
typically want to complete the task as quickly as possible, Asian students may feel compelled 
to give time to (unplanned) activities or to people with whom they have a particular 
relationship. They may also take more time to get to know their learning partners and to build 
group trust before commencing the task. An interesting example can be found in a study of 
cooperative working between Dutch and Hong Kong students (Vogel et al. 2000).  Figure 2 
illustrates the differing periods that the two groups maximised their efforts.  
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Figure 2- The contribution rate of Dutch and Hong Kong students, Volet et al. 2000. 

The Hong Kong students found it more difficult to cope with the pressure of time constraints 
that pushed them to work harder. The Dutch tended to start out enthusiastically, suggesting 
schedules for the joint assignment. However, many were disappointed with the limited initial 
input from the Hong Kong students who, at this time probably still needed time to get to 
know their partners. This resulted in a dip in the Dutch students’ commitment to the project. 
Towards the end of the project, the work rate of the Dutch students rose once more because of 
the pressure of deadlines. At the same time, that of the Hong Kong students also increased, 
even higher than that of their partners, because, it seemed that at this point they had 
established satisfactory trust with their Dutch partners and were ready to cooperate. However, 
the M-time framework did not work for these P-time students; the moment that they were 
maximally geared for cooperation came just before the deadline, somewhat too late for the 
fruitful completion of the task. 
 
Differing conceptions of time affect the quality of bonds between group members. For 
students in P-time cultures, relationships tend to be seen more in instrumental terms. The 
focus upon discrete time intervals also seems to be advantageous for the separation of means 
from ends, in that the relationship among members grouped together in CL is not wholly 
entered into for its own sake but, also, in order to pursue individual study goals. This is the 
reason why Western-based CL researchers recommend that the structure of groups should 
keep changing throughout the school year in order that no student would work in the same 
group on a large number of tasks (Kagan 1993, p. 6:4).  
 
For Asian students, relationships combine past, present and future with ties of affection and 
memory. The relationship is its own justification and is enjoyed as a form of durable 
companionship extending both far back and far forward. In an investigation by Phuong-Mai 
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et al. (submitted [Chapter 2]), Vietnamese teachers reported that the CL approach is primarily 
meant to promote existing group solidarity and to prepare students to have mutual 
responsibility for their future lives. Such perspectives highlight an interesting distinction. CL 
initially attracted attention in the West largely because of its potential to raise academic 
achievement, while in the East it is likely perceived as a vehicle to reinforce relationships, 
with its impact upon cognitive achievement usually being seen as less important. Thus, 
frequent changes of grouping, as suggested by Kagan may be less appropriate for Asian 
school contexts.  
 
General discussion   
 
Graves (cited in Shwalb & Shwalb 1995) offers an interesting observation that the use of CL 
has become most widespread in cultures where one might anticipate that it would be least 
welcomed (Western individualistic cultures), and least common in places where it should 
have been most welcomed (Asian or African collectivist cultures). In fact, despite the 
successes widely recorded in Western educational publications (Johnson, Johnson and Stanne 
2005), the application of CL in non-Western contexts has not always proven productive or 
culturally appropriate (Phuong-Mai et al. 2006 [Chapter 3]). Messier’s (2005) finding is 
likely to have confused and disappointed many Asian educational leaders. Studying 145 
Chinese middle school students, it was found that those following a programme of traditional 
lecture-based learning obtained higher achievement scores than those pursuing cooperative 
learning. It was concluded that integrating Western methods into an Eastern educational 
programme has a number of problems, particularly when this is initiated by researchers who 
are biased by their (Western) culture, by their training as Western-style scientists, or by their 
association with Western colleagues (Shwalb & Shwalb 1995).   
 
However, while the origins of CL are closely associated with Western theorists, it is 
misleading to suggest that small group learning approaches do not exist in Asia. For example, 
the traditional Asian family and most Asian social institutions exemplify the modern 
principles of group building. Making use of collective brain power in learning is not a new 
phenomenon in Asia. Tang (1996) observes that it has been normal practice for Chinese 
students to form study groups outside the classroom to help each other with home work and 
other learning tasks. Similarly in Viet Nam, học nhóm (learning in a group) has always been 
common among students. Such activity typically takes place in a home location most 
convenient to all. In both these cases, learning takes place without any prior instruction or 
advice from teachers. Rather, students simply perceive a need to work together, such 
spontaneous collaboration typically being orchestrated outside of the classroom. It is, 
perhaps, unfortunate that, influenced greatly by Western trends, some Asian educational 
leaders have failed to recognise that the foundation of CL already exists within existing 
educational traditions. In the rush to reform and modernise, new innovative Western methods 
are enthusiastically adopted, while, at the same time, their own cultural heritage is neglected 
and opportunities to develop and research a CL method that is unique to, and culturally 
appropriate for, Asian students are missed.   
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Conclusion 
 
The analysis in this paper addresses issues of neo-colonialism in education: the inappropriate 
wholesale adoption of Western educational theories and practices. Through examination of 
the operation of CL in Asian contexts, we have highlighted the potential for mismatch when 
educational approaches are transferred across cultures without sufficient consideration of the 
norms and values of the host society. Cross-cultural cloning, increasingly fuelled by Western-
oriented globalisation, may result in academic ineffectiveness, serious neglect of cultural 
assets, weakening of the host culture’s own research capacity and at the same time, may help 
to perpetuate a sense of dependency on the part of formerly colonised host cultures. In order 
not to fall prey to such outcomes, it is important that such countries resist being swamped by 
colonial and neocolonial influences emanating from the West and look to their own cultural 
and social values and practices.  
 

Resistance to Eurocentricism, and hence development, can only come from non-Western 
concepts and categories. The non-Western cultures and civilizations have to reconstruct 
themselves, almost brick by brick, in accordance with their own world views and 
according to their own norms and values. This means that the non-west has to create a 
whole new body of knowledge, rediscover its lost and suppressed intellectual heritage, 
and shape a host of new disciplines” (Sarda 1999: 57). 

 
However, there is a danger that once a bandwagon has begun to roll, once governments have 
become politically and financially committed to moving in a certain direction, once 
educational leaders have bought wholesale into the promise of “modern” pedagogical 
methods and have become preoccupied with international standards, such movement is 
difficult to reverse. For this reason, more than ever before, comparative research that locates 
educational practices within a specific culture, at the level of classroom, school and system 
(Elliott & Hufton 2003) is needed. Only by comparison can we reveal, alongside each 
culture’s particular mix of uniqueness, heritage, values and practices, powerful continuities 
which transcend time and location (Alexander 2001).   
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CHAPTER 5 
 
Experiments leading to principle formulation  
 
Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 show that the application of Cooperative Learning 
(CL) in the context of Confucian Heritage Cultures (CHC) chances 
constraints and mismatch in the following domains: Leadership; Reward 
allocation; Group composition; Face; Teacher-Student dyad; Learning style; 
Gender; and Attitude towards time. In consideration with the research scale, 
feasibility of the treatment and the intended experiment design of the study, 
four domains: Leadership; Reward allocation; Group composition; and Face 
were brought into focus.  
 
In this chapter, the first three domains will be discussed. Each domain is 
described with related literature, followed by discussions and arguments 
which lead to hypotheses. The objective of this chapter is to identify a 
Culturally Appropriate CL for Vietnamese learners in terms of Leadership, 
Reward allocation, and Group composition, which can be applicable in form 
of instructional design principles. Within the framework of this study, the 
research question posed in this chapter is:  
 
What are the Cooperative Learning instructional design principles 
regarding Leadership, Reward allocation, and Group composition that are 
culturally appropriate for Vietnamese upper secondary students? 
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Cooperative Learning that features a Culturally 
Appropriate Pedagogy* 

 
 
 
Abstract: Many recent intercultural studies have shown that people cooperate with each other 
differently across cultures. We argue that Cooperative Learning (CL), an educational method 
originating in the US, and with fundamental psychological assumptions based on western 
values, should be adjusted to be culturally appropriate for any non-western cultures in which 
it is applied. In the light of this assertion, this paper reports a series of experiments conducted 
in Vietnamese upper-secondary schools. One group was provided with a series of lessons 
designed according to mainstream CL practice. Another group was provided with similar 
lessons but these were modified so as to be more culturally appropriate in terms of 
leadership, reward allocation and group composition. Findings show that (1) the role and the 
type of leadership, although not a key element of mainstream CL theories and practice, 
proved to be influential; (2) students in both groups preferred a system of equality-based 
reward with teacher  approval being greatly appreciated; (3) groupings based upon existing 
friendships, rather than upon cognitive ability, appeared to be important. A key finding was 
that the group receiving a culturally modified programme reported to work harder during, 
and gain more satisfaction from, collaborative learning activities. 
 
 
Introduction  
 
Cooperative Learning that works 
 
Cooperative Learning (CL) is rooted in western social psychology, particularly that of the US. 
In the early 1900s, one of the founders of Gestalt Psychology, Kurt Koffka, proposed that 
groups were dynamic wholes in which interdependence among members could vary. One of 
his colleagues, Kurt Lewin refined this notion in the 1930s and 1940s and proposed that (1) 
the essence of a group is the interdependence among members (created by common goals) 
that results in the group being a “dynamic whole” so that a change in the state of any member 
or subgroup changes the state of all other members or subgroups, and (2) an intrinsic state of 
tension in group members motivates movement toward the accomplishment of the desired 
common goals. Leon Festinger and Morton Deutsch, Lewin’s students, built upon this work, 
in particular by examining the differing effects upon performance of cooperative and 
competitive conditions. Lewin’s heritage continues today by researchers who extending 
Deutsch’s social interdependence theory, developed a wide range of practical procedures, 
structures and  principles for instructors to  apply in school  contexts.  Some of the  pioneering  

 
* Phuong-Mai, N., Terlouw, C., Pilot, A., & Elliott, J. (Revised). Cooperative Learning that features a Culturally 
appropriate pedagogy. British Educational Research Journal. 



Nguyen Phuong-Mai      
Culture and Cooperation: Cooperative Learning in Asian Confucian Heritage Cultures – The case of Viet Nam            106 

researchers in this field are: Aronson (Jigsaw I), Cohen (Complex instruction), Johnson and 
Johnson (Five premises of CL), Kagan (COOP-COOP), Sharan (Group investigation), and 
Slavin (STAD, TGT, Jigsaw II, TAI, CIRC).One of the foremost strengths of CL is that it is 
associated with higher academic achievement. According to a recent overview by Johnson, 
Johnson and Smith (2007) of students in college and adult settings since the 1960s, 168 
studies have compared the relative efficacy of cooperative, competitive and individualistic 
learning on individual achievement. Their findings indicated that overall, collaborative 
groupings promoted the highest levels of achievement. These results applied  both for 
academic  domains and for procedural tasks (such as sports). Positive effects in school 
settings have also been repeatedly found (e.g. Baines, Blatchford & Chowne 2007; Webb & 
Palincsar 1999; & Slavin et al. 2003). 
 
Two major schools of CL can be distinguished: the Structural approach and Learning 
Together (although see Kagan 1993 for a classification of three approaches). The structural 
approach is based on the definition and use of different ways of organising the interaction of 
individuals in a classroom, called structure – a content-free way that allows systematic design 
of CL. Leading researchers using this approach include: Kagan (1993) with around 200 
structures, Aronson with the famous Jigsaw structure, and Slavin (1995) with STAD, TGT, 
Jigsaw II, TAI and CIRC. The second approach is based on principles, tenets and premises 
that promote cooperation. Prominent researchers in respect of this approach include Johnsons 
and Johnson with five CL principles (Positive Interdependence; Face-to-face interaction; 
Individual Accountability; Group skills; and Group processing).  
 
Cooperative Learning across cultures     
 

While the power of collaborative approaches has been demonstrated in many research studies, 
it should be recognised that these have largely taken place in western settings and are 
underpinned by western theorizing. For example, the notion of “positive interdependence” − 
the essential condition for cooperation in Deutsch’s theory and the second tenet in Johnson & 
Johnson’s model of CL− refers to a relationship in which the goals of each individual can be 
achieved only if those of other group members also can be achieved. Chen et al. (1998: 292) 
argue that “this conception reflects western individual rationality in which others in the group 
serve as instruments for achieving individual self-interest”. Although the word “instrument” 
may give a negative connotation, what Chen and colleagues mean is that in a non-western 
context, it is questionable whether the underlying individualistic goals which cooperation 
serves will operate in a similar fashion. This may be especially true of collectivist societies 
where the “organic” view of a community results in great importance being attached to group, 
rather than individual needs (Lodge & Vogel 1987). Similarly, “accountability”, an important 
antecedent of cooperation, is typically conceptualised in individual terms – that is, the extent 
to which an individual’s contribution to the group is identifiable. However, this appears to be 
a far less significant factor in inducing cooperation among people in collectivistic cultures 
(Earley 1989; Wagner 1995). 
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Given that CL grew from studies on cooperation conducted within the mainstream of western 
social psychology, its procedures, structures, principles and techniques may be incompatible 
with predominant educational values operating in other cultures (Phuong-Mai et al. 2006, in 
press [Chapter 3,4]) such as in Israel (Hertz-Lazarowitz & Zelniker 1995), China (Messier 
2005) and Singapore (Divaharan & Atputhasamy 2002). In their study, Phuong-Mai and 
colleagues (2006, in press [Chapter 3,4]) reveal a complex web of cultural conflicts and 
mismatch that are likely to occur when western CL methodology is applied in an Asian 
context without rigorous adaptation in order to improve compatibility with the host culture. 
They argue that some of the premises of CL such as shared leadership and face-to-face 
interaction may conflict with a number of values that Asian children are taught to respect and 
nurture. They further suggest that CL, as for any instructional method developed in a different 
culture, should be adapted to the society in which learners are operating. When adaptation to a 
host culture is successful, CL may take a different shape, and perhaps take a hybrid form, 
different from, and possibly greater than, the sum of its original parts (heterosis). When such 
adaptation is not forthcoming, the results may be cultural mismatch and ineffective outcomes.  
 
A good illustration of the interaction between CL and cultural context is that of its 
introduction to Israel where a similar procedure was already operating. This was known as 
Small Group Teaching (SGT), a form of pedagogy originating from Israeli practices in the 
mid-1970s, and emerging roughly the same time as CL was being developed in the US. The 
importation of CL from the US to Israeli schools began later, under the assumption that the 
two national educational contexts were similar and thus US methods could be readily adapted 
for Israeli practice (Hertz-Lazarowitz & Zelniker 1995). Two methods Jigsaw and STAD 
(Student Team Achievement Divisions) were implemented as specific projects (Sapir 1980; 
Sharan et al. 1984). However, these produced complex and inconsistent findings which failed 
to replicate the success that had been enjoyed in the US (Rich, Amir, & Slavin 1986; Rich et 
al. 1989, both cited Hertz-Lazarowitz & Zelniker 1995). Hertz-Lazarowitz and Zelniker 
(1995) speculated that the tradition of Judaism, and a Zionist way of life, may have rendered 
the direct importation of CL practices from the US problematic. A heavy emphasis upon 
external incentives such as points, certificates and prizes and rigidly structured 
interdependence among students did not seem to fit the Israeli context where motivation in 
classrooms is often spurred by the approval and acknowledgement of teachers and peers. In 
the light of these understandings, a re-evaluation of CL procedures was undertaken and the 
ensuing result was a culturally compatible combination of selective aspects of CL and SGT 
(Hertz-Lazarowitz & Zelniker 1995).  
 
The case of CL in Israel illustrates how appropriate adaptation of an educational method to a 
host culture can prove fruitful. However, failure to be culturally sensitive may lead to 
negative outcomes as was the case of CL in China. Here, Messier (2005) showed that Chinese 
students in a traditional lecture-based learning condition obtained higher achievement scores 
than students in a cooperative learning condition. Messier noted fundamental differences 
between East−West in how students and teachers perceive CL and argued that its 
implementation should take place only after thorough examination and consideration of 



Nguyen Phuong-Mai      
Culture and Cooperation: Cooperative Learning in Asian Confucian Heritage Cultures – The case of Viet Nam            108 

contextual and cultural factors, a process termed by Thomas (1997: 19-20) as “cultural 
analysis and selectivity”. 
 
It is tempting to suggest that cooperation is more likely to operate effectively in collectivist, 
rather than individualist societies (Cox, Lobel, & McLoed 1991; Earley 1989, 1993, 1994; 
Wong & Hong 2004). While a number of studies suggest that students from collectivistic 
Asian cultures value CL (Park 2002; Ramburuth & McCormick 2001; Tang 1996) and CL 
should be applied for Asian students (Curro & Tsui 2005; Flowerdew 1998), consideration of 
the differing ways in which cooperation may be induced leads us to question any assumptions 
that CL will always operate non-problematically in collectivistic cultures. Certainly, despite 
research evidence as to its effectiveness, it is unlikely to take hold in an education system if 
its mode of application is incongruent with the norms and values of the host culture in which 
it is being implemented.  
 
In undertaking an examination of how CL might best operate in Viet Nam, we initially 
conducted a review of the literature to examine how cultural differences can affect 
cooperation and CL in Asian educational contexts (for an extensive analysis see Phuong-Mai 
et al. 2006, in press [Chapter 3,4]. In considering the context of Viet Nam, we focused 
particularly upon the literature examining Confucian Heritage Cultures (CHC) – China, Viet 
Nam, Korea, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Japan, and Singapore – societies where Confucianism 
continues to exert a powerful influence upon norms, values and behaviour (Alt 1994; Jia 
2001). We subsequently offer a cultural contingency perspective and outline the nature of our 
experimental study. In the light of our findings we then seek to provide a range of principles 
that may enable teachers and curriculum designers to create CL lessons that are more 
culturally appropriate for Vietnamese learners. The final aim of the study is to provide an 
analysis of a particular context that can highlight a range of issues that will have relevance 
and resonance for researchers and policy makers in other diverse cultures.  
 
Domains of potential cultural mismatch  
 
Prior studies by Phuong-Mai et al. (2006, in press [Chapter 3,4]) have highlighted a number 
of elements of CL that may need to be addressed when operating in a CHC context. These 
include: Leadership; Reward allocation; and Group composition.  
 
Leadership 
 
Leadership is essential for cooperation, and effective leadership processes vary according to 
the culture in which they are found (Dickson et al. 2003; House et al. 2004). The notion of 
leadership is most associated with the dimension “Power distance” in the Hofstede’s cultural 
model (Hofstede & Hofstede 2005).  
 
Research on leadership in China and Korea shows that the distribution of power in a group 
typically takes the form of a hierarchical pyramid structure in which group members tend to 
favour a formal “directive leadership” style characterised by top-down decision making (Chen 
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1995; Hsu 1992; Lee 2001; Oh 2003). Like China, Viet Nam appears to be characterised by 
large power distance with a hierarchical and authoritative leadership structure (Hofstede & 
Hofstede 2005). Here, less powerful members of institutions expect and accept that power is 
distributed unequally. This is rather different from small power distance cultures where 
stronger democratic values support a “participative leadership” style (Day et al. 2004; 
Dickson et al. 2003; Doel & Sawdon 2001) in which power tends to be decentralised among 
group members rather than remaining in the hands of one or more leaders. 
In educational contexts, power distance will have an important influence upon student 
relationships. Confucian societies are traditionally marked by unequal relationships and the 
strong hierarchical nature of most formal relationships is likely to be reflected in schools. It is 
quite common, therefore, that each class has a prefect, several unit leaders and, indeed, even 
sub-leaders for small groups. If there is a group, there should be a leader. Without a leader, 
the group is not perceived as stable. Melles (2004), in a study examining why international 
students find it difficult to participate in small group discussion, found that for Asian students, 
there is a general acknowledgment that assigning a group leader contributes to the functioning 
of the group and avoids later difficulties.  
 

Actually, in my group, we choose one person to become a group leader […] based on his 
skills, and we feel he can lead us because we know his background, (Melles, op. cit., 
p.230).    

However, this notion of hierarchical structure is not a key element in CL procedures 
developed by the influential developers of CL. For example, the Group Investigation 
approach of Sharan and Sharan (1992), as presented in Slavin (1995), does not include leader 
appointment as a specific process. In Kagan’s approach, rather than appointing a formal 
leader, each student is assigned a specific role to fulfill such as checker, recorder, task master, 
gate keeper, reporter or cheer leader (Kagan 1994, p.7:3) ─ a view which strongly reflects a 
“participating leadership” style more typically found in cultures marked by small power 
distance. One can only guess whether the fourth tenet of Johnson and Johnson (1994), 
Interpersonal and group skills, includes the need for formal leadership if necessary. It is only 
in the Jigsaw II structure (Slavin 1995) where discussion is involved, that a leader may “call 
on group members who raise their hands” and “see if everyone participates” (p. 125). 
Practical guidelines in CL sometimes mention the role of leader, but rarely is this seen as an 
essential procedure. Race (2000), for example, suggests that “leaders come and go depending 
on the group’s need or function [and if it is necessary] students may decide to appoint a 
leader” (p. 50).  

Taking a cultural perspective, one may speculate that in the context of Viet Nam where the 
culture is marked by large power distance, a formal leader is needed not only for the 
discussion part of CL but for the whole process of learning together. On the basis of this 
possibility, we propose the following hypothesis: 

H1: Vietnamese students will consider hierarchical leadership as essential for the 
operation of CL. 
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The notion of leadership relates to the dimension “achieved status ─ ascribed status” in the 
cultural model of Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1997). Characterised by ascribed 
status, people from Asia tend to judge one’s status on the basis of who one is rather than what 
one has achieved. A leader in China (Gunning 1997) and Korea (Lee 2001) is expected to be 
considerate and benevolent, and to “adhere to the Confucian parental role”, (Littrell 2002: 
16). Confucius said: 
 

Lead the people by laws and regulate them by penalties and the people will try to keep 
out of jail but will have no sense of shame. Lead the people by virtue and restrain them 
by the rules of decorum, and the people will have the sense of shame and will become 
good.  

  
Due to a preference for government run by leaders with exemplary personal qualities, the 
ideal leader in CHC is typically seen as a benevolent person who has a strong sense of virtue, 
decency and morality and leaves subordinates to get on with life in a harmonious and orderly 
fashion (Gunning 1997). In fact, some have labelled the Chinese system of management as 
that of management of people (Chang 1976) and interpersonal relationship (Hui & Lin 1996). 
In other cultures where status is gained through achievement, the best leader is widely held to 
be the “one-minute leader” who communicates clear goals and delegates decisions to 
subordinates about how to get the job done (Maccoby 1994).  

In pedagogical contexts, leadership in CL is a topic that is often insufficiently considered. 
Issues about the role, influence, expectation and prototypes of leadership have yet to be fully 
investigated by researchers. In some CL models where a leadership role is raised, it is 
typically associated with organisational skills, e.g. getting people back on task (Kagan 1994, 
p. 7:3), monitoring discussion (Slavin 1995: 125). Rather than being the preserve of one 
individual, it is often suggested that the leadership role should be frequently rotated (Slavin 
1995: 125).  

Research on leadership among Asian students is rare although Littrell (2005) suggests that 
authority structures in Asian classrooms are often unrelated to academic ability. Given the 
paucity of studies in this area, we base our second hypothesis on findings drawn from 
organisational studies across cultures and propose that Vietnamese students will prefer a 
benevolent humanistic leader: 

H2: Vietnamese students will prefer leaders who are capable of maintaining positive 
interpersonal relationships within the CL group. 

Reward allocation 
 
Reward allocation is associated with “individualism-collectivism”, a construct appearing in 
many studies on culture. The two main bases for reward allocation are those of equity and 
equality (Earley & Erez 1993). The equity principle is that reward should be given 
proportionally to reflect the functions performed by each group member. The equality 
principle, highlights uniformity and fairness, and dictates that reward should be distributed 



Nguyen Phuong-Mai      
Culture and Cooperation: Cooperative Learning in Asian Confucian Heritage Cultures – The case of Viet Nam            111 

equally among group members, irrespective of their differing contributions. Equity is deeply 
embedded in the value systems of individualistic cultures where the tendency is to 
differentiate between people on the basis of their performance (Beatty et al. 1988; Beer & 
Katz 1998; Deutsch 1985). In comparison, equality is typically preferred in collectivist 
societies as this has a greater propensity to foster group harmony (Chen et al 1998; Leung & 
Bond 1984; Sama & Papamarcos 2000, though see Chen [1995] for a critical view).  
 
Reward allocation is also associated with “universalism-particularism” (Trompenaars and 
Hampden-Turner 1997). In universalistic cultures, an emphasis on rules, regulations and 
guidelines tends to result in an evaluation system that specifies concrete achievement criteria 
upon which judgements are based and rewards are allocated. In contrast, in societies marked 
by particularism, the operation of the equity or equality principle is based on particular 
situations in which a wide range of interpersonal factors are influential. Thus such factors as 
one’s status as a member of an in- or out-group (Leung & Bond 1984), perceptions of group 
cohesion (Lin et al. 2007), the estimation of one’s personality by the community (Chiu 1989) 
and whether a long-term relationship is anticipated (Chen et al. 1999; Zang 2001) may exert 
influence in the allocation of rewards.  
 
In individualistic and universalistic cultures (Hofstede & Hofstede 2005; Trompenaars & 
Hampden-Turner 1997), reward is more likely to follow the equity rule on the basis of 
performance, whereas in collectivistic and particularistic (often CHC) cultures (Hofstede & 
Hofstede 2005; Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 1997), rewards are more likely to follow 
the equality rule, albeit with interpersonal relationships having an important influence.  
 
Although equity may typically prevail in the West, CL is a case apart. Here, the equality 
principle is usually recommended for the grading of group-related assignments. Thus, all 
students in the group should usually receive the same grade irrespective of their individual 
contributions (Kagan 1994), or, alternatively, individual contributions are assessed and the 
final group grade is the average of each member’s individual grade (Garfield 1993; Slavin 
1995). A seeming conflict between what is favoured in western society (equity rule) and what 
is advocated in CL (equality) is sometimes resolved by an equity-assurance process called 
“transparent intra-group evaluation” (TIGA), though this is not the only purpose of it. A 
typical process involves students grading each other’s assignment or providing confidential 
ratings that reflect how well they and each of their group mates have fulfilled their team 
responsibilities, ranging from “excellent” to “no show” (Ballantyne, Hughes, & Mylonas 
2002; Hanrahan & Isaacs 2001; Lejk & Wyvil 2001; Sluijsmans & Prins 2006).  
 
In the case of CL in Viet Nam, the equality rule applied in CL is unlikely to conflict with 
broader social norms and values. Thus Vietnamese students in CL settings are likely to be 
more at ease with reward allocation based upon an equality rule and TIGA as equity assurance 
would not be seen as necessary to ensure fairness. On the basis of such reasoning, we 
formulated our third hypothesis:  

 

https://www.myuu.nl/http:/www.sciencedirect.com/science?_ob=ArticleURL&_udi=B6VPF-4GNTG0J-1&_user=457046&_coverDate=09%2F30%2F2005&_rdoc=1&_fmt=&_orig=search&_sort=d&view=c&_acct=C000021878&_version=1&_urlVersion=0&_userid=457046&md5=45e57d6c7a5a6da8a4de88c388d644af#bib9
https://www.myuu.nl/http:/www.sciencedirect.com/science?_ob=ArticleURL&_udi=B6VPF-4GNTG0J-1&_user=457046&_coverDate=09%2F30%2F2005&_rdoc=1&_fmt=&_orig=search&_sort=d&view=c&_acct=C000021878&_version=1&_urlVersion=0&_userid=457046&md5=45e57d6c7a5a6da8a4de88c388d644af#bib9
https://www.myuu.nl/http:/omega.library.uu.nl/seal/omegasearch.php?applid=omegaresult&lan=nl&cfg=omega&searchfield1_name=CREATOR_PERSON_FULL&searchfield1_value=Prins,%20F.&stem1_value=word&backapplid=omegaadvsearch&save=query_advanced
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H3: In a CL context, Vietnamese students will prefer group-based reward systems that 
emphasise equality over equity. 

 
Group Composition  
 
A key element of group functioning is the distinction between two mechanisms: trust and 
group identity which differ in societies marked by either individualism or collectivism (see 
Phuong-Mai et al. in press [Chapter 4]). 
  
Trust is an immediate antecedent to cooperation, reflecting an individual’s confidence in the 
goodwill of others and the expectation that others will reciprocate if one cooperates (Kramer 
& Tyler 1996; Smith et al. 1995). McAllister (1995) differentiates between cognition-based 
and affect-based trust. The former is based on the knowledge, skills and performance of team 
members, and is arguably more associated with individualistic societies where trust is largely 
based on the fulfilment of specific roles and responsibilities. The latter is derived from the 
emotional bonds between group members, and is often associated with collectivistic societies 
where trust tends to be built upon personal loyalty and attachment to significant others (Chen 
et al. 1998; Griffith et al. 2000). 
 
The sense of identity held by group members can significantly affect cooperation (Dawes, 
Orbell, & van de Kragt 1988). Arguing that social identities are relatively more salient than 
personal identities in collectivist contexts (the reverse being the case for individualistic 
cultures) Chen et al. (1998) suggest that in the former, shared membership of certain ingroups 
is more likely to lead to mutual identification and, correspondingly, a greater propensity for 
emerging cooperation. Such memberships may also be meaningful in more individualistic 
societies but these are unlikely to have as great an impact upon cooperative behaviour. Chen 
and colleagues argue that: 
 

...the formation and the effect of a new group identity may depend on how it relates to the 
existing self-identities. For it to have a positive effect on cooperation, the new group 
identity should enhance and complement the currently salient self-identities and serve the 
dominant rationally (p.293). 

 
Trust and identity are key underlying issues for anyone joining a new group. For 
individualists, the emphasis is upon engendering cognition-based trust, enhancing personal 
identities and acting in accord with instrumental and rational self-interest. For collectivists, 
the new group should ideally provide a strong sense of affect-based trust, and offer a sense of 
role and purpose that complements other social identities and collective interests (Chen et al. 
1998).  
 
Given this perspective, it is unsurprising that learning ability is typically an important factor 
in the group formation according to the mainstream CL. Two ability-based grouping methods 
are labelled as “heterogeneous” and “tracking”. The former refers to the systematic or random 
assignment of students to groups in order to produce variety within each of these, for instance, 
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each group consisting of low, middle and high achievers. This strategy is so pervasive that it 
is often included in definitions of CL (Watson & Marshall 1995). In contrast, tracking 
involves the assignment of students to groups in which all members have a similar level of 
ability. Although tracking has proven controversial, McEwin et al. (2003) report that in the 
US, its use has increased with 78% of middle schools in 2001 using it to some degree (see 
Daniel [2007] for a review on ability grouping).  
 
Overlooked, and left in the shadow of exuberant arguments for the use of ability grouping, are 
a number of studies addressing the importance of students’ immediate social relationships for 
successful group operation (Kutnick et al. 2005). This factor, in contrast with the cognition-
based emphasis upon ability grouping, reflects affect-based trust and social shared identity. In 
general, research studies examining such phenomena have shown that friendship groups tend 
to have superior learning outcomes in comparison with random or ability groupings (Chauvet 
& Blatchford 1993; Fraysse 1994; Kutnick et al. 2005; Shah & Jehn 1993; Zajac & Hartup 
1997). While there has been little discussion in the literature, some recent studies of computer 
supported CL suggest that ability grouping may discourage interaction because of an absence 
of ties between group members (Heilesen et al. 2002), and have recommended that groups 
should be composed of individuals who know each other well (Lockhorst 2004: 208-209).  
 
While its origins in individualistic cultures may explain why affect-based trust and social 
shared-identity are not key determinants of CL groupings, we consider that such factors may 
be important for its operation in Viet Nam and, indeed, many other collectivist societies. In 
those societies where personal relationships play a particularly powerful role in determining 
the nature of group collaboration, personal affinity, rather than ability, may be a more 
significant factor to consider when establishing optimal grouping. Asian students at an 
Australian University (Melles (2004), for example, tended to see social interaction and the 
development of positive relationships as one of CL’s main features. They felt that random 
assignment was either not a good idea, irrelevant to the efficiency of the group, or 
counterproductive. They saw students’ choice as far more appropriate and principled. Thus 
Melles argues that: 
 

Western models of random [grouping] put some pressure on the need to quickly develop 
relationship for the group process. Such spontaneous relationship forming may not come 
easily to all students [who] see this need of establishing relationship as essential to the 
successful communication and task completion (p. 228). 

 
Based on this consideration, our fourth hypothesis is, accordingly: 
 

H4: In a CL context, Vietnamese students will recognise and prefer the benefits of 
friendship grouping. 

 
Effort and learning outcomes 
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We argue that when CL is organised in a way that is sensitive to student preference, 
disposition and cultural origins it is likely that greater effort will be invested in learning, with 
higher achievement resulting. Thus, our final two hypotheses are: 
 

H5: When CL is organised in Viet Nam in a fashion that is culturally appropriate in terms 
of leadership, reward allocation and group composition, students will report having 
exerted more effort in learning than their peers in conventionally operated groups. 
 
H6: When CL is organised in Viet Nam in a fashion that is culturally appropriate in terms 
of leadership, reward allocation and group composition, Vietnamese students will have 
learning outcomes superior to those in conventionally operated groups.  

 
Research method 
 
Research design 
 
We employed a reversed treatment equivalent group design with post test only. For each 
normal sized class (37-50), two experimental settings were formed by a process of 
randomisation. Students in one setting (Exp-1) were given CL lessons in which the underlying 
structures and processes were designed to be culturally appropriate for Vietnamese learners in 
terms of Leadership, Reward allocation, and Group composition. Students in the second 
setting (Exp-2) were given exactly the same number and content of lessons, although here, the 
approach in terms of Leadership, Reward allocation, and Group composition, to a certain 
extent,  mirrored that of typical practice as described and advocated by mainstream research 
on CL. An overview of treatments is presented in Table 1. 
 
Students were organised in small groups of 3-4 students. In total, we carried out four rounds 
of experiments with 23 groups placed in the Exp-1 setting and 23 groups in the Exp-2 setting. 
Depending on the class schedule, lessons were carried on in the sequence Exp-1 and then 
Exp-2 or the other way around. Students in one setting attended normal classes while students 
in the other setting were involved in the experimental lessons. 
 
Table 1- Overview of treatments. EA= Equity Assurance 
    Exp-1    Exp-2 
Leadership    Formal leader appointed  No formal leader appointed 
Reward allocation   Equality-based, without EA  Equality-based, with EA 
Group Composition  Friendship grouping   Heterogeneous ability grouping 

 
The CL tasks comprised two main components. The first consisted of 10-12 lesson units, each 
of 45 minutes. In total, students were required to complete two CL cluster tasks, covering 
different disciplines of social science (English as a second language, literature, history) and 
natural science (geometry, applied physics). Examples these tasks are showed in Appendix 1. 
The second component was a CL project run mostly outside of the school day for two and a 
half weeks (this equated to approximately 20 lesson units). For this activity, each group was 
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required to produce a newspaper containing a specified amount of interviews, reviews and 
news. Each group was responsible for selecting a theme for this publication.   
 
Participants  
 
All experiments were conducted in two upper-secondary schools in Ha Noi. These had both 
attained the appropriate national standard, on the basis of an annual evaluation conducted by 
the Special Board of Inspectors of Ministry of Education and Training. Four classes, 
comprising 181 students, ranging from 16 to 18 years, participated in the project. Students 
received a small amount of money after the experiment but in all four classes this was donated 
to the class fund for future class activities. 
 
All four teachers involved were the chief teachers of their class. This means that they were 
officially in charge of the class, had full access to student data, and had first-hand knowledge 
of each student. Teachers received personal training (two hours) in which their lesson plans 
were described and discussed. In addition, the first author worked closely with the teachers to 
carefully design learning tasks based on the mandated programs and text books. The active 
involvement of teachers was seen as a means of assuring that the lessons would be conducted 
as intended. To reduce the risk of an expectancy effect (Rosenthal 1976), the teachers were 
not informed about the nature of the experiments.   
  
Data gathering 
 
A multiple-measurement method was employed which involved several data sources: 
observation, interview, questionnaire, and subsequent learning outcomes. In using a 
combination of qualitative and quantitative methods, we hoped to employ triangulation in 
order to provide richer descriptions and analyses of the results.   
 
Observations were conducted by the first author. Since video recording was not permitted in 
the schools, we used manual recording at time intervals. Every 3-5 minutes, one group was 
observed closely and all related conversation or non-verbal expression was noted on an 
observation form. In order to avoid the risk of a Hawthorne effect (quite possible if 
participants were to feel that they were receiving special attention from the researcher), 
observation was conducted indirectly, not on the group next to the researcher, but on one 
group further away. Appendix 2 and 3 illustrates the observation positions and observation 
scheme.  
 
Interviews were conducted by the first author within one day of the completion of each 
experiment. These were conducted individually with each of 60 students, selected randomly, 
with half from each experimental setting. Each interview lasted between 15-30 minutes. We 
utilised a semi-structure interview scheme with a number of guiding questions. Examples are: 
with respect to leadership: “What do you think about the role of leadership in CL?”; with 
respect to reward allocation: “What do you think about group shared-grade?”; and with regard 
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to group composition: “What do you think about the way your group was formed?”. Appendix 
4 presents this semi-structure interview scheme.    
  
The questionnaire utilised a Likert-scale design. For each of the items, students were asked to 
select from five options ranging from totally disagree (1) to totally agree (5). The first four 
scales measured four dependent variables which were in accordance with proposed 
hypotheses: (1) Preference for Formal Leadership, an example of the items is “When learning 
in group there must be a leader”; (2) Preferable Leadership traits, an item on this scale is 
“The main job of the leader is to maintain solidarity within the group; (3) Conformity to 
Equality-based Reward, one of the items is “Reward should be equally divided among group 
members”; and (4) Satisfaction in relation to Group composition, an example of the items is 
“You are satisfied with the learning ability of your group”. The fifth scale measured the 
Overall Effort of students across the whole experiment, one of the items is “You’ve tried your 
best in these lessons”. We hypothesised that with regard to the first three dependent variables, 
despite the differences in treatments, students in both settings would score highly on the 
scales. With regard to the last two variables, we predicted that students in the Exp-1 setting 
would score significantly higher than those from the Exp-2 setting.  
 
In the first rounds of experiments (class 11A8, 11C1, 11D6), the questionnaires were pilot-
tested and some items in the scales were revised and adjusted. This process allowed the 
researchers to evaluate the measure’s construct validity and to improve its reliability. We 
report the findings from the questionnaire when this was applied in the last round of the 
experiment (class 10A4) – a version with acceptable internal consistency (Cronbach alpha 
from .71 to .88) and good construct validity. Appendix 5 provides the full questionnaire with 
all the items.  
 
Learning outcomes were taken directly from students’ logbooks and teachers’ grading 
records. Each group had a logbook in which tasks were described and all group procedures 
were recorded. The final learning outcomes (scale 1-10) were written down both in the 
logbooks and the teachers’ grading record book.  
 
In this paper, we first present overview findings from the questionnaire and learning 
outcomes. For each hypothesis, we then present observation data, followed by detailed data 
from the questionnaire and the interviews.     
  
Data analysis 
 
With regard to learning outcomes, we compared differences between the two settings using 
the independent samples t-test. With regard to the questionnaire data, we employed 
multivariate analysis to determine whether there were significant differences between the 
scores from the two experimental settings. 
 
Results 
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To provide an initial overview, we examined findings from the questionnaire (Table 2). The 
two experimental settings differed significantly from each other on the combined dependent 
variable, F(5,31) = 9.54, p<.0005; Wilks’ Lambda = .39; partial η² = .60. This means that 60% 
of variance in the new combined dependent variables can be accounted for by the factor 
“setting”. Analysis of each individual dependent variable, using a Bonferroni adjusted alpha 
level of .01, shows that the three variables “Equality-based Reward allocation”, “Satisfaction 
in relation to Group composition” and “Overall effort” contribute the most to the difference 
between the two settings (p<.01). There is no statistically significant difference between the 
two settings in relation to “leadership preference” or to “leadership traits” (p>.01).  
 

H5: When CL is organised in Viet Nam in a fashion that is culturally appropriate in terms 
of leadership, reward allocation and group composition, students will report having 
exerted more effort in learning than those in conventionally operated groups. 

 
Table 2- Questionnaire data of 5 variables, univariate test comparing means between Exp-1 and Exp-2 setting, 
using Bonferroni adjust alpha level of .01, N=37.   
               Exp-1      Exp-2      F  p Effect size  
           (partial η²) 
Preference for Formal Leadership 4.5 3.9   5.61   .02 .13 
Preferable Leadership traits   4.3 4.0   1.83   .18 .05 
Conformity to Equality-based Reward 4.4 4.0   6.86   .01 .16 
Satisfaction i.r.t Group composition 4.7 3.7 30.24   .00 .46 
Overall effort   4.5 3.9 15.63   .00 .30 

 
Questionnaire data indicate that students from the Exp-1 (culturally appropriate) setting were 
more likely than those in the Exp-2 setting to state that they had made an effort on all the CL 
lessons and CL projects, and report that their fellow team members had tried their best on 
related activities, M1=4.5, M2=3.9, F(1,35) = 15.6, partial η² = .30, p<.0005. On this basis, 
H5 is supported.    
 

H6: When CL is organised in Viet Nam in a fashion that is culturally appropriate in terms 
of leadership, reward allocation and group composition, Vietnamese students will have 
superior learning outcomes than those in conventionally operated groups.  

 
Table 3- Learning outcomes in 2 task clusters & group project with 23 groups in each setting Exp-1 & Exp-2. 

                M SD    t     Effect size (d)     p 
  Exp-1  Exp-2 
Task Cluster 1  8.2 7.3 1.3/1.8 2.2   .58 .02 
Task Cluster 2  7.1 6.9 1.2/1.5   .51 
Group Project  9.4 9.0 0.7/0.9   .09 

 
In both the task clusters and the group project activities, students in the Exp-1 setting scored 
more highly than those in the Exp-2 setting. However a statistically significant difference was 
only found for Task Cluster 1, social science (Table 3). Thus, H6 is rejected. 
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The following sections report findings with respect to each individual variable. Detailed 
descriptions of the specific treatments, data from observations, the questionnaire and 
interviews are provided.  
 
Leadership: Like a headless snake...   
 

H1: Vietnamese students will consider hierarchical leadership as essential for the 
operation of CL. 
 
H2: Vietnamese students will prefer leaders who are capable of maintaining positive 
interpersonal relationships within the CL group. 

 
In the Exp-1 setting, students were asked to select a single leader based on whatever criteria 
they deemed most important. In the Exp-2 setting, each member was assigned a role to fulfil, 
in line with procedures typically outlined in the literature (Kagan 1993), e.g. recorder, 
checker, cheer leader, and quiet captain/reporter. The two dependent variables in this domain 
are: (1) Preference for Formal Leadership; and (2) Preferable Leadership traits. We had 
predicted that despite the difference in experimental conditions (with and without formal 
leader appointed), students in both settings would score highly on the questionnaire. 
 
Results 
 
In the Exp-1 setting, none of the leaders selected explicitly nominated themselves for the role. 
All were directly or indirectly identified by their group members, no surprise since every 
Vietnamese learner knows that modesty is a very important virtue. Those who were willing to 
take on the role of leader signalled this by smiling at their friends. In all cases, these 
individuals remained silent. Choosing a leader can be either directly carried out by someone 
in the group being nominated and then others agreeing, or indirectly, not by an individual 
being nominated outright but rather after a degree of nonverbal communication and subtle 
conversation. Having come to an unvoiced conclusion, some group members looked at their 
preferred leader and smiled, tacitly signalling their expectation. The student they referred to 
hesitated for a split second and smiled back with a soft and rather timid “OK”. As a result, it 
was difficult for us to identify the underlying criteria that the students had used to make these 
appointments. 
 
Students in the Exp-2 setting generally worked in line with their assigned roles. The 
“recorder” was responsible for noting down information in the logbook; the “cheer leader” 
drew highlighted successive stages of task execution using praise and compliments; the 
“checker” sought to ensure group understanding and agreement before the task was 
submitted; the “quiet captain/ reporter” monitored the time available and liaised with the 
teacher and the class. We also noted that teacher instruction and reminders were necessary to 
ensure that these roles were maintained (e.g. saying, “Checkers! Scan the answers of your 
mates one more time. In 5 minutes I’ll go to your group and check some of their answers”). 
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Data from the questionnaire (see Table 2) show that students in both settings placed great 
emphasis upon the value of the group leader: mean score of Exp-1 (M1) = 4.5; of Exp-2 (M2) 
= 3.9. The difference between two means was not statistically significant at our adjusted alpha 
level of .01, F(1,35) = 5.6, p =.02.    
 
While it was difficult to determine which qualities students deemed important in a leader on 
the basis of our observations, data from the questionnaire offers more insights. Here, students 
from both settings agreed on what were deemed to be important leadership traits and thus 
differences were not statistically significant M1=4.3; M2=4.0, F(1,35) = 1.8, p=.18. A leader 
was seen as a person who would create group solidarity, interconnect group members, and 
provide encouragement. These functions, of course, are primarily related to interpersonal 
management, rather than to cognitive functioning.  
 
In the interviews, students in both types of settings clearly expressed preferable qualities of a 
leader, first and foremost as someone with an ability to “foster solidarity”, followed by 
diverse other traits such as “responsibility”, “listening well” and acting as a “representative”. 
To quote one student: 
 

The most important thing a leader needs to have is to know how to unite people together 
and keep the group in balance. That person doesn’t have to be good, I mean excellent in 
maths or something [...]. I think that an average would do better, ‘cause that would make 
us feel that she or he is more “levelled” with us.  

 
Twenty three of the thirty students interviewed from Exp-1, highlighted the importance of 
leadership in group learning, while 17 of the 30 Exp-2 students reflected a similar perspective. 
Eight Exp-2 students reported that they had spontaneously selected or named someone in the 
group as leader even those this had not been suggested to them by the teacher. One student 
said: 
 

We did not choose Bao firstly to be our leader. She just became the leader because of the 
way she did, like calling around a lot, very enthusiastic and excited [...]. So before we 
knew it, we saw her as a leader. 

 
Many Exp-2 students noted that there was usually someone in the group who more or less 
took on a leadership role. Interestingly, they preferred not to name this as leadership, 
describing these individuals as “active learners” rather than “group leaders”. No group 
member considered these people to be the leader; neither did those taking on such a role see 
themselves as such. According to the students, the reason why the groups did not have leaders 
was because the teacher had not instructed them to appoint such a role, so there was, of 
course, no leader. As one student said: 
 

I don’t think we had a leader [...]. Linh was like a head in our group, right, she did like 
that, which I liked it...we liked it because it helped, but she was not a leader. If a leader 
had been necessary, the teacher would have done that. I think she wanted us to be 
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autonomous and democratic, like everybody is even, no one is above you, so... for that 
reason! 

 
Discussion 
 
As a Vietnamese proverb states: “A group without a leader is like a snake without a head”. 
Our findings that group members tended to favour a formal “directive leadership”, reflected 
literature suggesting that in Vietnamese society, a hierarchical pyramid structure is preferred. 
This led us to question the notion of “shared leadership”, a concept that is advocated in most 
CL theories. Our data indicated that, firstly, the Vietnamese students tended to place great 
importance in having a formal leader. However, if a leader was not formally identified, the 
students came to recognise “informal leaders” who emerged during task activity. However, 
these were not seen by group members as “leaders” but rather, as “active learners”, primarily 
because a “real” leader should be formally appointed as a result of teacher direction. It was 
the teacher who gave the instructions concerning group roles, and Vietnamese students tend 
to see the teacher as a moral figure who is always right (Phuong-Mai et al. 2006 [Chapter 3]). 
Note, however, that cultural norms are so pervasive that some of the Exp-2 setting 
spontaneously appointed a leader, even without teacher instruction. Questionnaire responses 
showed that students in both settings thought that a formal leader was beneficial particularly 
those who could maintain harmonious and considerate relationships within the group.  
 
These findings indicate that adjustment may be called for when CL operates in a Vietnamese 
context. This may include the establishment of a process of leadership appointment. However, 
it is important to note that this would not necessarily run counter to the principle of “shared 
authority” in which each individual has an assigned role. Vietnamese students may benefit 
from a group with both elements i.e. the group has a formal leader and each member is 
specifically assigned a role to fulfil. Given that interpersonal competence is highly valued, 
this trait should be cultivated so that each Vietnamese student has the potential to fulfil a 
leadership role. Further research is needed to investigate these issues, however. 
 
On the basis of our analyses, H1 and H2 are supported. As a result, we have formulated two 
instructional principles and suggest that teachers and curriculum designers consider these 
when designing CL for Vietnamese contexts: 
  

Principle 1: Consider including a mechanism for appointing a group leader.  
Principle 2: Be aware that interpersonal competence is a leadership trait that is highly 

valued. 
 
Reward allocation: When you eat alone... 
 

H3: In a CL context, Vietnamese students will prefer group-based reward systems that 
emphasise equality over equity. 

 
We employed three types of rewards: grades, teacher approval/disapproval, and tangible 
rewards at the end of each task cluster (varying from shareable items such as Japanese snacks 
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or candies to single items such as music CDs). To assure the same cooperative task structure 
in each setting, we applied the equality rule for the first type of reward (group grading) in 
both experimental settings.  
 
In the Exp-1 setting, the teacher was instructed to give comment/compliments or criticism to 
the group as a whole rather than to specific individuals. Groups were left to decide amongst 
themselves how to distribute tangible rewards. In the Exp-2 setting, the teacher was instructed 
to give comment/compliments or criticism to specific individuals. Groups were invited to give 
tangible rewards to the best students in recognition of excellent individual contribution. The 
best students were chosen through the TIGA process which was conducted at the completion 
of each task cluster. Each group member filled in a form in which they were asked to rate 
their contribution and that of all their other group members on a five point measurement scale 
ranging from “not good” to “excellent”. Both teacher (dis)approval aimed at individuals and 
tangibles rewards given based on TIGA are equity-assurance mechanisms and are meant to 
confront the equality rule applied in group shared grade.  
 
The dependent variable here was “Conformity to Equality-based Reward”. If culture is 
malleable and reward norms are possible to change, teacher comments given to individuals 
and TIGA process will signal the unfairness embedded in group shared grade, and as a result, 
students in the Exp-2 setting will score low on this questionnaire scale. However, our 
hypothesis is that culture endures, and that despite equity assurance mechanism such as 
teacher comments targeted at individuals and TIGA which strongly signal and suggest the 
equity rule, students in both conditions would emphasise the equality principle and score high 
on the questionnaire scale.  
 
Results 
 
With respect to tangible rewards, we observed that in the Exp-1 setting, all rewards were 
shared within the group. This within-group sharing also happened in the Exp-2 setting, which 
means that the whole group, rather than solely the best students, were rewarded. In fact, Exp-2 
students actually went against the instructions they had been given and decided to share the 
reward among all group members. While the Japanese snacks were easy to split, we observed 
that students tried to make sure the music CD would be kept and enjoyed periodically by each 
group member.  
 
With respect to the effects of teacher approval, we observed a clear difference in student 
behaviour resulting from the two types of affirmation. In the Exp-2 setting where individuals 
were addressed, most students, when receiving positive comments from their teachers, smiled 
rather timidly. However, in the Exp-1 setting, when  acknowledgement was given to the 
whole group, the members frequently reacted by immediately voicing their excitement, 
cheered, looked around to seek envious eyes, or even acted out some form of group ritual 
such as touching their fists with each other.  
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The questionnaire sought to measure student beliefs about the appropriateness of equality-
based reward allocation. Data in Table 2 indicate that students in both types of experimental 
settings showed a strong preference for an equality form of allocation, M1=4.4, M2=4.0. 
Although mean scores are both rather high, there is a statistically significant difference 
between the two settings, F(1,35) = .68, partial η² = .16, p=.013.  
 
In the interviews, students generally agreed that shared grades and tangible rewards for all 
members of the group were appropriate; forty seven out of 60 students expressing a clear view 
on this issue. Two students from the Exp-2 setting said that individual grades could be just 
fine; one explained that this was “because high achievers then realised that they had to help 
the low achievers”. A majority of students, however, expressed no concern that equality might 
be tantamount to unfairness:  
 

Shared reward is of course much better [...]. Individual grade is to make each one for 
him/ herself, while a shared-grade makes the group much more like one. When the grade 
is low, the whole group may be upset, but then we will encourage each other and go on. 
When only one person has a low grade, that one has to bear the sadness alone. 

 
While the use of tangible rewards was seen as a good means of motivating the best achievers 
in the group, these were expected to be shared equally among all group members afterwards. 
In this way, the best achiever could benefit symbolically from the title of “best student” even 
though materially, he/she was expected to divide the reward equally among all group 
members: 
 

…The one who gets rewards would share voluntarily with the others anyway, it is 
expected that one should do so! Basically, you have no face to enjoy reward alone!  

 
With regard to teachers’ positive acknowledgement, 19 students out of 60 reported a great 
sense of pride when they, either as individuals (Exp-2) or groups (Exp-1), were recognised by 
their teacher in front of their peers. One student typified this by stating:  
 

...not points, not certificates, not prizes, but a compliment from the teacher heightens the 
feeling and definitely motivates my learning.  

 
Those Exp-2 students who did not personally receive positive teacher comments did not 
appear to see this as a problem. Indeed, they expressed a belief that good performers deserved 
individual acknowledgement from the teacher. One informant stated: 
 

I felt good for him! He is an excellent student and he does not brag, [...] so he earns it!   
 
In addition to offering positive comments, the teachers were sometimes critical, towards the 
whole group in Exp-1 and towards individuals in Exp-2. Eighteen of the 60 students 
interviewed offered opinions on this issue, all of them were from the Exp-2 setting. Fifteen 
felt embarrassment when they or their group members received negative comments from their 
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teachers. Five students expressed concern that low achievers were being singled out for 
criticism. They felt uncomfortable that one individual was being rebuked while, in principle, 
they were all working as a group. Thus: 
 

The teacher told Hung that he had disturbed the class order by jumping around and not 
thinking. I felt like it was not nice for him. I looked at him and then I did not dare to look 
at the teacher...I felt like she was addressing us instead because we let that happen!   

 
Teacher disapproval also had a very strong effect on those students who received the negative 
comments. As one informant stated: 
 

I wish the teacher had not criticised him [...]. At the end of the lesson he got it [teacher’s 
disapproval] and became very irritating. He interrupted me all the time.  

 
Discussion 
 
As a Vietnamese proverb puts it: “Eating alone causes pain”. Students in our experiments 
strongly endorsed the principle of equality for reward allocation and both types of groups 
scored highly on the scale “Conformity to Equality-based Reward” M1/2 = 4.4/4.0. It should 
be noted that that Exp-2 students also emphasised equality despite: (1) grouping with those 
who were not already close friends; (2) receiving teacher (dis)approval and tangible reward 
individually; and (3) the use of a TIGA process that strongly emphasised individual 
contributions and the principle of equity. This suggests that in general, rewards for 
Vietnamese students, (whether grades, tangible rewards or teacher acknowledgement) should 
take into account the principle of equality rather than equity. On the basis of this analysis, H3 
is supported. 
 
Equality-based reward allocation would appear to be consonant with the Vietnamese tradition 
of community sharing. As a result, Vietnamese students may be unlikely to find a process 
such as “transparent intra group assessment” (TIGA) to be a sound means of ensuring 
fairness. However, we would wish to argue that TIGA may still have a value in this context, 
but probably for the purpose of heightening individual responsibility rather than inter-
individual assessment. The question as to how TIGA should best be adapted to this culture 
(e.g. using transparent or blind, assessment or reflection) is a possible issue for future 
research.    
 
Our findings also indicated the high importance given by Vietnamese students to teacher 
approval. This resonates prior research which shows that parental expectation and social 
approval tend to be an important motivating factor for Asian students (Cao et al 2006; Francis 
& Archer 2005; Gorman 1998; Niles 1995). The appropriate use of teacher approval, and its 
relationship to other types of conventional reward (grade, materialistic prizes) may also 
benefit from further investigation.  
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As noted above, while there was a degree of recognition that outstanding individuals deserved 
some approbation, significant concern was expressed that low achievers should not be 
negatively singled out. Students reported that they felt uncomfortable when the teacher picked 
out one high achiever to receive praise while at the same time a low achiever was publicly 
singled out for criticism. Negative comments aimed at students who are singled out in front of 
their peers are likely to have a powerful and demeaning impact involving a severe loss of face 
and hurt feelings. On the basis of our findings, we conclude that when making positive 
comments, teachers in Viet Nam should focus upon outstanding individuals or the whole 
group, but when offering criticism, teachers should direct their message to the group rather 
than to the individual.  
 
Thus, we propose that Vietnamese teachers and curriculum designers should consider the 
following CL principles: 
 

Principle 3: Consider applying reward structures on the basis of equality. 
Principle 4: Consider the use of teacher approval as a valuable form of reward. 
Principle 5: Consider avoiding the use of public disapproval towards individuals.   

   
Trust and Group Identity: A drop of blood and a pool of water 
 

H4: In a CL context, Vietnamese students will recognise and prefer the benefits of 
friendship grouping.  

 
In the Exp-1 setting, students were asked to form groups by themselves and typically chose to 
work with their friends. The teachers of these groups confirmed that each consisted of two or 
more group members who were close friends. As a result, some groups in the Exp-1 setting 
comprised all low or all high achievers. In the Exp-2 setting, students were assigned to each 
group by their teachers on the basis of their academic achievement during the previous term 
and the teachers’ first-hand knowledge of the students’ abilities. Each group contained four 
students comprising one high achiever, two averages and one low achiever. Thus, as far as 
possible, the groups were equivalent in academic ability. We were interested to gauge the 
level of satisfaction of students in relation to their group composition and had anticipated that 
Exp-1 students would score more highly on this questionnaire scale this than Exp-2 students.  
 
Results 
 
In the Exp-1 setting, students’ friendship identities gradually became subsumed within a new 
learning group identity. This took place initially by students seeking to link the new group 
identity to existing friendship identities. For example, in some cases, students chose the 
names of existing friendship groups to be the name of the CL group; thus a group whose 
friendship name was already “Cow and Fly” continued to use this name in the CL sessions. 
One group of female friends from affluent families had formerly employed the motto, “Elite 
in how you live”. In their new CL group, we observed that they had modified this to “Elite in 
how you live; Elite in how you learn”. Another group transferred a sanction that they had 
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often used in their friendship groups to their new situation (“Anyone who breaks the rules will 
have to treat everyone to yoghurt”). In this experimental setting, students also sought to 
confirm and develop their new sense of group identity. For example, the group “Cow and Fly” 
at the completion of a task spontaneously chorused: “Long lives the power of Cow & Fly”.  
Similarly, we observed that the “Elite” group kept telling each other: “We have to remain the 
‘elite’ girls of the class with ‘elite’ grading!”  
 
As groupings in the Exp-2 setting were not based upon friendships, existing relationships 
played little role here in the development of group identity. 
 
Data from the questionnaire (see Table 2) show that students in the Exp-1 setting expressed 
more positive comments about learning in their group (M1=4.7) than those in the Exp-2 
setting, M2=3.7; F(1,35) = 30.2, partial η² = .46, p<.0005. We found a high positive 
correlation between two questionnaire variables “Overall-effort” and “Satisfaction in relation 
to Group composition”, explaining 42.2% of the variance (r = .65, p<.0005, two-tailed).  
 
In the interviews, 33 of the 60 students, irrespective of their type of experimental setting, 
stated that they preferred working in close friendship groups. They argued that the bond 
between them would help to play an important role in binding them together, to motivate and 
even force them to “fight” for the sake of the group. One student from a group consisting 
wholly of low achievers stated that:  
 

...I don’t think we need someone better. The group should improve itself. With a high 
achiever it can be a bad idea even [...] since this person will dominate or downplay us. 

 
Many students argued that close friendships facilitated group communication and support - 
factors that they thought helped them in their learning. We placed the benefits of working 
with close friends that they cited into three main categories: (1) Learning: Easier to 
understand and handle differences of opinion; Easier to say what one wants; Feel motivated to 
say more; Know what to expect, thus work allocation is simplified and more effective. (2) 
Safe and open environment: No need to compete in order to see who is the best; Easier to be 
straight forward and direct; No worry of violating another’s face; Fewer clashes of ideas; 
Easier to ask for help without embarrassment. (3) Social: Better for fostering group solidarity; 
Understand each other better. 
 
However, it should be noted that eight students expressed an opposing view. These informants 
stated that they did not mind being grouped with those who were not already close friends 
because: (1) It is easier for friends to talk off-task; and (2) This provides an opportunity for 
people to get to know other classmates better. 
 
Discussion 
 
The development of new group identities appeared to have been facilitated by existing 
friendships and affiliations. In our observations, we noted that these relationships repeatedly 
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played an important role, serving to guide, to direct and to motivate groups to act according to 
pre-existing codes of behaviour. Most students preferred working in friendship groupings and 
believed that this enabled them to benefit from the closeness that already existed among group 
members. A high degree of cohesion appeared to result in more democratic (easier to be 
straight forward and direct), more friendly and more cooperative exchanges (easier to ask for 
help without embarrassment). In contrast, weak cohesion may give rise to less cooperative 
behaviour based upon the dominance of one person over the others. Having the most able 
student(s) in a group did not necessarily guarantee group success. Even in a group consisting 
primarily of low achievers, a sense of cohesiveness and strong personal loyalty to other group 
members appeared capable of triggering a far more powerful sense of cognitive confidence 
and satisfaction. Reflecting the Vietnamese proverb: “A drop of blood is worth much more 
than a pool of water”, students in our experiments greatly appreciated the existing bond 
among themselves. A strong sense of intimacy, group solidarity and mutual support is 
something that may be shared among a small number of people (a drop of blood) and yet is 
often impossible to replace even with a great number, no matter how many (a pool of water). 
In short, H4 is supported.  
 
However, in our interviews, students recognised the danger that the focus of groups based 
upon friendships may be on social interaction rather than on the task. The evidence is 
inconclusive here. Shah and Jehn (1993), for example, report that friendship groups tend to 
spend more time on task related activities such as planning, monitoring performance and 
providing moral support than do acquaintance groups. A second source of concern was that 
friendship groups consisting wholly of low achievers might gradually lose motivation if they 
were to begin to fall behind their peers.  
 
Although the use of friendship groupings may help in some instances, it is unwise to assume 
that friends will always work together in a productive fashion. Besides, this practice may 
reinforce social division. For these reasons, we propose that teachers should seek to develop a 
sense of shared-identity and cohesion among students who are not already close friends, 
gradually creating an environment beneficial for CL. Secondly, teachers may find it helpful to 
organise groups in which members vary in academic ability yet still enjoy sound social 
relations. This combination is likely to be optimal for Vietnamese students since it takes 
advantage of both relevant cultural values and traditional CL practice.  
 
Thus, we list our final principles: 

 
Principle 6: Consider the use of groupings based on friendship or other types of positive 

social relationship.   
Principle 7:  Try to develop and foster new and cohesive groupings for students who do 

not share a high degree of social attachment before undertaking CL 
activities. 

 
Conclusion  
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To the extent that cooperation is necessary for the members of all societies, it is crucial to 
explore the different ways that this may be achieved in different cultures. While there is much 
evidence attesting to the benefits of CL, we argue that this method needs to be researched, re-
examined and reconsidered in relation to its operation in differing cultural contexts. Drawing 
upon research on culture, on cooperation and on CL, our Vietnamese study produced a 
number of intriguing results: 
 
Firstly, the role and the type of leadership, although not a key element of CL theories, proved 
to be influential for our sample who tended to place great importance upon having a formal 
leader. Vietnamese students are likely to favour a traditional leadership style which offers the 
promise of maintaining a harmonious and considerate relationship among team members.  
 
Secondly, Vietnamese students tended to prefer a system in which rewards were shared by the 
whole group rather than based upon individual contribution. Teacher approval was held to be 
a particularly important form of reward.  
 
Thirdly, friendship groupings were preferred to heterogeneous ability grouping based upon 
academic achievement. Students reported to find benefits in learning with friends. In the CL 
groups, students typically sought to create a new learning identity which was based on, 
enhanced, and confirmed by patterns of previous social relationships.  
 
Fourth, when CL was organised in ways that were considered to be culturally appropriate (in 
terms of Leadership, Reward allocation and Group composition), Vietnamese students 
reported higher workrates than those who followed a traditional programme. 
 

In this paper, we have derived a series of instructional design principles for CL that would 
seem to be appropriate for the Vietnamese context. To the best of our knowledge, this study is 
unique in examining the cultural factors involved in the operation of CL in a non-western 
educational context, utilising an intervention that was wholly integrated into the existing 
school curriculum. While this is an important issue in itself, we hope that this paper offers 
insights that extend further than to the examination of one pedagogic approach in one specific 
cultural context. Concern has long been expressed about the dangers of cherry-picking 
educational practices from other countries and cultures (Crossley 1984; Phillips & Ochs 2003; 
Sadler 1900) and while this point is now widely accepted in principle, uncritical acceptance of 
practices is still widespread. Furthermore, there continue to be too few classroom-based 
studies that have teased out the operation of different pedagogies in different cultures. This 
paper represents one attempt to address this shortfall. 
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APPENDIX 1: Examples of the task clusters and group project 
 
 
Task 1.3: English Grammar (Task cluster 1) 
 
Summary: Each group is presented some new English grammar. After studying this new body 
of knowledge, students are given a test with 10 multiple-choice items, combining the new 
English grammars and the grammars students learned the previous week. Group members 
have to make sure each individual can clearly explain why and based on which grammar rules 
this option is chosen, also why the other options are not correct. The teacher then comes to 
each group and picks a group member to explain the answers. 
 
Task 2.1: Geometric Twister (Task cluster 2) 
 
Summary: Each group is presented some new Geometric knowledge and some problem-
solving tasks. These are not new tasks because they were already solved before but with 
different geometric rules. With the new geometric rule, together, group members have to 
revisit the problem and solve it with the new knowledge. The teacher then comes to each 
group and picks a group member to explain the solution.  
 
Group project 
 
Summary: Each group is required to produce a newspaper. This newspaper should consist of a 
specified amount of interviews, reviews and news. All articles should be original and 
conducted by the group member themselves. Each group is responsible for selecting a theme 
for this publication. The time allotted is 2.5 weeks (approximately 20 lesson units).   
 
 
 
 
 
APPENDIX 2: Observation positions  
 

       
 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
         

 

  

Observation direction 
        Group 

Blackboard Blackboard Blackboard 
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APPENDIX 3: Observation scheme  
 
 
  Exp-1      Exp-2 
Leadership  How do students choose a leader?   How are the assigned roles fulfilled? 

What is the criteria?     Teacher’s role? 
How does the leader fulfill the role?  Leaders emerged? 
 

Reward   Sharing within-group?     Sharing within-group? 
  With CD/USB: How?    With CD/USB: How? 
  How do students react to praises?    How do students react to praises? 
  How do students react to criticisms?  How do students react to criticisms? 
  Signs of concern for unfairness in shared-grade? Signs of concern for unfairness in grade?  
 
Group  Impacts of friendship in group naming?  How a group name is chosen? Links to  
Composition Impacts of friendship in group’s norms?  any existing shared-social identities? 
  Impacts of friendship in group performing?  How the new group identity is developed? 
 

 
 
 
 
APPENDIX 4: Interview scheme 
 
General questions 

• What do you think about the lessons? 
• What do you think about the method of learning in group? 

 
Leadership 

• What do you think about the role of leadership in CL? 
• What makes a good group leader?  
• What do you think about your group leaders? (for Exp-1 students) 
• Are there any leaders in your groups? If yes, why? If no, why not? (for Exp-2 

students) 
 

Reward allocation 
• What do you think about group-shared grade? Is it fair? Why?  
• What did your group do with tangible rewards? Is it fair? Why?  
• What do you think about the comments that teacher gave?  

 
Group composition  

• What do you think about the way your group was formed? 
• Which do you prefer, working with close friends or class-mate friends? If yes, why? If 

no, why not?  
• What is the benefit of learning with close friends?  
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APPENDIX 5: Questionnaire scales, items and reliability (Cronbach alpha)  
 
Preference for Formal Leadership (.88) 

1. When learning in group there must be a leader. 
2. The learning outcomes of a group will benefit from having a leader.   

 
Preferable Leadership traits (.77) 

1. To be the leader in a group, having good learning competence is sufficient (reversed) 
2. To be the leader in a group, one must have good leadership ability.  
3. To be the leader in a group, leadership quality is more important than learning ability. 
4. The main job of a leader is to connect group member together. 
5. The main job of a leader is to maintain solidarity within the group.  
6. The main job of a leader is to encourage group members in learning.  
7. The group management ability is more important than learning ability.  
8. The ability to connect people is more important than learning ability. 

 
Conformity to Equality-based Reward (.71) 

1. Rewards should be equally divided among group members.  
2. When learning in group, reward should be made group reward. 
3. Shared-reward promotes group solidarity. 
4. Group-sharing grade promotes group solidarity.   
5. Group-sharing grade is fair.  
6. When learning in group, teacher should complement the whole group instead of individual. 
7. When learning in group, teacher should punish the whole group instead of individual.  

 
Satisfaction in relation to Group composition (.86) 

1. You like learning in your group. 
2. You feel good learning in your group. 
3. You are satisfied with the learning ability of your group. 
4. You are satisfied with the learning attitude of your group members. 
5. Your group members compensated each other well in term of learning ability.   
6. You are satisfied with the composition of your group. 
7. The way your group is composed is good. 
8. You want to be grouped in the same group next time.  
9. You think you will learn better if you are in the same group next time.  
10. You feel more attached to your group after these lessons. 

 
Overall effort (.85)  

1. You’ve tried your best in these lessons. 
2. You’ve put your best effort in all the tasks. 
3. You are satisfied with the effort you made in these lessons. 
4. You’ve tried your best in task cluster 1. 
5. You’ve tried your best in task cluster 2. 
6. You’ve tried your best in group project.  
7. You are satisfied with your contribution to your group.  
8. What you contributed to your group is the best you could do.  
9. You are satisfied with the effort made by your group members. 
10. Your group members have tried their best in these lessons.  
11. Your group members have tried their best in task cluster 1. 
12. Your group members have tried their best in task cluster 2. 
13. Your group members have tried their best in group project. 
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CHAPTER 6 
 

On the discussion of Face 
 
In this study, face as the “public image” emerges as factor that critically 
affects interpersonal relation in general and cooperation in particular. When 
we conducted literature research on face, just like we did with three 
previous domains (leadership, reward, and group composition), we realised 
that face is a much more complex issue and it was absolutely not simple to 
formulate face practice based on current face theories. A journey into face 
literature brought us more questions than answers, more inquiries than 
replies. Especially when being examined from emic perspectives (i.e. 
cultural specific, different from etic as cultural neutral), recent studies on 
face from Asian scholars bring new insights which are both so interesting 
and intriguing that it would slow down any hasty endeavours in the “theory 
into practice” process.   

In order to construct a substantial foundation on which implication for 
practice can be based, we dedicate this chapter to a critical revisiting of face. 
As we made our way through this rich body of literature, some specific 
characteristics of CL such as the interpersonal relationship and intergroup 
context were closely kept in mind. Our ultimate purpose of this attempt is to 
identify a systematic theoretical framework based on which we can locate, 
examine, and analyse face in relation with our study. Within the framework 
of our study, the research question posed in this chapter is:  
 
What is the analysis framework of face, taking into account the 
interpersonal and intergroup context of Cooperative Learning? 
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Revisit Facework with a new instrument –  
Capture Face from a different angle*  

 
 
 

Abstract: This paper introduces the Analysis Framework of Face Interaction (AFFI) which is 
developed based on two new face dimensions termed Face Confirmation − Face 
Confrontation at two levels: Individual level within the group and Collective level between 
groups. Two new elements in AFFI are the identification and employment of Face 
Confrontation and Between-group face level, both have not been well-identified and 
sufficiently discussed in face literature. The authors argue that using AFFI will help 
researchers reduce cultural over-generalisation; enable them to involve more specific 
cultural / contextual and situational characteristics of each face case to analyse face from a 
new perspective.    
 
 
Introduction 
  
The concept of face is Chinese in origin. It was firstly mentioned by Arthur Smith (1894), an 
American missionary, who, after 24 years of investigation in China, found that the concept of 
face is central to Chinese identity and characteristics. This work of Smith inspired other 
researchers to reflect on the thousands-year-old concept (Lin-Yutang 1935; Lu-Xun 1960). 
Face was firstly treated as a topic for academic inquiry by Hu (1944), highlighted by Goffman 
(1967) and claimed by Brown and Levinson (1978) to be universal. Since then, these studies 
have given enormous impetus to three decades of face research. Yet challenges as well as 
applications continue to appear, and critique has focused increasingly upon the cultural 
perspective of the face construct (Jia 2001; Mao 1994; Markus & Kitayama 1991).  
 
The aim of this paper is to introduce an analysis framework of face based on two new face 
dimensions termed Face Confirmation − Face Confrontation at two levels: individual level 
within the group and collective level between groups. We first give an overview of face 
literature with widely-mentioned constructs and factors such as face dimensions and face 
strategies. We then introduce two new complementary dimensions of face termed Face 
Confirmation − Face Confrontation. The former refers to face as being secured, and the later 
refers to face as being challenged. Analysing face from these new dimensions reconfirms the 
double-standard of face as both positive and negative, a  notion which is  rather different from 
the typical understanding of face as either positive or neutral. The new face dimensions also 
reveal the dearth of research into face confrontation strategies in contrast to a plethora of face  

 
* Phuong-Mai, N., Terlouw, C., & Pilot, A. (submitted). Revisit Facework with a new instrument- Capture face 
from a different angle. 
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confirmation  strategies.  Next,  we distinguish  the notion  of face at an  individual  level 
within the group and the notion of face at a collective level between groups. The former refers 
to my face or your face (singular) and this is most of the time the level of analysis in face 
study. The later refers to our / their face or your face (plural) and has not been sufficiently 
discussed in face literature. By connecting face with intergroup  relation theory  and identity 
theory, we  also propose four  characteristics  of  face at this  between-group level  and find  
that these  characteristics  may exert  more  impact in collectivistic cultures.  
 
In the fourth section, we introduce the Analysis Framework of Face Interaction as a result of 
combining the new face dimensions (Face Confirmation − Face Confrontation) at two levels: 
Within-group face and Between-group face. We argue that this analytic model will assist 
researchers to reduce cultural over-generalisation and enable them to look at a specific case of 
face interaction taking into account its particular cultural/ situational characteristics and 
interaction.  
 
An overview of facework: concepts, dimensions and strategies   
 
The concept of face 
 
The definition of face is imprecise. Even in its homeland, face appears to be a term almost 
impossible to define (Lin-Yutang 1935: 202). Face is a literal translation of the Chinese lien 
and mien-tzu. The former refers to something to which everyone is entitled by virtue of their 
membership in society. The later stands for the prestige and the reputation achieved through 
getting on in life, being successful and ostentatious (Hu 1944).  
 
Yang (1945) defines face as social esteem accorded by others (p.167). He suggests that face is 
a concept that is broader than either prestige, honour or reputation. Ho (1976) also 
differentiates face from similar concepts such as personal traits and prestige. He defines face 
as the respectability and/or deference which a person can claim from others by virtue of the 
relative position that this person occupies in the social network and the degree to which he is 
judged to have adequately performed his function. 
 
Goffman (1967) conceptualises face as a positive social value that a person effectively claims 
for him/herself by the line others assume he has taken during a particular contact. Brown and 
Levinson (1987) define face as a public self-image that every member wants to claim, either 
negative face with claim to autonomy or positive face with claim to inclusion. There are also 
other definitions of face. However, the definitions formulated by these authors are the most 
referred to when face is discussed. 
  
Two face dimensions and their cultural orientations  
 
Although face is accepted as a universal concept and every individual is motivated to present 
him / herself positively to others in various social situations, it has been argued that face is 
employed in culturally specific ways (Jia 2001; Mao 1994; Markus & Kitayama 1991). The 
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first dimension of face, proposed by Brown and Levinson, synchronises with the construct of 
individualism – collectivism (IC), one of the most widely-used constructs in cultural theory. 
According to Brown and Levinson (1987), facework differs on the dimension of negative face 
vs. positive face. Negative face is the maintenance and defence of one’s territory and freedom 
from imposition. It distances the individual from others and within his/her private sphere, the 
individual wants to enjoy his/her rights and personal autonomy, irrespective of his-her social 
class, age, gender, status, etc. Positive face, on the other hand, indicates a claim for the 
recognition and appropriate validation of one’s social self, social image, and personality by 
others. It also includes a desire for ratification, understanding, approval, and admiration. Ting-
Toomey (1988) and Kim (1993) claim that persons from individualistic cultures are more 
concerned with maintaining a negative face whilst persons from collectivistic cultures are 
more concerned with maintaining a positive face. In other words, freedom and autonomy are 
likely to be the primary concern of individualists while inclusion and approval are said to be 
the primary concern of collectivists.    
 
The second face dimension with regard to IC construct is self vs. other. Overall, research has 
proved that while individualists tend to use more self-oriented face saving, collectivists tend 
to use more other-oriented face saving and face-honouring (Ting-Toomey & Kurogi 1998; 
Trubisky et al. 1991). Furthermore, individualists tend to use self-face autonomy preserving 
interaction while collectivists tend to use other-face non-impositional approach (Kim & 
Wilson 1994). Lastly, individualists tend to use self-face approval-seeking interaction and 
collectivists tend to use other-face approval-enhancing interaction (Kurogi 1996, 1997; 
Lindsley & Braithwaite 1996).  
 
Face strategies and their cultural orientations 
 
Since confirmation of a positive face is essential, a rich line of research examines different 
types of facework strategies and the cultural factors affecting the choice of strategies. 
 
Ting-Toomey and Kurogi (1998) argue that when one’s face is being threatened or in 
anticipation of being threatened, the facework strategy that is likely to be used by 
individualists is that of retroactive strategy, i.e. repairing damage as a result of lost face that 
either occurred or is occurring in response to events that have already transpired. In contrast, 
collectivists would tend to use a more self-effacing, proactive strategy to ward off potential 
face threats. 
 
The second type of face strategy is situational and internal attribution. Kitayama et al. (1997) 
observe that individualists tend to use situational accounts (i.e. external causes such as 
blaming others or the situation generally) to save face while collectivists tend to use internal 
dispositional accounts to accept face loss (i.e. negative personality traits).  
 
The third type of face strategy is face enhancement and face effacement (Ting-Toomey & 
Kurogi, 1998), the former is more likely used by individualists to distinguish the self from 
others (e.g. “I believe I can do it!”), the later is more likely used by collectivist to defuse the 
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self (e.g. “I don’t know much but I can learn”, “I’m just lucky”, or “This is because of the 
whole group instead of only myself”).  
 
In times of conflict, individualists tend to use a more direct face-threatening style such as 
domination whereas collectivists tend to use a more indirect face-saving style such as 
avoidance, obligation or use of mediation (Diamant 2000; Holtgraves 1997; Trubisky et al. 
1991).  
 

Further, Brown and Levinson (1987) propose five politeness strategies: (1) Do not perform a 
face-threatening act, e.g. give praise or do not criticise; (2) Do it off-record, e.g. “Hmm, this 
really makes me think”; (3) Negative politeness, i.e. show respect to others and assume that 
they may be imposed on, e.g. “Your argument is very interesting but I hope you don’t mind if 
I do have some critiques”; (4) Positive politeness, i.e. show respect to others and assume that 
the communication expresses group reciprocity, e.g. “Is it OK if I give some critiques?”; and 
(5) Do it boldly on-record, e.g. “I want to have some critiques”.  

There is extensive research documenting the difference between individualists' and 
collectivists' preferences for directness in communication (e.g. Fitch & Sanders 1994; Imai 
1981; Kim & Wilson 1994; Okabe 1983; Yum 1988). Collectivists, are typically more indirect 
in their communication because indirectness helps to maintain harmony and social 
relationships. Thus indirect communication such as the first three strategies of Brown and 
Levinson are essential for those in cultures that are more interdependent, because it functions 
to maintain face for all participants in an interaction (Ting-Toomey 1988; Yum 1988). 
Conversely, individualists prefer directly asserting their needs and expect others to do the 
same (Ting-Toomey 1988).  

 
The proposed dimensions of face: Face Confirmation − Face Confrontation 
 
From this brief overview of the research on face, we can see that the concept of face has been 
consistently described as a vulnerable self- or other-image that one would desire it to appear 
positively; that one would try to avoid it being threatened; and that one would attempt to 
restore it if it had been violated. In general, when in interaction with others, face is a value 
that must be constantly attended to in interaction, should always be secured, confirmed and 
reconfirmed, for it can be lost, gained, maintained, and enhanced.   
 
Thus the history of face research seems to be dominated by a notion that face is a public 
esteem that needs protection. The literature on facework is cluttered with situations in which 
one’s face might risk violation and diverse strategies to restore or avoid face loss. With 
healthy academic scepticism, this too sweeping a position may require further examination: 
Does face always need confirmation? Does the loss of face always bring negative 
consequences? Is there any benefit from face confrontation? This aspect of facework seems to 
have been ignored by the mainstream of face research as being insufficiently worthy of study. 
This is probably because this concept is likely pre-assumed as a social value that only 
demands protection, preservation and reassurance while any threats or confrontation may not 
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desirable, put aside the possibility of bringing any advantages.  
However, a journey into face literature with insights from face studies conducted by a number 
of Asian scholars shows that the confrontation of face can be efficient. Face does not always 
need to be saved and confirmed. Drawn on the body of face literature that aims at bringing out 
the important practice of face, we categorised two approaches: the first approach strongly 
emphasises the need to have face confronted, exposed and challenged for the goodness of the 
society; the second approach proposes that the better way to achieve this goal is a 
sophisticated combination of both the need to have face confronted and the need to have face 
confirmed and secured.     
 
First approach: Emphasising Face Confrontation 
 
It is important to note that past definitions of face (Brown & Levinson 1987; Goffman 1967; 
Hu 1944) treat this concept as either positive or neutral. Face is viewed by Goffman as a 
positive social value (1967:5); by Brown and Levinson as a public self-image (1987: 62); and 
by Hu as a respect of the group for a man with good moral reputation and prestige that is 
accumulated by means of personal effort or clever manoeuvering (1944: 45).  
 
Zai (1995, cited in Jia 2001), in response to such bias, argues that face can be moral or 
immoral, sincere or hypocritical, decent or indecent. Being aware of both the desirable and the 
undesirable consequences of face practices, Cheng (1986: 341) notes that face can become a 
disguise and cover-up intrigue, conspiracy, arbitrariness, wilfulness, and personal self-
assertion at the expense of public good, as well as true virtue and law. It is argued that the 
practice of face masks and reinforces a social hierarchy and ingroupness that may breed 
inequality, injustice and close-mindedness. Since the time of the earliest research into the 
concept of face, this social practice has been confronted and criticised, especially in its land of 
origin.  
 
For example, Li-Zongwu (1917 [1989], cited in Jia 2001: 70) suggests that the concern for 
face loss amongst the common people is but the effect of a manipulation by a small gang of 
the ruling class who exploit the common people’s fear of face loss. He encourages people to 
be thick-faced and black-hearted in order to be successful like those powerful few in Chinese 
history. Similarly, Lu-Xun (1921 [1960]) through his classic work, “The true story of a Q”, 
claims that face is a tool of oppression for the ruling class and a tool of self-deception for the 
oppressed class. Lin-Yutang (1935) goes further by pointing out that face acts as a major 
obstacle to justice and democracy. He suggests that: 
 

when face is lost at the law courts, then we will have justice. And when face is lost in the 
ministries, […] then we will have a true republic (p.195).  

 
If Lin proposes to confront face in exchange for righteousness and law, Mao Tse-tung 
endeavoured to confront it in exchange for faith in the Communist ideology. One popular 
slogan used during the Cultural Revolution and after is “be iron-faced and be feelingless”. 
Here, the masses and the cadres are commanded to relinquish their own concerns about losing 
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face; about disrespecting the face of others; and become sufficiently cruel and heartless 
enough to identify, criticise, and mutilate their class enemy, many of whom include their 
closest relatives and friends (Jia 2001: 72). A similar philosophy was witnessed in Viet Nam 
when a radical land reform programme was enacted (Jamieson 1995: 262). It meant primarily 
the eradication and punishment of the capitalist class. In one of his propaganda poems, Xuan-
Dieu (1953, cited in Jamieson 1995) writes:  
 

Brothers, band together in determination, 
 Struggle to wipe out all remnants of our enemies: 
Until landlords, notables, and oppositions figures are turned to ashes, 
[…] 
Drag that whole gang out by their necks, 
Force them down on their knees and threaten them with death. 

 
This way of handling and Communist party’s prescription of “direct action and initiative” for 
new citizen are seen as merely official efforts to overcome some important weaknesses in 
Asian society (Chen 1964). The Communist Party considers sensitivity to self-face and other-
face as either a weakness or as a tool to be used by the ruling class and that face should be 
confronted for the benefit of a greater good. Jia (2001) argues that the result of this 
confrontation is either to ignore concerns about face (Li-Zongwu) or to eradicate concerns 
about face and to replace it with either law (Lin-Yutang) or faith (Mao Tse-tung).  
 
In the current process of China’s rapid modernisation, concern for face is sometimes argued to 
be an obstacle to modernisation and prevent democratic process. Jia (2001) provides some 
recent cases in China. In the TV documentary “The Death song of the Yellow River” (Su & 
Wang 1988), Chinese culture, symbolised by the Yellow River, is said to be declining, dying, 
and thus becoming unsuitable for the forthcoming modernisation. The only alternative to the 
dying Yellow Culture is to let the Blue Culture – the western democratic culture – baptise or 
transform the Yellow culture (Jia 2001: 76). The authors argue that Chineseness is something 
to be overcome and Chinese people should give up their concerns for loss of face and identity 
and be bold enough to become un-Chinese or westernised (Yu 1990, cited in Jia 2001). In the 
same vein, Bo-Yang, in his book entitled “The Ugly Chinaman and the Crisis of Chinese 
Culture” (1991), describes every Chinese as an ugly China man and Chinese culture as the 
“soy paste vat”. The goal of Bo-Yang’s biting criticism is to expose and confront the 
Chinese’s face and, by so doing, to encourage every citizen to be aware of their weakness and 
to cultivate themselves into a better man.  
 
This approach that postulates that face concern should be strongly confronted and barely 
exposed for the greater good has brought its advocators fierce critiques. Mao Tse-tung’s 
Cultural Revolution involved bloodshed and left serious scars that did not heal among the 
Chinese who either lost face or violated the face of others. In Viet Nam, the brutal execution 
of a land reform programme resulted in fierce resentment and Ho-Chi-Minh himself had to 
sacrifice his face to offer apologies and to admit that an error had been committed (Jamieson 
1995: 262). Both Bo-Yang and “The Death song of the Yellow River” stirred up waves of 
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anger and drew severe counterattacks from the audience (Jia 2001). The good intention of the 
authors to have face strongly confronted for self-reflection and improvement failed tragically. 
Instead of having face exposed, confronted or uprooted, these authors unintentionally created 
a situation whereby the need to protect face was powerfully reinforced.  
 
Second approach: Sophisticated combination of Face Confirmation and Face Confrontation  
 
Taking a less pervasive approach are researchers who suggest that confrontation of face is 
needed since it brings beneficial development. However, it is unlikely that the result of this 
confrontation will be that concerns about face are either ignored or eradicated. Since the 
mores of face are a powerful manipulation of human behaviour, it is argued that they should 
be retained and used as conflict-preventive and harmony-building mechanism in interpersonal 
and intergroup interactions (Joo-Yup-Kim & Sang-Hoon-Nam 1998).   
 
The origin of face comes from Confucius (500 BC) with the main aim to reach harmony in 
society. Much later, face is thoroughly examined by Smith (1894) who suggests that face is a 
social control mechanism in the Chinese context. He points out that face prevents conflicts 
and builds harmony when there is a balance of face in social interaction (p.17). When the 
balance of face is maintained, conflict is prevented, and the whole interaction overflows with 
mutual respect (Jia 1997-1998). When the dynamics of face are unbalanced, social harmony is 
disrupted by escalating social unrest (Hwang 1997-1998; Stelzer 1998). Thus, according to 
this approach, the mores of face are neither to be completely confirmed nor confronted but 
rather to be balanced. It is a sophisticated way of both confirming and confronting face in 
order to reach a result. 
 
An example can be drawn from organisational context. It has been observed that Asian 
workers appear to work harder than their western counterparts (Lincoln & Kallerberg 1990; 
Steers et al. 1989). Such high levels of hard work in Asia are often attributed to a successful 
social organisation of the working environment that emphasises an employee's commitment to 
the organisation. However, research findings on the cross-cultural differences of commitment 
have been mixed. For instance, Luthans et al. (1985) found that organisational commitment 
was higher amongst US employees than among Japanese and Korean employees. A study by 
Janelli (1993) offers a different theory to explain why Asians work so hard. The author 
observes that Koreans often attribute their hard work to the social pressures that are ever 
present in the organisation. These pressures include, for example, an expectation by their boss 
and by their peers that they should work long hours. To the extent that Asian employees are 
motivated to meet the expectations of others, face can account for this high level of work 
since they try to work hard out of concern for face. This theory suggests that even when 
Asians do not attribute a strong attachment to an organisation, long working hours are still 
expected under two conditions: (1) workers are concerned about maintaining a positive face 
and they associate a positive face with the hard work that is necessary to achieve the goals 
assigned to them; and (2) The employers, being aware of this willingness on the part of the 
employees to save face, manipulate the effort of their employees through such motivational 
strategies as appropriate level of face confrontation to threaten a loss of face and thereby 
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trigger a willingness to work harder to (re)confirm face (Joo-Yup-Kim & Sang- Hoon-Nam 
1998). It is of utmost importance to emphasise that a threat to one's face should be applied 
appropriately, i.e. with a good balance of face confirmation so that one would not feel too 
much pressure and back up. For instance, sending a message of high expectation (e.g. “I am 
sure you are going to win again!”) or by sending a message of humiliation, involving some 
face threatening act (e.g. “You’ve been always good but actually I have expected this to be 
your best work…”), can threaten a (potential) loss of face and thereby provoke an employee's 
eagerness to restore face by working even harder. However, keep using this face confrontation 
too frequently, using it inappropriately (e.g. in public), or without the complementary 
combination of other acts of face confirmation, the result can be counterproductive. In other 
words, when the confrontation and the confirmation of face are unbalanced, the consequences 
thereof can be disastrous and may result in conflicts, powerlessness, withdrawal, social 
isolation, or self estrangement.  
 
Another example is the Chinese way of negotiation. Although social researchers have 
emphasised the Confucian approach to social face in China, i.e. more face confirmation, 
business researchers have argued that Chinese people can also take a highly strategic 
approach to conflict and face in particular. Faure (1998, 2000) finds that Chinese negotiators, 
taking a zero-sum perspective, employed “mobile warfare” where they alternatively harassed, 
de-stabilised, exhausted, and squashed the opposing partner. This is the “face-derogation” 
strategy using humiliation and shaming to weaken the opponents’ resolve. Further, they 
combined this with another strategy of feigning offence when the other criticises (Blackman 
1997; Pye 1982) − effective Chinese strategy of maximising ingroup face and “thick-face” 
(Chu 1992) where they have the confidence not to take offence with a shield to attack fiercely 
and flexibly. Ancient and modern Chinese texts have urged negotiators to use strategies to 
transform opponent’s strengths into weaknesses and to take advantage of other’s misfortune 
in the search for total victory (Tung 1994). This case presents a complex perspective of 
Chinese negotiation. On the one hand, the Chinese genuinely value giving and protecting face 
(face confirmation). On the other hand, they can use face manipulatively by challenging face 
of the negotiators, provoking the need to avoid or cover face loss (face confrontation), and by 
doing so, they hope see certain actions being taken as a consequence. These uses of both 
confirmation and confrontation are interactively and strategically employed in the course of 
face negotiation to achieve their goal.  
 
Complementary face dimensions: Face Confirmation − Face Confrontation 
 
At this point, we may relate this balance of face to how the Asians philosophically view the 
world as being made up of yin and yang. These two elements are not dichotomous but 
mutually complementary; not fixed and clearly demarcated but two constantly shifting and 
interpenetrating dimensions with each becoming the other at the same time. From this 
perspective, confirmation and confrontation of face can be seen as two horns complementing 
each other in a vicious circle that is continually being re-constructed and re-negotiated in the 
course of human interaction. Too much yin will provoke yang, too much yang will provoke 
yin, and with a good proportion of yin and yang a harmonious balance will ensue. This logic 
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can be seen in some cases presented earlier: Too much confirmation (e.g. a concern for face 
that strongly prevails in the society) will evoke calls for extreme confrontation (e.g. Bo-Yang, 
The Death Song of the Yellow river); Too much confrontation (Bo-Yang, The Death Song of 
the Yellow river) may lead to extreme effort to restore the loss of face (both Bo-Yang and the 
Death Song of the Yellow river received hostile feedback from audience). The balance is the 
key and the proportion of each element should be decided strategically and skilfully. 
Depending on each specific situation, face can be used manipulatively to achieve the goal. In 
an organisational context, a good manager is someone who knows both when his/her 
employee’s face must be saved and confirmed at any price and when it can be exposed and 
confronted to a certain and appropriate extent in order to trigger a higher motivation to work 
harder. Similarly, in an educational context, a good teacher is someone who can decide when 
a bottom grade should be kept secret in order to save a student’s face, but who also knows 
how to choose the right moment and the right way to reveal an F grade publicly such that a 
person's determination to restore self-worth is activated.  
 
It is important to note that face confirmation – confrontation is not a linear dimension such as 
IC construct or Brown and Levinson’s politeness strategies which range from very polite to 
very impolite. Face Confirmation – Confrontation is two dimensions dynamically interacting 
and depending on each other, the former can be the cause or the effect of the later. Thus face 
can be confronted just well enough to provoke the need to confirm (which may result in 
higher work rate and healthy competition), but not too confronting because it will lead to face 
loss and extreme confirm (e.g. withdrawal). Similarly, face can also be confirmed just well 
enough to nurture the will to confront (e.g. feeling safe enough to criticise and challenge), but 
not too confirmed because it will evoke protest and unrest (feeling too secured and acting 
out). 
 
Since the ultimate outcome of facework can only be achieved if there is a good combination 
of face confirmation and confrontation, the determination of what is the right strategy of 
giving face threats or face saving is critical. Inappropriate use of face confrontation may lead 
to the opposite of what can be expected and vice versa. The point is that facework concerns a 
search for the balance and effective interaction between confirmation and confrontation. Both 
confirmation and confrontation are reactions on each other. The effect of the one can only be 
understood by considering how the other plays a role. Therefore, it is desirable to study these 
strategies together and consider both confronting and confirming acts that have been 
conducted when analysing a face case. 
 
At this point, we can see an enormous gap between the research that has been done on face 
confirmation strategies and the research that has been done on face confrontation strategies. 
While studies on the former are abundant, the latter suffers from neglect. Some of the 
suggestions from the aforementioned organisational practices such as high expectation and 
low humiliation need further academic research. Tjosvold, Hui and Sun (2004: 353) slightly 
touched on the issue recently, but there has been little follow-up discussion since then. We 
argue that findings in this new realm will assist effective facework, allowing both 
confirmation and confrontation of face to be seen as a powerful mechanism to control social 
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interaction and productivity. Figure 1 shows how the new face dimensions of confirmation − 
confrontation that are proposed in this section fits in to the map of other face dimensions, face 
strategies, and IC construct.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
             Positive    Negative 
                
       

        Other    Self 
        oriented    oriented 
          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1- The new dimensions Face Confirmation − Face Confrontation with other conventional face 
dimensions and face strategies in relation with IC construct. 
 
Two levels of face:  Within-group face and Between-group face  
 
The notion of collective face or between-group face 
 
In one of their face studies, Joo-Yup-Kim and Sang-Hoon-Nam (1998) cite two examples of 
face. The first is an article from the Japan Times Weekly International Edition (1995) entitled 
“Saving face or saving lives?” In this article, Antonucci remarked that rescue work could have 
begun earlier and more lives could have been saved at the crash site of the Japan Airlines 
Flight 123 in August 1985, if efforts had been made to avoid the embarrassment of the 
Japanese authorities. The second example is an article from the Economist (1994) in which 
the author argues that China struggled to be a founding member of the World Trade 
Organisation in order to save face even though it was widely predicted that liberalising trade 
would do more harm than good to China’s economy. Both examples involve the face of a 
group. In the one, it is a government. In the other, it is a nation.  
 
Surprisingly, however, throughout the research on facework, little distinction has been made 
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between the concept of face when referring to an individual's public esteem and the concept of 
face when referring to a collective social image. Whilst the definition of face is usually 
centred upon an individual's concept of face, interestingly but incongruently, researchers often 
cite examples and reach conclusions that also involve the face of a collective, as showed in 
the two examples above. The “collective” characteristic of face thus has been embedded in 
many face studies. However, only recently it is made stand out in a multidisciplinary study of 
Spencer-Oatey (2007) who set more insight into the conceptualisation and analysis of face by 
connecting it with identity theories. Based on Brewer and Gardner’s (1996) three-level 
perspective on self-representation, Spencer-Oatey proposes that it is useful to analyse face not 
only at individual level (self-face and other-face concern), but also collective level (group-
face concern) since human beings can attribute face to a community they belong to, i.e. our 
face instead of my face. Hereafter, this notion of collective face in intergroup context will be 
labelled as “between-group” face, distinguishing it from the notion of individual face in 
intragroup context, which will be labelled as “within-group” face. 
 
Four characteristics of Between-group Face   
 
It is important to firstly note that the notion of face is closely related to the notion of identity. 
Tracy (1990: 215) argued many years ago that identity should be taken into account when 
studying face. Discussions of face invariably refer to the concept of self, “image of self” 
(Goffman 1967: 5) or “public self-image” (Brown & Levinson 1987: 61). Ting-Toomey 
(1994: 2) describes face as an identity-boundary phenomenon, and Scollon and Scollon (1995: 
34-36) discuss face in term of the “interpersonal identity of individuals in communication” 
and the “self as communicative identity”. A second aspect of face that Goffman (1967: 5) 
mentions is the notion of social attributes, which Spencer-Oatey (2007) claims to be similar to 
the conceptualisations of face as they both entail claims to a range of attributes.      
 
The relatedness between identity and face, and the consideration of face at “between-group” 
level suggest us to consider literature on identity and intergroup relation. An analysis of these 
bodies of literature gives indications of four characteristics of between-group face: (1) 
Ingroup face favouritism; (2) Outgroup face deterioration; (3) Is more salient than within-
group face; and (4) Superior productivity.    
 
The first two characteristics of between-group face are ingroup face favouritism and outgroup 
face deterioration. This indication is based on a study of Dru (2002) who remarks that both 
fundamental intergroup behaviour theories − Real Conflict Theory (Campbell 1958; Sherif 
1966) and Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner 1979) − hypothesise a positive relationship 
between social identification and ethnocentrism in threatening environment, e.g. intergroup 
competition for scarce resources.  
 
Studies in Real Conflict Theory suggest that intergroup competition promotes mutual negative 
group identity, images, attitudes, and behaviours (for extended list of references see 
Echebarria-Echabe & Guede 2003: 765). Especially in those contexts that present a zero-sum 
structure, negative interdependence between groups will result in a winner and a loser. Some 
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groups could gain additional resources and others could see their previous resources reduced. 
The social image of, attitude and behaviours towards other groups become negative, whist the 
social image of, attitude and behaviours towards ingroup become positive. This main 
prediction of intergroup relation derived from Real Conflict Theory indicates a similar 
phenomenon applied for between-group face. In threatening environments, people tend to 
perceive and practise more positive face towards their ingroup and more negative face 
towards their outgroup.     
 
Similarly, Social Identity Theory also proposes that the process of developing positive 
ingroup identification by making comparative evaluations between groups causes ingroup 
favouritism and outgroup discrimination. The reason why we favor our ingroup over outgroup 
is that group membership is vital to our self-esteem. It is essentially important that the identity 
we are able to create for ourselves is a positive and valued one. According to the theory, our 
identity is derived from the groups to which we belong and we can only feel good about 
ourselves if we maximise the status, prestige and success of these groups. This effort to 
emphasise and maximise ingroup identity causes outgroups hostility in threatening context 
(Turner & Brown 1978). Based on this prediction of Social Identity Theory, we suggest that 
the want to maintain a positive public ingroup face can also result in derogation of outgroup 
face.    
 
The third characteristic of between-group face is that between-group face is likely to be more 
salient than within-group face. This is suggested by a rich line of intergroup research which 
proves that the level of competition is significantly higher between groups than within groups. 
This phenomenon is termed “interindividual-intergroup discontinuity effect”, referring to the 
tendency for relationships between groups to be more competitive than the relationship 
between individuals (Wildschut et al. 2003). We interpret the finding as an indication that in 
competitive environment, between-group face is easier to be triggered and provoked than 
within-group face. Thus the need and want of a group to maintain a positive collective face 
among other groups is easier to be trigged and provoked than the need and want of an 
individual to maintain his/her positive face within his/her own ingroup.  
 
The fourth characteristic of between-group face is superior productivity. Research has proved 
that between-group competition exerts significant influence on group output by enhancing 
productivity and within-group cooperation (Bornstein et al. 2002; Gunnthorsdottir & 
Rapoport 2006; Nalbantian & Schotter 1997; Tan & Bolle 2007). This finding is argued to 
have deep evolutionary roots. Melotti (1985) points out that both Darwin and the co-
discoverer of natural selection Wallace (1864, cited in Melotti 1985) stressed that it was not 
“individual selection” but “group selection” that played an important role in human beings 
development. Darwin in his book “The decent of man” (1871) points out that between-group 
competition must have been of great importance in the evolution of man who, as a social 
primate descended from a species of social ape, has certainly lived in groups since his most 
remote origins. Darwin further remarks that competition between groups had to be combined 
with cooperation within group. By this, Darwin emphasises the group-basis of evolution and 
contradicts the notion of the Hobbesian war of each against all as the normal state of 
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existence. Between-group competition since then has been argued to have deep evolutionary 
roots, to account for fostering the growth of creative intelligence, and group behaviours, 
notably those which promote within-group cooperation (McGregor 1987; Melotti 1985). With 
regard to the face issue, we interpret this finding as an indication that superior productivity 
can be expected as a result of between-group face competition as each group makes attempts 
to protect their group image.   
 
Potential impacts of Between-group face’s characteristics on Individualism – Collectivism 
construct  
 
In the previous section, research has proved that at within-group face level, collectivists tend 
to orient themselves towards the positive face and other-face end whilst individualists tend to 
orient themselves towards the negative face and self-face end of the two face specific 
dimensions: positive face vs. negative face, and self-face vs. other-face. In other words, at 
individual level, group members from collectivistic cultures are more concerned with 
inclusion, approval and the face of others, whilst group members from individualistic cultures 
are more concerned with exclusion, autonomy and the face of self (Figure 1).  
 
However, at a group level, this position tends to reverse. In a study of Chen et al. (1997, 
2002), the authors show that when individuals perform well but the rest of the group do not, 
Americans show a more positive attitude toward other group than toward their own group (i.e. 
giving face to other group: other-face oriented), whereas the Chinese show a positive ingroup 
attitude despite the group’s poorer performance (i.e. giving face to self group: self-face 
oriented).  
 
Furthermore, collectivistic values indicate that collectivists tend to form ingroups more easily 
than individualists. They have the tendency to create their group structure more tightly and 
tensely with less flexible borderline with other groups. Group memberships are normally 
inherited and more difficult to earn. This indicates a tendency more towards negative-face 
orientation rather than positive-face orientation.  
 
Thus at between-group level of face concern, collectivists tend to focus more on negative 
group face and self group face. In comparison with collectivists, individualists may be less 
pervasive with a certain degree of orienting more toward positive group face and other group 
face than collectivists – a situation that is the reverse of what was previously understood at 
within-group level of face concern (Figure 2).  
 
The reason for this reversal is probably that although the proposed characteristics of between-
group face may exist in all intergroup contexts, the level that these characteristics exert in 
collectivistic culture is significantly stronger. Research has proven that collectivists show 
stronger ingroup favouritism, outgroup deterioration and interpersonal-intergroup 
discontinuity than individualists (Chen et al. 2002; Triandis 1995; Triandis, McCusker, & Hui 
1990). For collectivists, between-group face is so much more competitive and so much more 
salient than within-group face that it is capable of exerting such significant impact that can 
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convert perception and practice of face when group level is involved. Some universal face 
dimensions such as that of Goffman or Brown and Levinson are difficult to apply at this 
collective level partly because they often analyse face at individual level. This individual 
analysis framework is the result of face studies being conducted mainly in the West, focused 
heavily on individualistic needs and rely upon the individualistic nature (Gu 1990; Kasper 
1997: 379; Mao 1994; Markus & Kitayama 1991; for review see Vilkki 2006). To be more 
specific, Jia (2001: 58−61) criticises that Goffman’s notion of face centres around self, 
suggesting that face is an individual’s end value and facework is just a set of rational 
strategies to help an individual overcome barriers in order to achieve the end value. He further 
notes that the politeness theories of Brown and Levinson does not see face as a group concept 
and value and without identifying the connections of face to personhood, the nature and order 
of society. Jia concludes that from what these authors describe as their model person, “one 
can infer that this person is exactly a modern western white middle-class man, not a western 
woman or person of colour, let alone a Chinese or Russian”.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
             Negative    Positive 
                
       

        Self     Self 
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Figure 2- The new dimensions Face Confirmation−Face Confrontation at the new identified Between-group face 
level. Two conventional face dimensions with their reversed positions and face strategies in relation with IC 
construct, compared to Figure 1.  
 
The striking salience of face at between-group level among collectivists can be better 
understood through some of the examples. The following case study is presented in Jia 
(2001).    
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The scenario is as followed: In a Chinese bowling alley, after a customer made a big fuss out 
of a trivial incident and threatened to punish the bowling centre with his political power, the 
Chinese manager chose to sacrifice her face by kneeling down to offer a cup of tea to this 
customer. This was an act of apology to the customer. The kneeling took place in front of all 
the bowling staff and all of the customer's colleagues.  
 
Jia (2001), by presenting this case study, argues that for collectivists, face at group level is far 
more sensitive than face at individual level. The customer might not have so rudely demanded 
that the manager kneel down before him if his subordinates had not been present and they had 
not encouraged him to defend their face. By this time, the face involved in this situation was 
no longer the individual face of the boss but the group face of the company as a whole. 
Similarly, the manager might not have knelt down had she been concerned only for her own 
face and not that of the bowling centre. She was concerned that the bowling centre would 
have a bad name after the incident. This case study shows that group dynamics can exaggerate 
the importance of an interpersonal face conflict and help escalate it into an intergroup face 
conflict with severe loss of face.  
 
Further, this case study shows that collectivists tend to support between-group face at the 
expense of within-group face. While the manager gave face to her own company and the 
customer’s company, she had no face left for herself. Her life after this dramatic incident 
would surely have been difficult as she would have suffered from her own pain, anger and a 
loss of respect from her friends and colleagues. There was also a good possibility that she 
would withdraw altogether in order to avoid the permanent consequences of face loss.  
 
This case study recalls a personal communication that the first author encountered very 
recently in the Netherlands. Through a network, she came into contact with a freshly released 
inmate of Moroccan background after he served several months in a Dutch rehabilitation 
centre. When the author introduced herself as an inhabitant in a neighbourhood famous for 
Moroccan immigrants, the man looked like he was being sentenced a second time and with 
earnest voice he tried hard to prove that he was a black sheep in the family and the author 
should pour all the hatred on his head instead of other Moroccans for they were all good 
people (Personal communication 2007). This act of sacrificing individual face for the sake of 
group face mirrors interestingly the act of the manager in the bowling alley presented above. 
In both cases, the individuals chose to lose their face in order to give face for their ingroups, 
believing that this collective face between groups is far more important than their personal 
public image. 
 
Another illustration of the remarkable salience of face at between-group level among 
collectivists is the term itself in Vietnamese language. There are clearly two ways people in 
this culture refer to face, one with individual connotation and the other specifically describes 
the nationalist face (thể diện quốc gia). Before every international contest, the Vietnamese 
athletes would take a vow in front of the national flag to do their best to honour thể diện quốc 
gia. The strength of this motivation is attributed to a wish by the athletes to confirm the face 
of the nation in a competition with other nations.  It is not attributed to personal face. 
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The salience of between-group face in collectivistic cultures also partly explains why 
communism achieved such great success in collective nations and still controls China, Viet 
Nam, North Korea and Cuba. Jia (2001: 82) argues that the goal of the communist party is to 
transform the clan or family-based face system into the political class-based face system. In a 
sense, this switch from one group-based face to another group-based face is likely to be more 
consistent with the host culture than the switch from a group-based face system to an 
individual-based face system that democracy may require.          
    
Last, the salience of between-group face in collectivistic cultures also indicates the likelihood 
of inter-ethnic dispute escalation in collectivistic cultures. In a sense, it is not too far-fetched 
to say that at the moment there are no real physical wars among cultural groups with 
individualistic values whilst most battles seem to take place on collectivistic lands or among 
cultural groups with collectivistic values. At the heart of these clashes is probably the issue of 
face. When one group is too concerned about self-face, when the face of different groups is 
strongly confronted, a derogation of other-face is the result and this leaves little chance for 
inclusion. The consequence is very likely the continuous conflict escalation. A fear of losing 
face if either party retreats helps to push the conflict to its limit and, in many cases, to end 
with an extreme situation of winning or losing rather than compromising. In comparison, 
while the tensions do exist, groups in individualistic cultures may stand more chances to strive 
towards a recognition and inclusion of the other group's face because they do not attribute as 
much significance to their own group face as people in collectivistic cultures. 
 
The proposed Analysis Framework of Face Interaction (AFFI)  
 
Building on the new dimensions of Face Confirmation − Face Confrontation and the two 
levels of face Within group and Between groups, we propose the Analysis Framework of Face 
Interaction (AFFI) that is shown in Figure 3.  
 
We have pointed out in the previous section that the two face dimensions positive vs. negative 
and self vs. other tend to change directions on the IC construct when two different levels of 
face analysis (within-group and between-group face) are involved. To be more specific, 
collectivists are said to have positive/ other-face at within-group level but appear to be more 
associated with negative/ self- face at between-group level. This inconsistence is not present 
in our proposed model. As can be seen in Figure 3, culture is not classified in dimensions but 
denoted as a context in which each face case is operated. Face Confirmation and Face 
Confrontation do not associate themselves with any cultural dimensions such as IC. That is to 
say they can be claimed to be universal and can be seen vigorously used in both collectivistic 
and individualistic cultures, or actually any cultures. Since culture in this model is not 
prescribed, each face case can be analysed taking into account the specific and unique 
cultural, contextual and situational characteristics that face interaction takes place.  
 
On this account, we argue that AFFI helps researchers to reduce cultural over-generalisation 
(e.g. collectivists prefer other-face) and enable them to look at a specific case of face 
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interaction with less risk of stereotype and pre-assumption. In this way, for example, the 
stereotypic and simple assumption that a Japanese business partner will try to give face to 
their counterparts will be reconsidered and questioned. The issue will instead be scrutinised 
from different perspectives with different analytic questions in mind: Does this Japanese 
partner represent a group? Which issues should we discuss with our partners in two-person 
meeting and not in a group meeting? How big is the chance that our partners will use face 
confrontation strategies? When to show confirmation or confrontation of group face? When 
can we strategically confront the leader’s face in order to motivate him/her to move faster 
toward the agreement? etc. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                      
 
 
     
 
 
 
 
              
                             
       

         
      
          
                 
    
                    
      
            
              
                                                
                                                                                          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3- Analysis Framework of Face Interaction with map of illustrative / hypothesised  positions of presented 
cases.   
 
We agree with several authors who have conducted research on face from communication 
perspective (Jia 2001; Penman 1994) that face is located in the flow of events and is 
continually being constructed, negotiated, and accomplished via course of interaction. 
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CompetitionClinton-gate

Lin Yutang 

Li Zongwu 

Bo Yang 
Mao Tse-tung 
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Because of this dynamic characteristic, facework has to be considered and understood from 
the perspective of various factors that surround the situation and form the unique context 
wherein face is interacted. Thus facework strategies that are successful in one context may not 
be successful in another. For example, when President Clinton apologised to the American 
people for lying to the grand jury about his sexual misconduct with Monica Lewinsky, he 
chose to publicly confront his individual face and his ingroup's face (the Clinton family and 
the Democratic party). With this extreme confrontation, he benefited in that he re-gained the 
trust of his people, thus a good confrontation strategy in order to achieve face confirmation in 
the end. A similar confrontation strategy may be possible to apply in Asia, however, not at 
between-group face but at within-group face level. In Viet Nam, a widely practiced solution 
for such cases is called xử lý nội bộ (Viet-Anh & Anh-Thu 2006), which literally means 
“charge or punishment internally within the group”. Instead of issuing a public apology which 
means the confrontation of different groups’ face, the face of the group might be confirmed 
either by ignoring the incident, by making an unspecified announcement or by denying the 
responsibility. At the same time, since the sinner has to be punished, face confrontation can be 
made within group. This solution prevents a collective loss of face and an escalation of the 
conflict to an intergroup confrontation.  
 
To restate the case of Bo-Yang presented in the second section, in a speech given at Iowa 
University, he compared:  
 

When the novel The Ugly American was published in the United States, the US State 
Department chose it as a guide to policy making. But when the Japanese ambassador to 
Argentina published a book called The Ugly Japanese, he was immediately recalled from 
his post […]. In China, for sure, things would be much worse. If I wrote a book called 
The Ugly Chinaman, you would soon be delivering me my meals in jail. In Taiwan, 
prisoners pay for their own food, which is the main reason why I haven't written such a 
book yet (Bo-Yang 1984).  

 
Thus Bo-Yang knew very well that a face confrontation strategy here cannot be applied there 
with similar effect. Still he wrote the book, choosing to confront his own face and the face of 
his nation to the outside world, envisaging in advance fierce attacks that would surely come.   
 
Another example of using the Analysis Framework of Face Interaction 
 
The application of AFFI in face analysis can be better understood through an example of 
Asian competition and cooperation in education context. We will look at the competitive 
nature of Asian classrooms. 
 
In this context, group work hardly exists, study is organised individually with each student 
measuring him/herself against others and not against him/herself (Pong-Wing-Yan & Chow 
2002). The structure of the system for educational selection and job assignment placed 
classmates in direct face-to-face competition with one another (Shirk 1982: 161). This 
environment exposes the face of each student in a way that urges them to work harder in order 
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to maintain their face amongst the others. Grades are one of the main sources of recognition 
that assigned each person’s face a place in relation to others.  
 
However, using AFFI, it appears that this within-group face confrontation is combined with a 
strong between-group face confrontation by means of interclass competition. The position of 
each class is published every week in an achievement league. By attending a flag saluting 
ceremony in a Vietnamese high school, one will see that the “the best class of the week” 
announcement is an important part of the weekly routine where the class who wins the top 
position cheers and jumps while the others vow silently to overthrow the new champion. This 
confrontation at between-group level has not been recognised since researchers are limited to 
an incomplete face analytic perspective.   
 
According to AFFI, we can see that there is an interaction of three forces. First of all, within-
group face confrontation (competition within the class) puts a pressure on each individual, 
encouraging this person to take responsibility for his/her study, to work harder to achieve 
his/her study goal and to confirm his/her own face. Second, between-group face confrontation 
(competition between classes) counteracts and plays as a sort of glue uniting every individual 
and orienting them towards a collective goal. Third, cultural collectivistic values of taking 
others’ face into account mediate this doubled-confrontation to avoid too much face threats 
and maintain harmonious relationship among students within a class and within a school. The 
ideal result is that one’s face is confronted strongly enough to keep exerting effort in order to 
confirm face, but at the same time, is also confirmed strongly enough in order to keep one 
function in the community with harmony and respect. However, it is an art to employ 
confirmation and confrontation strategically, interactively and effectively to reach a good 
balance. Too much between-group confrontation can lead to ingroup favouritism and hostile 
behaviours towards other classes, which will consequently harm the school atmosphere. Too 
little confrontation will probably be not be desirable, for it may blur individual responsibility 
within group and hinder the potential of superior productivity that between-group competition 
may bring.  
 
It is argued that there is too much within-group confrontation in Asian classes due to 
examination-driven nature of education systems and high parental expectation. Especially 
with the strong emphasis on test scores there is a prevailing view of learning as competitive. 
Hong Kong students in the studies of Pong-Wing-Yan and Chow (2002) were constantly 
under the pressure of getting high grade and being the best in the class. Research has shown 
that this strong confrontation leads to psychological problems which are exceptionally well-
known among Asian students such as depression or suicide. The later is basically an extreme 
form of an attempt to cover face loss (Pong-Wing-Yan & Chow 2002; Pueng-Vong 2007; 
Wong & Halgin 2006).  
 
With AFFI, each instance of face case can be positioned on the grid of the Confirmation – 
Confrontation face dimensions at two analytic levels: Within-group and Between group. The 
key of effective facework is a balance between face confrontation and face confirmation with 
consideration of face at both within-group and a between-group level. Each face case with its 
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associated unique features, unique cultural and situational context can be analysed from a 
different perspective than by conventional methods with lessened risk of cultural stereotypes 
and over-generalisation.   
At this stage of development, many hypotheses are based on predictions and assumptions. 
Therefore all the cases indicated in AFFI (Figure 3) should be considered as a means of 
illustration. We hope that researchers will see the practicability in AFFI and develop diverse 
qualitative and quantitative measurements so that AFFI can be used to statistically and 
geographically map the interaction of various cases of facework. It is also our hope that when 
a certain number of cases are presented, common features may emerge. Such findings will 
certainly add more insights into the realm of face study.  
 
Conclusion 
 
In this paper, we examine face from 2 new dimensions that we have termed Face 
Confirmation − Face Confrontation. Since face can be a double-standard with both negative 
and positive consequences, face should be secured or challenged depending on each specific 
situation. This suggestion contributes to current face theories in a sense that face has been 
considered by most as a value that should appear positive and thus should be protected, 
secured, and confirmed. Our suggestion is that there is effectiveness in face being exposed, 
challenged, and confronted. 
 
We further distinguish the notion of face at individual level within the group and the notion of 
face at collective level between groups. The former refers to my face and this is most of the 
time the level of analysis in face study. Our contribution is the identification of the later, 
which refers to our face. By connecting face with intergroup relation theory and identity 
theory, we also propose four characteristics of face at this between-group level and find that 
these characteristics may exert more significant impact in collectivistic cultures.  
 
Building on the new dimensions of Face Confirmation − Face Confrontation and the two 
levels of face Within group and Between groups, we propose the Analysis Framework of Face 
Interaction (AFFI). We argue that the key of effective facework is a balance between face 
confrontation and face confirmation with consideration of face at both within-group and a 
between-group level. One should always consider how confirmation and confrontation are 
employed as both are inherently related with the one can be the cause or the effect of the 
other. AFFI as an analytic model will help researchers to reduce cultural over-generalisation; 
enable them to look at a specific case of face interaction taking into account its particular 
cultural/situational characteristics and interaction; and analyse various face cases from a 
different perspective than conventional methods.  
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CHAPTER 7 
 

Experiments leading to principle formulation on Face  
 
In this study, face or “public image” appears to be a unique domain. It is a 
highly interactive factor with influences to be found in other domains of 
Leadership, Reward and Group composition. For example, in chapter 5, the 
data from the interviews shows that Vietnamese students may lose face if 
they want to enjoy the rewards individually, even when they are rewarded 
justly based on their individual contributions. Similarly, friendship grouping 
is claimed to motivate learning partly because students perceive this type of 
grouping as a safe and comfortable environment where different opinions 
are encouraged and requests for help can be made with less risk of face loss.  
 
The Analysis Framework of Face Interaction (AFFI) proposed in Chapter 6 
indicates that both Face Confirmation and Face Confrontation at both 
Within and Between levels of group interaction should be considered. At 
this point, strategies for Within-group face Confirmation can be listed as: (1) 
a Formal leader to monitor face in communication and conflict; (2) an 
Equality-based reward to avoid face loss caused by unequal reward 
division; (3) a Friendship grouping to lessen face constraints.  
 
It is argued that face exerts an impact particularly on discourse and this 
leads on to the question of “In a CL context, how strong is the effect of 
culturally appropriate face strategies in discussion?”. We want to examine if 
the afore-mentioned Within-group face Confirmation strategies exert 
influence on discussion outcomes. AFFI helps us to pose more questions 
and to address other aspects of face, for example: “What are the other 
Within-group face Confirmation strategies?”, “What is the influence of 
Within-group face Confrontation?”, “Should Between-group face be 
confirmed or confronted?”, “What strategies should be used to either 
confirm or confront Between-group face?”. This chapter is aimed at 
answering these questions and formulating implicit principles to apply in 
practice. Within the framework of our study, the research question posed in 
this chapter is:  
 
What are the Cooperative Learning instructional design principles 
regarding face strategy that are culturally appropriate for Vietnamese 
upper secondary students? 
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Cooperative Learning and the impact of Culturally 
appropriate Face strategies*  

 
 
Abstract: This paper examines the culturally appropriate application of face strategies to 
Vietnamese students in the context of Cooperative Learning. We studied the effect of Face 
Confirmation Within the group at an individual level and the effect of Face Confrontation 
Between the groups at a collective level. Our results show that discussion outcomes increase 
when (1) Within-group face is confirmed; and (2) a milder type of Between-group face 
confrontation is embedded. 
 
 
Introduction  
 
Over the last decades, face has been among the most heavily debated notions in pragmatic and 
sociological research. Although face is claimed to be a universal concept, it is argued that face 
has different levels of impact in different cultures. Research on cross-cultural psychology, 
sociology and anthropology suggests that the influence of face on social interaction is 
especially pervasive and powerful in Asia. The concept of face has been exclusively 
employed to explain the behaviour of individuals mainly from China, Japan, Korea, Hong 
Kong, Singapore, Taiwan and Viet Nam (see Joo-Yup-Kim & Sang-Hoon-Nam [1998] for 
review). It is not coincidental that these cultures are all under the influence of Confucianism. 
According to Jia (2001), Confucius (500 BC), in the divided and conflicted China, is the 
unequivocal founder of face (p.20). He was the first to emphasise the value of face as a way to 
achieve harmony in society. His doctrine had a long historical legacy in Eastern Asia and, 
even in modern times, it still plays an important role despite the striking inroads of 
modernisation and westernisation (Alt 1994; McGrath et al. 1992). 
 
Like many of the other core values of modern Confucianism that are not practised as part of a 
conscious belief system (Rozman 1990, cited in Alt 1994), the practice of face is deeply 
embedded in daily life. Therefore, although face may not be a concept unique to Asian 
cultures, research on the notion of face may help account for much of the distinctive 
behaviours in this part of Asia − a region which is also frequently described as Confucian 
Heritage Cultures (CHC).   
 
However,  in  stark  contrast  to the  abundance  of face   research  in  organisational  
behaviour, negotiations and conflict resolutions (for review see Joo-Yup-Kim & Sang-Hoon-
Nam [1998], Vilkki [2006]), little work yet exists that directly addresses the issue of face in 
the educational context of students who are the main actors in their learning  activities. Given  

 
* Phuong-Mai, N., Terlouw, C., & Pilot, A. (Submitted). Cooperative Learning and the impact of Culturally 
appropriate Face strategies.   
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that concern for face is prevalent in Asian-CHC, it is surprising to  find that very limited 
empirical  research has examined the manifestations, strategies and application of face in 
pedagogy, especially in the learning context of Asian-CHC learners.  
 
Indications that issues with face appear to be critical in the classroom have been found in a 
number of prior studies. These studies show that concerns for face  are identified as a barrier 
that hinders the overall learning and interaction of students from CHC countries. This barrier 
comprises a fear of intimidation, embarrassment and failure to meet social expectations. 
Anxiety, brought about by a wish to avoid the consequences of losing face, contributes to a 
level of participation which according to the western standard is rather low and passive 
(Flowerdew 1998; Jackson 2002; Liu & Littlewood 1997; Tani 2005; Zhenhui 2001). All in 
all, these studies reveal that sensitivity to social face is a factor shaping the apparently reticent 
behaviour of Asian-CHC students in their learning environment. Consequently, their learning 
activities, especially those that take place within a communicative learning environment such 
as a small group where students work face-to-face with each other, are hindered. Given the 
scale and the indications of the problem as well as the dearth of empirical research in the area 
of application and strategy, we argue that face issues in an educational context should be 
better addressed.  
 
In this paper, we propose a number of face strategies and we argue that they are culturally 
appropriate to Vietnamese students. Our main purpose is to examine the effect of applying 
these strategies to Vietnamese students in the context of Cooperative Learning (CL). Research 
on CL has advanced this methodology of group learning in many ways and developed 
strategies such as group composition, reward allocation, and task structure, but the notion of 
face in the context of CL has not been well addressed.   
 
In the first section of this paper, we present why and in what way face concerns may exert a 
significant impact on the learning process of Vietnamese students. Within the context of CL, 
this discussion will analyse the effect of these face concerns and how they impact upon the 
ability of the students to interact directly with one another in a face-to-face situation. For 
additional insight, we will also cite references to research from other Asian-CHC nations.  
 
The next section gives a theoretical framework upon which our face strategies will be based 
and developed. These strategies are not only meant to mitigate the negative consequences of 
face loss but also to profit from the notion of face as a social control mechanism. Our 
empirical study thus differentiates from others in such a way that we see face concerns from 
both positive and negative perspectives and we recognise face as a cultural element that 
perpetually exists rather than a cultural weakness that should be eradicated. The third section 
of the paper describes research methods, participants, and data analysis. We then present the 
findings and the paper ends with a discussion and implications for further studies. 
 
The influence of face concern in student’s Cooperative Learning 
 
Spencer-Oatey (2007) proposed that Brewer and Gardner’s (1996) three-level perspective on 
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self-representation can be useful in analysing face. The three levels discussed are: individual 
(self-face concern), interpersonal (other-face concern), and collective level (group-face 
concern). In this section, we shall adopt this analytic framework and use it to discuss the 
impact of face concern in the Asian-CHC context. 
 
Individual level: Self- face concern 
 
The first characteristic of face in an Asian-CHC context is “moral” (Hu 1944; Ho 1976: 868; 
Jia 1997-1998). According to Hu (1944), face is a “public censure” or a communal check 
against any deviation from or violation against the well-rounded norms or traditions of the 
homogeneous community. The fear of losing face keeps up the consciousness of moral 
boundaries, maintains moral values and expresses the force of social sanctions (Hu 1944: 50).  
 
Since face is a characteristic of any participation in the community, a loss of face means 
running the risk of both being condemned by and being ostracised by the community. To 
remain a decent member of the community, one needs to maintain face by adopting 
appropriate and acceptable behaviour.    
 
In an educational context, face in many ways is the primary conduit of acceptable moral 
behaviour in the classroom. It manifests itself in a wide range of communicative behaviors 
that students and teachers use to regulate their social dignity. The fear of losing face motivates 
each and every individual to maintain a constant awareness of historically and traditionally 
accepted standards of behaviour and then to apply these standards socially within the 
educational environment.  
 
For Asian students, one of the most important virtues is modesty. “Modesty is the foundation 
of all virtues. Let your neighbours find you before you make yourself known to them” 
(Massoudi 2002: 5). Thus for Chinese students, being seen as modest and self-effacing rather 
than “blowing your own trumpet'” is perceived as praiseworthy, whilst wasting other 
students’ time by expressing independent judgments is often perceived as bragging and 
reflective of an egotistical and selfish personality (Kennedy 2002: 431). Research indicates a 
relationship between the reticence of Chinese students and the value that is placed on the 
quality of “silence” by face in social settings (Jackson 2002; Liu 2002, cited in Woodrow 
2006; Watson 1999).  
 
A wide range of proverbs illustrate this ethic: “Only the dead fish opens its mouth” 
(Japanese); “The empty tank has the loudest voice” (Chinese); “Think seven times before 
speaking out” (Vietnamese); and the saying, “The gentlemen agree with each other without 
being an echo, the small men echo without being in agreement” (Confucius). Although similar 
forms of these proverbs can be found in many other cultures, they play a much more 
important role in conveying the ethical and moral lesson expected to be learnt in the context 
of Asian-CHC because humbleness and modesty are perceived as morally essential in life. It 
is well-known that Asian-CHC teachers and parents seldom seek to encourage students with 
positive appraisals but often with high expectation and criticism (Hau 1992, cited in Watkins 
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& Biggs 1996: 89; Hofstede & Hofstede 2005: 135; Jin & Cortazzi 1998: 745; Pong-Wing-
Yan & Chow 2002; Pueng-Vong 2007; Woodrow 2007: 94).  
 
By being humble, modest and cautious, by practicing self-effacement and self-criticism, by 
knowing well what to say as well as when to say it and by being extremely conscious of their 
spoken words etc, Asian-CHC students often lay claim to using these attributes of face 
because they believe their teachers and peers will value these attributes positively. In fact, as 
Kitayama et al. (1997, cited in Mau 2000) argue, “holding a self-critical attitude vis-à-vis 
socially shared standards of excellence may be a symbolic act of affirming one’s 
belongingness to the social unit” (p. 1247).  
 
Furthermore, face concern is also manifested in the way that Asian-CHC students perceive 
their “social” mistakes. Since making a mistake in a social setting means a loss of face (Jia 
2001), learning from mistakes is not easily perceived with a positive connotation. In the 
Chinese language, the word for making a mistake (chuo) and the word for being bad (hua) are 
often used alternatively (Pueng-Vong 2007). A mistake in a sense is a violation of morality. It 
is often the result of ill-conceived thought, ill-conceived speech and ill-conceived action. 
Thus, there is a tendency to avoid losing face by proactively warding off potential threats to 
face (Ting-Toomey 1998: 192) by trying to prevent mistakes from ever happening. Jackson 
(2002) reports that Chinese students are afraid of making mistakes in their discussion and this 
fear adds to their reticence. 
 
When confronted with educational methods such as CL that strongly emphasises the role of 
the learner as a principle agent in the transfer of knowledge, the positive face attributes that 
each student traditionally wants to claim for him/herself tend to conflict with what the new 
learning methods require. CL in principle involves a great deal of active communication 
including oral explanation, checking for understanding, discussing concepts, challenging 
ideas and learning from mistakes. This characteristic of CL, coined by Johnson and Johnson 
(1994) as a major principle of CL face-to-face interaction, demands that each learner 
proactively prove that they are involved. However it also puts them in a situation where they 
have to solve the dilemma of “opening their mouth” but at the same time not being a “dead 
fish”; of “having a voice” but at the same time not being “empty inside”; of “echoing” but at 
the same time remaining a “gentlemen”; and of “speaking out” but at the same time using 
words that have been well thought out.  
 
In many ways, engaging in CL for Asian-CHC students means a clash between those face 
attributes traditionally perceived as positive (humble, modest, well-thought and well-said) and 
those face attributes that CL perceives as positive (verbal expressing, articulating and 
challenging). This conflict of values may contribute to the way western educators often 
characterise Asian-CHC learners as reticent learners who are unwilling to commit themselves 
publicly, reluctant to give their opinions, anxious to question and criticise, and hesitant to 
participate (Flowerdew 1998; Jackson 2002; Liu & Littlewood 1997; Tani 2005; Woodrow & 
Sham 2001; Zhenhui 2001).   
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In a comparative study of Jackson (2002), Chinese students found American students to be 
rude because they spoke out in class without being asked and they took up class time. The 
teacher, on the other hand, understood the American way to be a useful contribution to 
learning. In another comparative study by Woodrow and Sham (2001: 390), when asked 
“How do you feel when the teacher asks you to discuss any subject in a group?”, over 76% of 
the British-Chinese pupil respondents used the words “embarrassed”, “nervous” (33%) or 
“feeling ill” (8.7%). The British European pupils are far more inclined to feel quite relaxed 
about such group discussion work with nearly all the pupils using words like: “alright”, 
“fine”, “happy”, “don’t mind”.  
 
Interpersonal level: Other-face concern 
 
The next major characteristic of face in the Asia-CHC context is “relational”. Cheng (1986, 
cited in Jia [1997-1998]) indicates that face is based on human feelings as an appeal to 
promote a harmonious human relationship. Similarly, Volkema (1988, cited in Jia [1997-
1998]) argues that it is to the advantage of all parties to help one another to maintain face 
during a social encounter. Other researchers also identify an “other-face” orientation such as 
face-giving, face-honouring, other-face non-impositional approach and other-face approval-
enhancing approach as a major component of the collectivist culture (for review see Ting-
Toomey & Kurogi [1998]). The Asian-CHC’s notion of face thus emphasises a harmonious 
human relationship in which each member is expected to protect the face of others by seeking 
harmony and by communicating to their partners that they are held in high esteem.  
 
Given this sensitivity, Asian people are often believed to be hesitant about confronting and 
interacting in a way that may challenge the face of others and disrupt their harmony (Tjosvold 
et al. 2004). Setting aside any disrespect to teachers, the expression of one’s own forthright 
views in a challenging fashion may lead to others losing face in a classroom situation 
(Kennedy 2002, Jackson 2002). Old teaching says: “Do not discuss right or wrong, always 
censure yourself” (Massoudi 2002: 5). In the study of Carson and Nelson (1996), the authors 
show that Chinese students were reluctant to initiate comments and, when they did, monitored 
themselves carefully so as not to precipitate conflict within the group. The most salient 
characteristic of the Chinese speakers’ interactions was their reluctance to speak, and they 
often withheld comments that they thought might be hurtful to other group members. To 
quote an exchange: 
 

I:  Why did you say, “I have some questions” rather than just, “You don’t have to tell us 
the story?’ 
S:  Well, because he has his own opinion, yeah, so I don’t want to change his mind, but I 
want to express  myself. So I just tell him that’s my question and can he explain it to me. 
But he did [explain], and so I don’t [say any more]. Yeah, - what I want to say to him is 
“I don’t think you can change the story,” but I don’t want to say it to him because it hurts 
(p.8).  

 
While conflict management has been shown in the West to contribute to team effectiveness 
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(Jehn & Mannix 2001; Lovelace, Shapiro & Weingart 2001), its value does not extend equally 
to Asia (Leung 1997). For the sake of harmony, confrontations and conflicts are to be avoided 
at all cost. Thus, in order to maintain a harmonious group relationship and to avoid the loss of 
face when conflicts ensue, Asian students are likely to adopt indirect communication 
strategies such as “avoidance”; bypassing the topic of conflict by being “obliging”; reflecting 
a greater concern for the other’s interest than one’s own (Jehn & Weldon 1992; Kirkbride, 
Tang & Westwood 1991; Tse, Francis & Walls 1994); or mediation (Ting-Toomey et al. 
2000; Wall & Blum 1991), reflecting the act of face giving to the mediator, e.g. the group 
leader or teacher.  
 
Thus due to the ultimate value of harmony, concern for “other-face” to a certain extent is 
perceived as a positive face attribute. However, this other-face concern may create a dilemma 
in situations in which this concern could be perceived as barrier to open and direct discussion. 
Benefiting from diversity is a core value of the CL methodology and it is likely to come into 
conflict with the traditionally-defined values of the Asian-CHC. In the former, differences of 
opinion are seen as providing valuable opportunities for productive discussion. Members are 
motivated to challenge each other’s conclusions and reasoning. Disagreement and conflict can 
be made explicit without either giving offence to members or hurting their personal feelings. 
In the latter, different ideas and differences of opinion may not be seen as a springboard for a 
vigorous discussion but rather as a threat to group harmony. Members are motivated to voice 
each other’s ideas appropriately bearing in mind the potential threat from loss of face. It is 
difficult to express disagreement and conflict without making others lose face or feel 
offended. This concern for other-face among Asian-CHC learners has been described in 
several studies as a barrier to a successful implementation of CL. Group members suppress 
their personal desires, avoid claiming authority, hesitate to criticise, assess or give comments 
to their peers (Carson & Nelson 1996; Divaharan & Atputhasamy 2002).   
 
Collective level: Group-face concern   
 
The third characteristic of Asian-CHC face is “collective”, that is to say face that is perceived 
in group form instead of in individual form.  
 
One example that well illustrates this form of collective face is the way Asian learners 
perceive learning in relationships such as “ingroup expectation” (family and friends) and 
“outgroup expectation” (teachers / other ethnic groups).  
 
First of all, students study hard not only for themselves but also for the sake of their families 
and for the sake of other ingroups. This view is evidenced by a survey that was undertaken by 
the Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups in 1997 (Pong-Wing-Yan & Chow 2002). It 
shows that 27% of examination stress is due to parental aspirations rather than to the 
examinations themselves. Littlewood (1999: 86) and Salili (1988, cited in Chanock 2004) 
observe that in “Chinese culture achievement goals are […] for the benefit of the group (e.g. 
family or state) rather than the individual” (p.5). Asian parents have high expectations of their 
children's success (Cao, Bishop & Forgasz 2007; Francis & Archer 2005; Gorman 1998; 
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Goyette & Xie 1999). They feel face loss when their children don’t do well at school and 
children feel face loss when they fail to meet the expectations of their parents. To fail an 
examination is to damage the face of the family.  
 
Secondly, being viewed by other cultural groups as a “model ethnic minority” that has a 
reputation for high academic achievement motivates Asian Americans to try harder to live up 
to this image (Cheryan & Bodenhausen 2000; Ho 2003). One student in Lee’s (1994, cited in 
Wong & Halgin 2006) study said:  
 

…When you get bad grades, people look at you really strange because you are sort of 
distorting the way they see Asian. It makes you feel really awkward if you don’t fit the 
stereotype (p.43).  

 
While failing in an exam for students from some cultures means personal failure, loss of self-
esteem, or loss of self-pride on an individual attribution basis, for many Asian students, this 
failing might have more to do with collective face concern such as disrupting ingroup 
harmony, bringing shame to their family, and damaging the positive image of their ingroup in 
front of other outgroups. In many cases, when either an individual's face is threatened or an 
individual fails to maintain face then, the act of committing suicide is considered a last resort 
in either maintaining or regaining an individual's or group’s face (Ho 1976: 883; Pong-Wing-
Yan & Chow 2002; Pueng-Vong 2007).  
  
The collective characteristic of face has been a subject of many face studies. However, only 
recently did a multidisciplinary study of Spencer-Oatey (2007) highlight this collective nature 
of face. Spencer-Oatey achieved a greater insight into the conceptualisation and analysis of 
face by relating it to identity theories. Based on Brewer and Gardner’s (1996) three-level 
perspective of self-representation, Spencer-Oatey proposed that it is useful to analyse face at 
three levels: individual level (self-face concern), interpersonal level (other-face concern), and 
collective level (group-face concern). Brown and Levinson’s (1987) model of politeness 
merely focuses on individual face sensitivities and hence proposes an individual analytic 
frame (Gu 1990; Jia 2001; Markus & Kitayama 1991; Mao 1994; Vilkki 2006; Spencer-Oatey 
2007). Ting-Toomey’s (1988) model adds the “other-face” dimension and emphasises the 
“self-face” concept derived from connections and relationship with significant others. These 
two notions, of course, are important. Nevertheless, they form an incomplete analytic 
perspective since face in Asia can also be understood in collective form, i.e. our face instead 
of my face. In the quote cited above from Lee’s study, the collective element of face emerges 
through the phrase “Asian” that the student used in the interview. The concern was taken as 
applying not to this student as an individual, but rather to the whole group as Asian ethnics.  
 
The new analytic frame for face analysis at group level leads us to consider the impact of 
collective face within a CL context where different groups work side by side. With regard to 
this collective face level, there are three concepts involved here: collective face, intergroup 
relationship, and CL. The first concept collective face has only been recently distinguished 
from individual and interpersonal level. The latter two concepts have been discussed, 
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thoroughly but separately. There has been no explicit consideration, to the best of our 
knowledge, on the relationship between these three concepts. For example, by forming a 
triangle of Collective face, Intergroup relationship, and CL, we may want to know: To what 
extent is Collective face related to the notion of group in Intergroup relationships? How may 
evidence of Intergroup relationships help our understanding of CL? What is the impact of 
Collective face in CL? Apparently, these issues have not been raised in prior studies. 
Although CL enjoys a plethora of research, it has been analysed from a within-group setting 
but it has not been sufficiently analysed from a between-group setting in relation with face. 
Although the impact of individual (self) face and interpersonal (other) face on CL has been 
discussed, the impact of collective (group) face has never been considered. This paper takes 
up the challenge of exploring these gaps by means of experimental research. 
 
Theoretical framework 
 
The face strategies are based upon the theoretical framework that is presented in this section. 
We utilised the Analysis Framework of Face Interaction developed by Phuong-Mai et al. 
(submitted [Chapter 6]). This framework differentiates the two face dimensions Confirmation 
– Confrontation at two levels: Within-group and Between-group.    
 
Within-group and Between-group face  
 
The three levels of face concern that were presented in the previous section are self-face, 
other-face and group-face. The first two levels belong to face concern in intragroup 
relationship while the last level is related to intergroup relationship. In this paper, the former 
is labelled “Within-group face” and the later is labelled “Between-group face”. Within-group 
face thus refers to the face concern that is required of each member of a group when 
interacting within a group. Face concern here refers to the face attributes that are valued by 
the group and thereby expected of any member in any interaction by that member with the 
other members of the group. Between-group face on the other hand refers to the face concern 
that is required of each group member when that member's group is interacting with other 
groups. Face concern here refers to the face attributes that are valued by the group as a whole 
and thereby expected of any member when interacting with other groups in the environment.  
 
Face Confirmation and Face Confrontation at Within-group level  
 
In a CL context, Within-group face may create certain dilemmas and conflicts between what 
are traditionally perceived as positive face attributes and what according to CL are perceived 
as positive learning attributes (see the first section). To tackle this problem, there are two 
potential approaches. The first approach is to acknowledge the undesirable consequences of 
face practice, to see it as a cultural weakness and to attempt to overcome this cultural 
weakness by encouraging group members to ignore their face concern sufficiently to allow 
their face to be exposed, challenged and confronted. Face in this case is perceived as an 
obstacle that can be set aside or surpassed. The first approach refers to strategies that expose 
and challenge face and it is labelled “Face Confrontation”. 
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The idea of seeing face as a cultural weakness that needs to be confronted and even eradicated 
mainly comes from China - the origin of face and its concept. This social practice has been 
criticised since the early days of face research. For example, both Li-Zongwu (1917, cited in 
Jia 2001) and Lu-Xun (1960) suggest that the Chinese ruling class manipulated the common 
people’s fear of losing face and that people should set aside their face concern and seek 
greater fairness in their lives. Lin-Yutang (1935) goes further by pointing out that face 
concern acts as a major obstacle to justice and democracy. Su and Wang (1988, cited in Jia 
2001) and Bo-Yang (1991) are other scholars who strongly criticise face concern and prefer to 
have this social practice exposed and challenged. However, this confronting approach has 
stirred up waves of anger and drew severe criticism from the audience (for further discussion 
of critics see Jia 2001: 70). Instead of being eradicated, face practice over time has “become 
inflated and remained powerful and integral, still sustaining and developing, picking up new 
features” (Lu 1996, cited in Jia [2001: 80]) with both desirable and undesirable consequences.  
 
The second approach is to acknowledge that face is an essential cultural element that 
perpetually exists in social interaction. On the one hand, confrontation of face is needed since 
it brings beneficial development. On the other hand, face has to be confirmed well enough to 
avoid face loss and serious damage. With confirmation, it means face is secured, affirmed and 
safeguarded. This approach emphasises a strategic combination of both Face Confirmation 
and Confrontation.  
 
It is important to note that Face Confirmation – Confrontation are two dimensions 
dynamically interacting and depending on each other, the former can be the cause or the effect 
of the later. Both confirmation and confrontation are reactions on each other. They interact 
dynamically with and significantly regulates and influences each other in the course of 
communication. The effect of the one can only be understood by considering how the other 
plays a role (Phuong-Mai et al. submitted [Chapter 6]).  
 
In the case of Asian-CHC students in CL environment analysed in the previous section, the 
problem seems to be that within-group face is highly confronted, either with the norms upheld 
by the self or the norms upheld by the interpersonal relation within the group. This 
consequently leads to an outright need to have face confirmed. Based on the cause-effect 
relationship of face confirmation and confrontation, one may predict that once face is safely 
secured, students will feel safe enough to engage in open discussion and express opposing 
views. Thus confrontation can be the result of confirmation in this case.  
 
In fact, the use of this Face Confirmation strategy in order to achieve high level of discussion 
has been recently initiated and studied by Tjosvold, Hui and Sun (2004). The authors 
conclude that Face Confirmation proves helpful to Chinese learners in overcoming obstacles 
caused by face concern, resulting in asking more questions, exploring opposing views, 
demonstrating more knowledge of the opposing arguments, confronting and challenging ideas 
of others, and working to integrate different opinions. In other words, confirmation creates 
safe environment for confrontation to thrive. This confrontation is considered effective and 
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beneficial so long as the confirmation is kept at a certain level not too low (for face will be 
less safe and the openness will decrease) but also not too high (for arguments may become 
aggressive or offending).  
 
Strategies of Face Confirmation vary depending on to what extent face might be at risk and to 
what extent face needs to be secured. In a study by Tjosvold and colleagues (2004), the 
strategy is to inform students participating in the group discussion that the other group 
member has a history of expressing his or her views very openly and directly. Students' score 
depends upon their discussing of issues and expressing opposing views openly and directly. 
During the discussion, the other group member reinforces this condition by indicating that he 
or she disagrees with the view. This signalled a built-in conflict in which within-group face is 
confirmed to an extent that a certain degree of face confrontation is allowed and actually 
appreciated. Results show that this Face Confirmation strategy is effective. Students who had 
their face confirmed learned more from the other group members.  
 
Another recent study of Chen and Tjosvold (2007) explores the impact of personal guanxi 
(social relationship) and work effectiveness in a group. The study shows that Chinese people 
are more willing to engage in a constructive controversy when they have a strong personal 
guanxi with others in the group. This finding indicates that a higher degree of group cohesion 
(for example working with friends) is another strategy that will provide face confirmation 
which consequently will create a safe environment for a certain degree of confrontation (e.g. 
being straightforward) to occur.  
 
Further, Ting-Toomey and Kurogi (1998) argue that the Asian tend to practise face-giving to 
the superior member in the hierarchical group structure and this person can potentially 
mediate face conflicts within the group (p.195-196). Occupying a high-status position (and 
hence, has a credible reputation), this person is responsible to maintain a harmonious group 
relationship, and when conflict occurs, other group members may be willing to make 
concessions in the name of honouring the high-status mediator’s face (and thus saving their 
own face). This indicates that in Asian group context, appointing a formal leader can probably 
be seen as a strategy to help monitoring within-group face.  A good leader can be expected to 
keep within-group face confirmed just well enough so that group members feel safe and 
secured to express their opinions. At the same time, the leader is supposed to keep within-
group face confronted, just well enough to trigger the will and the need to work harder in 
order to (re)confirm face. 
 
Finally, reward allocation structure that operates within the group can potentially exert 
influence on face concern. In collectivistic (often Asian-CHC) cultures (Hofstede & Hofstede 
2005; Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner 1997), rewards are more likely to follow the equality 
rule which highlights uniformity and dictates that reward should be given equally among 
group members, irrespective of their differing contributions. Equality-based reward is 
typically preferred in collectivist societies as this has a greater propensity to foster group 
harmony (Chen et al 1998; Leung & Bond 1984; Sama & Papamarcos 2000, though see Chen 
[1995] for a critical view), and thus avoid face loss. Based on these considerations, one may 
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argue that equality-based reward allocation has potential to bring about Within-group face 
Confirmation.    
 
We interpret the findings of the afore-mentioned studies as an indication that when CL is 
applied to the educational environment of Vietnamese students, strategies that help to confirm 
face within a group such as built-in conflict, friendship grouping, formal leadership 
appointment, and equality-based reward allocation will moderate the high level of face 
concern exercised by Asian-CHC students. It is predicted that this source of confirmation will 
create a face-friendly environment in which a certain degree of face confrontation will 
generate and promote the productiveness of the discussion. Thus, we propose the following: 
      

H part 1: In a CL context, when compared to Within-group face Confrontation, Within-
group face Confirmation will help to induce superior discussion outcomes. 

 
Face Confirmation and Face Confrontation at Between-group level  
 
CL is a learning environment where students are assigned to small groups and, more often 
than not, these groups operate learning activities simultaneously in a shared space such as 
classroom, lab, school, or online environment. This intergroup setting and the close 
relationship of Between-group face to group identity (Spencer-Oatey 2007) suggests that we 
should consult the literature on intergroup relations.  
 
The two theories that act as a foundation for intergroup behaviour are the Real Conflict 
Theory (Campbell 1958; Sherif 1966) and the Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner 1979). 
Both theories hypothesise a positive relationship between social identification and 
ethnocentrism in a threatening environment, for example, intergroup competition for scarce 
resources (Dru 2002).    
  
With regard to the social and behavioural aspect, studies in Real Conflict Theory hypothesise 
that between-group competition promotes mutual negative group identity, images, attitudes, 
and behaviours (for extended list of references see Echebarria-Echabe & Guede 2003: 765), 
while studies in Social Identity Theory hypothesise that the process of developing positive 
group identity, that is by making comparative evaluations between groups, causes ingroup 
favouritism and outgroup deterioration. This indicates that a threatening between-group 
environment plays a role in producing a hostile between-group environment 
 
In contrast to the negative influence of between-group competition on behaviour research has 
proven that between-group competition exerts significant influence over group output by 
enhancing both within-group productivity and cooperation (Bornstein et al. 2002; Finnegan 
1999; Gunnthorsdottir & Rapoport 2006; Tan & Bolle 2007). Nalbantian and Schotter (1997) 
report that between-group competition outperforms many other incentive mechanisms in 
sustaining productivity over time.  
 
Using the relationship of group identity and Between-group face (Spencer-Oatey 2007), 
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Phuong-Mai et al. (submitted [Chapter 6]) interpret the findings to indicate that Between-
group face tends to mirror group identity when positioned in a between-group competitive 
environment. Thus, there is a likelihood of (1) Increased group productivity, (2) Ingroup-face 
favouritism and (3) Outgroup-face deterioration. The consequences can either be positive (1 
and 2) or negative (3), or a combination of both. In relation with the notion of face being 
discussed in this paper, one may say that the confrontation of between-group face leads to a 
high degree of need in confirmation. The exercise of this face confirmation contributes to the 
negative attitudes between groups but also a potential increase in group productivity. 
 
In the case of Asian learners, between-group competition may exert an even stronger impact 
because of the prevalence of ingroup favouritism and outgroup deterioration in collectivist 
cultures (Triandis 1995; Chen et al. 1998, 2002). A study by Chen, Brockner, and Katz (1997) 
shows that when individuals perform well but the rest of the group do not, Americans, rather 
than showing a more positive attitude towards their own group, they show a more positive 
attitude towards other groups. The Chinese, however, show a positive ingroup attitude despite 
the ingroup’s poor performance. Thus, for Chinese students, when subjected to Between-
group face Confrontation, i.e. threats of face loss such as intergroup competition or face loss 
such as poor performance, within-group relationship is probably elicited.  
 
However, the negative consequences of between-group competition suggest caution when 
considering the quality of intergroup relationship. To a certain extent, between-group 
competition leads to the deterioration of groups’ mutual image, attitude and behaviour. We do 
not, of course, want to run the risk of creating negative tension, unhealthy competitive 
behaviours or harming the relationship between students. Presumably, for the same reasons, 
Bornstein et al. (2002) suggest a milder type of intergroup competition that is proved by their 
study to lead to a better group coordination than in the single-group case.  
 
Based on these considerations, we hypothesise that, whilst Within-group face Confrontation 
may bring negative consequences (H part 1), Between-group face Confrontation may bring 
positive consequences such as creating need to have face confirm, enhancing within-group 
relationship and increasing productivity. However, this confrontation should be moderated to 
avoid deterioration of groups’ mutual image and behaviour. In other words, too much 
confrontation will lead to extreme need of confirmation and this is likely to result in hostile 
environment between groups. With Vietnamese students as the target group, we therefore 
propose the second part of the hypothesis: 
 

H part 2: In a CL context, when compared to Between-group face Confirmation, a milder 
type of Between-group face Confrontation will help to induce superior discussion 
outcomes. 

 
The combination of part 1 and part 2 forms the complete hypothesis: 
 

In a CL context, Within-group face Confirmation and milder Between-group face 
Confrontation, compared to the reversed, will induce superior discussion outcomes. 
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Research method 
 
Research design 
 
With four participating classes, sized 37-50, we randomly split each class into two 
experimental settings: Exp-1 and Exp-2. Students in Exp-1 setting were given Within-group 
face Confirmation and Between-group face Confrontation − a condition we hypothesised to 
result in higher discussion outcomes. Students in Exp-2 were given Within-group face 
Confrontation and Between-group face Confirmation − a condition we hypothesised to result 
in less discussion outcomes.  
 
Students in both settings conducted four discussion tasks on diverse topics. Each discussion 
task lasts approximately one lesson unit (45 minutes), spreading across several sections over 
the period of the students’ weekly schedule. The topics for discussion were chosen with the 
advice of a specialist in adolescence to assure that the topics were interesting and related to 
adolescent lives. Examples of the discussion tasks and working sheets are presented in 
Appendix 1.     
 
Treatments at Within-group level   
 
We hypothesised that Vietnamese students would benefit from Confirmed Within-group face 
rather than Confronted Within-group face. In Exp-1 setting, a number of strategies proposed 
in the theoretical framework were applied in an attempt to reduce the chance of face loss 
within a group. Treatments in Exp-2 setting are described for comparison: 
 
Individual accountability 
Exp-1: Blinding individual accountability: Individual contribution was not exposed to others. 
All opinions were noted down without distinguishing the amount that each group member 
contributed. It is predicted that in this way, low contributors will not be exposed and hence 
the chance of face confrontation is lessened.  
Exp-2: Exposing individual accountability: Individual contribution was exposed to others. All 
the opinions were noted down separately for each group member. One example is the 
application of Round Table (Kagan 1993) where each member, clockwise, has to show his/her 
contribution.   
 
Built-in conflict 
Exp-1: Built-in conflict: A controversy was purposely embedded in each discussion topic. 
This is meant to create a situation in which group members are positioned with different 
perspectives. Examples are: “For” and “Against”; “Negative effect” and “Positive effect”. In 
the discussion, students give their opinion in a persuasive and convincing way to support their 
assigned position. It is predicted that in this way, the chance of face confrontation caused by 
opposing views will decrease because students are “programmed” to be involved in a built-in 
conflict, and are expected to give opposing views.  
Exp-2: No built-in conflict: Students were also presented with different perspectives. 
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However, members were not assigned to different positions. It is predicted that a student will 
be more likely to give opinions from a perspective that corresponds most with his/her 
personal view. The personal self being exposed means that the personal face will become 
more vulnerable for face confrontation.   
 
Appendix 1 shows an example of a discussion task. Students in Exp-1 (group “Rắc Rối”) 
were positioned with two different perspectives and noted down their arguments on two 
different sheets (Built-in conflict). At the end of the discussion, the group counted their 
arguments without differentiating individual contributions (Blinding individual 
accountability). Students in Exp-2 (group “Four”) setting noted down their arguments in 
separate columns associated with their assigned number. At the end of the discussion, the 
group counted each member’s contribution and recorded this at the end of the work sheet 
(Exposing individual accountability).  
 
Leadership 
Exp-1: Formal leader: A formal leader was appointed by the group members. This role is 
meant to monitor face in communication and conflict. The assumption behind this is that a 
leader, according to Vietnamese students, is expected to maintain harmony in the group 
(Phuong-Mai et al. submitted [Chapter 5]), and a harmonious group means that an face is 
confirmed and confronted in a complementary fashion.  
Exp-2: No formal leader: No formal leader was appointed. Each member was assigned a role 
to fulfil: recorder, checker, cheer leader, and quiet captain/reporter. The “recorder” was 
responsible for noting down arguments in the logbook; the “cheer leader” gave comments at 
the end of the task; the “checker” checked for agreement before the task was submitted; the 
“quiet captain/ reporter” watched out for time and communication with the teacher and the 
class.  
 
Grouping 
Exp-1: Friendship grouping: Students were allowed to form groups based on friendship. It is 
predicted that a high degree of social cohesion will motivate straightforward discussion, 
tolerate opposing views and lower the threshold of face violation (Shah & Jehn 1993).  
Exp-2: Heterogeneous grouping: Students were grouped according to Grade Point Average of 
the previous term. Each group consists of one high achiever (above 8.0), two average 
achievers (between 8.0 and 6.5) and one low achiever (below 6.5).  
 
Reward 
Exp-1: Equality-based reward: We employed three types of rewards: grades, teacher 
approval/disapproval by means of oral comments, and tangible rewards at the end of all 
discussion tasks (varying from shareable items such as Japanese snacks or candies to single 
items such as music CDs). To assure the same cooperative task structure in each setting, we 
applied the equality rule for the first type of reward (group grading) in both experimental 
settings.   
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In Exp-1 setting, teacher’s (dis)approval was aimed at the group as a whole and not at 
individuals. Groups were left to decide amongst themselves how to distribute tangible 
rewards. It is predicted that group members will not differentiate on the ground of 
contribution and in this way, low achievers will not be singled out for less rewards based on 
low contribution. Hence, it will decrease the chance of face confrontation.  
Exp-2: Equality-based reward with EA (Equity Assurance): Teacher’s (dis)approval was 
aimed at individuals. Tangible rewards were suggested for the best student, chosen through 
Transparent Intra-Group Assessment (TIGA). This is a process used in CL to evaluate 
members’ contribution or grade members’ assignment (Ballantyne, Hughes, & Mylonas 2002; 
Hanrahan & Isaacs 2001; Lejk & Wyvil 2001; Sluijsmans & Prins 2006). In this experiment, 
TIGA was used to evaluate members’ contribution. Each group member filled in a form. They 
were asked to rate their own contribution and the contribution of other members on a five-
point measurement scale from “not good” to “excellent”. It is predicted that TIGA will expose 
within-group face and increase the chance of face confrontation. Both teacher (dis)approval 
aimed at individuals and tangibles rewards given based on TIGA are Equity Assurance 
mechanisms meant to balance the equality rule applied in group shared grade. 
 
Treatments at Between-group level   
 
Between-group assessment 
Exp-1: Between-group assessment: At the end of each task, all groups were asked to exchange 
their results with their neighbours and assessment was conducted at between-group level. Two 
groups are recognised: the group with the highest score and the group that has made the 
biggest difference in score compared with their own old records. This strategy is meant to 
create a milder type of between-group confrontation by making students aware of their 
achievement. The competition is moderated by constructive between-group assessment and 
effort recognition.  
Exp-2: No between-group assessment: Between-group assessment was not applied in Exp-2. 
All groups assessed their tasks by themselves and the teacher did the final check. The scores 
were not reported and, in principle, no group was informed about the score of other groups.  
 
Table 1 bellow gives an overview of the treatments. 
 
Table 1- Overview of the treatments in two experiment settings Exp-1 and Exp-2. EA: Equity Assurance. 
           Exp-1              Exp-2  
Within-group Level Confirmation    Confrontation 
   Blinding individual contribution  Exposing individual contribution 
          Built-in conflict discussion  Direct discussion 
   Formal leader appointed   No formal leader appointed 
  
 Friendship grouping   Heterogeneous ability grouping 

Equality-based reward without EA  Equality-based reward with EA 
    
Between-group Level Confrontation     Confirmation 
   Between-group assessment  No between-group assessment 
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Participants 
 
The experiments were conducted in two Ha Noi upper secondary schools. Four classes of 181 
students with ages ranging from between 16 to 18 participated in the project. We had in total 
23 groups in Exp-1 setting and 23 groups in Exp-2 setting. Each group consisted of 3 to 4 
group members. Students received a small amount of money after the experiment but in all 
four classes this was donated to the class fund for future class activities.  
 
Data gathering 
 
Although the discussion outcomes are the main data source for deciding whether to accept or 
to reject the hypotheses, we also employed questionnaire and observation as additional 
instruments to better understand the students’ behaviour and to explain, interpret and decode 
the discussion outcomes.    
 
The first data source, the discussion outcomes, was taken directly from the students’ logbooks 
and teachers’ grading record. Each group had a logbook in which the tasks were described, 
the procedures were recorded, and the opinions were written down. The final discussion 
outcomes were noted in logbooks in the form of the number of arguments each group had as a 
whole (Exp-1) or each member (Exp-2) had produced after the completion of each discussion 
tasks. An example of grading is presented in Appendix 1. Exp-1 students (group “Rắc Rối”) 
received a group grade which was the sum of the number of arguments given on each 
perspective, thus 21 point. Exp-2 students (group “Four”) received a group grade which was 
the sum the number of arguments each group member had contributed, thus 16. It can be 
clearly seen that in this group, member No1 had the greatest contribution with six points, 
followed by member No 3 with four points, and the other two members each had 3 points.    
 
The questionnaire utilised a Likert-scale design with five points ranging from “1 - totally 
disagree” to “5 - totally agree”. The first scale is labelled Within-group face, measuring the 
extent to which each individual has expressed their own voice. An example of the items (N=8) 
is: “You have expressed fully your point of view”. The second scale is labelled Between-
group face and it measures the extent to which between-group context exerts a positive impact 
upon the learning motivation of each individual. An example of the items (N=4) is: “You felt 
motivated to learn because you want your group to appear to be a good group”. In the first 
round of experiments (class 11A8, 11C1, 11D6), the questionnaires were pilot-tested, some 
items on the scales were revised and adjusted. This process allowed the researchers to 
evaluate the validity of the construct and to improve the reliability. We will report the 
findings from the questionnaire that was applied in the last round of the experiment (class 
10A4, N=37) – a version with acceptable reliability (Cronbach alpha: .77 and .80) and good 
construct validity. Appendix 2 provides the whole questionnaire with all of the items that 
were used. We hypothesised that students from Exp-1 setting would score significantly higher 
on both scales than students from Exp-2 setting.   
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Observation was conducted by the first author. Since video recording was not permitted in the 
schools, we used manual recording at time intervals. Every 3-5 minutes, one group was 
observed closely and all related conversation was noted on the observation form. We kept this 
form semi-open with two domains Within-group face and Between-group face concern. Each 
domain has two categories of confirmation and confrontation. Appendix 3 presents the 
observation form. 
 
Data analysis 
 
With regard to the discussion outcomes, we compared differences between the two settings by 
using the independent samples t-test (two-tailed). With regard to the questionnaire data, we 
conducted multivariate analysis to examine whether two settings score significantly different 
from each other on the scales.   
 
Results  
 
Overall result 
 
With regard to the discussion outcomes, two experimental settings significantly differ from 
each other in the accumulated number of arguments each group achieved after the completion 
of the tasks (Table 2). Thus statistically, the hypothesis is supported.  
 
With regard to data from questionnaires, two experimental settings significantly differ from 
each other on the combined dependent variable, F(2,34) = 11.54, p<.0005; Wilks’ Lambda = 
.59; partial η² = .40.  This means 40% of the variance in the new combined dependent 
variables can be accounted for by the factor “setting”.  
 
Table 2- Mean score of discussion outcomes.   
Exp-1 Exp-2 SD  t df Effect-size (d)       p 
32.7 19.3 9.62/4.99 5.9 33.0          1.83       <.0005 
 
Within-group face 
 

H part 1: In a CL context, when compared to Within-group face Confrontation, Within-
group face Confirmation will help to induce superior discussion outcomes. 

 
Questionnaire: Using a Bonferroni adjusted alpha level of .02, data shows that the two 
settings differ in terms of the extent to which students reported to have fully expressed their 
views within their group, F(1,35) = 11.0, p<.005, partial η² = .24. Students in Exp-1 setting 
were more comfortable and more motivated in fully expressing their point of view (M1 = 4.2) 
than students in Exp-2 (M2 = 3.6). Twenty four percent of the variance in the variable 
“Within-group face” is accounted for by the difference in setting.  
 
Observation: In Exp-1 setting, we observed that students tended to discuss with each other 
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more openly by (1) Criticising: e.g. “That is not a sharp opinion”, “It is not true what you 
said”; (2) Confronting: e.g. “...Or you need to explain why and how!”, “But that will falsify if 
[...]”; (3) Encouraging: e.g. “Give it another try!”, “You there, sure with plenty of other 
ideas”; and (4) Challenging: e.g. “Come on! Is that all you two can think of?”, “Be original!”. 
In task No 3 (class 10A4) for example, we recorded 15 statements of all four categories, no 
statements that linked the topic being discussed with personal threats or concern for potential 
risks. There was one statement that expressed hesitation to write down an arguments (“This is 
not a very way nice to say don’t you think?”).   
 
Further, the students engaged so enthusiastically with one another in Exp-1 setting that 
teacher No3 commented that it was good that there were no other classes around; otherwise 
“this voice of knowledge would have been mistaken as turbulence and losing control”.  
 
With respect to tangible rewards, we observed that in the Exp-1 setting, all rewards were 
shared within the group. We also observed that teacher approval had a strong effect in Exp-1 
setting where complements were given to the whole group. Very often, the members reacted 
enthusiastically by voicing their excitement or provoked the neighbouring groups with proud 
looks and oral challenges. 
 
In Exp-2 setting, students were less likely to “criticise”, “confront”, “encourage” and 
“challenge” others in expressing opinions. In task No3 (class 10A4), only eight statements of 
all four categories were recorded, which is only half the number recorded in the Exp-1 setting 
on the same task. Further, we observed that some students looked rather nervous whilst 
waiting for their turn in the “Round table” task. Some let out a released breath after 
completing the contribution. Some whispered “sorry” when it was their turn and they still had 
nothing to say. When individual contribution was exposed at the end of the task, we observed 
that low achievers hesitated to report their contribution. They looked down, bit their lips, 
scratched their heads or smiled rather shamefully. For example, we captured one student who 
smiled timidly while she criticised herself: “I am the last of the group again”.    
 
The sensitive topic being discussed without face confirmation tends to create another threat of 
face violation. In task No3 (class 10A4), for example, we recorded 13 statements in which 
Exp-2 students expressed their hesitation in writing down an argument, wrestling with the 
decision or confrontation, weighing negative consequences, e.g.: “Maybe we shouldn’t take 
this in!”, “Have you really noted it down? Ok! Then you will present it, not me!”, “Quit that 
one! Too sensitive!”, “What if teacher [...] knows about [...]?”. In five cases, Exp-2 students 
linked the topic that they were discussing with potential personal threats. For example, a 
student was warned by his group member: “Keep your voice down, aren’t you afraid that our 
teacher will hear it?”.  
 
In this Exp-2 setting, the teachers were instructed to give oral praises or criticisms to 
individuals. For students who received both teacher approvals and disapprovals, we observed 
little more than timid or shameful smiles and in some cases, all we caught were quick looks 
from group members given to the individual who received the praises or criticisms.  
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With respect to tangible reward, although the best students (chosen through TIGA) were 
meant to receive the reward, within-group sharing also happened in the Exp-2 setting. In fact, 
students actually went against the instructions and decided to share the reward among all 
group members.  
 
Between-group face 
 

H part 2: In a CL context, when compared to Between-group face Confirmation, a milder 
type of Between-group face Confrontation will help to induce superior discussion 
outcomes. 

 
Questionnaire: Using a Bonferroni adjusted alpha level of .02, data show that the two settings 
differ in terms of the extent to which students perceive the between-group context to have 
influenced their learning motivation, M1 = 4.7, M2 = 3.8, F(1,35) = 15.7, p<.0005, partial η² 
= .31. In other words, Between-group face Confrontation is likely to be a powerful source of 
learning motivation. 31% of the variance in the variable “Between-group face” is accounted 
for by the difference in setting. However, it is important to note that while the significant 
difference exists, the mean score of Exp-2 setting is also rather high.  
 
Observation: In Exp-1 setting, with regard to the impact of Between-group Confrontation, we 
placed the observation data into the following categories:  
 

1. Encouraging or urging others to hurry/concentrate on/or invest more effort in a group 
process out of fear that other groups will overtake.  

2. Spying on the working process of other groups. 
3. Physically or verbally protecting the group work from the spying of other groups: 

Shielding the logbook; Warning the peepers, etc. 
4. Moderating for a fair competition: Asking sufficient time to note down; Reminding 

the rule, etc. 
5. Expressing willingness and determination to win.  
6. Comparing final group products through between-group assessment. 
7. Reflecting within the group after assessment.   

 
In this Exp-1 setting, we observed that the confrontation was rather high. Some students even 
employed inappropriate language by using words such as: “revenge”, “our enemy”, and 
“friends or foe”. The teacher had to correct them and suggested the use of “pay-off” and “our 
opponent” instead. She also stressed that the class was not a battle but a “healthy competition” 
which required fair-play and learning from mistakes, just like the Olympics. Between-group 
assessment after each task requires that the grade be given by the competitor. We observed 
that in all possible attempts to secure fairness, each group quickly felt the need to scrutinise 
where it went wrong and thus how it went wrong. Two groups quickly involved in a 
discussion in which they explained, advocated, and argued for their point of views. In four of 
the groups, where students did not agree with each other, they would either begin to talk 
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loudly or would not wait for the other to finish an argument. The teacher then came to these 
groups and played the role of a mediator by asking each party to express their point of view. 
When the students returned to their table, they continued to exchange with each other about 
what they should have done and what they had learnt from all of their mistakes. Both 
between-group discussion and within-group reflection were carried on spontaneously without 
direct instruction from the teacher.   
 
In the Exp-2 setting, the absence of between-group confrontation delivered a less overt 
enthusiasm. Students did not verbally or physically show their competitive spirit during the 
task execution. However, students in the Exp-2 setting also tried to “spy on the work process” 
of the nearby group. When the assessment was completed, they overtly or subtly asked for the 
grades of other groups in order to “compare”. With this information, they expressed their 
emotions and shared their feelings with other group members. One group even asked to have 
the logbook of the other to cross-check because they did not believe in the surprisingly high 
grade that they had heard. When one girl suddenly exclaimed: “What a high grade!”. Almost 
as one, all eyes in the room were set upon her. Another student whispered hastily: “Ask the 
group next door! I guess they didn’t do that great!”. All of this informal exchange was rather 
tense since the students were aware that their teacher wanted to keep order by quickly moving 
to the next step.  
 
Discussion 
 
Within-group face 
 
For students from Exp-1 setting, Confirmed Within-group face is likely to help decrease 
potential face threats and to increase the motivation to express one’s own view, resulting in 
more confronting fashion of discussion (challenging, criticising, etc). First of all, the 
confirmation is achieved by protecting individual face from public exposure, i.e. the 
contribution of each member was not exposed to the whole group and the rewards were not 
given based on individual achievements. It is argued that this structure reduced potential 
within-group comparisons. In this way, students were not quickly motivated to measure their 
achievements with other group members. Such motivation would likely evoke self-face and 
other-face concern. However, by emphasising the achievements of the group as a group rather 
than the achievements of an individual, the benefits of Between-group face concern were 
invoked instead. In other words, the concern for face confirmation was driven from individual 
basis to group basis.  
 
For students from Exp-2 setting, low achievers experienced a hard time coping with a feeling 
of shame when their individual achievements were exposed at the end of each task and by the 
TIGA process to be a poor contribution to the group effort. These students were constantly at 
risk from having their face confronted. Low group achievement could be linked directly with 
low contribution from low achievers. This means low achievers had to guard against face 
threats from two directions: one from within-group comparisons and the other from between-
group comparisons. Thus, the focus of face concern in this setting was that of self-face and 
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other-face concern for both within-group context and between-group context.   
  
Second, the sensitive nature of the topics under discussion (see Appendix 1) served as a 
condition to show the effectiveness of Face Confirmation in form of built-in conflict. For 
students from Exp-1 setting, their debates might take the form of a conflict where everybody 
had a different point of view, but it was a conflict caused by nobody (embedded conflict) so 
nobody was to be blamed: in another words, a conflict of good-will. Such attributes as 
difference, contrast, dissimilarity and diversity no longer bring potential threats of disrespect 
and disharmony. This type of confrontation is instead emphasised and valued since they help 
to bring higher group productivity. In case the conflict goes off-track, a leader who is formally 
appointed will be in charge of mediating face discourse so that the chance of face threats is 
reduced and the group can continue their work in an appropriate manner. However, in the 
experiments, the leader in each group was not flagged so it was difficult to observe the way 
leadership exerted influence upon face mediation, let alone that this influence could be very 
subtle. It could be argued that the very presence of a leader already played a role of warding 
off the potential face threats.   
 
For students from Exp-2 setting, the sensitive nature of the topics placed each individual on 
the defensive when confronted with threats to their face. Because of this high degree of 
confrontation, the statements made in this Exp-2 setting were more associated with concern 
for face confirmation (“Are you sure?”; “Maybe we shouldn’t”, etc). Both self-face and other-
face were confronted and therefore became vulnerable. Students choose their word carefully 
so as not to violate the face of others and not to put their own face in danger. Consequently, 
the flow of ideas had to wrestle with many mental obstructions before they could be voiced.  
 
Third, teacher (dis)approvals which were aimed at the group as a whole (Exp-1) or at the 
individual (Exp-2) created two situations, one with Between-group face emphasised and one 
with Within-group face emphasised. In Exp-2 setting, though what we observed were merely 
subtle reactions (smiles/looks), it could be argued that those individuals who received teacher 
(dis)approvals to a certain extent had to suppress their feelings and emotions. The ones who 
were praised were expected not to over-show their pride out of concern for modesty and 
humbleness (self-face attributes). The ones who were singled out for criticism were shamed 
because they had somewhat disturbed the harmonious and appropriate manner of working in 
the group (self-face concern). The rest of the group might have felt uncomfortable because 
someone was being rebuked while they were working together in principle (other-face 
concern). In contrast, teacher (dis)approvals aimed at the group as a whole in Exp-1 setting 
did little to provoke Within-group face concern. Instead, public comments given to the whole 
group trigged collective face concern, i.e. a sense of either shame or pride which is more as a 
group and less as individual.  
 
Further, how tangible rewards were distributed equally among Exp-2 students despite the 
instruction suggests that students tended to sense the potential of face threats in the equity-
based reward structure and proactively ward off these face threats by sharing the reward 
among all group members rather than giving it to the best student.  
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Fourth, friendship grouping can be seen as a strategy of Face Confirmation. It could be argued 
that the high degree of trust among close friends in Exp-1 setting helped to widen the face 
violation threshold. We observed in this setting group members employing face confrontation 
by criticising and challenging each other, e.g. “Be original!”, “Come on! Is that all you two 
can think of?”. These are challenging statements that are meant to be used with care unless the 
discussion partners are close or intimate friends. Groups with good interpersonal relations are 
likely to have more open communication, less misunderstanding, greater trust, and less 
negative feeling towards each other. This is supported by the findings of Phuong-Mai et al. 
(submitted [Chapter 5]) which show that a high degree of group cohesion reduces the chance 
of face threats and enable a higher degree of face being exposed; for example, when a group 
member wants to ask for help or, when an opposing view is expressed, it is easier for friends 
to deal with it rather than acquaintances.   
 
To conclude, based on the data retrieved from questionnaires and observations, it is argued 
that the combination of Within-group face Confirmation strategies, specifically termed as 
“blinding accountability”, “built-in conflict”, “formal leadership”, “equality-based reward”, 
and “friendship grouping”, has potentially contributed to create a face confirmation 
environment to an extent that it enables a certain degree of face confrontation manifested 
through more open discussion.    
 
Between-group face 
 
Questionnaire data show that Between-group face Confrontation is likely to affect learning 
motivation. Students from both Exp-1 and Exp-2 setting strongly associated their learning 
motivation with their group’s achievement and image, M1 = 4.7, M2 = 3.8. Though high 
mean score, there is a significant difference between the two settings on this questionnaire 
scale. It is argued that this difference is attributed to the more threatening environment in 
Exp-1 setting. In this setting, Confronted Between-group face helped to render vulnerable a 
group’s achievement and image such that protection was needed. As a consequence, the drive 
that was triggered to confirm and gain status for group of belonging is likely to be more 
powerful in an environment where that status is threatened.    
 
It is, again, important to note that the motivation to learn for group’s sake is also rather high 
in Exp-2 setting (M2=3.8) where between-group assessment was not formally instructed. 
Observation data show that some consequences of Between-group face Confrontation were 
present, such as “spy on the work process of other groups” or “comparing group grades”. It is 
argued that because the classroom environment included different groups sitting at different 
tables, these students developed a psychological readiness for competition and engaged in a 
latent informal group competition. This competition occurred unintentionally without the 
students being fully aware of it. It manifested itself through “spying on the work of other 
groups” and “comparing grades between groups”. The difference between the two settings is 
that while the between-group assessment in Exp-1 setting created opportunities for students to 
be involved in between-group discussion and within-group reflection, the informal/ latent 
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between-group competition in Exp-2 setting created only a willingness to compete with 
limited opportunity for the students to draw benefits such as communication between groups 
through between-group assessment or reflection within group.  
 
Thus, the confrontation of Between-group face by means of between-group assessment is 
likely to result in a higher self-reported learning motivation. To use Nalbantian and Schotter’s 
(1997) words, it indeed seems that “a little competition goes a long, long way” (p.315)  
 
Both Real Conflict Theory and Social Identity Theory warn against the potential negative 
behaviours caused by Between-group Confrontation. This warning should be emphasised. In 
Exp-1 setting, the students tended to use inappropriate language towards other groups. Thus 
between-group assessment could risk escalation to between-group conflict. Therefore the 
confrontation of Between-group face should be exercised with rigorous consideration and 
great care to avoid mutual groups’ negative images and attitudes. In a CL context, Between-
group face Confrontation should be applied with care by the teacher who should be 
responsible to nurture a healthy environment of confrontation, to facilitate positive face 
concern, to negotiate face conflict, in short, to keep confrontation at a proper degree to avoid 
consequences caused by extreme need for face confirmation. 
 
In short, findings from the experiments support our hypothesis that a combination of 
Confirmed Within-group face and a milder type of Confronted Between-group face helps to 
increase the discussion outcomes of Vietnamese students in CL context. In the light of this 
finding, we suggest that teachers and curriculum designers should consider the following 
principles when designing discussion tasks for Vietnamese learners: 
 

Principle 1: Consider creating sufficient Face Confirmation for each individual Within 
group. 
 
Principle 2: Consider creating milder types of Face Confrontation Between groups. This 
should be practised under supervision of teachers who are careful to maintain a healthy 
learning environment.    
 

Conclusion 
 
With special reference to Asian-CHC, this paper identified face concern in association with 
group learning from three perspectives: self-face, other-face, and group-face concern. The 
first two belong to Within-group face concern and the last one belongs to Between-group face 
concern. The paper further identified two face dimensions: Face Confirmation and Face 
Confrontation. The former refers to face being secured and the later refers to face being 
exposed and challenged. These two notions of face dynamically interact with each other in the 
discourse with the one having influences and causal consequences on the other. 
 
Findings indicate that, within a CL context, Vietnamese learners are likely to have superior 
discussion outcomes when their Within-group face is confirmed and Between-group face is 
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mildly confronted. This is the condition under which the negative consequence of face 
concern is decreased and the positive consequence of face concern is increased. To be 
specific, within-group face confirmation creates a beneficial environment for discussion in 
which a certain degree of face confrontation needed for open discussion is evoked. At the 
same time, between-group face confrontation creates a competing environment in which a 
certain degree of face confirmation needed for higher work motivation is triggered. 
Confirmation and confrontation at both levels complement each other and this combination is 
likely to result in superior discussion outcomes.   
 
This study contributes to the domain of face research in certain ways. First of all, face is 
recognised as a cultural element that perpetually exists rather than a cultural weakness that 
should be challenged or eradicated. From this standpoint, face concern is studied with both 
positive and negative social and educational consequences. It is argued that superior 
productivity can be expected if the strategies applied mitigate the negative consequences of 
face loss and profit from its potential strength.  
 
Secondly, the results suggest that Vietnamese students can adapt to the group culture instead 
of rigidly adhering to any social norms guarding face concern. That is to say, Vietnamese 
students can express opposing opinions and conflicting ideas openly in discussion with less 
concern for the violation of socially-accepted face attributes. This can be done by creating a 
face-friendly environment where each member feels safe to express their point of view and 
where differences in opinion are valued. To quote the words of Tjosvold, Hui and Sun (2004) 
who also had similar results when using Face Confirmation to discuss conflict openly among 
Chinese students:  
 

…this finding implies that there are ways to align behaviors of individual, if not when 
managing the macro environment of the nation or culture (p.368). 

 
To the best of the authors’ knowledge, this work appears to be the first study which connects 
the rich theories in face and intergroup relation with practices in educational context. Further, 
it used an interventionist approach that was integrated into the existing school curriculum. 
The study links theory directly to practice by formulating two concrete instructional design 
principles. These two principles can be considered for use in either curriculum design or 
intercultural training programmes.  
 
Limitation 
 
The effect of two proposed principles is limited to the strategies used in the experiments.  
Different ways to confirm and confront face within- and between-group exist and manifest 
their influences in different contexts. For example, Tani (2005) reports that a strategy 
successfully used in an Australian University to encourage Asian-CHC students to participate 
in discussion is utilising written communication. In this way, students have more time to 
prepare good questions and to discuss with peers. Self-face is confirmed since the questions 
are submitted anonymously in written forms.   
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Operation and samples of the experiment also limit the results. The participants had a shorter 
time perspective than do most students involved in CL. The effect of the treatments over a 
longer time-frame is unclear. The sample limits the finding’s overall generalisability as 
participants were drawn from two schools in Ha Noi, Viet Nam. Further, the topics under 
discussion are more socially-related subjects rather than academically-related subjects. The 
most effective way to overcome methodological weakness is to test ideas with different 
methods. It is hoped that this study’s finding may stimulate further enquiry into group 
behaviour from interdisciplinary and cross-cultural perspectives with different research 
approaches and operations.    
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APPENDIX 1: Example of a discussion task 
 
Discussion task No 2 
 
Everybody knows the famous Vietnamese proverb: “Without the teacher one cannot succeed” 
(Không thày đố mày làm nên), which was taught in subject Ethics when you were at primary 
school. The lesson you learn from this proverb is that you need a teacher to teach you the 
knowledge needed.  
 
Today we’ll discuss this proverb. The question we want to ask ourselves is: “Can students be 
better than the teacher?”. You can look at this issue from two different perspectives: “Students 
can” and “Students cannot”. Present and advocate your arguments with your group members.  
 
The purpose of this discussion task is to improve your debate skills and to show you how an 
issue should be seen from different perspectives in order to gain more insights and to give 
objective judgments. These skills are very important for your work in the future.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Working sheets of the group “Rắc Rối” (Exp-1 setting) in the discussion task No 2. Two group members 
were assigned to the “can” perspective and the other two members were assigned to the “cannot” 
perspective. Individual contributions were not exposed. Total discussion outcomes = (9+12). 
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A working sheet of the group “Four” (Exp-2 setting) in the discussion task No2. Each member has 
his/her own opinions noted down on the assigned column. Individual contribution was fully exposed. 
Total discussion outcomes = (6+3+4+3)  
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APPENDIX 2: Questionnaire scales, items and reliability (Cronbach alpha)  
   
Within-group face (.80) 
 

1. You were worried when expressing your opinions (reversed). 
2. You felt comfortable expressing your opinions. 
3. You felt no difficulties expressing your opinions. 
4. You have spoken out all your opinions. 
5. You felt motivated expressing your opinions. 
6. You were on-guard  when expressing your opinions (reversed) 
7. You felt easy expressing your opinions. 
8. You have expressed fully your point of view. 

 
Between-group face (.77) 
 
You felt motivated to learn because… 

1. You want your group to have higher grade than others. 
2. You want your group to appear to be a good group.  
3. You prefer your group not to have lower grade than others. 
4. You prefer your group not to appear to be less effective than others.  

 
 
 
 
APPENDIX 3: Observation form  
 
 
 
Setting: …    
  
 Date:……………………. 
Sheet No: …  Task No: ……………………… 
 School:…………………. 
  
 Class:…………………… 
 
 Confront Confirm 
 
Within-Group Hesitate/ Reluctant Initiate   
 Concerned  Affirmative/ Challenged  
 Warning/ Alert Relax 
 Cautious  Confident/ Criticise 
 Reticent Enthusiast 
 
Between-Group  Compete Indifferent  
 Curious (towards other group) Between-group coop 
 Compare Sympathize  
 Protecting  Sharing 
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CHAPTER 8 
 

Lessons learned and Reflection  
 
This chapter summarises first the lessons learned through the whole study. 
It then reflects on the research methods, followed by reflections on the 
findings, both in the context of Viet Nam and the wider context of multi-
ethnic classroom. The role of the teacher in the culturally appropriate 
pedagogy is also discussed. The chapter ends with a reflection on the East-
West knowledge transfer - a direction of knowledge “flow” which is the 
opposite of what has been discussed so far in this study.  
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Lessons learned and Reflection 
 
 
 
An example 
 

One Sunday, I am sitting on the living room floor in San Francisco with my two nieces watching cartoons on 
TV. On the screen there appears a crowd of ants busily transporting food under the burning sun, and next to 
them are some cicadas happily chirping away. Then the season starts to change; in a telling scene of snow, a 
lone cicada crawls listlessly over the ant mound. There, it calls down to the ants for food. The ants ask why 
he does not have a store of food for the winter, and the cicada says that it was busy singing during the 
summer. To this, the ants respond: “Since you were so busy singing this summer, we guess you’ll have to 
dance for your food this winter”. All the ants laugh and the cicada goes away hungry.  
 
My two nieces double over with laughter, not in the least bothered by the implication that the cicada will die 
from starvation. I sit there stunned and feel tricked. The ending of the story I remember is completely 
different. In the version that my Japanese grandmother read to me as a child, the ants invite the hungry 
cicada in to share their winter feast. And the story ends with a moral: All summer long, the ants worked as 
hard as they could and the cicadas sang with all their might. Now it was time for the ants and the cicadas to 
join together in a winter feast.  
 
The two versions are from the same Aesop’s fable, but each version offers an entirely different allegory. The 
American (cartoon) story of two nieces laughing shows the rewards for the hardworking ants and the 
punishment for the cicada’s laziness. The Japanese tale illustrates the merits of each group’s efforts: The ants 
work hard at storing food and the cicadas’ boisterous songs cheer the ants on. The lesson in America is that 
each person is responsible for his/her own destiny, thus the American story promotes independence and 
equity. The lesson in Japan is that each person is responsible for others, thus the Japanese story promotes 
interdependence and equality (Yamada 1997). 
 

For a comparativist and a Japanese American like Yamada, the lesson is both professional 
and personal. On the one hand, as a comparativist, she has well illustrated how interpersonal 
relation in cooperation is differently perceived in the US and Japan, as this example is 
presented at the outset of her book and set forth other intercultural arguments in Different 
games, Different rules (1997). On the other hand, as a Japanese American or a “third culture 
kid” as she self describes, i.e. people who have been raised so completely in two cultures that 
they belong exclusively to neither, Yamada has learned the lesson the hard way through the 
labyrinth of two cultures by trials and errors, stunned and tricked with doubled standards. As 
a result, Yamada is aware of the importance of the relationship among cultural context, 
institutional ethos and particular social practices in mediating the development of one’s 
mental “software”, and how this can be used as a means of explaining the significant 
variations in how different people from different cultures perceive a certain norm, value or 
interaction. From how we interpret the work of Yamada, it is very likely that she, though 
“stunned and felt tricked” by the laughing of her two nieces at the hungry cicada, will hesitate 
to significantly change their attitudes for the reason that these kids will have to fight their 
way through the American life. However, supposed these kids are expected to build up their 
future in Japan, the least we can expect in this scenario is that, in one way or another, the 
laughing has to be stopped. 
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Lessons learned?  
 
Or not quite. Because the same level of cultural recognition and consideration is not likely to 
be observed among educational  policy makers. While comparative studies have recently 
become fashionable because they can provide a kind of educational laboratory in which it is 
possible to elucidate the impact of different classroom practice, it is arguably very dangerous 
and risky of false universalism (Broadfoot 2001; Dirlik 2005; Quist 2001; Resnik 2006; 
Sternberg 2007; Tikly 2001, 2004; Walker & Dimmock 2000). Policy makers seem relatively 
uninterested in illuminating the “black box” of knowledge transfer across cultures and even 
less interested in understanding the significance of the attitudes and experiences that students 
bring to learning encounter. Broadfoot (2001) suggests that this relative neglect of the 
cultural context of education is because the history of formal educational provision as we 
know it today has been dominated by concern about delivery, as the author explains: 
 

Initially, the debates [about delivery] were about who should provide what education to 
whom, for how long and at what cost. Subsequently, they have come to embrace also 
concern about quality – the best way to design text-books, the most efficacious teaching 
methods, the most effective way of managing a school [...]. Amid the clamour of 
competing claims and the ebb and flow of educational fashions, learners themselves […] 
and the daily reality of their experience have remained in shadow (p.261).  
 

Emphasising on the little relevance between the ethos of institution and daily life of many 
children, research argues that more and more of our students fail to recognise their individual 
identity and need at school. Recent reports suggest that this dissatisfaction is marked even in 
Japan where student’s conformity and commitment have, until recently, been the envy of 
many other countries (Broadfoot 2001). Policy makers around the world are becoming so 
increasingly obsessed with national standards as reported in international comparisons of 
student achievement that there is a growing tendency to borrow policies and practices that 
appear to be effective in achieving high educational standards. And yet the research evidence 
suggests that powerful influence of the particular national setting and the potential 
significance of the cultural context into which such policies will be imported ought to receive 
as much, if not more, attention (Broadfoot 2001; Thomas 1997; Walker & Dimmock 2000).  
 
Back to the cicada! Imagine the American TV cartoon becoming so successful that it sparks 
the interest of some Japanese TV stations. Imagine they considered buying it and 
broadcasting in one of the educative channels for Japanese children. Imagine the Japanese 
grandmother of Yamada sitting with her grand children in the living room in front of the telly 
and imagine what a difficult situation she would find herself in when the hungry cicada is 
discarded away. It is probably a tricky question if the kids would also double over with 
laughter, but the moral lesson they are supposed to learn is obviously in stark contrast with 
what they might have received from their grandmother. And who is sure that next day, 
instead of providing mutual support for fellow students at school, these kids would not, at 
least in their thought at one moment, come up with this attitude: “Hey buddy! You will have 
to dance for it!”   
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How schools develop a culturally appropriate learning environment becomes then a pressing 
question. In particular, it is necessary, as Randoll (1995) suggests, to identify the deep-seated 
cultural factors that militate against or actuate academic achievement; for it is clear that it is 
the wider society, i.e. culture, that is prompting and mediating many of the contemporary 
tension between home and school. There is the urgency in the call of seeing education “not 
just as a science of instruction but as a culture or a set of cultures” (Thomas 1997: 18). 
However, the way in which individual student’s needs, interests, and abilities interrelated 
with, and are affected by the various socio-cultural settings they experience at home, at 
school, and in their peer group is still relatively poorly understood.    
 
In this study, motivated by the emerging theory of culturally appropriate pedagogy, we have 
taken the challenge of conducting an interdisciplinary research to examine the interaction 
between Cooperative Learning (CL) and Asian Confucian Heritage Cultures (Asian-CHC) 
with special reference given to Viet Nam. Introduced rather recently in education reforms, 
CL as developed by a number of researchers (Kagan, Johnson & Johnson, Slavin) has been 
enthusiastically implemented in this part of Asia. Being receptive to the cautions from prior 
research on the danger of “policy cloning”, specific cultural context of Viet Nam and other 
countries historically under influence of Confucianism in Asia was taken into account. Based 
on this understanding, culturally appropriate CL was tailored and put through a process of 
empirical experiment. This procedure, as argued by Sternberg (2007), advocates a pedagogy 
which is culturally appropriate and relevant rather than “culturally blind, deaf, and dumb” 
(p.18).  
 
So, as the lesson is there, some don’t know about it and don’t learn it, some know and are 
unable to learn while others know and refuse to learn. The researchers in this study are lucky 
enough to know about it, have opportunities to get it analysed and also empirically tested. 
And here are the lessons we learned: 
 
  
    Lesson 1: There is a wide range of mismatch with respect to the general characteristics  
    of the  mainstream CL and the norms, values and practices associated with Asian-CHC. 
 
 
CL has its roots in western social interdependence (Deutsh 1949), cognitive-developmental 
theory (Piaget 1950), and behavioural learning theories (Bandura 1977). Based on the 
indications of these theories, CL with diverse practical procedures, structures, and principles 
for instructors were designed to apply in school context. Although the approach has proven to 
be highly successful (Johnson, Johnson & Smith 2007), of the numerous studies that have 
attested to the benefits of CL, a majority has taken place in the West. In Asia, with exception 
of Japan, admiration for this technique is a relatively recent phenomenon. 
 
A systematic comparative analysis utilising two cultural typologies of Hoftede (2003) and 
Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1997) reveals a series of cultural conflicts and mismatch 
with respect to the general characteristics of the mainstream CL and the norms, values, and 
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practices associated with Asian-CHC. The comparison sheds light on potential influences that 
deeply-embedded Asian cultural mentality may exert on the perception and practice of CL. 
Most of the time, these influences originate from how culture “programmes” the way Asian 
people reason and interact in interpersonal relationship, for example in the domain of 
Leadership, Reward, and Group composition (Chapter 3,4). However, the impact of culture 
can also come from outside interpersonal realm, for example the long history of calligraphic 
writing system which potentially contributes to high level of uncertainty avoidance and field-
independence in learning approach of Asian students (Chapter 3).   
 
 
      Lesson 2: The Vietnamese culture can be both banes and blessing, serving both to  
      advance and hinder progress towards cooperation in learning.  
 
 
It is argued that in a collectivistic society such as Viet Nam (Hofstede & Hofstede 2005) 
where social practices emphasise sharing, cooperation, group collectivity, and acceptance of 
mutual obligation, its culture may generate a readiness to cooperate with others on tasks. In a 
sense, CL to a certain extent is consonant with the culture of Viet Nam since some of its 
features are congruous with norms and values appreciated and expected by the Vietnamese. 
This compatibility creates an accommodating and advantageous environment for the nurture 
and support of CL, i.e. the preference for working together; the low level of social loafing 
and strong social negative attitude toward this practice; the strong sense of groupness; and the 
spontaneous informal CL which is carried on voluntarily outside of the classroom (Chapter 
2,4).  
 
There are also cultural factors that serve both to advance and to hinder the progress toward 
cooperation. For example, the ultimate goal of group harmony can either be seen as an 
advantage when it is perceived as condition for effective group work, or a disadvantage when 
group members suppress their personal desires and hence do not benefit from diversity and 
difference (Chapter 2,3,4,7). Next, high social expectation in teacher’s knowledge and moral 
on the one hand is advantageous in teaching professionalism. On the other hand it may 
perpetuate the “knowledge and social dependence” of students as well as the “knowledge and 
social authority” of teachers, both can be seen as obstacles from constructivist point of view 
(Chapter 2). Similarly, while teacher’s (dis)approval can be a powerful form of reward which 
plays as a significant motivation factor for an individual student, in a group context, negative 
or positive comments exert a dynamic influence because of the complex relationship between 
individuals and group (Chapter 2,5). Last, the tendency toward ingroup favouritism and 
outgroup deterioration, which is more likely among collectivists, can both contribute to a 
potential increase of intragroup cooperation and a decrease of intergroup relation (Chapter 
2,7).  
 
Thus an optimal pedagogy of culturally appropriate CL is very likely one that takes 
advantage of the cultural blessings while its banes are modified.  
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Lesson 3: Leadership is essential for CL in the schooling context of Viet Nam. 
 
 
Orienting more toward Large rather than Small Power Distance, more toward Ascription 
rather than Achievement, leadership − a cooperation related factor on these dimensions − is 
differently perceived and practiced in Asian-CHC in comparison with other cultures. The 
Confucianism’s philosophy doctrinates that social order is based on unequal relationships. An 
ideal Asian-CHC group structure is in the form of pyramid hierarchical authority where a 
leader is indispensable (Chapter 3). Further, this leadership is characterised by reciprocal 
humanitarian trait of dignity, kindness, and devotion rather than work-related competence 
(Chapter 4).  
 
Experiments show that these cultural characteristics manifest significantly in the context of 
CL among Vietnamese upper secondary students who participated in this study.  They tend to 
place great importance in having a formal leader and tend to give credit to leaders who know 
how to maintain harmonious and considerate relationship within the group (Chapter 5). This 
finding suggests that in the context of Viet Nam, it is worthy to take into account students’ 
leadership preference. It is also wise to consider the potential combination of “formal 
humanitarian leadership” preferred by Vietnamese students and “shared leadership” − the 
notion of individual shared authority when each group member is assigned to a specific task, 
which is prevailed in the mainstream CL.   
 
 

Lesson 4: Equality-based reward tends to prevail in the schooling context of Viet Nam. 
 
 
With regard to two basic rules of reward allocation “equity” and “equality”, it is argued that 
equity is deeply embedded in the value systems of individualistic cultures while equality is 
typically preferred in collectivistic cultures as this has a greater propensity to foster group 
harmony. Further, in particularistic cultures, the operation of the equity or equality principle 
is based on particular situations in which a wide range of interpersonal factors may exert 
influence in the way reward is allocated. Our analysis and consideration of literature on 
reward show that in the context of Asia-CHC, reward is more likely to follow the equality 
rule, however, with significant impact of differing level of interpersonal relationship (Chapter 
4).  
 
In the context of Viet Nam, the principle of equality for the purposes of reward allocation is 
strongly endorsed. For Vietnamese students, it is considered not appropriate to receive 
individual grades when all group members work together, or to enjoy tangible prizes alone, 
even when it is justly rewarded based on individual contributions (Chapter 5). As a result, the 
use of “transparent intra group assessment” (TIGA) as a means of ensuring fairness needs to 
be seen in a different light. However, TIGA may still have a value in the Vietnamese context, 
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but in a culturally appropriate adjusted form, for example when it is used individually for self 
evaluation and not inter-individually within the group. 
 
Further, teacher approval is of high importance to Vietnamese students. While there was a 
degree of recognition that outstanding individuals deserve some approbation, significant 
concern was expressed that low achievers should not be negatively singled out from the 
group. The appropriate use of teacher (dis)approval, and its relationship to the use of other 
types of conventional reward (grade, materialistic prizes) would seemingly be an important 
topic for future research. 
 

 
Lesson 5: Friendship and other types of positive social relationship create an  
environment beneficial for CL in the schooling context of Viet Nam.  
 

 
Both trust and identity are recognised as important antecedents to cooperation. The two 
concepts have a close relationship since a critical condition for trust is identification with the 
group (Brodt & Korsgaard 2003). Analysis and consideration of research literature show that 
in order to have a positive effect on cooperation, trust and identity should be synergised in 
whatever way is optimal. Thus, in the context of Asian-CHC, the new group should provide 
sufficient affect-based trust (i.e. based on emotional bond) and at the same time support an 
identity which complements other social identities and collective interests (Chapter 4). 
 
The findings indicate that for Vietnamese students, the development of new group identities 
was strongly facilitated by existing friendships and affiliations. These relationships 
repeatedly played an important role, serving to guide, to direct, and motivate groups to act 
according to pre-existing codes of behaviour. Most students preferred working in friendship 
groupings and believed that this enabled them to benefit from the closeness that already 
existed among group members. Having the most able student(s) in a group did not necessarily 
guarantee group success. Even in a group consisting primarily of low achievers, a sense of 
cohesiveness and strong personal loyalty to other group members could trigger a far more 
powerful sense of cognitive confidence and satisfaction (Chapter 5). This finding indicates 
that teachers should seek to develop a sense of shared-identity and cohesion among students 
who are not already close friends, gradually creating an environment beneficial for CL. 
Second, teachers may find it helpful to organise groups in which members vary in academic 
ability yet still enjoy sound social relations. This combination is likely to be optimal for 
Vietnamese students since it takes advantage of both Vietnamese cultural values and 
mainstream CL practices.  
 

 
Lesson 6: Face is a prevailing and interactive value in interpersonal relation. It is 

       suggested to consider both Face  Confirmation and Face Confrontation at  
      both analytic levels: Within-group and Between-group.  
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Face has been considered as a value that should appear positive and thus should be protected, 
secured and confirmed (Chapter 6). However, an examination of face studies results in a 
suggestion that there is effectiveness in face being exposed, challenged, and confronted. 
Recognising face as a cultural element that perpetually exists rather than a cultural weakness 
that should be challenged or eradicated, it is argued that superior productivity can be 
expected if strategies applied mitigate the negative consequences of face loss and profit from 
its potential strength. In each specific situation in which face strategies are to be analysed, 
both confirmation and confrontation should be considered in the course of interaction since 
both the confirmation and confrontation face-acts can be reactions on each other with one 
becomes the cause and effect of the other. In other words, the understanding of the one can 
only be understood by considering how the other plays a role. Depending on each specific 
situation, strategies of Face Confirmation or Face Confrontation or the complementary 
combination of both should be strategically employed for the best effect.  
 
Next, it is important to distinguish the notion of face at individual level within the group and 
the notion of face at collective level between groups. The former refers to my face and this is 
most of the time the level of analysis in face study. The later refers to our face which has yet 
to be fully investigated. By connecting face with intergroup relation theory and identity 
theory, four characteristics of face at this between-group level were identified as: (1) ingroup 
face favouritism; (2) outgroup face deterioration; (3) more salient than within-group face; and 
(4) superior productivity. These characteristics may exert more significant impact in 
collectivistic cultures.  
 
The two new face dimensions Face Confirmation ─ Face Confrontation and two face analysis 
levels Between-group / Within-group face construct the Analysis Framework of Face 
Interaction (AFFI). To a certain extent, one can attempt to locate each face case within AFFI. 
This framework reminds the analyst to consider face in a discourse of interaction and 
negotiation between face confirmation and face confrontation at differing levels of 
interpersonal communication. On this account, AFFI is argued to help to reduce cultural 
over-generalisation; involve more specific cultural, contextual, and situational characteristics 
of each face case to analyse face from a new perspective. 
 
 

Lesson 7: In Vietnamese schooling context, group discussion can be encouraged by  
      having Within-group face Confirmed and Between-group face mildly Confronted.   
    
 
Asian learners, under the influence of a face-salient culture, are strongly concerned about 
Within-group and Between-group face. Their learning goal, motivation, and behaviours are 
deeply affected by face concern, which significantly contributes to the frequent comments 
about Asian students’ reticence and reluctance to adopt active speech roles in group 
discussion (Chapter 3,4,7).  
 
Taking the Analysis Framework of Face Interaction (Chapter 6) as a parameter for face 
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consideration, it is argued that in CL context, Vietnamese learners when involved in 
discussion tasks are likely to benefit from Confirmed Within-group face and mildly 
Confronted Between-group face (Chapter 7). Experimental findings show that in such a 
setting, participants tended to have superior discussion outcomes. This is the condition under 
which the negative consequences of face concern are likely to be minimised and the positive 
consequences of face concern are likely to be optimised. Confirmation and confrontation at 
both levels complement each other and this combination is likely to result in superior 
discussion outcomes. The results suggest that Vietnamese students can be open for 
discussion, opposing views, and idea conflict with less concern for violation of socially 
expected face attributes. This can be done by creating a face-friendly environment where 
each member feels safe to express their viewpoint and where differences in opinion are 
valued.  
 
Into Practice  
 
This study links theory directly to practice by formulating nine concrete CL instructional 
design principles to be considered in curriculum and task design. These principles are:  
 
 
   Principle 1: Consider including a mechanism for appointing a group leader.  
 
   Principle 2: Be aware that interpersonal competence is a leadership trait that is highly 

valued.  
 
   Principle 3: Consider applying reward structures on the basis of equality.  
 
   Principle 4: Consider using teacher approval as a valuable form of reward.  
 
   Principle 5: Consider avoiding the use of public disapproval towards individuals. 
 
   Principle 6: Consider the use of groupings based on friendship or other types of positive  
                        social relationship.  
 
   Principle 7: Try to develop and foster new and cohesive groupings for students who do not 
                       share a high degree of social attachment before undertaking CL activities. 
 
   Principle 8: Consider creating sufficient face-confirmation for each individual within 

group.  
 
   Principle 9: Consider creating milder types of face-confrontation between groups. This  
                       should be practised with attentive role of teacher to maintain a healthy learning 
                       environment. 
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Reflection on research methods 
 
In this study, a number of different research methods have been used, which together aimed 
at examining relevant aspects of CL in Asian-CHC in general and Viet Nam in particular. 
This section reflects on these methods, providing their strengths and weaknesses with 
suggestions for improvement. 
 
The analysis of cultural impacts based on cultural frameworks of Hofstede and Trompenaars-
Hampden-Turner 
  
In this study, cultural impacts upon the perception and practice of CL in Asian-CHC were 
examined based on the cultural framework of five dimensions developed by Hofstede (2003) 
and seven dimensions developed by Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1997). To a certain 
extent, both of them are valuable cultural typologies according to evaluation criteria that form 
the benchmark for evaluating the sufficiency and adequacy of each cultural dimension 
(Chanchani & Theivanathampillai 2002). These criteria are:  
 
Simplicity: Classifications of dimensions presented in the two utilised typologies are succinct 
and parsimonious, providing a balance between simplicity and richness-of-content.  
 
Ability to transcend levels of analysis: The two utilised typologies allow multi-level analyses 
which focus at the group level, the organisational level, the national level, and for a cluster of 
nations. Empowering analyses at multi-levels can allow useful insights.   
 
Applicability to multiple research methods: The two utilised typologies are flexible in 
enabling researchers to adopt and apply a variety of research methods such as experimental 
and qualitative methods in investigating problems. By allowing plurality of methods, 
investigations gain in robustness, validity, reliability and generalisability. 
 
Identifying dominant themes: Cultures may have certain themes that are more dominant than 
others themes. The two utilised typologies offer frameworks which allow dominant and 
peripheral themes to be identified. In this study, from a range of eight themes emerged as a 
result of analysis (Chapter 3 and 4), four dominant themes were identified to be relevant for a 
particular focus (Leadership, Reward, Group composition, and Face). 
 
Hofstede’s and Trompenaars/Hampden-Turner’ dimensions are richly suggestive of 
psychological process. By locating cultures on the five-factor and seven-factor map, these 
seminal works have enabled cross-cultural psychologists to select cultures for comparison on 
a priori basis. In this study, the two cultural typologies offer analytic parameters for a 
systematic examination which resulted in a series of CL domains that are significantly under 
the influences of Confucian cultures. Utilising these frameworks allowed us to explore the 
cultural impacts step-wise with attempts not to leave essential and related issues overlooked 
or untouched.  
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However, it is important to note that the two typologies utilised in this study also have their 
weaknesses. Hofstede’s dimensions have been criticised on several points, for example: the 
use of survey data without other complementary methods; nation-stereotype; subsidiaries of 
one company (IBM) as representative of the entire national culture; old and therefore 
obsolete data; too few number of dimensions (McSweeney 2002, see Hofstede [2002] for his 
reply). Likewise, the seven dimensions of Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner are criticised to 
be a variation on the same theme of reducing cultural complexity. It is argued that few 
anthropologists that have made a lifelong study using ethnographic methods can be entirely 
comfortable with five or seven simplistic dimensions to culture. Hassoun (2006) remarks: 
 

When students are trained to understand culture, they have […] 16 to 20 major chapters, 
outlining hundreds of dimensions to culture. The first and foremost issues we address 
are the issues of ethnocentrism and cultural relativity. It is very easy for these to be lost 
in the easily judgmental dimensions of Hofstede and Trompenaars. Granted that they 
state and one must give them the benefit of their sincerity of their purpose to create better 
cross-cultural communication (albeit for capitalistic gains for a few), the worry remains 
concerning how the application may lead to stereotypes and offence. Challenges to their 
system of classification of cultures abound. [.…] The 5 and 7 dimension models utterly 
fail to explain […] many phenomena within cultures. 

 
Further, there has been exclusive reliance of literature on Hofstede’s typology. Although we 
have tried to seek balance by utilising Trompenaars’ and Hampden-Turner’s typology for 
comparison and triangulation, other cultural classifications do exist and can potentially act as 
valuable analytic frameworks. One example is Triandis (1994) who identifies four cultural 
syndromes that apply to all cultures: complexity, tightness, individualism, and collectivism. 
Another example is Fiske (1990, 1991, and 1992) who proposes a theory of the “elementary 
forms of social behaviours” which postulates that people in all cultures use just four 
elementary mental modes or relational models: communal sharing, authority ranking, equality 
matching, and market pricing. Rather recently, House and colleagues (2004), based on project 
GLOBE which involves 10 years of research, 150 researchers, 18.000 managers in 62 
countries, after a thoroughgoing literature review as well as two pilot studies, utilise nine 
cultural dimensions as units of measurement: assertiveness, future orientation, gender 
differentiation, uncertainty avoidance, power distance, collectivism – individualism, ingroup 
collectivism, performance orientation, and humane orientation. Thus, taking into account the 
large variety of cultural typologies and classifications, it is possible that there are a number of 
issues related to this study that have yet to be fully addressed and discussed.  
 
Time span  
 
The cultural impacts in terms of Leadership, Reward, Group Composition, and Face were 
examined in this study by means of experiments. An issue of reflection is time span of the 
experiment.  
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All together, each student (181 in total) in each small group (46 in total) who participated in 
the experiment spent 34-36 lessons, conducting two task clusters, one discussion component, 
and one group project. Taking into account the heavily centralised curriculum system in 
Vietnamese schooling, this time span is considered satisfactory. We wish to recall here 
numerous abrupt refusals and hesitation when schools were approached with the experiment 
plan. All head-teachers strongly expressed concerns about missing lessons which have been 
tightly scheduled on the national-scale, about the hard control of school inspectors, about the 
already high pressure of over-loaded curriculum that exerts on teachers and students. Due to 
these constraints, experiments for educational purpose on large scale rarely occur. External 
programmes if not adjusted and integrated into the official textbook-driven lessons stand little 
chance to be considered for implementation.  
 
In this study, the researcher has closely worked with the teachers to carefully design learning 
tasks that were basically based on the mandated programmes and textbooks. In many cases, 
the teachers actively re-considered conventional lesson plans and transformed these into a 
new teaching format where group work is central. The researcher then checked the learning 
activities to ensure CL quality and research criteria. These attempts to actively involve 
teachers, though considerably time consuming, were to make sure that teachers would not 
face too many difficulties catching up with the scheduled teaching agenda after the 
experiments and students could recognise the relatedness between experimental tasks and 
prerequisite knowledge. Besides, actively involving teachers helped to assure that the 
execution of tasks would go according to designs and plans. In general, a process of 
designing tasks and conducting experiments lasted 2 months for each class (four in total) that 
participated in the study.  
 
However, it is important to emphasise that this research method lacks advantages that a 
longitudinal method would have offered. The study does not involve repeated observations of 
the same group of students over a long period of time, for example, a whole semester or 
school year. Therefore, the effect of such interventions over a longer time frame is unclear 
and some changes and developments across time may be overlooked.  
 
Participants 
 
As regards sampling, we recruited our participants from only two schools in Ha Noi, Viet 
Nam and these were largely restricted to upper-secondary students. This target group was 
chosen largely because of a certain degree of freedom that school management at this level 
are allowed to exercise in curriculum re-scheduling. Second, the researcher has some 
experience working in the field of educational development and psychological counselling 
for adolescents. Her network offered certain possibilities to obtain recommendations from the 
Ministry of Education which certainly aided the process of school approaching for 
intervention proposals.  
 
Due to the restriction in sampling, the generalisability of the findings is limited in several 
ways. First of all, the effect of the intervention among students of different ages and 
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educational levels, for example at primary or higher education, is of course unclear. It is 
possible that children at early stage of formal education or college level have different 
patterns of cooperation and perception in terms of leadership, reward, group composition, or 
face than learners who are at secondary education level.  
 
Second, the difference within a nation is likely to suffer from some neglect. Though in Viet 
Nam every child of age is expected to participate in the same formal school system with one 
single national curriculum, cultural difference between the North and the South does of 
course exist. Ecological and historical factors have combined to produce very significant 
regional differences between the two core areas that dominate the country. In the North, the 
Red river is subjected to rapid and extreme variation in water level, making this delta both 
densely populated and unsafe. As a result, the local culture has emphasised the subornation of 
the individual to collective discipline of family and village. In contrast, the Mekong 
environment in the South is more predictable and more benign than that of the Red River. 
Life has been easier and more secure in the southern third of Viet Nam, and the harsh 
discipline found in the North has always been rather moderated there (Jamieson 1991). While 
the Red River delta has a history of four thousand years, not until the 17th century did 
Vietnamese seriously begin to settle the southern delta region. The point to emphasise here is 
that Vietnamese culture refers primarily to the Red River delta, and in a number of cultural 
studies, southern Viet Nam is described as a variant development of Vietnamese culture. The 
same level of recognition is not apparent in the present study, let alone potential differences 
within region such as urban and rural areas. Thus the extent to which findings are 
representative of findings produced from other regional groups must await further research.  

Interview 
 
The interview method has the potential of providing in-depth data, capturing the teachers and 
students’ perspectives in their own words, giving them opportunities to have open and free 
response to researchers’ questions. One critical issue with this method is the reluctance of 
interviewees toward audio recording. First of all, the mere act of taping can create an 
unnatural and stilted atmosphere that limits open dialogue. Second, teachers and students 
participated in this study have never been taped interviewed. Audio/video recording is rather 
alien in Vietnamese social life. In fact, from the cultural perspective, the use of these devices 
may initially signal the lack of trust instead of the methodological need for accuracy. 
Vietnamese participants may perceive the presence of a mechanical device as a non-human 
controlling system that interferes with the human interaction discourse. To a certain extent, 
this interference can come into conflict with the assumption of interpersonal trust being built 
upon a person’s dignity, loyalty, and faithfulness rather than a (mechanical) third party as a 
witness for precision.  
 
Taking into account these constraints, audio recording was considered problematic and to a 
certain extent culturally inappropriate. One solution for this problem is the employment of 
shorthand – a technique mastered by the researcher thanks to her background in journalism. 
Instead of recorder, the researcher employed a system of language abbreviation to cover the 
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answers as much and accurate as possible. This mechanism appeared to effectively aid the 
process of manual recording. Further, triangulation with other research methods such as 
observation, questionnaires, and learning outcomes contributes to mitigate this methodology 
shortcoming.   
 
Observation   

In this study, observation is an important research method. Being the instrument of data 
collection, we developed a holistic perspective by entering a social/learning context in which 
students are already busy interpreting and understanding their environments. This method 
allows us to record and report all findings that are true to the topic at hand, and to study 
teachers and students in their native environment. In the analysis phase (Chapter 2), 
observations helped to identify an important pattern of reward allocation in Vietnamese 
classroom, i.e. the extensive use of teacher (dis)approvals and how this exerted significant 
influence on the student’s learning motivation and behaviours. Next, also by means of 
observation, we caught signals of the salience of intergroup competition, which later by the 
connection with face theories laid theoretical foundation leading to the hypothesis of 
Between-group face confrontation.   
 
In the experiment, since video recording is not permitted in the schools, manual recording at 
time intervals was utilised. Every 3-5 minutes, one group was observed closely and all related 
conversation or non-verbal expression was noted on an observation form. In order to avoid 
the risk of a Hawthorne effect (if participants were to feel that they were receiving special 
attention from the researcher), observation was conducted indirectly, not on the group next to 
the researcher, but one group further away. Appendix 2 (Chapter 5) illustrates the observation 
positions.  
 
Two weaknesses of this method are the detachment of the observer from a situation so that 
the interpretation relies on the perception, which may be inaccurate. Second, observations 
were conducted mainly by the researcher, which consequently raises the question of 
reliability. To mitigate these disadvantages, we employed triangulation with other research 
methods such as interviews, questionnaires, and learning outcomes.  
 
Questionnaire  
 
The self-administered questionnaire is an important instrument in this study. During the 
analysis phase (Chapter 2), this method helped us to describe the characteristics of a large 
population (647 participants) with statistically significant results for multiple variables – a 
general capability that our other data cannot provide. By means of questionnaires, it was 
statistically confirmed that harmony was an essential factor in the Vietnamese group context. 
For the sake of harmony, individuals may have to sacrifice their personal feelings and 
opinions. This salience of harmonious group relation and its association with face concern led 
to further analysis in later phases of the study (Chapter 3,4,6) and brought face forward as an 
important focus of the experiment (Chapter 7).  
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The use of questionnaires after the experiments had certain advantages. It was a lot less time 
consuming than observation and interview, and it provided statistical results to help drawing 
the conclusions. A shortcoming of the use of questionnaires in this study was that while other 
instruments were applied in all 46 groups, data from the questionnaire only presented replies 
of 10 groups (N=37) in the last participating class (10A4). This was because in the previous 
classes (11A8, 11C1, 11D6), the questionnaires were pilot-tested; some items in the scales 
were revised and adjusted to ensure construct validity and reliability. To mitigate the 
shortcoming caused by limited number of questionnaire respondents, we employed 
triangulation with other research methods such as interviews, observation, and learning 
outcomes.  
 
Learning outcomes 
 
Learning outcomes were taken directly from students’ logbooks and teachers’ grading 
records. Each group had a logbook in which tasks were described and all group procedures 
were recorded. The final learning outcomes were written down both in the logbooks and the 
teachers’ grading record book. Since all the grades were checked within the group, re-
checked by the teachers or other groups, learning outcomes are argued to be a fairly reliable 
data source. In Chapter 7 (face study), this was the principal data source based on which 
conclusions were drawn. The significant difference of discussion outcomes between the two 
settings indicates that the combined face treatments applied in one setting created a more 
beneficial discussion environment for students than the other.  
 
To conclude, a number of research methods were used in this study, each has its own 
strengths and weaknesses. As Spector and Brannick (1995) argue, the most effective way to 
overcome methodological weakness is to test ideas with different methods. It is hoped that 
this study’s findings may stimulate further enquiry into Asian and Vietnamese group 
behaviour from interdisciplinary and cultural perspective with different research approaches 
and operations.    
 
Reflection on the findings  
 
The principle of appropriateness 
 
One may have noticed that in all the proposed principles, a sense of affirmation is not 
completely present. Words such as “consider”, “be aware”, and “try” are used insistently. The 
explanation for this prudence is that appropriateness is an underlying feature of this study. In 
other words, it is not only a research examining a culturally appropriate pedagogy but it also 
seeks to present its products in a culturally appropriate way. To a certain extent, each group 
of students, each class and school has its own culture. The teachers and curriculum designers 
also perceive this sub-culture from different perspectives. It would be rather self-
contradicting to advocate a so-called “congruous optimal hybrid vigour based on careful 
analysis and examination of the context” and in the end decisively dictate “principles” and 
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rules to follow. In fact, the principles could have been termed “heuristic principles” or 
“suggestions for strategies”.  
 
What, Why, How...  
 
To a certain extent, this study tends to give answers to many questions of “what” and “why”: 
What are the domains of consideration? Why should this be considered? What has been 
researched and what has yet to be studied? Why should this be done this way? What are the 
suggestions and what is to be expected? Why should such suggestions be considered, and on 
what ground is the expectation rationally based? What are the mechanisms behind the effects 
and why do they seem to work?  
 
Leadership: The study suggests that a process of Leadership appointment should be 
considered because students tend to place great importance on having a formal leader and 
favour particularly those who could maintain harmonious and considerate relationships 
within the group. This finding triggers several “how” questions. As from the cognitive aspect: 
How does a leader affect the cognitive learning process of the whole group? How does the 
leading role affect the learning of the leader him/herself and other group members? Are there 
any differences in the influence across subjects? From social aspect: How does a leader affect 
the cooperation process? How can a leading role effectively fulfilled? Are there any 
differences of the influence across genders? From practical aspect: How to appoint a leader? 
How should a teacher assist the leadership process and nurture the leadership capacity in each 
individual? And of course, the question of generalisation as how strong this finding can be 
applied to another context other than the two experimental schools in the study. These how 
questions lead to many other “what” and “why” and of course “how” questions, as the wheel 
of scientific knowledge, characterised by tentativeness and self-scepticism, rolls on.  
 
Reward allocation: Similarly, in the domain of Reward allocation, the finding in this study 
implicates a wide range of issues that need further investigation. An example is the debate of 
extrinsic and intrinsic reward. Back to the heated exchange between Slavin and Kohn on this 
issue in 1991 (Kohn 1991; Slavin 1991), Slavin is concerned with increasing student 
achievement and he believes that the only demonstrably effective CL strategies are those that 
use group rewards based on the individual achievement of each group member. Kohn is 
concerned with fostering love of learning among students, and he believes that external 
rewards should never be used because they will undermine students’ intrinsic motivation to 
learn (see Graves 1991 for review).  Many researchers suggest that students can find the 
pleasure of working together in cooperative groups a reward in itself. The social rewards of 
working cooperatively probably enhance intrinsic motivation, and are among the great 
advantages of using CL (Graves 1991). Given how Vietnamese students can frequently 
involve in spontaneous and informal CL without teachers’ instruction (Chapter 2,4), the 
question of how to promote this intrinsic motivation is probably more culturally appropriate 
than focusing on external incentives such as points and tangible rewards. However, one may 
also argue that when the tasks are routine, when students are unmotivated and reluctant to 
engage without some form of extrinsic reward, external sources for motivation can be used. 
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Thus in the context of Viet Nam, it is wise to consider the question of how to take advantage 
of the intrinsic motivation to work with each other, and to what extent extrinsic reward 
should be used in order not to spoil the promise of the culturally inherited intrinsic motivation 
to work with each other among Vietnamese students. 
 
Group composition: The finding of friendship grouping in this study resonates what is called 
“social pedagogy in group learning”, advocated by Blatchford et al. (2003) and Kutnick et al. 
(2005). These researchers argue that empirical CL research is limited in concentrating on 
structured grouping that may not be applicable to everyday classroom context. They see a 
positive link between learning and the immediate social context in the classroom. However, 
allowing students to select whom they work with can reinforce social division (on the basis of 
gender, ability, etc) and isolate those who are not chosen. Heterogeneity, in terms of learning 
ability or cultural background for example, surely has its advantages and should be taken into 
account in combination with social pedagogy. To tackle the mismatch between these 
approaches, Blatchford et al. (2003) suggests that students should be included in decision 
making about which criteria to use when forming groups. In addition, they should be asked to 
consider the advantages of working with peers who are not their close friends. For 
Vietnamese teachers, perhaps the most effective way to benefit from both approaches is to 
keep fostering a well-socialised classroom with high degree of cohesion among all students 
across all different friendship groups. This positive atmosphere will at least reduce the chance 
of in/outgroup segregation when students are grouped with those who are not their close 
friends.  
 
Face: AFFI and face strategies proposed in chapter 6 and 7 are research findings that have 
the potential of generalisation outside the educational realm. We have seen the notion of face 
being increasingly used in a wide range of research, from pragmatics to negotiation, conflict 
resolution, to gaming, and medical psychology. What more can one suggest? From our point 
of view, face deserves more research and discussion in relation to practices called “honour 
killing” and “honour suicide”. The former refers to the murder due to perceived loss of wider 
family status owing to the actions or status of the victim. In the West, honour killing is almost 
exclusively associated with the killing of (often Muslim) females with the aim of undoing the 
“loss” caused by actions deemed to be offensive to their culture. The later “honour suicide” is 
associated with suicides committed by people who feel that only with the death can they 
regain honour for themselves or for the wider collectives. This practice, better known as “face 
suicide”, is often to be found in Asian-CHC (Diamant 2000: 537; Ho 1976; Jia 2001; Pong-
Wing-Yan & Chow 2002) where face can be more important than life itself. At first glance, 
there are some fundamental differences between these two practices: (1) In the Muslim 
culture, the death is given by external force and in the Confucian culture, the death is driven 
by internal force; (2) Targeted people in the Muslim culture are often women whilst people 
who commit honour suicide in the Confucian culture are both men and women; (3) Causes 
for the action (killing) in the Muslim culture are more associated with “sexual immodesty” 
whilst drives for the action in the Confucian culture are more associated with the notions of 
“morality” or “trust” in general; and (4) The face norms and values monitoring the action in 
the Muslim culture are upheld by external parties and not by the target people whilst the 
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norms and values monitoring the suicide in the Confucian culture are upheld by the very 
people who committed the suicide. Comparative studies that juxtapose the notion of face in 
“honour killing” and “honour suicide” as well as the forces behind various face practices in 
the Muslim and Confucius cultures will yield useful insights which definitely contribute to 
the understanding of the current diversity in many immigrated western countries. 
 
Next, AFFI gives researchers in face study a challenge, described simply in the form of this 
question: “Can face be measured?”. Face is often qualitatively studied. The philosophy 
behind this is that face is situated and contextual. The use of survey, questionnaires de-
contextualises face and cannot reflect the complexities involved. However, the two 
dimensions Face Confirmation – Face Confrontation proposed in Chapter 6 suggests that, 
though at its slightest, questions such as “How much face do you need?”; or “How much face 
should we take from them?” may stand a chance to have an affirmative answer.  
  
Thus, in many ways, the current study is expected to be seen as having created a wide arena 
for further research to thrive.   
 
A country at a crossroad, a culture put to the test 
 
Chapter 2 proposes that the Vietnamese culture can be both banes and blessing, serving to 
promote or inhibit CL processes. Thus an optimal pedagogy of culturally appropriate CL is 
very likely one that takes advantage of the cultural blessings while its banes are modified. 
What triggers further discussion is to what extent such banes and blessings, as they are 
denoted here, are perceived as banes and blessings in a drastically changing Viet Nam. The 
“Doi moi” (Renew) policy since 1986 has resulted in profound reforms to shift the country 
from being a centrally planned economy to a market economy. However, there is also a 
heated debate on whether this notion of market economy should be perceived and practised in 
education (Dang-Quoc-Bao 2004). The School has been, since thousands of years, a moral 
community and a temple of learning where the basis for decision are morality and propriety, 
where success means attaining intrinsic goals. Privatising school means turning it to a factory 
where the basis for decision is efficiency and success means achieving output quotas, which 
obviously deemphasises the learning as self-cultivation with morality and social accepted 
values. Recently, a private university in Ha Noi put into practice an evaluation system in 
which students could rank their teacher and vote him/her out of the teaching position. This 
way of evaluation created contradicting opinions. While many saw this as immoral and gave 
the opinion that high respect for teacher should be considered as valuable cultural heritage, 
some argued that the teacher could also be seen as a partner in a contract. In the end, the 
evaluation system was nullified.  
 
This story illustrates how the notions of teacher and student can be perceived differently from 
tradition under the influence of modernisation. Two remarks should be made: firstly, to what 
extent can the Vietnamese culture render the impacts of market economy and its 
consequences in perceptions and practices. With regard to the focus in this study, one would 
wonder to what extent the norms and values upheld by Vietnamese students in terms of 
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leadership, reward allocation, group composition, and face practice might endure or become 
malleable. Though research has argued that a cultural zone with distinctive value systems is 
likely to persist after controlling for the effects of economic development (Inglehart & Baker 
2000), this conclusion in the context of Viet Nam is tentative. Second, the example of teacher 
evaluation indicates that a practice can be perceived as a bane or a blessing by different 
groups of people. Thus a blessing can be seen as a bane and vice versa. This indicates that 
culture considerations and cautions should be exercised carefully among policy makers and 
educational institutions that have the power to change the system at macro level.  
 
Reflection on the multi-ethnic context  
 
In the environments with high levels of cultural diversity such as the historic immigrant 
nations (the US, Australia, and Canada) as well as multiple European countries that have also 
experienced an influx of immigrants (the UK, the Netherlands, France, Germany), the student 
population in schools is increasingly diverse in cultural backgrounds. In the past, the 
philosophy of cultural diversity was the metaphorical “melting pot” which indicates 
assimilation to the dominant culture. Students of minority ethnic backgrounds were expected 
to conform to the schooling type and culture of the majority. Since the end of the1980s, the 
emerging “salad” model, also referred as the “mosaic”, has become the focus. This new 
philosophy emphasises pluralism, indicating that each (majority/minority) culture interacts 
and participates equally, while cultural identities are maintained within the community and 
honoured by the whole society. The pluralism vision gives way to the development of 
“multicultural education” (Bank & Bank 1995; Coelho 1998) – a pedagogy that recognises 
and appreciates cultural differences and accomplishments of diverse ethnic, racial, and 
socioeconomic groups. As a consequence, teaching strategies and curricula are developed to 
promote the understanding and appropriateness of the variety in language, learning styles, 
living styles, and perceptions of norms and values.  
 
In the Netherlands, at the time this study was conducted, multiculturalism was heavily under 
discussion. In “Identificatie met Nederland” (2007), the focus of the discussion is the 
interaction of different identities, not necessarily Dutch identity, that each individual, each 
community, and each ethnic group in the multicultural Dutch society are dealing with. This 
document has been said to be “political correct”, though evoked a great deal of discussion on 
nationality and loyalty when princess Maxima supported it with her statement: “The Dutch 
does not exist [De Nederlander bestaat niet]” (Den Haag 23 October 2007). For many 
researchers who see multiculturalism with critical and analytic eyes, the perennial question is 
to what extent diversity should be respected and to what extent the common norms should be 
created, for it is probably not desirable of being trapped in either cultural relativism or 
cultural universalism (Procee 1991). Recently, Scheffer (2007) for example, argues that the 
society should go “beyond multiculturalism”. These authors with different opinions and 
perspectives indicate that diversity is radically influencing the thinking and doing in the 
Netherlands, which certainly has consequential effects on the Dutch schooling which is 
becoming increasingly diverse. Policy makers and practitioners are being drawn to address 
the issue of diversity in schools, both from academic achievement (e.g. Strategische agenda 
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voor het hoger onderwijs-onderzoek- en wetenschapsbeleid 2007) and from social 
perspective (Den Brok, Hesp, & Servaes 2005). 
 
In this context, one would be interested in the question of to what extent the findings in this 
study will contribute to the knowledge about CL in the heterogeneous western classroom 
which, to a certain extent, reflects what has been termed “third culture of communitarianism” 
by Etzioni (1988, 1993, cited in Chen et al. 1998: 300).       
 
Leadership and power 
 
In the study of De Haan and Elbers (2005), the authors report that when Dutch and minority 
students work together in small groups, native Dutch students are invited to take up and do 
take up the leading role of the tutor, leaving the more dependent tutee role to the minority 
students.  
 
In another study, Leverenz (1994) studies peer response in a writing course in which the 
white students were intentionally made minority, and “exploring each other’s writing style” 
was intentionally made objective of the assignment. The author observes that despite this 
“minority-culturally favourable” setting, minority students (majority in the observed group) 
could only think about their style differences in terms of what was right and wrong while the 
American white student (minority in this group) considered the “differences” in her peers’ 
writing as problems. This student dominated the group by consistently holding the leading 
role and showing her two group members what should be done to get it right. She received 
“A’s” on all her papers and received A “+” for her peer response in group discussion. Both 
other two students of colour reported that the CL session had been very helpful. 

In both examples cited above, there was no formal leader appointed, yet it is rather obvious 
who took the (informal) leading role. De Haan and Elbers (2005), from a social reproduction 
perspective, argue that the tutor-tutee dyad expressed in Dutch-minority relationship means 
that this is not just a response of minority students to schooling but an interactive pattern 
which provides or is appreciated as an opportunity to express and confirm power inequalities 
that exist in the wider social environment (p.330). In the same vein, Leverenz (1994) points 
out that the American white student was unable to see that her writing style was a type, just 
among many. Besides, her type is not just one among many, Leverenz argues, it represents 
the dominant white paradigm in the American education. As a result, it is likely that the 
student’s belief in her way of writing was one passed on by her professors and one that she 
was rewarded for adopting. Ironically, in a classroom where the white is minority and where 
the difference is emphasised, it is still the white who dominates and possesses the power of 
decision making.  

A broad speculation is that the minority in western countries more often than not are people 
coming from large power distance / ascription cultures. Humanistic formal leadership with 
clear hierarchical group structure are probably embedded in their home socialisation. 
However, in the multi-ethnic context, this assumption needs to be seen in a complex 
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interaction with many other factors such as white supremacy, social inequality, and needs for 
minority empowerment. It would be wrong to predict that the underlying factors in the way 
minority students tend to take up dependent tutee role is simply because they are attuned in 
hierarchical social structure. Further, it is unknown to us what are the preferred leadership 
traits that minority students would tend to take when language competency is controlled. It 
could possibly be that the merits in language and familiarity with the “cultural knowledge” 
(Woodrow 2007) of the institution have helped to situate native students into the leading role 
rather than other unknown factors. In the study of Melles (2004), minority student states that 
language deficiency is the reason why they seek help from native Australian group mates 
who are expected to make sure what they do is right or wrong (p.227).  
 
Thus the question of leadership in cultural heterogeneous CL is a complex issue that requires 
more than just intercultural competence but also an eye for social equality and empowerment. 
The teachers should be sensitive to the likelihood that the school is a place where long-
established positions vis-à-vis power relationships are reconfirmed and reconstructed (De 
Haan & Elbers 2005). In this light, leadership can be seen as either a practice that helps to 
perpetuate the inequality outside schools or a mechanism for empowerment. Strategies such 
as assigning minority students to leading roles, highlighting minority’s leading styles, 
promoting leadership capacity in teams, recognising a wide range of different criteria for 
leadership traits, etc should be studied and considered to be applied in this CL context.  
 
Reward allocation  
 
In a study of a heterogeneous CL-setting (unpublished) in higher education in which the 
researcher is involved, college students from a faculty with 38% of population coming from 
non-Dutch backgrounds were asked to reply on a questionnaire measuring various aspects of 
group learning. On the item “Group-shared grade is fair” (in Dutch: “Het is eerlijk dat de hele 
groep een collectief groepscijfer krijgt”), different ethnic groups differ significantly from 
each other. Non-Dutch students tend to conform more to a group-shared grading system 
(M=3.2-3.6) than Western-non Dutch (M=2.2) and Dutch students (M=2.8). Though one 
single questionnaire item is probably not reliable enough for conclusion, students’ reply on 
this statement indicates a potential gap among different groups in multi-ethnic classroom.  
 
To reconcile this mismatch is not easy. Gavish et al. (2000) make for the first time (p.408) an 
attempt to combine both equality and equity rules by proposing a performance-based reward 
distribution method for an anonymous decision-making group. A mechanism based on public 
key encryption technologies is presented which makes it possible to distribute individual 
rewards to anonymous contributors, to guarantee that only the contributor can claim a reward 
for her contribution, to verify that a reward has been distributed, and be able to deliver this 
reward in such a way that the identity of the anonymous contributor is protected.  
 
The mechanism proposed by Gavish and colleagues is, though original, difficult to envisage 
in educational context. Of course the teacher can be an anonymous rewarding agent, but it 
seems problematic to identify within a compact group product which part is from which 
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group member. Further, if the group product is simply the copy-paste of separate individual 
work, the group goal is at risk and actually much of CL merits are discounted. From our point 
of view, it is wise to focus on CL tasks that are meaningful and intrinsically rewarded. For 
students of diverse backgrounds to see benefits in working together and to want to cooperate 
not just because of the instruction and artificial incentives, it is again the challenge for 
teachers to be culturally competent and empowerment-oriented. For example, Matthews 
(1993) reports that in a writing workshop, students are allowed to write on topics of interest 
to them and then share their important ideas with others. In this CL task, labels such as white, 
colour, native, minority, gifted, or at risk mean little. Students are intrinsically rewarded by 
being allowed to chase their own interest and to share it with a wider public. It seems that 
teachers in a multi-ethnic classroom can benefit from such programmes how to provide 
students more choice, autonomy, and decision-making power over their own learning.   
 
Group composition  
 
With relation to the cultural diverse classroom, two research lines are considered: research on 
the benefit of classroom diversity and research on the benefit of (mix-racial) friendship.  
 
Researchers have advanced educational arguments supporting the academic advantage of 
diversity, claiming that a diverse student body is more educationally effective than a 
homogeneous one. Terenzini (2001: 510) cites statements and visions of 62 presidents from 
diverse US research universities advocating for the benefit of cultural diversity, among others 
also Harvard University President Neil Rudenstine who claims that “fundamental rationale 
for student diversity [...] is its educational value”. In CL context, heterogeneous grouping in 
terms of race is frequently suggested.  
 
The impact of friendship has been well researched with a significant link between students’ 
relations with peers and their academic performance. Students who are low identifiers with a 
friendship group or poorly accepted by their classmates tend to have lower self-esteem and 
lower grades. Students who are high identifiers with a friendship group and accepted by the 
peers have higher test score and lower probabilities to retain a grade or to move downward in 
the track system (Lubbers et al. 2006; Tarrant et al. 2006). Further, Antonio (2004) reports 
that racial diversity in a student’s best friends positively affects students’ intellectual self-
confidence and degree of aspirations, and this holds true especially for students of colour.   
 
The question of to what extent the finding on group composition in this study helps to 
understand and give implication to grouping methods in cultural diverse classroom should be 
considered in light of the two afore-mentioned research lines. Since students tend to benefit 
from friendship grouping irrespective of cultural background (Chauvet & Blatchford 1993; 
Fraysse 1994, Kutnick et al. 2005; Shah & Jehn 1993; Zajac & Hartup 1997), the study of 
Antonio indicates that a very promising grouping composition is one that consists of friends 
who are racially diverse. However, it is not always the case that a friendship group is racially 
mixed, if not the opposite. Also friendship groupings cannot be assumed to always be 
effective. Besides, this practice may reinforce social and cultural segregation. To an extent 
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more or less similarly to the argument given in the Vietnamese context, we propose that 
teachers should seek to develop a sense of shared-identity and cohesion among students who 
are not already close friends and who are from different racial backgrounds, gradually 
creating an environment beneficial for CL. It is suggested to give sufficient attention to 
minority students who are often most vulnerable when being grouped with non-close friends 
or purely fellow students from majority culture.  
 
The group stability should also be considered. It has been widely assumed that groups go 
through stages in their development. One well-known sequence is “forming”, “storming”, 
“norming”, “performing”, and “adjouring” (Tuckmann 1965; Tuckmann & Jensen 1977). 
Blatchford et al. (2003) suggest that these are idealised stages, not necessarily the case in 
reality, but they are helpful in considering likely changes to group dynamics over time, which 
have consequences for how teachers deal with groups. By changing group membership there 
is risk that groups do not have time to develop mutual strategies to help overcome insecurities 
and conflict. It is thus important to give groups the opportunity to build up trust, sensitivity, 
respect, and fellowship for each other, and to solve conflicts through repeated opportunities 
to work and have fun together. Further, the duration of each stage can vary for different 
ethnic groups. Students from some cultures may need more time to reach “performing” stage 
than others. A very good example is the project between Dutch and Hong Kong student 
(Vogel et al. 2000, cited in Chapter 4). At the beginning of the project, the Hong Kong 
students tend to need time to get to know their partners and their contribution is lower than 
that of their Dutch counterparts. At the end of the project, the contribution rate of the Hong 
Kong students increases, even higher than that of their partners. It seems that at this point 
they have established satisfactory trust with their Dutch partners and are ready to cooperate. 
However, the moment that they were maximally geared for cooperation comes just before the 
deadline, somewhat too late for the fruitful completion of the task. 
 
Face   
 
As it is earlier argued, face is a highly interactive factor which potentially exerts influence on 
various aspects of group learning. It is our hypothesis that face underlies in all afore-
mentioned domains. For example, how a teacher assigns a minority or a non-minority student 
as group leader will definitely activate the sense of face in that student. Depending on the 
face attributes that this student assumes to be important, the leading role she/he has will 
dynamically affects the group process. The teacher can also promote the leadership capacity 
in minority students by strategically using various face confirmation and confrontation. For 
example, face confirmation by means of teacher acknowledgement will be very effective to 
help a low identifier gain respect from his/her group members and be seen as a good group 
leader.  
 
Since face is largely related to communication, language is a crucial issue. Minority students 
are often reluctant to involve in discourse because of negative self-perception in language 
proficiency (Melles 2004). Grouping students of similar language backgrounds together, 
creating certain stages or rules in group process for the use of non-mainstream language, 
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allowing students to exchange with each other in their mother tongue, etc have potential to 
promote learning. Of course this has to be done with native students taken into account. That 
is to say native students can also feel offended when their group members talk in a strange 
language. That’s why the teacher should carefully explain the purpose, show the benefit of 
the method, set up clear rules, and most important of all, promote mutual understanding and 
tolerance among mixed-ethnic CL group.   
 
A new body of literature has recently emerged questioning the way Asian American students 
being seen as “model minority” who tend to do well educationally, economically, and stays 
out of trouble (Ho 2003; Lew 2006; Maddux et al. 2008; Nance 2007; Suzuki 2002; 
Vaidhyanathan 2000; Wong & Halgin 2006). The authors point out that being seen as model 
minority can seriously affect Asian students economically, psychologically, and 
academically. Firstly, the “model minority” stereotype can seriously marginalise Asian 
students from mainstream society. In reality, Asian students are still facing many 
discriminatory barriers, especially in the area of promotion and employment. As a negative 
consequence of the stereotype, complaints of Asian students about discrimination or injustice 
are often not taken seriously and dismissed by teachers or peers as baseless (Wong & Halgin 
2006: 46). In addition, although Asian students also need teacher’s help and counselling in 
academic areas, they are likely to be seen as students who need less support. Thus their 
signals are more likely ignored or overlooked, let alone the tendency that Asian students are 
more reluctant to show signals or express need for help, given their self-face concern 
(exposing face) and other-face concern (intruding upon others). 
 
Second, having high expectation pinned on them with fixed labels can cause tremendous 
burden for Asian students whose collective face is culturally heritage to be strongly salient 
(Chapter 6,7). They are more likely to withdraw or be withdrawn for medical reasons, and 
reluctant to seek counselling, partly for fear of face loss. A strategy suggested by Suzuki 
(2002) is to include counsellors of similar backgrounds. In Suzuki’s experience, in a matter of 
months, the new Asian-American counsellor is “inundated with Asian students seeking her 
advice on a wide range of psychological problems, [...] having her backlog become so large 
that she had to stay well into the evening hour and [finally] reaching a breaking point” (p.26). 
 
Next, in the study of Maddux et al. (2008), the authors illustrate that negative peer attitudes 
and emotions may arise from the “model minority” stereotype. This is because of the 
perception that Asian American students pose a realistic threat to the success, status, or 
welfare of other groups. This finding indicates that the way teachers and peers attach positive 
stereotypical characteristics can bring negative effects in group relations since this can 
actually be seen as a face confrontation strategy inappropriately used for other students in the 
group.  
 
Last, Cheryan and Bodenhausen (2000) argue that making positive stereotypes about the 
learning capacity of Asian students can create the potential for “choking” under the pressure 
of high expectation. The authors report that making Asian ethnicity salient can result in 
diminished ability to concentrate, which in turn lead to significantly impaired test 
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performance.    
 
In short, seeing Asians as Model Minority stereotype can be seen as a positive source of face 
confirmation when being over-used can generate tremendous source of face confrontation 
which consequently evokes needs to confirm face among Asians. Again, a combination of 
confirmation and confrontation is suggested to avoid negative consequences.   
 
Reflection on the role of teacher in a culturally appropriate pedagogy   
 
As it has been argued earlier, pedagogy is increasingly being seen not just as a science of 
instruction but as a culture or a set of cultures which reflect different contexts and different 
teacher behaviour inside and outside the classroom. It has been indicated that there is a 
variety of cultures of teaching. Feiman-Nemsen and Floden (1986, cited in Thomas 1997) 
came to a conclusion that it is no longer tenable to hold the view that teaching has a uniform 
culture, i.e. teaching that is typified by a certain number of generic features. Thomas (1997) 
argues that teaching should be seen as both: (1) a set of universal generic features which may 
be increasingly influenced by the effects of globalisation and multiculturalism; and (2) 
sustaining a variety of sub-cultures which interrelate with each other, including the generic. 
Pedagogy viewed in this light is seen as meeting sensitive needs in multicultural 
environments as well as fulfilling the role of delivering essential competencies to all learners.  
 
In this section, the role of teacher will be discussed based on the culturally appropriate 
pedagogy model that Thomas (1997) developed (Chapter 3). According to the author, such 
pedagogy consists of four main components: Epistemological, Process, Contextual, and 
Personalistic.  
 
The epistemological component  
 
This component refers to the subject knowledge base which all teachers need, including a 
particular philosophical framework as a guide as to what, how, and why subjects are taught. 
According to Thomas, there are three major problems with making epistemological 
components more cultural appropriate. The first is the need to know more about the nature 
and realms of knowledge which reflect a particular culture. Second, the appropriate 
knowledge should be included into curricula. The third and probably the most difficult, is to 
convince teachers, learners, and parents that cultures really have a special knowledge that 
counts. In a multicultural project (Koster et al. 2008), minority Pharmacy students (38% of 
the population) from a Dutch university tend to agree that alternative and traditional 
medicines are valuable sources of knowledge which deserves academic attention. In contrast, 
the Dutch students and faculty teachers (100% Dutch) tend to discount this source of 
knowledge and considered it non-scientific. As a consequence, one may predict that the 
teachers from this faculty will be less likely to gain more knowledge that reflects 
pharmaceutics from another cultural perspective, let alone the inclusion of this body of 
knowledge sufficiently and appropriately into the mainstream curricula.  
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The process component  
 
The second component refers to activities such as planning, instruction, managing, 
evaluation, selection, and prioritisation linked with decision making in the classroom. All 
these activities are characterised by features which are common across cultures but there are 
also cultural-specific elements which need to be identified in the search for a cultural 
appropriate pedagogy. This very study offers examples of how a Vietnamese teacher can 
process CL in a culturally appropriate manner in terms of appointing group leaders, allocating 
rewards and composing groups.  
 
Back to Chapter 3 (Phuong-Mai et al. 2006) where several mismatch in terms of Learning 
style, Gender, and Attitude toward time were revealed as the result of the confrontation 
between Asian-CHC norms and values, and the constructivist CL. It is argued that by being 
sensitive and analytic to both the global and the particular culture in which the learning is 
operated, a teacher may tackle these problems in a culturally appropriate way. For example, 
teachers can foster gender equality by assigning important roles to female students, giving 
them extra support as well as appropriate face confirmation, making sure that these students 
have the right resources and capacity to successfully accomplish the assigned role. Similarly, 
teachers can seek to benefit from the visual learning style of Asian-CHC students by 
designing CL tasks in which this visual capacity is an important element to succeed. Finally, 
to deal with the problem regarding flexible notion of time, CL tasks or projects can be 
designed and managed in form of group profile or portfolio which allow students to have 
more autonomy, opportunities, time, and space to accomplish a CL task.    
 
The contextual component   
 
The contextual component refers to the inclusion of knowledge gained from the social and 
home contexts where the learners come from. A culturally appropriate pedagogy makes use 
of the customs, traditions, local languages, ways and mode of thinking and doing, roles of 
spiritual and religious beliefs as part of a community’s value system. Thomas (1997) points 
out that there are four issues that need to be addressed. The first refers to the extent of 
knowledge that exists about a particular context; The second issue is on what basis does one 
select what is appropriate; The third issues is who selects, the teacher, curriculum designers, 
or policy makers; The fourth issue relates to the question of acceptability by various 
stakeholders such as parents. This is the example Thomas (1997) uses to illustrate how 
knowledge form particular context can be applied in school in order to develop a culturally 
appropriate pedagogy:  
 

In several parts of central Africa such as Zimbabwe and Malawi, it is quite common to 
see children construct the most intricate wire toys, [..] most were cars and lorries. So true 
to the original were some of these wire cars that one could even recognise the make of 
car, e.g. the British Mini or the Japanese Toyota. Also the steering and even gear 
constructions were all in place and usually worked well. Here is the case of a context 
extremely rich in the development of motor skills, precise modelling techniques and a 
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clear understanding of the mechanics of the car. Yet for the most part, the school 
curriculum still prefers to ignore what this context can offer. Instead, teachers use a 
pedagogy which ignores this experience, with science teaching what explains physical 
phenomena using textbooks emphasising mainly western examples (p.22). 
 

The personalistic component 
 
The role of teachers, their commitment and motivation is particular important in the 
development of a culturally appropriate teaching regimen. The quality of an educational 
system is only as good as the quality of its teaching force. In order to give a culturally 
appropriate lesson, the teacher him/herself has to be able to think and to act as a model in a 
culturally appropriate way. In this model of Thomas (1997), it is argued that the role of 
teacher is a “cultural bridge” which links to the recognition that the personalistic component 
plays a vital part in raising expectation of students, initiating and maintaining high levels of 
motivation during their years of schooling. Thus teachers are expected to be “in tune” with 
the old and the new cultures, with the requirements of living in a fast and ever changing 
world and the need to promote and sustain elements of cultures.  
 
In Asian-CHC where a teacher is regarded as a learned scholar as well as a moral figure, the 
role that a teacher plays in this pedagogy is of utmost importance. In many Asian cultures, a 
teacher is considered even more important than the parents. It is believed that “only through a 
teacher that one starts his/her spiritual life and acquires wisdom” (Massoudi 2002: 11). Due 
to this high social status that is deeply rooted in the culture, the teacher in Asian-CHC has the 
paramount power to change. A teacher can change, monitor, influence, and affect students’ 
behaviours even when they are no longer sitting in the class. This is because the teacher-
student relationship in these cultures is a lifelong commitment which is grounded in a karmic 
affinity.  
 
However, in order to change the other, the teacher is expected to represent the change 
him/herself. Back to Chapter 3 (Phuong-Mai et al. 2006) where the mismatch is revealed as 
the result of the confrontation between the traditional authoritative role of a teacher in the 
conventional classroom and the facilitative guiding role expected in the constructivist CL 
classroom. It is argued that a teacher should be well aware of the benefit that social respect 
for teachers may bring but also the need to encourage students to develop the ability to think 
on their own. Again, the cultural appropriate pedagogy needs teachers who are “in tune” with 
different sets of values and who are capable to model the appropriate combination. It is 
argued that what moves the students in the direction of the teacher is not the knowledge, not 
even the wisdom, but the teachers’ character and personality, for the students sense that it is 
through these that they will be able to complete themselves (Kapleau, cited in Massoudi 
2002). To cite another quote from Massoudi’s essay: 
 

what students need more than anything else is not textbook but textpeople. It is the 
personality of the teacher which is the text that the pupil reads; the text that they will 
never forget (p. 12).  
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Reflection on East-West knowledge transfer*  
 
One of the prevailing arguments in this study is the caution that should be exercised when 
western educational theories and practices are to be implemented in the East. The importation 
of “new” pedagogies has tended to flow in this direction largely because of historical and 
contemporary power differentials. However, it is important to emphasise that the direction of 
pedagogic transfer is not always from West to East, and that cherry-picking practices can, of 
course, also involve importation by wcountries.  

Recently, driven by test score and difference in educational performance, discussions in the 
UK and the US were again stirred up when recent international test results, PISA (O.E.C.D. 
2007) and PIRLS (Mullis et al. 2007) highlight the strength of educational attainment in 
several eastern countries. These were unsurprising as international studies have consistently 
pointed to comparatively higher levels of educational performance in Asia in comparison 
with the US and the UK (Reynolds & Farrell 1996). Barber (1996), a key policy-maker in the 
British government, concludes that British educators "…would be living in a fool’s paradise 
if […] chose to ignore the results" (p.24). Arguing that it is improbable that children in 
successful countries were innately more able, he concludes that there were things about the 
British education system and/or the culture that need to be changed. 

Reynolds & Farrell’s (1996) report provides a wide range of possible explanations for the 
differences between England and Asian countries. These were: Cultural factors included the 
high status and academic quality of teachers, the emphasis on hard work, high parental 
aspirations, and high levels of student commitment; School factors included a strong 
emphasis upon whole class teaching; Key classroom factors included whole class interactive 
teaching which sought to ensure that everyone was keeping up with the material together and 
that the range of achievement was narrow. There was widespread use of textbooks to 
minimise the need for teachers to produce their own teaching materials, and tight lesson 
sequences to ensure that attention was maximally focused. 

For many British educationalists, the iconic image of this period is contained in a BBC 
documentary featuring Professor Reynolds, sitting in the back of a Taiwanese classroom, 
observing a lesson in which highly alert and responsive students related to the teacher’s 
ministrations in exemplary fashion. In sotto voce, Reynolds intones to the camera that such 
practice might be the way forward for Britain. His call is taken up enthusiastically by the high 
profile Chief Inspector of Schools in England and Wales (Woodhead 1996) who proclaims 
that 50% of primary school lesson time (60% in the case of mathematics) should take the 
form of whole class teaching. The debate over teaching approaches in Britain tended to rage 

                                                 
* For extensive discussion on this issue, see: Elliot, J., & Phuong-Mai, N. (in press). Western influences on the 
East, Eastern influences on the West: Lessons for the East and West. In Tan Oon-Seng, Dennis M. MacInerney, 
Aried D. Liem & Tan Ai-Girl (Eds.), Research in Multicultural Education and International Perspectives, Vol 
7: What the West can learn from the East - Asian perspectives on the psychology of learning and motivation. 
Greenwich CT: Information Age Publishing.  
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most strongly in primary education where the shift from individualised and small group work 
towards whole class teaching was a feature of the late 1990s.  
 
Similarly, in the US, American educators have criticised leaner-centred education for: 

 
…encouraging parents and teachers to be less assertive and to afford children greater 
freedom. In particular, it has encouraged lessened parents’ insistence on study and effort 
on school […]. Today, it impedes efforts to hold schools accountable for student 
academic achievement (Stone 1996)   

 
Here, Singaporean math textbooks have become increasingly hot commodities for parents, 
Japanese “lesson study” is viewed as an exemplary teacher professional development model 
(Lewis et al. 2004), Chinese math teachers have become models of excellence (Ma 1999), 
and “coherent and logical” East Asian curricula are synonymous with the path to math and 
science excellence in US schools (Schmidt 2001).  
 
Meanwhile, on this side of the Pacific and the land of those “excellencies” and “math 
wonders”, a so called “New Math Curriculum Standards” was released in 2001 by the 
Chinese Ministry of Education which largely modelled on the 1989 version of the maths 
standards issued in the U.S. by the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics. It is ironic 
to see how East Asian reformers appear to have abandoned their countries’ own strengths and 
rushed to adopt other pedagogic practices. Zhao (2005) argues that: 

 
…In essence, what the East Asian reformers wanted for their future was America’s past 
and present. In their eyes, students in the US were happy, creative, and socially 
responsible – products of an education system that focused on children over knowledge, 
pedagogy over content, and the individual over the group – all traits seen as secret to 
America’s economic success and dominance (p.220).  

 
While western societies may now be more ready to accept the real lessons why many eastern 
countries are so academically successful, cultural values, traditions and priorities are such 
that it seems unlikely that meaningful behavioural change will occur as a result. Given that 
pedagogy is culturally embedded within broader socialisation practices and student behaviour 
is conditioned by influences outside of the classroom (Hopmann 2000), it is hardly surprising 
that the Asian whole-class teaching approach that requires significant levels of discipline, and 
a willingness to subordinate each student’s needs to those of the larger class group, have 
tended to prove problematic in the US and UK. And of course, vice versa. That is to say the 
real difficulty in knowledge transfer is not achieving knowledge but influencing behaviour. 
For this reason, the focus of UK policy makers in the 1990s upon mimicking Asian 
pedagogy, rather than upon more profound attitudinal and motivational factors such as 
respect for education, conformity to groupness and belief in effort, may show recognition of 
the limited influence that can be exerted by the executive. Thus, like the man looking for his 
car keys where a street light shines, rather than where he actually dropped them, reformers 
are likely to focus on those things that they believe can be more readily influenced. Many of 
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the differences in educational achievement between countries are a consequence of 
longstanding and deep-seated values and beliefs located within each culture that are not easy 
to modify. Perhaps the true nature of our learning from one another is achieving greater 
insight about forces over which we own and over which we have little control. Consequently, 
we would be more likely to invest in attempts to get the best out of each and would be less 
likely to rush to abandon our strengths.  
 
The lessons continue! 
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Summary 
 
 
This study aims at answering the question: “What is the culturally appropriate Cooperative 
Learning in the context of Asian-Confucian Heritage Cultures with special reference given to 
Viet Nam?”.  
 
Cooperative Learning (CL) is an educational method proposed and developed in response to 
traditional curriculum-driven education. In CL environments, students interact in purposely-
structured groups to support the learning of oneself and others in the same group.  
 
Modern CL began in the mid-1960s. Its use is now an accepted, and often the preferred 
instructional method at all levels of education. In the US and many other countries in Europe, 
“it is difficult to find a text on instructional methods, a journal on teaching, or instructional 
guidelines that do not discuss CL” (Johnson, Johnson, & Smith 2007: 15). However, 
widespread change toward cooperation in education has not been attained worldwide. In 
Africa, South America and Asia, there is still a long way to go before cooperative practice is 
widely accepted and integrated in the classroom (Davidson 1995). In these regions, the factor 
that contributes to a need to implement CL as well as other modern learning methods is the 
pressure to modernise education system, which is (in)directly the consequence of the impact 
of globalisation (Thomas 1997; Walker & Dimmock 2000, Woodrow 2007). The spatial and 
temporal constraints, which are strong features of globalisation, are making educators more 
aware of international standards and other global comparison league tables of student 
achievement. It is not surprising that in an increasingly international world, which is 
characterised by a “knowledge economy”, the relative success of national educational systems 
in terms of their production of “human capital” has become an explicit concern of policy 
makers.  
 
In the case of CL, cautions have been raised, concerning diverse influential factors, identified 
in this study as (1) An institutional factor such as the lack of instructional guidelines, large 
class-size, and overloaded curriculum; (2) A reform factor which is likely to happen where it 
is meant for the education system to transform from a traditional to a more knowledge 
economy and “human capital”- driven educational system; (3) A cultural factor which refers 
to norms and values deeply embedded in the cultural niche and everyday’s life pattern of 
teachers and students, and to a certain extent may exert influence in how they perceive and 
practice CL. While we may agree that the roots of CL are extant in all cultures, because 
cooperation is essential to the functioning of human groups, we should acknowledge that 
different forms of CL are more likely to thrive in different cultures (Davidson 1995).  
 
This study focuses on the third factor, arguing that CL is not value-free because “pedagogy” 
is being increasingly seen not just as a science of instruction but also as a culture or a set of 
cultures, which reflect different contexts and different behaviours inside and outside 
classrooms (Broadfoot 2001; Thomas 1997). Thus a challenge for educational leaders, 
according to Thomas (1997: 13), is “to balance the changing demands put on learners and 
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teachers as a consequence of globalisation, while being sensitive to the equally important task 
of addressing the need to value the cultural context of learners and teachers”. This is the core 
value of “culturally appropriate pedagogy”, arguably to be essential shall educators wish to 
prepare future generations with knowledge, skills and attitudes that will enable them to cope 
with rapid changes in the workplace, while at the same time, safeguard the cultural identities 
against the transcendental process of globalisation, the trend of neo-colonialism in education, 
and the increased influence of multi/bilateral organisations exerted in educational policies 
through national loans (Dale 2005; Dirlik 2005; Kwek 2003; Quist 2001; Resnik 2006; Tikly 
2001, 2004). 
 
Acknowledging the pervasive impact and significance of culture in learning, we focus in this 
study on especially culture and cooperative learning (CL). Prior research indicates that 
cooperative practices in the classroom are more likely to gain acceptance when they are 
consonant with the culture’s values and practices related to cooperation. This study is 
dedicated to explore the impact of a specific culture on CL process and outcomes by means of 
experimental research. The particular cultural reference in the study is focused on Asian 
Confucian Heritage Cultures (Asian-CHC), which are the cultures historically under the 
influence of Confucianism in the following countries or cities: Viet Nam, China, Korea, 
Japan, Singapore, Hong Kong and Taiwan. We conduct theoretical analyses to examine what 
aspect of Asian-CHC specifically may influence CL and in what way. Using subsequently 
two well-known cultural frameworks − Hofstede’s (2003) typology and Trompenaars and 
Hampden-Turner’s (1997) typology – we compare two sets of norms and values: (1) the 
general characteristics and consequences of the mainstream CL and; (2) the norms, values and 
practices associated with Asian-CHC. The results of this comparison reveal a number of 
domains where cultural conflicts and mismatch are likely to happen when the mainstream CL 
approaches are applied in Asian-CHC context without a rigorous adaptation to improve 
compatibility with the host culture. These cultural conflicts and mismatches concern such 
domains as Leadership; Face; Reward allocation; Group composition; Teacher-Student dyad; 
Gender; Learning style; and Attitude towards time.   
 
The study takes the first four domains in focus: Leadership; Face; Reward allocation; and 
Group composition. Each domain concerns the abovementioned comparison and is elaborated 
with related literature, followed by discussions and arguments leading to hypotheses about 
adaptations to be taken in CL instructional settings to be more culturally appropriate for CHC-
cultures, especially in Viet Nam. Lessons (social science and natural science) were elaborated 
based on these hypotheses for which experiments in several rounds were conducted in the 
upper level of Vietnamese secondary schools. Two experimental settings were formed by 
randomisation. Students in one setting received a series of lessons in which CL principles 
applied in domains of focus are associated with the mainstream CL theories and practice. 
Students in the other setting received similar lessons but CL in these lessons were modified so 
as to be more culturally appropriate (reversed treatment equivalent group design with post test 
only).  
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Findings show that there is likely to be a discrepancy in how Vietnamese students and the 
mainstream CL researchers perceive the impact of leadership, the justification of reward 
allocation, and the effectiveness of group composition based on affect-based trust and social 
shared identity. Firstly, the role and the type of leadership, although not a key element of CL 
theories, proved to be influential for our sample who tended to place great importance upon 
having a formal leader. Vietnamese students are likely to favour a traditional leadership style 
which offers the promise of maintaining a harmonious and considerate relationship among 
team members. Secondly, Vietnamese students tended to prefer a system in which rewards 
were shared by the whole group rather than based upon individual contribution. Teacher 
approval was held to be a particularly important form of reward. Thirdly, friendship groupings 
were preferred to heterogeneous ability grouping based upon academic achievement. Students 
reported to find benefits in learning with friends. In the CL groups, students typically sought 
to create a new learning identity which was based on, enhanced, and confirmed by patterns of 
previous social relationships. Fourth, when CL was organised in ways that were considered to 
be culturally appropriate (in terms of Leadership, Reward allocation and Group composition), 
Vietnamese students reported higher work rates than those who followed a traditional 
programme. 
 
In this study, ‘face’ (to a certain extent to be understood as “public image” in a western 
culture) emerges as a complex issue that critically affects interpersonal relations in general 
and cooperation in particular. It is a highly interactive factor with influences the variables in 
the other domains Leadership, Reward allocation and Group composition. For example, the 
data shows that Vietnamese students may lose face if they want to enjoy the rewards 
individually, even when they are rewarded justly based on their individual contributions. 
Similarly, friendship grouping is claimed to motivate learning partly, because students 
perceive this type of grouping as a safe and comfortable environment where different opinions 
are encouraged and requests for help can be made with less risk of face loss.  
 
Considering two specific characteristics of CL - interpersonal relationship and intergroup 
context - a revisiting of face identifies two new face dimensions (Face Confirmation and Face 
Confrontation) and two face analysis levels (Within-group and Between-group levels).. 
Utilising these two new dimensions, we introduce an Analysis Framework of Face Interaction 
(AFFI) on which we can locate, examine, and analyse face in relation with our study. It is 
argued that using AFFI will help to reduce a cultural mismatch as cultural over-generalisation, 
because the framework involves more specific cultural, contextual, and situational 
characteristics in the analysis of some face cases.  
 
AFFI lays a foundation for connecting face studies in social behaviours and face studies in 
education. Based on this framework, explicit hypotheses of face strategies in a CL context are 
formed and tested through means of experiments. Two experimental settings were formed by 
randomisation. Students in one setting received discussion tasks in which Asian-CHC 
culturally appropriate face strategies were applied. Students in the other setting received 
similar discussion tasks, but with application of Asian-CHC culturally inappropriate face 
strategies (see research design mentioned before). Findings indicate that, within a CL context, 
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Vietnamese learners are likely to have superior discussion outcomes when their within-group 
face is confirmed and between-group face is mildly confronted. This is the condition under 
which the negative consequence of face concern is decreased, and the positive consequence of 
face concern is increased. To be specific, within-group face confirmation creates a beneficial 
environment for discussion in which a certain degree of face confrontation needed for open 
discussion is evoked. At the same time, between-group face confrontation creates a competing 
environment in which a certain degree of face confirmation needed for higher work 
motivation is triggered. Confirmation and confrontation at both levels complement each other 
and this combination is likely to result in superior discussion outcomes.   
 
This study contributes to the domain of face research in certain ways. First of all, face is 
recognised as a cultural element that perpetually exists rather than a cultural weakness that 
should be challenged or eradicated. From this standpoint, face concern is studied with both 
positive and negative social and educational consequences. It is argued that superior 
productivity can be expected if the strategies applied mitigate the negative consequences of 
face loss and profit from its potential strength.  
 
Secondly, the results suggest that Vietnamese students can adapt to the group culture instead 
of rigidly adhering to any social norms guarding face concern. That is to say, Vietnamese 
students can express opposing opinions and conflicting ideas openly in discussion with less 
concern for the violation of socially accepted face attributes. This can be done by creating a 
face-friendly environment where each member feels safe to express their point of view and 
where differences in opinion are valued.  
 
This study links theory directly to practice by formulating nine concrete CL instructional 
design principles to be considered in curriculum and task design with Vietnamese students in 
particular, and Asian-CHC learners in general, as target group. These principles are: 
 
Principle 1:  Consider including a mechanism for appointing a group leader.  
Principle 2:  Be aware that interpersonal competence is a leadership trait that is highly  
  valued.  
Principle 3:  Consider applying reward structures on the basis of equality.  
Principle 4:  Consider using teacher approval as a valuable form of reward.  
Principle 5:  Consider avoiding the use of public disapproval towards individuals. 
Principle 6:  Consider the use of groupings based on friendship or other types of positive    
        social relationship.  
Principle 7:  Try to develop and foster new and cohesive groupings for students who do not          
             share a high degree of social attachment before undertaking CL activities. 
Principle 8:  Consider creating sufficient face-confirmation for each individual within  
  group.  
Principle 9:  Consider creating milder types of face-confrontation between groups. This 
  should be practised with an attentive role of the teacher to maintain a healthy 
  learning environment. 
 



Nguyen Phuong-Mai      

Culture and Cooperation: Cooperative Learning in Asian Confucian Heritage Cultures – The case of Viet Nam    

An important characteristic of the study is the examination of cultural factors involved in the 
operation of CL in a non-western educational context, utilising an intervention that was 
wholly integrated into the existing school curriculum. While this is an important issue in 
itself, we hope that the study offers insights that extend further than to the examination of one 
pedagogic approach in one specific cultural context. Concern has long been expressed about 
the dangers of cherry-picking educational practices from other countries and cultures 
(Crossley 1984; Phillips & Ochs 2003), and although this point is now widely accepted in 
principle, uncritical acceptance of practices is still widespread. Furthermore, there continue to 
be too few classroom-based studies that have teased out the operation of different pedagogies 
in different cultures. This paper represents one attempt to address this shortfall. 

In the environments with high levels of cultural diversity such as the historic immigrant 
nations as well as multiple European countries that have also experienced an influx of 
immigrants, the student population in schools is increasingly diverse in cultural backgrounds. 
As a consequence, teaching strategies and curricula are developed to promote the 
understanding and appropriateness of the variety in language, learning styles, living styles, 
and perceptions of norms and values. In this context, our study suggests the extent to which 
the findings will contribute to the knowledge on CL in the heterogeneous western classroom.   
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Samenvatting 
 
 
Dit onderzoek is gericht op de vraag: “Wat zijn de kenmerken van Samenwerkend Leren dat 
in cultureel opzicht is aangepast aan de context van de Aziatische-Confuciaanse cultuur, met 
bijzondere aandacht voor Viet Nam?”.  
 
Samenwerkend Leren (SL) is een onderwijsmethode die is voorgesteld en ontwikkeld in 
antwoord op traditionele, aanbodgerichte onderwijsmethoden in curriculum-gestuurd 
onderwijs. In onderwijssituaties die gebaseerd zijn op SL interacteren studenten in doelbewust 
gestructureerde groepen om het eigen leren en dat van medestudenten in dezelfde groep te 
ondersteunen.  
 
De ontwikkeling van de huidige vorm van SL begon omstreeks 1965. SL is nu een 
geaccepteerde en veel gebruikte onderwijsmethode op alle niveaus van onderwijs. In de 
Verenigde Staten en vele Europese landen “is (it) difficult to find a text on instructional 
methods, a journal on teaching, or instructional guidelines that do not discuss Cooperative 
Learning” (Johnson, Johnson, & Smith 2007: 15). Een wereldwijde verandering naar 
samenwerkend leren in onderwijs is echter niet tot stand gekomen. In Afrika, Zuid-Amerika 
en Azië is er nog een lange weg te gaan voordat SL breed geaccepteerd en geïntegreerd is in 
de school (Davidson 1995). In deze regio’s is vooral de druk om het onderwijssysteem te 
moderniseren de factor die bijdraagt tot een behoefte om SL en ook andere moderne 
onderwijsmethoden in te voeren. Deze druk is (in)direct het gevolg van de invloed van 
globalisering (Thomas 1997; Walker & Dimmock 2000, Woodrow 2007). Een globalisering 
die sterk wordt gekenmerkt door het doorbreken van ruimtelijke en temporele 
randvoorwaarden maakt docenten ook meer bewust van internationale standaarden en andere 
wereldwijde vergelijkingen van leerresultaten. Het is dan ook niet verrassend dat in een 
wereld die in toenemende mate wordt gekenmerkt door internationale relaties en 
kenniseconomische factoren, het relatieve succes van nationale onderwijssystemen - in termen 
van productie van ‘menselijk kapitaal’ - een expliciet aandachtspunt van beleidsmakers is 
geworden.  
 
Wat betreft het internationaal toepassen van SL zijn er bezwaren geopperd die betrekking 
hebben op verschillende beïnvloedende factoren, die in dit onderzoek worden beschreven als: 
(1) een institutionele factor, bijvoorbeeld het ontbreken van onderwijskundige richtlijnen, het 
grote aantal leerlingen in een klas en een overladen curriculum; (2) een innovatieve factor die 
vooral van belang is waar het onderwijssysteem getransformeerd wordt van een traditioneel 
systeem naar een systeem dat meer gericht is op kenniseconomie en ‘menselijk kapitaal’; en 
(3) een culturele factor die betrekking heeft op normen en waarden die diep verankerd zijn in 
de eigen cultuur en het dagelijkse leven van docenten en leerlingen, en die in een bepaalde 
mate invloed kunnen hebben op hoe zij tegen SL aankijken en in praktijk brengen. Terwijl we 
met elkaar van mening kunnen zijn dat de uitgangspunten van SL in alle culturen 
overeenstemmen, omdat samenwerking essentieel is voor het functioneren van mensen in 
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groepen, moeten we ook erkennen dat verschillende vormen van SL in verschillende culturen 
waarschijnlijk in verschillende mate gedijen (Davidson 1995).  
 
Dit onderzoek is specifiek gericht op de derde factor onder het argument dat SL niet 
waardevrij is, omdat onderwijskunde in toenemende mate wordt gezien als niet louter een 
wetenschap van het onderwijs, maar als een cultuur of een groep van culturen die een 
afspiegeling is van verschillende contexten en verschillend gedrag binnen en buiten de school 
(Broadfoot 2001; Thomas 1997). Het is daarom een uitdaging voor leiders van onderwijs 
volgens Thomas (1997: 13) om de juiste balans te vinden tussen de veranderende eisen die 
aan leerlingen en docenten gesteld worden als gevolg van globalisering, terwijl ze tegelijk 
gevoelig moeten zijn voor de even belangrijke taak om aandacht te schenken aan de noodzaak 
om recht te doen aan de culturele context van leerlingen en docenten. Dit is de kern van een  
‘cultureel aangepaste onderwijskunde’, die essentieel is voor docenten. En wel voor die 
docenten die toekomstige generaties willen voorbereiden met kennis, vaardigheden en 
houdingen die hen in staat zullen stellen in te spelen op snelle veranderingen in hun 
werksituatie, en die tegelijkertijd de culturele identiteiten willen beschermen tegen het 
omvattende proces van globalisering, de trend van neokolonialisme in het onderwijs, en de 
toegenomen invloed van multi/bilaterale organisaties in onderwijsbeleid via nationale 
leningen (Dale 2005; Dirlik 2005; Kwek 2003; Quist 2001; Resnik 2006; Tikly 2001, 2004). 
 
In dit onderzoek ligt de nadruk op cultuur, gezien de grote invloed en betekenis van cultuur op 
het leren. Eerder onderzoek heeft aanwijzingen opgeleverd dat leeractiviteiten waarin wordt 
samengewerkt meer kans op acceptatie hebben als ze coherent zijn met de waarden en 
samenwerkingswijzen in de betreffende cultuur. Uitgaande van die bevindingen is deze studie 
gewijd aan het verkennen van de invloed van een specifieke cultuur op het proces van SL en 
de daarin bereikte leerresultaten. De specifieke culturele referentie in dit onderzoek betreft het 
Aziatisch Confuciaanse Culturele Erfgoed (Aziatisch-CCE). Dit zijn de culturen die historisch 
gezien onder de invloed staan van het Confucianisme in landen (steden) als: Viet Nam, China, 
Korea, Japan, Singapore, Hong Kong en Taiwan. We voeren theoretische analyses uit om te 
beoordelen welke specifieke aspecten van het Aziatisch-CCE het Samenwerkend Leren 
beïnvloeden en op welke wijze dat het geval is. Daarbij worden achtereenvolgens twee veel 
gebruikte theoretische culturele kaders toegepast: de typologie van Hofstede (2003) en die 
van Trompenaars en Hampden-Turner (1997). We vergelijken twee sets van normen en 
waarden: (1) de algemene kenmerken/consequenties van het gebruikelijke Samenwerkend 
Leren en (2) normen, waarden en praktijken die samenhangen met het Aziatisch-CCE. De 
resultaten van deze analyse laten een aantal domeinen zien waarin naar verwachting culturele 
conflicten tussen slecht bij elkaar passende combinaties van Aziatische CCE en 
Samenwerkend Leren zichtbaar zullen worden als de gebruikelijke werkwijzen in SL worden 
toegepast in de context van het Aziatisch-CCE zonder een goed doordachte aanpassing met 
het oog op compatibiliteit met die cultuur. De gevonden domeinen zijn: leiderschap, gezicht 
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(face1), toekenning van beloningen, groepssamenstelling, interactie docent-leerling, gender, 
leerstijl en houding ten opzichte van tijd.   
 
De focus in dit onderzoek ligt op de volgende domeinen: leiderschap, gezicht (face), 
toekenning van beloningen, en groepssamenstelling. Elk domein wordt beschreven aan de 
hand van de bovengenoemde vergelijking, aangevuld met daarmee verwante literatuur, 
gevolgd door een discussie en argumentatie die uitmondt in hypothesen over aan te brengen 
aanpassingen in een onderwijssetting van SL om meer cultuuraangepast aan het Aziatische 
CCE, in het bijzonder dat van Viet Nam, te zijn. Op basis van deze hypothesen werden lessen 
ontwikkeld die in verschillende rondes als experimenten werden uitgevoerd in de bovenbouw 
van Vietnamese scholen voor voortgezet onderwijs. De groepen in de experimenten werden 
random samengesteld. Leerlingen in de ene conditie kregen een serie lessen waarin de 
toegepaste SL-principes, gericht op de focus-domeinen, overeenkwamen met de gebruikelijke 
SL theorieen en praktijken. Leerlingen in de andere conditie kregen vergelijkbare lessen, maar 
SL in deze lessen was zodanig veranderd dat het meer aangepast was aan het Aziatisch 
Confuciaanse Culturele Erfgoed (reverse treatment equivalent group design with post test 
only). 
  
De resultaten laten zien dat er waarschijnlijk een discrepantie is tussen de perceptie van 
Vietnamese leerlingen en de meeste (Westerse) onderzoekers van Samenwerkend Leren 
aangaande de invloed van leiderschap, van de rechtvaardiging van het toekennen van 
beloningen, van de effectiviteit van groepssamenstelling gebaseerd op vertrouwen en affectie, 
en van een sociaal gedeelde leer-identiteit. In de eerste plaats bleken de rol en het soort 
leiderschap (hoewel die geen kernonderdeel van SL theorieën zijn) van invloed te zijn voor 
onze onderzoeksgroep, die de neiging toonde groot belang te hechten aan een formele leider. 
Vietnamese leerlingen geven waarschijnlijk de voorkeur aan een traditionele stijl van 
leiderschap die gericht is op het handhaven van een harmonieuze en zorgzame relatie tussen 
leden van de groep. In de tweede plaats neigen Vietnamese leerlingen naar een voorkeur voor 
een systeem waarin beloningen gedeeld worden door de gehele groep in plaats van gebaseerd 
te worden op een individuele bijdrage. Erkenning door de docent werd door hen gezien als 
een bijzonder belangrijke vorm van beloning. In de derde plaats gaven leerlingen de voorkeur 
aan een groepssamenstelling op basis van vriendschap boven een heterogene groepering 
gebaseerd op intellectuele prestaties. Leerlingen gaven aan het voordelig te vinden samen met 
vrienden te leren. In de SL groepen was het kenmerkend dat leerlingen probeerden een 
nieuwe leeridentiteit te creëren die gebaseerd was op, versterkt werd door, en bevestigd werd 
via patronen van eerdere sociale relaties. Ten vierde rapporteerden Vietnamese leerlingen 
harder te werken als SL georganiseerd werd op een manier die beschouwd kan worden als 
cultureel aangepast (in termen van leiderschap, toekenning van beloningen en 
groepssamenstelling) dan wanneer die georganiseerd was op een gebruikelijke wijze. 
SL 

                                                            
1 We gebruiken hier de Nederlandse term ‘gezicht’(Eng. ‘face) in ongeveer de betekenis van ‘reputatie bij anderen’. Deze 
betekenis dekt niet geheel de betekenis die in de Confuciaanse cultuur aan ‘gezicht’ wordt gegeven. De Nederlandse 
uitdrukking ‘gezichtsverlies lijden’ wijst wel enigszins in de richting van de Confuciaanse betekenis. 
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In dit onderzoek komt ‘gezicht’ naar voren als een complex onderwerp dat een essentiële 
invloed heeft op interpersoonlijke relaties in het algemeen en samenwerking in het bijzonder. 
Dit is een zeer interactieve factor waarvan de invloed ook gevonden wordt in de andere 
domeinen (leiderschap, toekenning van beloningen en groepssamenstelling). De gegevens 
laten bijvoorbeeld zien dat Vietnamese leerlingen gezichtsverlies kunnen lijden als zij de 
beloningen individueel krijgen, zelfs als die terecht worden toegekend op basis van hun 
individuele bijdragen. Evenzo laten de gegevens zien dat groepssamenstelling op basis van 
vriendschappen motiveert tot leren, deels omdat leerlingen een dergelijke groepssamenstelling 
zien als een veilige en aangename omgeving waarin verschillen tussen meningen kunnen 
worden aangemoedigd en vragen om hulp kunnen worden gesteld met een gering risico op 
gezichtsverlies. 
  
Uitgaande van twee specifieke kenmerken van SL - interpersoonlijke relaties en intergroep 
context - , worden in een nadere analyse van het begrip ‘gezicht’ twee nieuwe dimensies 
geïdentificeerd: (a) ‘gezichtsbevestiging’ (Eng.: ‘Face Confirmation’) en 
‘gezichtsconfrontatie’ (Eng.: ‘Face Confrontation’), en (b) twee analyseniveaus van ‘gezicht’,  
binnen-de-groep en tussen-de-groep. Op basis hiervan kunnen we gezicht lokaliseren, 
beoordelen en analyseren in relatie met de gegevens uit ons onderzoek. Gebruikmakend van 
deze nieuwe constructen introduceren we een nieuw analysekader voor ‘gezichtsinteractie’ 
(Analysis Framework of Face Interaction, AFFI). Er wordt beargumenteerd dat het gebruik 
van AFFI nuttig kan zijn bij het reduceren van culturele overgeneralisatie, omdat er meer 
specifiek culturele, contextuele en situationele kenmerken in de analyse van een case worden 
betrokken waarin ‘gezicht’ een rol speelt. AFFI legt de basis voor het verbinden van 
onderzoek naar ‘gezicht’ in sociaal gedrag en in onderwijs. Gebaseerd op dit kader worden 
hypothesen over strategieën met betrekking tot ‘gezicht’ in een SL context geformuleerd en 
getest door middel van experimenten. Twee experimentele groepen werden random 
samengesteld. Leerlingen in de ene groep kregen discussietaken waarin aan Aziatisch-CCE 
aangepaste strategieën met betrekking tot ‘gezicht’ werden toegepast. Leerlingen in de andere 
groep kregen soortgelijke discussietaken, maar daarbij werden strategieën met betrekking tot 
‘gezicht’ toegepast die juist niet waren aangepast aan de Aziatisch-CCE cultuur. De resultaten 
geven indicaties dat binnen een SL context Vietnamese leerlingen waarschijnlijk betere 
discussieresultaten bereiken als hun ‘binnen-de-groep gezicht’ wordt bevestigd en hun 
‘tussen-de-groep gezicht’ in bescheiden mate wordt geconfronteerd. Dit is de conditie 
waaronder het negatieve effect van aandacht voor ‘gezicht’ wordt verminderd en het positieve 
effect daarvan wordt bevorderd. Meer specifiek, bevestiging van het ‘binnen-de-groep 
gezicht’ creëert een gunstige omgeving voor een discussie waarin een zekere mate van 
gezichtsconfrontatie nodig is om tot een open discussie te komen. Tegelijkertijd creëert de 
‘tussen-de-groep gezichtsconfrontatie’ een competitieve omgeving waarin een zekere mate 
van gezichtsbevestiging, die nodig is voor de motivatie voor een grotere inzet, wordt 
geactiveerd. Bevestiging en confrontatie op beide niveaus vullen elkaar aan en deze 
combinatie leidt waarschijnlijk tot betere discussieresultaten.  
 
Dit onderzoek levert op verschillende manieren een bijdrage tot het onderzoek naar ‘gezicht’. 
Allereerst wordt gezicht erkent als een culturele component die voortdurend aanwezig is, 
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eerder dan een culturele zwakte die moet worden uitgedaagd en uitgewist. Vanuit dit 
standpunt worden de positieve en negatieve sociale en onderwijsconsequenties van ‘gezicht’  
bestudeerd. Er wordt beargumenteerd dat een hogere productiviteit (van bijvoorbeeld 
onderwijs) kan worden verwacht als de toegepaste ‘gezichtsstrategieën’ de negatieve 
consequenties van gezichtsverlies matigen en de voordelen van de potentiële sterktes 
vergroten.  
 
Ten tweede suggereren de resultaten dat Vietnamese leerlingen zich kunnen aanpassen aan de 
groepscultuur in plaats van rigide vast te houden aan sociale normen wat betreft de aandacht 
voor ‘gezicht’. Dat wil zeggen dat Vietnamese leerlingen tegengestelde meningen en 
conflicterende ideeën openlijk in discussie naar voren kunnen brengen met weinig aandacht  
voor het schenden van sociaal geaccepteerde gezichtskenmerken. Dit kan gedaan worden door 
het creëren van een gezichtsvriendelijke omgeving waarin elke deelnemer zich veilig voelt 
om zijn of haar gezichtspunt uit te spreken, en waarin verschillen van mening op prijs worden 
gesteld.  
 
Dit onderzoek verbindt de theorie rechtstreeks met de praktijk door het formuleren van negen 
concrete SL-ontwerpprincipes waaraan aandacht besteedt moet worden bij het ontwerpen van 
een curriculum en leertaken voor in het bijzonder Vietnamese leerlingen, en meer in het 
algemeen Aziatisch-CCE leerlingen als doelgroep. Deze ontwerpprincipes zijn: 
 
Principe 1:  besteed aandacht aan het invoeren van een werkwijze voor het aanwijzen van 
  een groepsleider.  
Principe 2:  wees ervan bewust dat interpersoonlijke competentie een kenmerk van  
  leiderschap is dat zeer op prijs wordt gesteld.  
Principe 3:  besteed aandacht aan het gebruik van beloningsstructuren op basis van  
  gelijkheid.  
Principe 4:  besteed aandacht aan waardering door de docent als een waardevolle vorm van 
  beloning.  
Principe 5:  besteed aandacht aan het vermijden van het uiten van publieke afkeuring naar 
  individuen. 
Principe 6: besteed aandacht aan het gebruik van groepssamenstelling op basis van  
  vriendschap of andere soorten van positieve sociale relaties.  
Principe 7:  probeer nieuwe en samenhangende groepssamenstellingen te ontwikkelen en te 
  bevorderen voor leerlingen die niet een hoge mate van sociale gehechtheid 
  hebben voordat de SL activiteiten gestart worden. 
Principe 8:  besteed aandacht aan het creëren van voldoende ‘gezichtsbevestiging’ voor elk 
  individu in de groep.  
Principe 9:  besteed aandacht aan het creëren van matige soorten van ‘gezichtsconfrontatie’ 
  tussen groepen. Hierbij moet de docent specifiek aandacht besteden aan het 
  handhaven van een gunstige leeromgeving.   
 
In dit onderzoek worden op een nieuwe manier de culturele factoren beoordeeld die een rol 
spelen in het gebruik van Samenwerkend Leren in een niet-Westerse onderwijscontext. 
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Daarbij werd gebruik gemaakt van een interventie die volledig was geïntegreerd in het 
bestaande onderwijscurriculum. Op zich is dit een belangrijk onderwerp, maar we hopen dat 
de beschrijving van dit onderzoek ook inzichten verschaft die verder gaan dan het beoordelen 
van een specifieke onderwijsaanpak in een specifieke culturele context. Lange tijd is 
bezorgdheid geuit over de gevaren die zijn verbonden zijn met het willekeurig, zonder meer 
overnemen van onderwijspraktijken van andere landen en culturen (Crossley 1984, 1990; 
Phillips & Ochs 2003). Hoewel deze bezorgdheid nu breed wordt gedragen, is het onkritisch 
overnemen van onderwijspraktijken toch nog steeds wijdverbreid. Bovendien zijn er ook nu 
nog weinig onderzoeksresultaten beschikbaar over situaties waarin in de klas zorgvuldig is 
geprobeerd verschillende onderwijsaanpakken te beproeven in verschillende culturen. Dit 
onderzoeksverslag is een poging om dit tekort te verhelpen.  

In situaties met een hoge mate van culturele diversiteit, zoals de historische  immigratielanden 
en de vele Europesche landen met een hoge instroom van immigranten, is de leerlingen 
populatie in scholen in toenemende mate divers wat betreft de culturele achtergrond. Als 
gevolg daarvan worden onderwijsstrategieën en curricula ontwikkeld om het begrip voor en 
de aanpassingen aan de variëteit in talen, leerstijlen, leefstijlen, en normen en waarden te 
bevorderen. In deze context volgen uit de resultaten van ons onderzoek aanbevelingen die 
kunnen bijdragen aan de kennis over en de uitvoering van Samenwerkend Leren in de 
heterogene Westerse scholen.   
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