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Abstract—This present study investigated sixty Chinese 

students’ perceptions of the teaching styles of New Zealand 

teachers and of local Chinese teachers’ in an English language 

programme in one university in China. Questionnaires and in-

depth interviews were used in this study. Data analysis shows 

that students do not have an overall preference for either the 

New Zealand or local teachers. The findings indicate that both 

Western and local teachers may need to adjust their teaching 

styles to suit the needs of the students. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

An increasing number of Western tertiary institutions have 
been delivering their programmes in co-operative 
‘transnational’ arrangements in mainland Chinese universities 
(Liu 2007). [15]Research topics in such programmes range 
from cultural challenges for the administrators, managers and 
the teaching academics (Wu 2001), [23]to teaching styles with 
anxiety of non-native pre-service EFL teachers (Briesmaster 
and Briesmaster-Paredes 2015), [4]the relationship between 
teaching styles and competence, self-efficacy, and 
commitment (González, Conde, Díaz, García, and Ricoy 
2018), [9] teaching styles among academics (Zhang, Fu & Li 
2019), [25]the relationship between teaching styles and task 
based language teaching (TBL) (Aliasin, Saeedi, and Pineh 
2019).[1]Other studies focus on teaching styles in different 
fields, e.g., physical education (Kolovelonis and Goudas 2012; 
SueSee and Barker 2019) or in language teaching (Alrajhi and 
Aldhafri 2015; Aliasin, Saeedi and Pineh 2019). 
[13][20][1][2]All these studies have contributed to the 

different perspectives of studies on teaching styles.  

There has been an increase in demand for Western teachers 
in China, an increase in the transnational delivery of 
qualifications and a modernization of society. Researching 
teaching styles in China and the learning styles of Chinese 
students, can assist both the Western and local teachers. Liu 
(2007) studies ‘communicative competence’ in teaching in 
China and the need for teaching to be modernized. Students 
from China are moving out of China to study in English 
speaking countries [15]. Research on their learning styles in 
overseas contexts discusses how teachers need to better link 
teaching styles with learning styles of Chinese students (Wang 
2009) [21]. 

By analyzing students’ perceptions, New Zealand teachers 
can also continue to unravel the Chinese students’ identities 
(Gu 2010) and learn how they best like to learn. An 
understanding of the students’ perceptions may help both the 
New Zealand teachers and the local Chinese teachers prepare 
for their teaching and improve the communicative competence 
of their students in this programme, and possibly other China-
based transnational English language programs [11]. 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW  

Teaching styles are the instructional methods or the type of 
teaching that a teacher chooses to use in classroom. Examples 
are teaching where students participate in activities (student-
centred) or where the teacher lectures and the students listen 
passively (teacher-centred focused). A teaching style model 
encompasses expert, formal authority, personal model, 
facilitator, and delegator (Grasha 2002) and a working 
definition of teaching style in the present study is that 
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“typified by the instructional and managerial climate that 
exists during the lesson and is most clearly observed in the 
teacher’s interactions with pupils” (Siedentop 1991: 228). 
[2][19] 

Different teaching approaches in China and in the West 
have created challenges in classrooms for Western teachers, 
for partnering local Chinese teachers and for the students 
themselves (Xiao 2006) [24]. The Chinese teaching style is 
still generally teacher-centered (Xiao 2006; Liu 2007), with 
the teachers responsible for providing and controlling the flow 
of the content and the student passively expected to absorb the 
content [24][15]. Xiao (2006) states that the Chinese 
“collectivist” culture sometimes causes a mismatch between 
Western teaching style and Chinese students’ learning style in 
the face of the Western “individualist” approach to teaching 
and learning, and in the different perceptions of what 
constitutes good teaching and learning. Chinese students 
expressed a strong desire that Irish English teachers should 
prepare their lessons and teach in a more coherent, systematic, 
and structured way [24]. It is likely that the Irish teachers were 
trained in communicative language teaching strategies that 
include a large amount of pair and group work which may not 
always work with the China-based Chinese students. Rao 
(2002) argues that Chinese students need to adjust to the 
Westerners’ teaching styles and the ‘perceived difficulties 
caused by communicative language teaching (CLT) have their 
source in the differences between the underlying educational 
theories of China and those of Western countries’ (p. 85) [12]. 
Another influence on teachers’ teaching styles is their own 
personality, knowledge level, and experience with teaching 
methods, as well as their attitude and attention toward students 
(Xiao 2006) and these will affect students' attitudes toward 
and interest [24]. 

A related research field in understanding teaching styles 
appreciated by Chinese students in China, are Chinese 
learning styles. Watkins and Biggs (2001) formulated a theory 
of the Chinese learner that states that Chinese students' 
performance is constructed on a model of the 3 Ps (i.e. presage, 
process, product performance) which has the Chinese learner 
as a rote learner and focused on performance, such as in exams. 
[22]This model has been critiqued strongly by Saravanamuthu 
(2008) as not integrating any cultural dimension or cultural 
context in the way that Chinese students learn. The knowledge 
of a teacher about the teaching context, and indirectly their 
teaching style, is helped if the teacher is aware of the 
background of the students, and the expectations of 
themselves, their family and the society [18]. As Cortazzi and 
Jin (1996: 74) states a Chinese person’s "culture of learning" 
is based around a whole set of expectations, attitudes, beliefs, 
values, perceptions, preferences, experiences, and behaviours 
that are characteristic of Chinese society [7]. Kennedy (2002) 
suggests that being ‘reflective’ is an important feature of 
Chinese learners. For them, a slow, accurate, systematic 
approach outweighs guessing and prediction. He believes that 
it is not as simple as saying that Chinese students like one 
style and Western students like another style [12]. 

A substantial body of scholarship on Chinese students’ 
perceptions of teachers and their teaching styles exist in 
English language teaching. Li (2009) examined students in 

two New Zealand English language schools, and indicates that 
not all Asian student were satisfied with their teachers and 
learning in New Zealand. [14]The findings reveal that 
communicative language teaching methods adopted by New 
Zealand teachers are ‘culturally incompatible with Asian 
students’ learning conceptualisations (and) there exists a 
significant mismatch with Asian students’ learning 
expectations” (Li 2009). [14]This mismatch is breached by the 
suggestion of the ‘fusion method’ of teaching (Bjorning-Gyde, 
Doogan and East 2008) which bridges the influences of the 
Confucian Heritage Culture and the communicative language 
teaching approach (East, Doogan, and Bjorning-Gyde 2007) to 
language teaching [3][9][8]. 

Against this backdrop, this present study attempts to 
investigate the students’ perceptions in a joint transnational 
program between New Zealand and China on what are the 
preferable teaching styles. 

III. RESEARCH QUESTION AND METHODS  

One major question “What are the perceptions of the 
students of the teaching styles by the New Zealand and the 
local Chinese teachers?” guides the study. 

Sixty full-time second-year undergraduate English majors 
of two classes at one university in China participated in the 
study. Participants were in the Sino-New Zealand cooperation 
program with 14 males and 46 females, all between 18 and 20 
years of age. Data were firstly collected from a questionnaire 
which contained open-ended and closed questions adapted 
from two previous studies (Burns 2002; Cohen and Macaro 
2007). [5][6]The data from the questionnaires was put into 
SPSS software (Version 19) and analyzed. Participants were 
asked to circle specific answers on the answer sheet such as 
the age of the teachers they prefer, New Zealander or local 
Chinese, and write a reason for their choice. Another three 
questions (the three top words to describe the local Chinese 
teachers’ way of teaching English, the three biggest 
weaknesses to describe the local Chinese teachers’ way of 
teaching English, and five suggestions on how the local based 
Chinese teachers could improve their teaching of English in 
China)  asked the participants to describe the teaching styles 
respectively, their weaknesses and suggestions. Then thematic 
analysis was employed to determine the recurrent themes from 
the questionnaire data.  

Twenty participants were recruited to participate in a focus 
group. The first question asked about their perceptions of the 
New Zealand teachers and the second was about the local 
Chinese teachers. It was audio-taped and transcribed into 
English. The goal of the focus group was to give the students 
an opportunity to verbalize their perceptions of the two groups 
of teachers.   
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IV. RESEARCH FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

Thirty-six participants preferred a New Zealand female 
teacher because female teachers are ‘kind’ and ‘more patient’ 
than males. Twenty-seven participants prefer the New Zealand 
teachers to be in the age range of 26-35 stating reasons such as 
‘young’, ‘enthusiastic’ and ’kind’, while seventeen prefer the 
teachers to be in the age of 36-45 with the main reason given 
was teachers at this age bracket were ‘experienced’. For their 
preference of Western or locally based teacher, fifty-five 
participants preferred to have a New Zealand teacher with 
reasons varying from being ‘a native speaker’ (72%), their 
‘teaching style’ (25%), their ‘knowledge of Western culture’ 
(24%,) and having ‘knowledge about language’ (9%).  

The recurring words that the students used to describe their 
New Zealand teachers were ‘lovely/kind/patient’ (38%), 
‘interesting’ (28%), ‘humorous’ (23%) and ‘strict’ (25%). For 
the weaknesses of the New Zealanders’ teaching styles, 
twenty-one participants said they were ‘not hardworking’, 
thirteen said that they ‘did not provide good materials’ while 
ten said they were ‘boring’. The researchers consider that the 
majority of participants consider that the New Zealand 
teachers often have the students learning communicatively in 
the classroom in pairs and groups. This is not always a typical 
teaching method used by the local Chinese teachers. The local 
counterpart in her own comment about teachers in China said, 
“generally speaking, Chinese teachers do most of the talking 
in class….they do not typically have many interactive 
activities in class and they seldom change their way of 
teaching” (interview, April 2009). The students may have felt 
that the teachers were (as one student writes) ‘not hard 
working’ by putting the students in pairs and groups. This is 
supported by a focus group student’s comment: “We like to sit 
in the classroom and listen and take notes more than talking in 
pairs”.  

When asked how they felt the New Zealand teachers could 
improve their teaching, thirty-eight participants felt that they 
need to teach more Western culture, thirty-three stated they 
needed more teaching materials and eight said they should use 
more listening and speaking activities.  

With regard to the students’ perceptions of the local China-
based teachers, twenty-five students preferred to have a male 
teacher while thirty-one students preferred a female teacher, 
with reasons such as females are being ‘more easy-going’ and 
‘more humorous’. Forty-three would like the local Chinese 
teachers to be between the ages of 26 and 35 (rather than 20-
25 or 26-45 or older) as they felt that teachers at this age are 
‘experienced’, ‘passionate’, and ‘easier to communicate with 
than younger (i.e. 20-25 years) or older ones (45+years)’. 
Twenty-nine participants preferred to have a foreigner teach 
them rather than a local Chinese person as they felt that the 
overseas group knew more about culture and had a more 
standard pronunciation. 

Recurring words or expressions such as ‘considerate’, 
‘hard-working’ and ‘able to understand the Chinese students 
easier than the New Zealand teachers’ were used to describe 
the strengths of the local Chinese teachers. The phrases used 
to describe the weaknesses of the local China-based teachers’ 

teaching style were: ‘a little boring’ (55%), ‘do not finish the 
class on time’ (20%) and ‘their pronunciation’ (17%).  

Suggestions from the students on how the local Chinese 
teachers could improve their teaching covered areas such as: 
‘make the classes more interesting’ (38%), ‘set less 
homework’ (30%), ‘have more speaking in class’ (30%), and 
‘provide more cultural information about the West and 
English’ (20%). 

 Interview data provided triangulating and qualitative 
insights to add to the quantitative results above. The students 
were very reflective about their teachers which supports 
Kennedy’s (2002) notion of Chinese learners’ being 
‘reflective’. Overall, students were positive for both the New 
Zealand and China-based teachers but with some coherent 
suggestions. [12] 

Participants’ perceptions about their comments on New 
Zealand teachers vary.  “Because we don’t have so much 
interest in common, maybe we can know more things about 
NZ and the NZ teachers learn something about China and that 
would make both of us find more things to talk about” 
(interview, student A) while another comment is that “I hope 
that the teacher could be more patient, and would like to know 
what students exactly need. Additionally, the teacher could be 
more flexible in the classroom arrangements. Lastly, humor 
does make a teacher more popular among students” (interview, 
student H). These comments show that the students would like 
to have more communication with the New Zealand teachers 
because for language learners there is a need to talk with 
native speakers, who can at the same time learn from the 
students about Chinese culture. This gives direction to the 
curriculum writers, and the teachers for design of their 
classroom activities, of such a Sino-New Zealand programme 
to make the visiting teachers ‘exchange’ and ‘interact’ more.  

The responses from the second interview question also 
vary. “Classes can be more active. Maybe they should tell us 
more things, such as culture, history and customs. We do not 
only want to study how to use a foreign language, but also 
how to use a proper expressions in a certain circumstance” 
(interview, student M) while another  commented that: “Don’t 
always focus on the text book and teach us more about how to 
appreciate English articles and some ideas of masterpieces,” 
(interview, student Z). As was the case for the New Zealand 
teachers, for the Chinese teachers it appears that some 
professional development on teaching activities in class and 
ways of presenting the curriculum are needed to better match 
in with the students own learning needs.  

Making the classes more relaxed, more lively, interactional 
and relevant to daily society (perhaps they are meaning local 
employment or study overseas opportunities) seemed to be a 
theme coming through the focus group. The verbatim quotes 
below exemplify this: “I think some Chinese teacher really 
need correct the pronunciation. Some new methods can make 
students more active. The atmosphere should be more relaxed. 
In fact, we can study happily. It is not necessary to make the 
learning so tedious, strict and nervous” (interview, student X). 
“They should give more time to their students and add more 
fresh news to their teaching. Traditional Chinese method is 
that teachers have the talking in class most of the time. This is 
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not what the student like, but new teaching methods are 
needed” (interview, student Y). it thus indicates that 
participants desire for new teaching methods.  

Overall, the data indicates that students had suggestions 
and reflections on ways of improving both the New Zealand 
and local China-based teachers' classroom teaching styles. 

V. CONCLUSION 

The findings from both the questionnaires and the focus 
group suggest that participants do not have an overall 
preference for either the New Zealand or local teachers. They 
are positive about the New Zealand teachers because of their 
humor and Western viewpoint, and positive about their local 
Chinese teachers for their experience, passion and hard work. 
Just because the New Zealand teachers are native speakers and 
‘experts’ from overseas does not necessarily mean the Chinese 
learners favor them over their local teachers. In fact, the New 
Zealand teachers may need to adjust their communicative 
teaching style to include more of Chinese ‘teacher directed’ 
elements. Conversely, the local Chinese teachers may also 
have to adjust their teaching styles to adapt to the ‘new’ and 
changing needs of the students.  

The interview data show that the students had strong 
opinions and suggestions on how both the groups of lecturers 
could improve their teaching. Examples of such suggestions 
are that the New Zealand teachers need to: teach more about 
Western culture, use current affair topics, learn Mandarin, 
teach more strategies of language learning, and work more on 
the pronunciation of the students.  

The interview data also show that many English language 
students based in China had a negative opinion of teacher-
centered instruction and would prefer more communicative 
language teaching. Their suggestions are: make classes more 
active, not talk so much from the front, rely less on the course 
textbook, bring real workplace case studies into their teaching 
more, and improve their own pronunciation of English. 

Another way is that teaching language communicatively 
by Western trained teachers is in contrast with the traditional 
Chinese teacher-centered and grammar-translation 
methodology (Wang, 2009) [21]. 

The research results show indirectly that this university’s 
collaboration with the New Zealand tertiary institute is 
appreciated by the students. Major benefits are that they have 
native English-speaking teachers there at their campus in 
China and the NZ teachers’ use of communicative teaching 
techniques improves the students' knowledge and confidence 
in using English.   
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