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Abstract

Globalization and the expansion of Western influences have made English the lingua
franca of international connections. For this reason, the demand for native English speaking
teachers, especially those from the U.S, has been escalating worldwide, especially, in Thailand,
one of the major hubs of international travel and education in Southeast Asia.

The increasing number of American teachers in Thailand poses many cross-cultural
challenges. Numerous theorists suggest that culture plays a significant role in educational
settings because learning and teaching are profoundly influenced and determined by culture. The
noticeable mismatch of cultural norms and language patterns between Thailand and the U.S.,
thus, can result in significant cross-cultural misunderstandings and difficulties. A better
understanding of this cultural phenomenon, therefore, is both crucial and necessary.

To learn the cross-cultural experiences of American teachers in Thailand, a qualitative
transcendental phenomenology approach was used. A purposeful nonprobability snowball
sampling technique was utilized to recruit nine American teachers who taught at five universities
in Thailand. The interviews were conducted in Thailand and the United States over an 11-month
period (2010-2011). The interviews were analyzed to address four main research questions to
ascertain several cross-cultural issues including 1) overall cross-cultural teaching experiences of
the participants in Thailand 2) teaching methodology they used in Thai classrooms 3) perception
toward their American identity, and 4) their views toward the Thai globalization process.

The data revealed several important indications. First, it highlighted the complexity of
conducting cross-cultural research. Because the concept of culture is highly complex, subjective,
and dynamic, a study involving one’s culture and experiences is highly individual-specific and

idiosyncratic. To better understand an individual’s cross-cultural experiences, one must take into



consideration the diversity and complexity of social, cultural, and personal situations. Second,
the findings of this research suggest that one’s cross-cultural teaching experience is dependent
upon the composition and characteristics of the students they taught. Third, cross-cultural
teaching experiences are greatly impacted and influenced by two factors - cultural and language
differences. Differences in cultural practice, language used, and communication patterns

increased the complexity and difficulties of their classroom cross-cultural interactions.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Background

Globalization and increasing interconnection among countries have made the English
language one of the core languages of international communication. For this reason, a demand
for native English language teachers is growing tremendously worldwide, including Thailand. In
recent years we have witnessed a rapid increase in the number of English language institutions,
international schools, and international programs within established Thai universities that use
English as the medium of instruction. For example, in 1959 there was only one international
school in Thailand (International School Bangkok, ISB). However, by 2006, the number
escalated to at least 94 international schools, of which more than 60 were located in the capital
city, Bangkok (Watkinson, 2006). These numbers are also likely to increase according to an
increase in the demand for English language skills. The rapid expansion of bilingual,
international programs, and institutions in Thailand, therefore, has resulted in the significant
growth of job opportunities for native English speaking teachers, especially American educators
from the U.S.

The opportunity to teach abroad can be rewarding personally, socially and economically,
as it expands a teacher’s horizons and personal connections, and enriches one’s life experiences
(Council On International Educational Exchange [CIEE]). However, teaching abroad can also be
extremely challenging. Littrell (2010), for example, stated that in cross-cultural classrooms,
teachers and students often come equipped with their own set of beliefs and expectations on how
to teach or to learn, skill sets often based on their own life experiences and native cultural

knowledge. They, as a result, may not be familiar with other cultures and may not be well



equipped to make necessary cultural accommodations in the classroom. Peacock (2001) also
stressed that the root of one’s learning styles often develops through one’s educational
background, school experiences, and cultural background (Littlewood, Liu & Yu 1996). As a
result, teachers often adopt the teaching styles either from how they were taught, use teaching
approaches that mirror the ways they learned best, or follow the styles of their teachers that they
admire. These approaches to teaching may be quite different from their students’ learning
preferences (Peacock, 2001). Reid (1987) even suggests that a mismatch of teaching and
learning styles in a cross-cultural classroom can have negative effects on a student’s learning as
it can result in frustration, lack of learning/teaching motivation, and even learning failure.

The dramatic increase in the number of American teachers - who probably have a
different set of cultural values, norms, beliefs, and expectations about schooling - working in
Thailand poses many challenges to their cross-cultural teaching experiences. For example,
American educators who were born and raised in the United States will find themselves in a
country with a noticeably different historical background and cultural practices, norms and
language, such as Thailand - a country constituted by a royal monarchy, a traditional culture
founded on Buddhism, and a country that has never been colonized by Westerners. Differences
in cultural values and practices in educational settings presumably can result in significant cross-
cultural misunderstandings, conflicts, and frustration not only for the American teachers, but for
the local Thai students as well.

For the students and instructors to succeed, a better understanding of this cultural
phenomenon is both crucial and necessary. However, the issues related to cross-cultural
experiences of an individual are complex and often multifaceted. Black, Mendenhall, & Oddou

(1991), for example, stated that one’s cross-cultural experience “...should be treated as



multidimensional concept, rather than a unitary phenomenon (cited from Selmer, 2007, p.187).
Numerous factors, variables, and different circumstances can all influence and shape one’s cross-
cultural experiences in unique and unpredictable ways. As a result, to meaningfully learn about
the cross-cultural teaching experiences of American teachers in Thailand, many issues and

variables need to be explored and considered.
Statement of the Problems

In order to accurately understand the individual cross-cultural teaching experiences of
American teachers in Thailand, one cannot examine or study their classroom experiences in
isolation from their experiences outside the classroom, as all of these experiences are interrelated
and can impact one another. In other words, one’s professional life cannot be dichotomously
separated from one’s personal life or experiences. For example, having difficulty adjusting to
new living conditions will likely impact one’s teaching performance in a variety of ways. For
this reason, the influence of the entire ecology of one’s cross-cultural encounter needs to be
taken into account. According to Fontaine (1989), ecological variables include the physical,
biological, and social environment. For example, differences in environment and climate,
unfamiliar and/or different living arrangements, language differences that can lead to
communication problems and difficulties, unfamiliar tasks and responsibilities, or lacking or
discontinuing social connections and support should also be considered and investigated in order
to meaningfully and holistically understand one’s cross-cultural experience (Fontaine, 1989).
Brett (1982) also pointed out that when working in a different cultural environment, expatriates
often find that their habitual and familiar routines and work patterns will likely be disrupted not
only in their professional life, but their personal life outside work as well. The disruption of

familiar habits, environment, and routine, for example, can lead to a feeling of frustration,



disappointment, and anxiety (Selmer, 2007). Additionally, the ecology can play as big a role on
one’s cross-cultural experience as the culture itself. As a result, it is essential to learn about the
ecology, including the physical surroundings, environment, and everyday activities and living
beyond the classroom and school, in order to holistically understand the cross-cultural teaching
experiences of American educators in Thailand - a country with a culture and ecology that differs
significantly from that of the U.S.

Further, most existing mainstream research and theory in the field of cross-cultural
studies seems to point to the common assumption that cultural differences pose a significant
challenge to one’s cross-cultural experience. This conventional viewpoint is supported by
numerous research studies (e.g., Gay, 1993; Hofstede, 1986; Littrell, 2010; Peacock, 2001; Reid,
1987; Samovar & Porter, 1995). Hofstede (1986), for example, states that .. .interactions
between teachers and pupils from different cultures are fundamentally problematic and cross-
cultural misunderstandings often occur because classroom interaction is an archetypal human
phenomenon which is deeply rooted in the culture of a society” (p. 303). These researchers
believe that cultural differences often generate a negative impact on educators, as well as
students, because each of them almost certainly brings with them a different set of classroom
norms, expectations, values, and teaching and learning styles.

However, there is another school of thought that argues that the conventional assumption
of cultural differences is often taken for granted and that it has seldom been systematically
investigated (e.g., Brewster, 1995; Forster, 1997; Selmer, 2007; Selmer & Lauring, 2009).
Selmer (2007) for example, states that the assumption that the more different the host culture is,
the more difficult and challenging it is for new comers to experience “...appears to be an

intuitively plausible assumption supported by a myriad of anecdotal evidence.” (p.186).



Scholars from this perspective believe that in one’s cross-cultural experience, cultural similarity
could be as challenging as cultural dissimilarity. Thus, cultural distance or the degree of cultural
similarity or differences between home and host cultures may not be a relevant gauge to indicate
one’s cross-cultural experience (Selmer, 2007). For example, based on Selmer study (2007), in
the process of cultural learning and adjustment, host members may provide more encouragement
and support, be more tolerant, patient and forgiving, and “given the benefit of a doubt” to
foreigners who they perceive to have significant “strangeness” in their cultural backgrounds.
These factors may reduce the cross-cultural difficulties which make adjustment to a new culture
more convenient and manageable. The opposite, however, may be true for foreigners who are
viewed as sharing cultural norms and having cultural “closeness” with the host (i.e., Americans
in Canada, Laotians or Asians in Thailand). The expectation of cultural knowledge and
expectation of an easy and quick adjustment may be higher for these individuals and they may be
treated with less patience and less forgiveness in the process of cross-cultural adjustment.
Moreover, expatriates in a more similar host culture (e.g., Americans in Canada) may not detect
or be aware of any potential cultural differences, and hence, may mistakenly associate or link
their problems or difficulties with other factors (e.g., blaming themselves or blaming their co-
workers or host people they interact with) rather than culture. For this reason, the perceived
cultural “closeness” could potentially cause some expatriates to be rather ill prepared. Some
may fail to modify unsuitable or inappropriate behaviors, or may even refrain from adjusting to
the new culture (Selmer, 2007).

The counterintuitive perspective that cultural differences may not always create difficulty
provides an alternative viewpoint that the level of cultural similarity or differences may not

accurately predict one’s cross-cultural experience. For example, American teachers in this



present study may or may not suffer serious cross-cultural teaching experiences due to their
presumed cultural dissimilarity in Thailand. Some may go through their cross-cultural
interactions with Thais without much difficulty based on their personality, prior knowledge of
and attitude toward Thai culture, teaching experience, cross-cultural preparation, language skills,
awareness, or their willingness and approach to face and overcome differences and challenges.
Moreover, the perception and attitude, either positive or negative, of the host members (i.e., Thai
people) toward American teachers will also play a significant role on their cross-cultural
experiences. With many different variables to consider, it is necessary to learn the cross-cultural
experiences of American teachers through the teachers’ own words, in order to accurately and
meaningfully understand individual unique cross-cultural experiences, regardless of the
presumed cultural similarities or differences.

The conventional view to focus on cultural differences rather than similarities also
resulted in possible inaccurate assumptions of cultural patterns and behaviors in binary opposite
poles. Some influential theorists (e.g., Hall, 1976; Hofstede, 1986: Nisbett, 2003; Triandis &
Suh, 2002), for example, explain cultures in a rather binary fashion such as individualism for the
West and collectivism for the East, and outward for the West and inward for the East, to name
only a few. The assumption of differences and binary separation of the East and the West, in
some circumstances, provides a useful and simple framework for comparison and contrast
analysis. However, if done without critical awareness of its complexities, it could lead to
oversimplification and inaccurate stereotypes which could create negative consequences,
especially in cross-cultural educational settings. For example, Ryan & Louie (2007) warn that
cultural learning behaviors deemed desirable, such as critical thinking, independent learning, and

lifelong and life-wide learning, are often viewed as the outcome of Western education, while



Eastern cultural characteristics such as using rote memorization and being “passive” learners are
often viewed as “deficient” or “lacking” in these attributes. Biggs (1996), however, argues that
the undesirable learning behaviors that Western researchers have toward Eastern learners may be
both misleading and inaccurate, as many students from Confucian heritage cultures such as
China, Hong Kong, and Singapore often outperform Western students in academic areas. Biggs
further argues that what Westerners believe to be rote learning requires a deep and fundamental
understanding on the part of the students, rather than simply miming without comprehension.
For these reasons, Biggs cautions that one should not judge other learning and teaching
approaches as undesirable, but must interpret the approaches based on their overall cultural
context.

This issue also connects to a broader issue, namely that the effect of globalization and
Western ideology in academic arenas has spread throughout the world, including Thailand.
When examining historical and contemporary academic situations, there seems to be a
recognizable shift of policy and curriculum that reflects Western approaches in Thai schools.
Phongsakorn (2009), for example, reports that theoretical principles and classroom teaching and
learning techniques often come from Western countries such as the United Kingdom, Canada,
Australia, and the U.S. Further, Prapphal (2008) states that there has been a paradigm shift in
English language classrooms from using a teacher-focused, to a more western approach, of
learner-focused pedagogy. Independent learning approaches and alternative assessment methods
are also being implemented. In many circumstances, local Thai teachers willingly adapt to
Western teaching and learning approaches, especially in language teaching classes
(Phongsakorn, 2009). The willingness to accept Western teaching approaches may have some

implications on the experiences of American teachers in Thailand. For example, American



educators may not have to adapt their teaching styles to fit Thai cultural norms, as their Western
teaching approaches may be viewed by Thali teachers, students, parents, and educational
institutions as desirable and even superior to Thai traditional teaching approaches. For this
reason, there is a need to investigate the actual teaching approaches and methodologies used in
Thai classrooms from the perspectives of American teachers themselves, as well as their

perception toward Thai learning and studying approach.
Research Questions

The primary purpose of this study was to learn about the overall cross-cultural teaching
experience of American teachers, including their cross-cultural living experiences outside the
classrooms. The study also aimed at exploring other important issues related to cross-cultural
teaching, including their own views toward their American identity and their perception towards
the globalization process in Thailand. The overall cross-cultural teaching experiences of the
American teachers were obtained using a qualitative in-depth interview based on the following
four main research questions and seven sub-questions:

1: What are the overall cross-cultural teaching experiences in and outside Thai classrooms?

1.1: What is it like to be an American teacher in Thailand?

1.2: Where are the overall descriptions of the Thai students in the classroom?

1.3: What are the cross-cultural misunderstandings in the classroom?

1.4: What are the cross-cultural misunderstandings outside the classroom?

1.5: What are the most challenging aspects of teaching and living in Thailand?

1.6: What are the most rewarding experience of teaching and living in Thailand?

1.7: How do American teachers adjust to the Thai culture?

2: What teaching methods do American teachers use in the classroom?



3: How do American teachers view their identity as an American teacher in Thai classrooms?

4: How do American teachers view their role as a teacher in Thailand’s globalization process?
The overall cross-cultural teaching experiences of American teachers and their perception

toward the Thai students, their American identity, and globalization and Western influence were

obtained thru the qualitative phenomenological in-depth interview of nine American teachers.

This approach allows for a better understanding of each participant’s unique life experience and

background, as well as the overall “essence” of cross-cultural teaching experiences of American

teachers in Thailand.
Significance of the Study

In recent years, the numbers of studies on cross-cultural teaching are growing. However,
there is still a limited amount of a qualitative approach research focusing mainly on American
teachers in a country such as Thailand. Based on a review of the literature, | found only a
handful of studies that focused mainly or exclusively on Thailand. Many studies in this area
either focused on countries with high numbers of foreign teachers, such as Japan, and China
(e.g., Watkins and Biggs, 1996; Le Tendre, 1999), or combined countries from the same region
such as Southeast Asia, the Middle East, and South America, based on the assumption that they
share similar cultural norms and backgrounds. Although the approach of combining countries
from the same region may be useful and practical in some circumstances, it cannot be overlooked
that each country has its own unique cultural traits that may be strikingly different and should not
be combined as one unit of analysis. In light of the limited number of studies on cross-cultural
experiences of American teachers in Thailand, the study hopes to fill the gap, by focusing

exclusively on cross-cultural experiences of some American educators in Thai universities.



Hopefully, the present study will be an addition to the growing and expanding body of research
in the field of cross-cultural teaching.

Additionally, most studies of cross-cultural experiences tend to utilize quantitative
research methods and approaches such as experimental-based research, surveys, and statistical
analyses. In many circumstances, these quantitative research approaches can be effective and
suitable. However, in measuring individual real life or “lived” experiences and personal
perspectives, such as the one in this present study, a quantitative approach may pose some
limitations in data gathering, analysis, and interpretation. For example, the cross-cultural
experiences of American teachers in Thailand will likely be diverse, complex, and even
multilayered. Their experiences will likely be interpreted based upon their experiences, attitude
toward Thailand and the culture, diverse societal views, personal circumstance and cultural
backgrounds. To address this concern, this study employs a qualitative phenomenological
approach, based on in-depth interviews in order to ascertain a more meaningful understanding of
unique aspects of cross-cultural experiences of American teachers currently working or
previously worked in Thai universities. The aim of this study is to reveal the experiences of
American educators in Thailand, contribute to a qualitative research approach, and compile a
foundation upon which other cross-cultural studies can be compared and contrasted.

This study also attempts to learn from the American teachers’ own words of their
individual “lived” cross-cultural experiences to avoid making a stereotypical assumption based
on the common theoretical and belief that their presumed different cultural background hinders
their cross-cultural teaching experience in Thailand. Additionally, this study explores the issue of
globalization and the dispersion on English language and Western teaching methods in Thai

universities, in order to further our understanding of this global phenomenon through American
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teachers’ views. This study may also be beneficial for other foreign educators to help them
become more aware when teaching or interacting with Thai students. Only by knowing,
understanding, and preparing with these cultural differences in mind can a foreign teacher
overcome these obstacles when teaching in Thailand. This qualitative interview study of
American teachers will provide useful insights and knowledge for teacher preparation so that
they will be better equipped when teaching abroad, especially in Thailand. The information in
this study regarding cross-cultural teaching in Thailand should also provide a better
understanding of cross-cultural issues and useful knowledge for professional development based
on multiple “lived” cross-cultural experiences of actual practitioners, which may be helpful to
American teachers who are teaching abroad in other countries in Southeast Asia, as well as
teachers working in multicultural and diverse classrooms in the U.S. and elsewhere around the

world.
Structure of the Thesis

This research dissertation consists of five chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the background
and intent of the study. It contains a statement of the problems, the research questions, and the
significance of the study. Chapter 2 is a review of the literature that includes the definition of
culture, and the theory and research on cross-cultural studies, with the emphasis on cross-cultural
teaching and learning. Different models of cultural dimensions such as Hall’s cultural
description, Hofstede’s Model, Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner’s Model are included in order
to better understand the dimension of cultural differences likely to have the greatest impact on
cross-cultural teaching and learning. The historical background of Thai culture and education
and issues related to the impact of globalization and western influence on education with an

emphasis on Thai education are also included in this chapter. Chapter 3 focuses on the research
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methodology used in this study. This chapter provides a description of the qualitative
phenomenological research design, including the conceptual framework of transcendental
phenomenology, data collection, data analysis, and research findings. This chapter also includes
the role of the researcher in qualitative methodology, the issues in cross-cultural interviewing,
and the unique positionality of a researcher as both outsider and insider. Chapter 4 provides the
research findings which includes the biographical data of each participant and the seven
significant themes that emerged from the data. Chapter 5 provides an analysis and discussion of
the research findings and addresses the four main research questions of the study. This chapter
concludes with a discussion of research limitations, a summary of the research findings and the

analysis, the implications for practice, and concluded with the suggestions for future study,
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

Greater access to communication tools has altered the traditional ways of life in our
global community. In most parts of the world people can readily connect to one another and can
instantly share information, knowledge, and ideas. The national boundaries, thus, have become
more and more fluid (Hallinger, 1998) as people better adapt and move toward a global culture
and worldview. The expansion of globalization and international connections has a tremendous
impact on all social, political, and economic aspects, especially in the arena of education. For
instance, the expectation toward a quality education is often based on a global, rather than a local
or national scale. This prospect often puts immense pressure on many countries, especially
developing countries, including Thailand to catch up with the global quality education in order to
be competitive in the global market (Hallinger, 1998).

The perception of a quality education among many Thais in this current global situation
often equates to the educational approaches offered in developed countries (Hallinger, 1998;
Kosonen, 2008). Therefore, universities, colleges, and schools in Thailand, as well as many
other countries around the world, strive to achieve an educational level that more aligns with the
international and globally accepted values and standards (Gu & Maley, 2008). In addition, most
international connections such as commerce, tourism, foreign affairs, technology, and education
use English as the medium of communication (Nunan, 2003; Warschauer, 2000; Vinke, Snippe
& Jochems, 1998). The combination of a strong demand for Western educational approaches and

the need for English language skills provide an extraordinary career opportunity for native
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English speaking educators (Seidlhofer, 2001), especially those from developed affluent
countries like the U.S.

In the U.S. alone, for example, there are numerous well established organizations that
provide teaching and administrative opportunities for American educators to work in
international arenas (Cory, 2007). Some of the most important and well known educational
exchange programs include the Council for International Exchange of Scholars (CIES), Institute
of International Education (l1E), Department of Defense, Office of Dependents Educational
Activity (DODEA), Fulbright Teacher Exchange Program, Office of English Language

Programs, and the U.S. Peace Corps (www.state.gov). Various government and private

institutions such as schools, universities, churches, and private professionally sponsored
programs such as the Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) and the
Japan Exchange Teaching program (JET) , to name only a few, also provide countless teaching
opportunities abroad for American educators.

Interestingly, the current economic crisis in the U.S. and in many other countries
throughout the world may also be an additional factor to help increase the number of American
teachers in Thailand and elsewhere. Slow job growth and a high unemployment rate in the U.S.
appear to play a significant role in more Americans seeking teaching job opportunities abroad. A
recent CNN article titled “Young Americans Going Abroad to Teach” (Yam, 2009), for example,
reports that there has been a big jump in the number of recent American graduates applying to
teach in counties such as South Korea, Japan, China, and Spain. The “Reach to Teach” program
also has seen more than a 100% increase since about October 2009 and 70% of individual

applying for teaching abroad jobs were American applicants. The JET program has also
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witnessed a 15% increase among American applicants wanting to teach abroad in 2009 (Yam,
2009).

The economic slowdown in many developing countries, including Thailand, also restricts
many middle class families from sending their children to get education abroad. Based on the
statistics provided by the chairperson of the International Schools Association of Thailand, each
year Thais have traditionally spent about 75 billion baht, the equivalent of more than 1 billion
U.S. dollars, on overseas education (Fry, 2002). However, after the Asian economic crisis of
1997, many Thai families can no longer afford to send their children to get education in
developed Western countries and some have even opted to bring their children back home
(Hallinger, 1998). Yet, the demand, for what many perceive as a quality education from native
English speaking educators remains strong. Instead of exporting their children to get a “quality
education,” many now choose a more affordable alternative by sending them to international
schools and importing Western teachers to provide an education for their children in Thailand
(Fry, 2002).

A combination of global situations such as globalization, English as the lingua franca and
a positive view toward Western education, are among the factors that play a role in the continued
increasing numbers of American educators in the international market. Along with this global
trend, the demand will likely continue to rise in various regions worldwide including Thailand
(Hallinger, 1998). In the past 50 years we have witnessed a rapid increase in the number of
English language institutions, international schools, and international programs that use English
as the medium of instruction in Thailand (Kosonen, 2008). Fry (2002), for example, describes
the current educational situation in Thailand as an “international education boom” (p.16) and

predicts that Thailand may become a major regional hub for international education. In 1959, for
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instance, there was only one international school in Thailand (International School Bangkok,
ISB), but by 2006, the number had escalated to at least 94 international schools, of which more
than 60 were located in the capital city, Bangkok (Watkinson, 2006). English bilingual programs
are now also offered in 170 Thai schools and 44 Thai universities. Higher education in Thailand
also plays a significant role in a booming international education. Various prestigious public
universities such as Mahidol, Chulalongkorn, Thammasat, Kasetsart and Chiang Mai have an
International College that offers an international curriculum with English as the medium of
instruction (Fry, 2002). Private universities, such as the Asian Institute of Technology (AIT) that
many considered to be the “MIT of Asia” are also located in Thailand. Assumption University,
the first English language university in Thailand, also offers a high quality international
education that attracts a large number of Thai students, as well as students from countries near
and far (Fry, 2002).

It is worth noting that the institutions mentioned above only represent the most well
established educational institutions in Thailand. In reality, there are countless small, less well
established types of language schools throughout Thailand (Persaud, 2005). Some have emerged
in large and small shopping malls, “cram schools,” private residences, back alleys, after-school
tutoring, test-preparation services, and even on-line English schools. As a result, it may not be
feasible to compute the precise statistics and exact numbers of American teachers in Thailand.
However, it is reasonable to estimate that there has been a continued significant increase in the
demand for English language programs and teachers in Thailand (Persaud, 2005). The rapid
expansion of bilingual, international programs, and institutions in Thailand, therefore, has

resulted in a significant growth of job opportunities for native English speaking teachers,
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especially among American educators. Along with opportunities, there are bound to be

challenges.

Part 1: Issues in Cross-Cultural Teaching
Benefits and Challenges of Cross-Cultural Teaching

Teaching across cultural boundaries can be tremendously rewarding personally and
professionally. The benefits include attractive pay, while enhancing one’s cross-cultural horizon,
travel opportunities, perspectives and experiences (Cory, 2007). Walters, Garii, & Walters
(2009), for example, state that teaching abroad improves one’s intellectual development, cultural
responsiveness, adaptability, and expands one’s global worldview. Landis, Bennett, & Bennett
(2004) add that teaching abroad increases one’s intercultural sensitivity as it allows educators to
recognize the importance of culture in classroom interactions, not only the culture of their
students, but of their own. Having a cross-cultural teaching experience, therefore, can help
educators become less ethnocentric, reduce negative stereotypes, and have more empathy toward
others (Dolby, 2004). Cross-cultural teaching also opens up tremendous opportunities to expand
one’s cross-cultural networking and connections that otherwise may not be available in their
native (home) country. In sum, cross-cultural teaching may enable an individual to be more
bicultural in that it “...creates culturally confident, competent and sensitive world-minded
teachers...” (Walters, et al., 2009, p. 156). These qualities allow these teachers to become more
effective and desirable educators both at home and abroad.

Despite tremendous benefits that cross-cultural teaching may bring, the experience of
teaching in a different cultural environment can be extremely difficult and challenging.
Teaching, even in a mono-cultural environment, is already considered to be one of the most

challenging and demanding professions. Adding the uncertainties and unfamiliar cultural
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conditions in cross-cultural teaching will likely pose an even greater challenge and demands on
educators (“A Social Science,” 2003). Bodycott & Walker (2000), for example, report that
educators teaching abroad often face extra challenges including family alienation having to cope
with new living and professional adjustment. Kim (1997) also reports that professionals
undergoing overseas assignments often have to leave behind the comforts of home to construct a
new life and are faced with many unknown challenges and uncertainties. The “cultural scripts”
such as one’s beliefs, assumptions, routine behaviors that one is used to and familiar with may no
longer be relevant or appropriate in the new cultural environment (Gudykunst, 1995). Gu &
Maley (2008) further add that common sense and the “natural” way of doing things in one
culture may very well be viewed as peculiar, strange, or inappropriate in another culture. These
differences and challenges can increase stress and anxiety. Many foreign teachers may also
experience a sense of homesickness, loneliness, and isolation due to the lack of familiar social
and professional support when working overseas (Walters, et.al., 2009).

This suggests that the encounter of American teachers and Thai students in this study
who may not share the same cultural patterns may experience misunderstanding, anxiety, and
even a communication breakdown. Therefore, there is a clear need for research seeking to
understand the nature of cross-cultural encounters in order to reduce or eliminate conflicts and
misunderstandings.

The Role of Culture on Education

The cultural issues in educational settings have received a lot of attention in the literature.
A numbers of researchers (e.g., Hall, 1976; Hofstede, 1986; Grossman, 1995; Samovar & Porter,
1995; Stefani, 1997; Mahon, 2006; Masemann, 2007; Schlein, 2009; Hofstede, Hofstede &

Minkov 2010; Ohmae, 1995; Gu, 2010; Hallinger, 1998; Thongprasert & Cross, 2008; Joy &
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Kolb, 2009) share the common idea that culture plays a significant role in educational practices.
Hallinger (1998) and Masemann (2007), for example, state that schools are one of the most
primary institutions for cultural transmission. Ohmae (1995), further states that “The web of
culture used to be spun out of stories a child heard at a grandparent’s knee...” but with an
increase in sub-nuclear families, children often absorb the culture from other sources and schools
are often the primary social institutions responsible for cultural transmission. Thus, teachers play
an essential role to ““...weave the fabric of society helping to maintain the integrity of the
culture.” (cited in Hallinger, 1998, p. 496).

In addition, Hall (1976) stresses that learning and teaching are culturally determined. Gu
(2010), further indicates that culture is an “invisible lens” (p. 42) that educators use to guide their
teaching, as well as to evaluate and assess their students. Teaching, therefore, is a highly
culturally laden practice (p.42). Peacock (2001) also stresses that the root of one’s learning
styles often develops through one’s educational background, school experiences, and cultural
background. For example, teachers often develop their teaching approaches that emulate the
way they were taught or adopt teaching strategies that mirror the ways they learned best, or they
follow the styles of the teachers that they most admire. These approaches to teaching, however,
may be quite different from their students’ learning preferences in cross-cultural classrooms.
The patterns of communication, cognitive processing, task performance, work habits, self-
presentation styles, and problem solving approaches will likely be different in cross-cultural
classrooms (Gay, 1993).

Because culture plays a crucial role in school settings, the mismatching of patterns of
cultural values such as differing classroom norms, expectations, communication patterns and

learning and teaching styles can potentially create many challenging situations and serious value
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conflicts (Pailliotet, 1997; Wong, 2004; Stefani, 1997; Gay, 1993). Hofstede (1986), one of the
most influential theorists in the field of cross-cultural studies, for example, states that
“...interactions between teachers and pupils from different cultures are fundamentally
problematic and cross-cultural misunderstandings often occur because classroom interaction is
an archetypal human phenomenon which is deeply rooted in the culture of a society” (p. 303).
There are many learning styles that reflect different cultural norms, including direct and indirect
communication, formal and informal, topic-centered and topic associating, dependent and
independent learning, reflective and impulsive, participatory and passive learning, and energetic
and calm learning (Stefani, 1997). Interactions among teachers and students who come from
different cultural academic styles, thus, will likely be challenging. For example, a teacher who is
more familiar with an independent learning style may feel frustrated if he or she has to deal with
students who base their learning on a teacher-dependent approach.

Drawn from the literature, in cross-cultural classrooms, teachers and students often come
equipped with their own set of beliefs and expectations on how to teach or learn skill sets that are
often based on their own life experiences and native cultural knowledge. They, as a result, may
not be familiar with other cultures and may not be well equipped to make necessary cultural
accommodations in the classroom (Littrell, 2010; Littlewood, Liu & Yu 1996). For this reason,
lacking cultural familiarity between teachers and students may lead to a pessimistic stereotype,
frustration and even conflict. Interestingly, differences in cultural values tend to be unconscious
and students and teachers often unintentionally apply their expectations and judgment in
classroom situations that do not fit each other’s values and beliefs. As a result, these cultural
differences may cause some unnecessary conflicts and misunderstandings (Muller, 2007). Reid

(1987) also warns that a mismatch of teaching and learning styles in a cross-cultural classroom
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can have a negative effect on a student’s learning, as it can result in an unfavorable stereotype,
frustration, lack of learning/teaching motivation, and even teaching and learning failure.

In summary, culture plays a significant role in cross-cultural classroom teaching and
learning. Because schools are one of the most common and important institutions where cultural
transmission and absorption takes place, the potential mismatching of culture norms between

Thai students and American educators in the present study will likely occur.

Defining Culture

Because culture plays a significant role in one’s teaching and learning experiences, the
concept of culture needs to be discussed to enrich the understanding of one’s cross-cultural
teaching experience. However, conceptualizing or defining culture is no easy task (Triandis &
Suh, 2002), as the definition of culture is difficult and varies due to its highly subjective and
complex nature. For instance, back in 1952, Kroeber & Kluckohn compiled definitions of
culture and came up with more than 160 definitions (cited in Jones, 2008). Cohan (2009) also
acknowledged that defining culture is “exceptionally tricky” (p.194) because culture consists of
numerous components including material, subjective (ideas and knowledge), and social culture.
In other words, there are surface and deep (hidden) levels, and explicit and implicit elements that
need to be considered when trying to understand culture. The measurement of culture is also
complicated as it consists of different levels of analysis including individual, group,
organization, regional, national, and even global culture (Erez & Gati, 2004).

Additionally, a review of the literature revealed that there is only general agreement of
how to define culture (Walker & Dimmock, 2000). Based on the work of Triandis (2007), for
example, “...almost all researchers see certain aspects as characteristics of culture. First, culture

emerges in adaptive interactions between humans and environments. Second, culture consists of
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shared elements. Third, culture is transmitted across time periods and generations.” (cited in
Cohen, 2009, p. 195) Further, Walker & Dimmock (2000) listed six common characteristics
drawn from the literature (from Trice & Beyer, 1993) that cultures are collective, emotionally
charged, historically based, symbolic, dynamic, and fuzzy.

Although some common aspects emerge, there is still no precise or clear consensus of
how to define or measure culture. Researchers tend to select a definition, measurement, and
level of analysis that they deem appropriate for their research focus, objective, or discipline. For
example, some researchers may pay more attention to symbolic and intangible aspects rather
than explicit forms of culture (Jones, 2008). Kluckhohn (1954), for instance, suggests that
“culture is to society what memory is to individuals” (cited in Triandis & Suh, 2002, p.135).
Hofstede, et.al (2010) also theorized culture such that each individual has mental programs that
influence and guide the way one thinks, feels, and acts. The mental programs are developed and
absorbed through one’s life experiences within social environments - from family, neighborhood,
school, social groups, and the community one belongs to. Hofstede refers to these mental
programs as the “software of the mind” (p.5) which, for him, is a synonym for the term culture.

Generally speaking, examining or understanding culture is like a common Thai saying of
“Ta bord come chang” which is roughly translated to English as “A blind man touching an
elephant.” A blind man touching the elephant’s tail, for example, would perceive that the
elephant is a long skinny object. If a blind man touches an ear, he would think that the elephant
is a round, thin, floppy object. Hence, research studies involving culture are hardly absolute,
inclusive or comprehensive, because the concept of culture is highly complex, multi-layered,
subjective, and dynamic (Black, Mendenhall, & Oddou (1991). In effect, culture like the Thai

saying, depends on what part of the “elephant” one chooses to study. Abdallah-Pretceille (2006)
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also states that “...cultures can no longer be understood as independent entities, but need to be
contextualized in terms of social, political and communication-based realities.” (p.475). Myers &
Tan (2003) compare culture to a moving target while other theorists view culture as an illusive
phenomenon. All these complexities make it quite challenging to measure, interpret and
understand.

The cultural and research complexities listed above means that the present study is not
exempt. For example, the cross-cultural teaching experiences of the American educators in Thai
classrooms in this study may not be comprehensive due to the intricacies of culture. Although
all variables may not be thoroughly mentioned in this study, several important variables
including individual traits, ecology, and the degree of cultural distance between home and host
cultures deemed fundamental and critical in one’s cross-cultural experience are considered and
discussed. It is worth nothing that these variables are also interrelated and strongly influence one
another as Triandis & Suh (2002) pointed out that “...ecologies shape cultures; cultures
influence the development of personalities.” (p.133). Hence, understanding one variable may

also link to and help increase the understanding of other related variables.
Factors that Influence Cross-Cultural Teaching Experiences

As stated by Gu & Maley (2008), although culture is the important factor, it is not the
only determinant in understanding cross-cultural teaching and learning. Other significant
variables such as the individual traits, overall ecological conditions, and the degree of similarity
and differences between the home and the host cultures are among the many variables that can be
as influential in determining or predicting one’s cross cultural experience. In other words, other
variables and different circumstances can influence and shape one’s cross-cultural experiences in

unique and sometimes, unpredictable ways. These important variables are as follows:
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Individual Traits

A review of the literature reveals that individual traits and personalities play a significant
role in one’s cross cultural experience. Black, et.al (1991), for example, emphasizes the
importance of individual skills and personality that facilitate international adjustment. For
example, newcomers who can develop the necessary skills to manage stress, develop
relationships, and maintain a positive perception toward host members will likely adjust to cross-
cultural situations better than those who lack these qualities. Kim (1997) also discusses the role
of predisposition of each individual and states that each person is equipped with a different set of
preexisting internal characteristics that either help or hinder one’s cross-cultural journey. These
individual internal conditions include 1) preparedness 2) ethnicity and 3) personality.

According to Kim, Preparedness refers to the levels of readiness of an expatriate to cope
with new cross-cultural environments. For example, expatriates who acquire competence in host
language skills, cultural knowledge, or are motivated and willing to relocate and are more
prepared with realistic expectations toward the host country, may be able to adjust to the new
environment better or quicker that those who do not acquire these qualities (Kim, 1997).
Expatriates with prior overseas experience may also be able to adjust to international relocations
better than those with no exposure to international travel (Black, et.al. 1991; Aycan, 1997). In
addition, ethnic background or certain inherited characteristics of an individual can influence
one’s cross-cultural experience in either positive or negative ways. According to Kim, certain
ethnic backgrounds could present linguistic, cultural, as well as psychological barriers for
newcomers to adjust to the host cultures. For example, Japanese immigrants to the U.S. may find
it more challenging and demanding than those from Canada as the level of differences between

the home and the host cultures are likely high. Further, individual personality or one’s personal
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psychological tendencies such as being open minded, positive, optimistic, patient, and flexible
may enable newcomers to better adjust to the new cultural environment (Kim, 1997).

Gu & Maley (2008), for example, studied the experiences of Chinese students in UK
tertiary level universities and reports that personality factors such as age and maturity played a
significant role in the success of the cross-cultural adjustment of the participants. Tahir & Ismail
(2007) also conducted in-depth interviews with 20 expatriates working in Malaysia to learn
about their cross-cultural challenges and adjustments. They found that participants who were
more tolerant and optimistic tend to adjust more easily. These qualities helped them to better
adjust to their new life in Malaysia.

Ecological Factors

Besides personality traits, overall ecological conditions also need to be examined.
Triandis & Suh (2002), for example, point out how ecology influences cultural patterns.
Differences in landscape, for example, can influence and develop into certain cultural
characteristics. For instance, countries with isolated landscapes (i.e., surrounded by mountains
or ocean) may result in being a more homogenized or “tight” culture. Members of these cultures
may be more conformed to group rules and group harmony in order to survive. Climate can also
influence cultural patterns. According to Triandis & Suh (2002), in cold climates the survival of
offspring may be more challenging and critical than in warm climates. Competition, especially
among men, may be the tool to survive and, thus, develop into a more “masculine” competitive
society in cold climate countries. The availability (or lack thereof) of natural resources also
plays a role in cultural norms. For example, in hunting and gathering societies where food and
other resources cannot be massively accumulated or preserved for special (i.e. privileged)

groups, the level of equality among members of the society may be higher. In farming societies,
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in comparison, some people may be able to produce more and, thus, can amass more wealth
and/or respect which enable hierarchical patterns to develop in a particular society (Triandis &
Suh, 2002).

Further, in order to accurately understand the individual cross-cultural teaching
experiences of American teachers in Thailand, one cannot examine or study their classroom
experiences in isolation from their experiences outside the classroom, as all of these experiences
are interrelated and impact one another. Expatriates often find that their habitual and familiar
routines and work patterns are disrupted, not only in their professional life, but their personal life
outside work as well. The disruption of familiar habits, environment, and routine, for example,
can lead to a feeling of frustration, disappointment, and anxiety (Selmer, 2007). The ecology,
thus, can play as big a role on one’s cross-cultural experience as the culture itself. In other
words, one’s professional life cannot be dichotomously separated from one’s personal life or
experiences. For example, having difficulty adjusting to new living conditions will likely impact
one’s teaching performance in a variety of ways. For this reason, the influence of the entire
ecology of one’s cross-cultural encounter needs to be taken into account.

According to Fontaine (1989), ecological variables include the physical, biological, and
social environment. For example, differences in environment and climate, unfamiliar and/or
different living arrangements, language differences that can lead to communication problems and
difficulties, unfamiliar tasks and responsibilities, and lacking or discontinuing social connections
and support all impact the cross-cultural individual. Gu & Maley (2008) describe some aspects
of culture shock from Oberg (1960) as a sense of loss when social support systems such as
friends and family are not available. A sense of deprivation by losing one’s own personal as well

as professional status and possessions, a feeling of impotence, and feeling rejected by the new
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environment are variables that impact the individual. Black, et.al. (1991) also discusses the non-
work factor such as family/spouse adjustment, as well as the level of cultural novelty, and
cultural toughness. Black and colleagues further state that non-work factors are among some of
the more important factors that can facilitate or prevent international adjustment.

Kim (1997) also reveals that it is necessary for people moving across a culture to learn to
meet the demands of the host environment. According to Kim, there are three important
environmental factors that play a significant role in the success or failure of an expatriate. These
factors include 1) host receptivity 2) host conformity pressure and 3) ethnic group strength. Host
receptivity as referred to by Kim is the degree to which the members of the host country are
open to, welcome, accept, or the willingness to provide various types of supports to the
newcomers (p.409). The degree of host receptivity toward newcomers is often based on such
factors as the nature of the relationship between the host and the home countries, compatibility or
incompatibility of ideology, social, political standing, and economic status of the home and the
host countries. Host conformity pressure refers to the willingness of host members to accept,
accommodate, or recognize cultural practices of the newcomers and ethnic group strength as
the size of the population of the newcomers, the degree of establishment of institutional support,
the economic status, and ethnic political activism the use of newcomers’ language in the host
country. A healthy or vibrant ethnic group strength could allow newcomers to establish a strong
subculture that facilitates their cross-cultural adaptation and adjustment at least when they first
arrive to the foreign land (Kim, 1997).

Wagner & Westaby (2009) also examined different factors that impact on the willingness
to relocate and found that participants prefer relocating to destinations that they feel safe. Asmar

(1996) (cited in Tahir & Ismail, 2007) report that foreigners residing in Malaysia have
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commented on different issues that impact their adjustment, including differences in public
services, sanitation, and restriction of local media. Black & Gregersen (1990) and Fisher &
Shaw (1994) also report that factors that are related to quality of life such as housing condition
and access to medical and healthcare providers are among the essential factors that influence the
decision making and overall adjustment of the participants. Gu & Maley (2008) studied the
experiences of Chinese students in UK universities and report that students not only have to cope
with different learning and teaching styles in the classroom, they also struggle psychologically
and physically with overall different life patterns in the UK. Some of the reported issues that
these students struggle through include feeling bored and lonely, a feeling of alienation, and
adjusting to different food and diet (Gu & Maley, 2008).

Based on these empirical studies, overall ecological conditions, including the physical
surroundings, social environment, everyday activities and living conditions beyond the
classroom and school appear to be crucial factors affecting one’s cross-cultural experience. As a
result, it is necessary to include one’s overall ecological conditions in order to holistically
understand the cross-cultural teaching experiences of American educators in Thailand - a country
with an ecology that differs significantly in this study from that of the U.S.

Degree of Cultural Distance

The degree of cultural distance between the home and the host country also plays a
significant role in one’s cross-cultural experiences. In many circumstances, increasing
globalization and the exchange of knowledge and information across countries may help bring
the world closer, but the “closeness” between nations also results in an increasing awareness and
recognition of differences between them (Shah, 2004). Numerous studies in the field of cross-

cultural studies (e.g., Hofstede, 1986; Hofstede, et.al., 2010; Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner,
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1998; Triandis & Suh, 2002; Black, et.al., 1991; Samovar & Porter, 1995; Stefani, 1997) discuss
this phenomenon. Black, et.al (1991), for example, state that culture novelty (or culture
toughness) will influence international migration. According to Black and colleagues, cultures
may be more difficult to adjust to for newcomers due to the degree of cultural distance between
the home and the host culture. For example, Japanese traveling to the U.S. may experience more
difficulties and require more effort to adjust to the new culture than Canadian expatriates. This
is due to the fact that Japanese linguistic and communication patterns, cultural norms, and
values, to name only a few, are more distant or different than the U.S.

Bennett (1998) also points out that the interactions among individuals from the same
cultural background are often founded on ‘similarity-based’ actions, where shared assumptions,
values, behaviors patterns facilitate understanding. In cross-cultural contacts, on the other hand,
interactions are often rooted in ‘difference based’ actions and beliefs where values, patterns of
behaviors, and assumptions are often diverse and will likely hinder understanding and
misunderstanding and result in negative stereotyping, which can lead to conflict and resentment.
Barna (1998) further suggests that there are at least six cultural stumbling blocks that make
cross-cultural communication prone to problems, frustrations, and misunderstandings. The six
barriers are 1) the assumption and expectation that people are all alike across cultures which can
cause newcomers to be ill prepared to deal with cultural differences, 2) language differences
which not only include differences in vocabulary, grammar used, and definitions, but also the
differences in tones and social appropriateness such as who, when, how, why, and where certain
words or conversations can be used appropriately, 3) misinterpretation of unfamiliar verbal and
non-verbal clues, 4) preconceptions and stereotypes that can lead to false assumptions, 5)

tendency to evaluate and judge others (as right and wrong) from different cultural norms, based
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on one’s known values systems, and 6) the high anxiety and high level of stress that exists when
dealing with unfamiliarity in different cultural contexts that can easily turn a “normal” situation
into a crisis. According to Barna, these six stumbling blocks often occur in most if not all cross-
cultural interactions and can potentially hinder or prevent successful cross-cultural interactions.

It is worth noting, however, that a review of the literature of most of the influential and
mainstream studies emphasize cultural differences as problematic rather than as beneficial in
cross-cultural interactions. However, there appears to be another school of thought that argues
that the conventional assumption of cultural differences is often taken for granted and that it has
seldom been systematically investigated (e.g., Forster, 1997; Selmer, 2007; Selmer & Lauring,
2009). Selmer (2007), for example, states that the assumption that the more different the host
culture is, the more difficult and challenging it is for newcomers to experience “...appears to be
an intuitively plausible assumption supported by a myriad of anecdotal evidence.” (p.186).
Scholars supporting this perspective believe that in one’s cross-cultural experience, cultural
similarity can be as challenging as cultural dissimilarity. Similar cultures, as a result, may not
always be easier to adjust to than dissimilar cultures.

Thus, cultural distance or the degree of cultural similarity or differences between home
and host cultures may not be a relevant in gauging one’s cross-cultural experience (Selmer,
2007). For example, based on Selmer’s study, in the process of cultural learning and
adjustment, host members may provide more encouragement and support, be more tolerant,
patient and forgiving, and be “given the benefit of a doubt” by foreigners who they perceive to
have significant “strangeness” in their cultural backgrounds. These factors may reduce the cross-

cultural difficulties and make adjustment to a new culture more convenient and manageable.
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The opposite, however, may be true for foreigners who are viewed as sharing cultural
norms and having cultural “closeness” with the host (i.e., Americans in Canada, Lao or other
Asians in Thailand). The expectation of cultural knowledge and expectation of an easy and
quick adjustment may be higher for these “like individuals” and they may be treated with less
patience and less forgiveness in the process of cross-cultural adjustment. Moreover, expatriates
in a more similar host culture (e.g., Americans in Canada) may not detect or be aware of any
potential cultural differences, and hence, may mistakenly associate or link their problems or
difficulties with other factors (e.g., blaming themselves or blaming their co-workers or host
people they interact with), rather than the culture. For this reason, the perceived cultural
“closeness” could potentially cause some expatriates to be rather ill prepared. Some people may
fail to modify unsuitable or inappropriate behaviors, or may even refrain or refuse to adjust to the
new culture (Selmer, 2007).

The counterintuitive perspective that cultural differences may not always create difficulty
provides an alternative viewpoint that the level of cultural similarity or differences may not
accurately predict one’s cross-cultural experience. For example, American teachers in the
present study may or may not have suffered serious cross-cultural teaching experiences due to
their presumed cultural dissimilarity in Thailand. Some may have gone through their cross-
cultural interactions with Thais without much difficulty based on their personality, prior
knowledge of and attitude toward the Thai culture, teaching experiences, cross-cultural
preparation, language skills, awareness, or their willingness and approach to face and overcome
differences and challenges. Moreover, the perception and attitude of the Thai host members such
as the sense of hospitality, friendliness, admiration towards American newcomers will also play

a significant role in their cross-cultural experiences. With many different variables to consider, it
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IS necessary to learn the cross-cultural experiences of American teachers through the teachers’
own words, in order to accurately and meaningfully understand individual unique cross-cultural
experiences, regardless of the presumed cultural similarities or differences.
Cultural Characteristics of Thailand and the U.S.

A review of the mainstream literature reveals that cultural differences play a significant
role in classroom interactions, especially among educators who find themselves teaching in a
country that has noticeable mismatched/dissimilar cultures. As pointed out by Bennet (1998),
interaction that is “difference-based” where the values, patterns of behaviors, and assumptions
are often diverse, will likely hinder understanding. In this dissertation research, the focus is on
the cross-cultural experiences of American teachers and Thai students in Thai classrooms. In
order to fully understand their teaching experiences, it is necessary to explore and investigate the
cultural characteristics and teaching and learning approaches of the two countries. Knowledge of
the cultural attributes of the two countries, as expressed by the American teachers in the present
study, is necessary for a better understanding and appreciation of the two cultures and for the
purpose of analysis, comparison and contrast in this study. For example, American educators
teaching in Thailand - a country constituted by a royal monarchy, a traditional collectivistic
culture founded on Buddhism, and a country that has never been colonized by Westerners - may
experience steep cultural adjustments due to noticeable cultural differences between the two
countries. These differences in cultural values and practices in educational settings will likely
result in significant misunderstandings, conflicts, and frustration, not only for the American
teachers, but for the Thai students as well.

In this dissertation research, several prominent cross-cultural studies including Edward T.

Hall (1959, 1966, 1983), Hofstede’s cultural dimensions (1989, 2010), and Trompenaars &
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Hampden-Turner’s cultural dimensions (1998) are mainly used as a benchmark and theoretical
foundation and framework for understanding different cultural characteristics between Thailand
and the U.S. These influential theorists on cross-cultural studies provide a useful foundation and
explanations for understanding some of the cultural differences that are likely to have the most
impact on the challenges experienced by American teachers working and living in Thailand.

Cultural Dimensions

The field of intercultural communication was founded during the years 1951-1955 when
Edward T. Hall, a cultural anthropologist who worked for the Foreign Service Institute of the
U.S. Department of State, began to apply anthropological concepts to train people to work more
effectively overseas (Rogers, Hart & Miike, 2002). His work brought to light the importance of
several cultural factors that continue to play a significant role in cross-cultural interactions,
including the importance of verbal and non-verbal cues, low and high context in communication,
and differences in the concept of time (Rogers, et.al, 2002).

Nearly three decades later (1980), Hofstede developed culture dimensions based on the
data of cultural values of employees from 40 countries who worked at the International Business
Machines (IBM), (Hofstede, et al., 2010). Hofstede’s cultural dimensions consist of five
dimensions including Individualism vs. Collectivism, Power Distance, Uncertainty Avoidance,
Masculinity vs. Femininity, and Long-Term vs. Short-Term orientation. Hofstede’s research has
lead to a large number of replications and citations, as well as generated vigorous discussions in
cross-cultural issues. His work is considered one of the most influential studies in the field of
cross-cultural management and his research is ranked to be one of the most cited sources

according to the Social Science Citation Index (Fang, 2003).
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Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner also developed categories to describe different cultural
orientations based on 15 years of their empirical academic and field research in 20 countries
(Thrompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 1998). Their cultural orientations were categorized into
seven groups including Universalism vs. Particularism, Individualism vs. Communitarianism,
Neutral vs. Emotional, Specific vs. Diffuse, Achievement vs. Ascription, Attitudes to time, and
Attitudes to the environment. These three prominent and influential researchers have contributed
significantly to the development and understanding of cross-cultural studies that have become
the foundation for numerous subsequent studies and research. Their interpretations and
explanations of cultural differences are employed and used as theoretical framework in this
research study.

In some respects the cultural explanations in Hall’s, Hofstede’s and Trompenaars &
Hampden-Turner’s studies are somewhat interrelated and overlap in ideology and concepts. For
instance, all three studies stress the cultural differences based on individualistic and collectivist
cultural traits as well as social hierarchy. In many other aspects, however, these dimensions
offer different viewpoints on how to view and measure various cultures. These three studies also
focus on national-level of analysis which serves the purpose of this cross-cultural comparison
and analysis between Thailand and the U.S. Using these models as a framework for comparison
and analysis, for example, shows that there are many significant differences in cultural values
and norms between Thailand and the U.S. which likely play a significant role in making the
cross-cultural experiences of American teachers in Thai classrooms difficult and challenging.

However, the discussion and application of these models must be viewed with caution as
some cultural characteristics may not be accurate in all situations. According to Hofstede et al,

(2010) each dimension represents a characteristic of a culture that can be measured and
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compared to other cultures and “...the grouping of the different aspects of a dimension is always
based on statistical relationship-that is, trends for these phenomena to occur in combination, not
on iron links” (p.31).

For the purposes of this dissertation research, several significant cultural differences from
these three influential studies are applied. These cultural traits were selected based on the
likelihood of having the most significant impact on the cross-cultural teaching experiences of
American teachers in Thai classrooms.

Language and Communication Patterns

One of the most obvious but significant factors that can lead to serious cross-cultural
misunderstanding and adversity between American teachers and Thai students in this study are
differences in language and interaction patterns. Many researchers agree that language
differences play a significant role in cross-cultural classrooms (e.g., Hall, 1997; Kim, 1997;
Bodycott & Walker, 2000; Walker, Bridges & Chan, 1996). Walker et al., (1996), for example,
report that difficulties facing cross-cultural classrooms are often magnified with language
differences (p.14). Kim (1997) also highlights these difficulties stating that “Communication
activities of encoding and decoding verbal and nonverbal information lie at the heart of cross
cross-cultural adaptation by serving as the essential mechanism that connects strangers and the
host society.” (p. 406). Especially in cross-cultural classrooms where “Language is the vehicle
of teaching” (Hofstede, et.al. 2010, p.393), expatriate teachers, regardless of teaching in
international classrooms using English as medium of communication or not, will likely have to
acquire some language knowledge of the local people in order to connect and function in the new

cultural environment. Without this “local knowledge,” expatriate educators may become
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“...handicapped in their ability to function and relate to the system of host cultural pragmatics.”
(Kim, 1997, p.407)

It is important to note that language has special characteristics that make acquiring it
challenging for most non-native or newcomers because language is symbolic, rule governed,
subjective, and dynamic (Chen & Starosta, 1998). For example, as for being subjective,
decoding the real meaning of a language is “...dependent on cultural experience rather than on
the words themselves” (p.65). This is why newcomers often struggle in the process of acquiring
language competency through the painstaking process of trial and error (Kim, 1997). This
struggle is due to the fact that, acquiring host language meaningfully and effectively is not
simply learning the meaning of words and definitions, phonetics, and syntax, but involves many
levels of learning including 1) cognitive, 2) affective, and 3) operational. First, cognitive
knowledge means that newcomers need to be familiar with some local aspects such as its history,
laws and regulations, perceptions, beliefs, customs, and rules of social engagements in order to
effectively interact with the local people. Second, newcomers also have to acquire affective
competence or the emotional and aesthetic sensibilities that enable them to have a positive
outlook and be able to empathize and connect with the local people. Finally, newcomers also
need to acquire operational competence, the ability to apply cognitive and affective skills in
order to recognize or pick and choose appropriate verbal and nonverbal codes in social
interactions (Kim, 1997).

In a broader sense, language cannot be separated from culture. Therefore, how one
interprets verbal or nonverbal codes is culturally based (Samovar & Porter, 1997). Edward T.
Hall, for example, theorizes that the influence of culture on communication is also shown

through context which can include a variety of factors including the setting, situation, individual
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status, prior experience and cultural background (Hall, 1997, 1998). Although Hall cautions that
’...no culture exists exclusively at one end of the scale...” (p.47), he categorizes different
countries largely into two groups as high-context and low-context. According to Hall, a high-
context (HC) communication “...is one in which most of the information is either in the physical
context or internalized in the person, while very little is in the coded, explicit, transmitted part of
the message.” (p. 47). Communication with HC patterns tends to be more unifying and long-
lasting which reflect the collective aspect of the society (Hall, 1997). In a low-context
communication (LC), on the other hand, “...the mass of the information is vested in the explicit
code.” (p.47) Therefore, the communication can be fast, efficient, more satisfying and to the
point especially for people who prefer this style. Hall compares HC communication to twins
who grow up together and can understand each other without saying much. LC communication,
in comparison, is like lawyers trying to explain their case in court which requires them to go
right to the point and utilize more explicit information.

Hall also categorizes Americans in a low-context category while fitting Thailand as the
high-context communication type (Christopher, Kabnuntha, Hauge, Karstensen & Pekasut,
2004). Based on Hall’s category, people from HC cultures such as Thai people, may be more
sensitive or rely more heavily on context such as gestures, tone of voice, or one’s social status
when communicating with others, rather than on words themselves. In contrast, people from
low-context cultures, such as Americans who are more used to and familiar with concise,
straightforward and to-the-point manners, may not be aware of the context they are expressing or
receiving from HC people. With such noticeable differences in communicative patterns, context
use and unmatched interpretations, it seems reasonable to predict that the interactions between

American teachers and Thai students may be prone to confusion and misunderstanding.
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Eldridge & Cranston (2009) conducted an in-depth interview exploratory research to
learn how cultural differences affect the academic and management styles of transnational
programs in Australia and Thailand. They reported that Australian managers preferred more
direct and explicit communication approaches, while Thai managers favored the approaches that
considered face and feelings. Christopher et al. (2004) also conducted an interview research of
20 Thai and 20 Norwegian post-graduate students and compared the communication patterns of
the two groups used during the interviews. They interpreted the communication patterns of the
participants in accordance with Hall’s high and low-contexts. For example, researchers overall
felt that the Thai behaviors were ambiguous, less explicit, less straightforward, and used more
gestures and facial expressions (i.e., laughing or smiling when nervous) to communicate. They
interpreted Norwegian communication patterns as short, direct, expressive, and sometime
treating each question as if it were independent of all other questions. These researchers also
reported experiencing communication difficulties and frustration when interviewing participants
from the other countries. This study revealed that context plays a major role in interaction and
that one should not take it for granted, especially when communicating across culture.

Attitude Towards Time

Besides the differences in language, communication patterns, and context, another
difference in cultural orientation that appears to be distinctively noticeable between Thailand and
many Western societies, especially the U.S., is how individuals from different cultures perceive
and manage time. As mentioned by Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner (1998), the concept of
time varies from culture to culture and the perception of time plays a role in how people plan and
organize social activities (Nguyen, et al., 2009). Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, for example,
categorizes time as sequential and synchronic. Hall (1983, 1998) also categorizes time into
similar concepts as monochronic-time (or M-time) and polychronic-time (or P-time). People
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from sequential and M-time cultures such as the U.S., for instance, tend to view time in a
horizontal and consecutive fashion and perceive it as real, tangible, and measurable. The
perception towards time in these societies is rather valuable because people can save it, spent it,
or even run out of it (Hall, 1983, p.43). People in these cultures, therefore, tend to keep and
follow plans and schedules rather strictly; some may even value time over relationships
(Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 1998).

The view of time is quite opposite to members of synchronic and P-time societies, such
as in many countries in Asia, where time is viewed as unquantifiable, limitless, approximate, and
flexible. P-time people, therefore, are more likely to put a priority on relationships instead of an
“artificial’ clock time” (Nguyen, et al. 2009, p.121).

The seemingly diverse viewpoint toward time between Thai students and foreign Western
teachers can be a source of conflict and misunderstanding. For example, American teachers may
expect classroom schedules and class assignments to be completed on a strict timeline, while
Thai students may be more accustomed to flexibility and may not cope well with being pressured
to get things done on time. According to Nguyen, et al.(2009), students from P-time orientation
societies may feel more worthwhile in spending their time getting to know their peers before
completing class assignments or trying to keep to a strict schedule or deadline.

Power Distance

Another major difference between Thailand and the U.S. is the way people in each
country treat and perceive people in power. Based on the explanations in Hofstede’s cultural
dimensions, power distance refers to the level of acceptance of power differences and inequality
in a society. Countries with a large power distance such as Thailand may be more inclined to
accept inequality, as opposed to a society with a smaller power distance such as the U.S. that
may view inequality in power as less acceptable.
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When discussing and comparing cultural values, one can clearly see the disparity
between Thailand and many Western countries such as the U.S. For example, in The U.S. the
notion that “all men are created equal” is the nation’s ideology and people tend to behave
accordingly. Thailand, a country constituted by a royal monarchy along with the long history of
using the sakdina system (power deriving from landholding) to rank every Thai by his/her
“dignity mark” (Hallinger & Kantamara, 2000) makes Thais more susceptible to social
hierarchical and inequality than Americans. Thais highly value education and, for this reason,
based on historical and socio-cultural background, teachers in Thailand are usually treated with
great respect and as knowledgeable and influential figures, not only by students, but also by the
parents and the entire society (Nguyen, 2007). The official National Teacher’s Day celebration
when students walk on their knees, bow, and offer flowers to show their respect and appreciation
to teachers is evidence of the special treatment and high esteem that Thai people have for their
teachers. Teaching in Thailand, therefore, is not simply an occupation, but a highly respected
social position in the society (Prpic & Kanjanapanyakom, 2004). With this special treatment
also comes social obligations and responsibility. Being a teacher in Thailand means that one has
to maintain good behavior and high moral ground and be of a good role model to all people at all
times.

High regard toward teachers, teacher-dependent, top-down communication, and one way
communication from teachers to students are often the classroom norms in large power distance
societies (Wright, 2006). The large power distance between a teacher and a student often results
in students feeling reluctant to speak up in class and take the role of passive learners instead of
active participants (Hofstede, 1986). Students in high power distance societies often view a

teacher more than just as someone who teaches information and facts, but a guru (Sanskrit,
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India), or a Sensei (Japanese), or Ajarn (Thai) who educates others from one’s own wisdom. In
these societies, the quality of learning based heavily on teachers, as oppose to a low power
distance society where quality of learning rest on student’s own effort and capability (Hofstede et
al., 2010). In small power distance societies such as the U.S., the higher the education the less
dependence will be place on teacher. In large power distance societies such as Thailand, on the
other hand, the level of dependency on teachers often remains the same regardless of one’s
educational level. Foreign teachers, especially those from the U.S that are working in Thai
universities, may not expect this norm and may unexpectedly find themselves under prepared to
handle this responsibility. With a high social position and strong professional expectation for
teachers in a large power distance societies such as Thailand, Western and American teachers
may find these obligations to be too demanding to maintain.

Additionally, the awareness of differences in social status often leads to the feeling of
kreang jai (being respectful, humble, and extremely considerate) when interacting with one
another, especially one with higher social status (Foley, 2005; Hallinger & Kantamara, 2000;
Knee, 1999). The concept of kreang jai is often deeply imbedded in the Thai mind set and
attitude. Additionally, as reported by George (1987), many Thai students may not seek help, ask
for clarification, or discuss any questions they have with their teachers. They may choose to
complete their assignments incorrectly rather than “disturb” their teachers. This behavior may be
viewed as irrational by many American and other Western teachers who are not familiar with the
Thai way of thinking. When teaching in Thailand, Americans and other foreign teachers have to
expect to receive this gesture both inside and outside the classroom. As a result, some teachers

may find it difficult and challenging to understand or come to terms with this concept.
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Other classroom behaviors that are deemed unacceptable by many Western teachers may
also be rooted in the respect for authority. Plagiarism, for example, is one of many problems that
foreign teachers in Thailand have reported having to deal with. It must be pointed out that in the
Thai classroom as well as Western teaching styles treat plagiarism as wrong and unacceptable.
However, in Thailand, this behavior may be based on a surprisingly different set of cultural
ideologies and circumstances that Western teachers may find difficult to comprehend. The
explanation for this “unacceptable” behavior may be due to a unique cultural orientation where
age, seniority, and hierarchy are so strongly emphasized that students have developed a coping
mechanism to deal with it. Students from Thai society are more likely to respect their teachers
and will try to please and make them happy and proud at all cost. It is highly possible, therefore,
that when they have to deal with a difficult classroom task or assignment that they know they
cannot accomplish on their own, some students may choose to copy or plagiarize rather than
submit an incomplete or inadequate assignment which, they believe, may disappoint their
teachers. In other words, their desire to respect the requests of their teachers is so important to
them that it could lead them to copy or plagiarize (Knee, 1999).

Bogart (2005), however, looks at this rather problematic behavior from a positive
perspective. He explains that the reasons some Thai students plagiarize might also be because of
the lack of learning methodologies. As a result, Thai students may copy the work of others as a
survival tool. Bogart further believes that one positive aspect of Thai copying is that it may help
them master the ability to replicate and duplicate, which is a useful learning tool when learning a
new language. These classroom behaviors may sound ridiculous and frustrating to many foreign
teachers who are used to active participation in the classroom. However, foreign teachers and

Thai students both need to be aware that different cultural norms exist that are deeply embedded
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in their consciousness, perceptions and attitudes of right and wrong. Compromise and
curriculum adjustment must be used in order to “get the job done” with effective cross-cultural
teaching and learning.

Achievement vs. Ascription

Similar to Hofstede’s Power Distance dimension, Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner
(1998) focus on how individuals obtain social status. In achievement societies such as in the
U.S., people are expected to obtain social status from what they have accomplished. This view is
quite different from what occurs in ascriptive (i.e., ascribed-status) societies such as those in
Southeast Asia where one’s social status can be obtained based on who one is either through
birth, seniority, gender, or economic status (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 1998).

Nguyen, Elliott, Terlouw, & Pilot (2009), for example, examined the use of Western
teaching methodology of cooperative learning in Asian contexts and found conflicts and
misunderstandings can occur when there is a mismatch between classroom methods and a
student’s cultural norms. Nguyen and colleagues describe that in Western cultures the
expectation of a good leader is often based on one’s competency, responsibility, performance,
and ability to delegate decisions to team members. The best leaders in these societies can be, as
Nguyen et al. describe, as a “one-minute leader” who can manage the task at hand effectively. In
ascriptive societies, however, the role of a good leader is more than one’s ability to complete the
assigned task, but one who has a certain personality that can capture group loyalty and members’
devotion. According to Nguyen et al., in ascriptive societies, ““...dignity, kindness, and devotion,
rather than work-related competency, are likely to be the key criteria for leadership.” (p. 120).

The way Thais perceive the role of good leadership appears to be comparable with other
Asian cultures in Nguyen and colleagues’ study. In Thai classrooms, how a student obtains his
or her social status such as being a good leader in group assignments may be judged differently
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among their Thai classmates and Western foreign teachers. For this reason, the person that
foreign teachers assign to be in charge for class assignments based on Western criteria, may not
be the leader that is desirable or acceptable by Thai classmates. This mismatching of leadership
criteria can lead to disappointment at best, and even unnecessary group conflict at worst.
Individualism and collectivism (or Communitarianism)

The cultural dimensions of individualism and collectivism according to Hofstede appear
to be quite comparable to Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner’s individualism and
communitarianism, in many ways. For example, based on Hofstede’s definition, individualism
refers to a society that values individual achievement over group achievement. In societies that
value individualism, a person often looks after his or her own interest and immediate family, as
opposed to a collectivist society where people feel that they belong to one or more groups and
they will protect the interest of the group and its members. Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner
(1998) also describe individualism in a similar fashion, as societies where people place more
emphasis on individual needs before the group or the community that one belongs too.
Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner describe communitarianism in a similar fashion to
collectivism. In these societies, groups and community are essential for the well-being and
happiness of the individual. Therefore, an individual will place the community or group before
their own happiness and welfare as they believe that the well-being of the group will naturally
and eventually benefit the individual members.

Based on these cultural dimensions, the different social orientations in Thailand and
Western countries such as the U.S. will influence the way Thais and Westerners perceive the
meaning of “self” or the meaning of one’s existence (Kwanjai & Hertog, 2008). Growing up in

individualist society, Westerners may likely view one’s existence with the notion that “you are
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what you make of yourself.” Thais, on the other hand, may have a different viewpoint and tend
to think of their self existence as “you are what people make of you” (Kwanjai & Hertog, 2008,
p-12). The awareness of “self” in relation to others is evident in the use of language,
expressions, and gestures. Most Thais learn from early childhood to determine and select
pronouns and to gesture according to who they interact with (Hallinger & Kantamara, 2000).

For example, there are countless pronouns for “I”” such as khaphachao, phom, krapom, chan,
dichan, rao, noo, kha, gu to name but a few (Foley, 2005). The hierarchical level in language is
based on one’s social status, relationships, and age of the two individual who are interacting. For
example, a daughter speaking to her parents refers to herself as noo, while a son refers to himself
as phom. These siblings, when speaking with close friends refer to themselves as rao or chan.
When speaking to the King, they use highly formalized pronouns such as khaphachao for both
men and women. Most Thais, even at a very young age, learn and can figure out the appropriate
pronouns to use, with whom, and under what circumstances.

In addition, when Thais meet and greet, they usually wai, by putting the two palms
together in a praying gesture in front of the face, and then bow. The wai and the bow also have
different levels for different individuals, ages, and social statuses. The higher the wai toward the
top of the head, the more respect one shows to another. Americans, on the other hand, usually
shake hands when they greet, regardless of one another’s social status and in most social
situations. They also maintain the pronoun “I” regardless of who they interact with from royalty,
to the President, to their subordinates and even to their pets. Therefore, having to figure out the
appropriate pronouns and gesture in social interactions may be challenging and frustrating for

many Americans who are new or unfamiliar with Thai cultural norms.
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Additionally, the relationship between self and others and the group is often formed and
developed in one’s consciousness since childhood and is often reinforced in the classroom
(Hofstede, et al., 2010). Thais typically perceive one’s self existence in harmony with the group
they belong to and, as a result, Thai classroom activities often reflect and reinforce these cultural
norms. The “cheering” activity (or similar activities with different names) is one of many
common practices in Thai universities and colleges where students (especially freshmen) gather
together to show support for the department they belong to. One of the main purposes for this
type of activity is to increase group cohesion and harmony, help new students to learn how to
function in college life, and increase school pride. It also helps students, especially newcomers,
to network with other students as well as with faculty members (MOE Thailand). This
“cheering” activity, however, can last for a few days to weeks depending on the university and
program. Perhaps not surprisingly, some universities place this activity as a priority over regular
classes. Students, therefore, may be allowed to participate in the activity instead of attending
classes.

As a collectivist and communitarianism society where people feel that belonging to a
certain group and protecting the interests of the group and its members is essential, the
“cheering” activity in Thai universities is considered important, as it serves the purpose of
maintaining and strengthening group harmony. Western foreign teachers, especially those with a
strong individualistic viewpoint, however, may view “cheering” activity as unnecessary,
wasteful, or even as an obstruction to learning.

Further, in collective and communitarianism societies, the in-group-out-group
distinctions are emphasized. Group members, therefore, are expected to receive preferential

treatment over out-group members (Hofstede et al, 2010). For example, a Thai teacher may treat
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her niece (who happens to be in her class) better than other students. This “special” treatment is
often viewed as acceptable in collectivist society as group members should be more important
than the out-group members. This special treatment in individualist societies, however, will
likely be viewed with resentment and even as nepotism in individualist societies such as the U.S.,
where one should be treated equally regardless of their membership status. American teachers in
Thai classrooms may find it hard to accept such behavior that many of them view as sharply
contrasting with their core values.

As members of a collective and communitarianism society, Thai students may also
choose to deal with difficult assignments by working together in a group and hand in identical
assignments without considering this behavior as cheating or unacceptable (George, 1987). In
“Using Cooperative Learning in The College Classroom,” George found that many of her Thai
students may have unknowingly practiced one of the most important pedagogical strategies of
cooperative learning by working together as a homework cartel on their class assignments
(1987). Western teachers, who are more likely to value individual performance, may find this
strategy unacceptable, dishonest and even deceitful. However, based on George’s study, using
cooperative learning can be a very useful learning strategy to increase the achievement of college
students.

Using this study as an example, however, is not an endorsement for Western teachers to
accept academic dishonesty or plagiarism in Thai classrooms, but serves as an example that other
explanations should be considered before making a final judgment based on what many would
perceive as a Western ideology. Hopefully, this study will help increase awareness among
western teachers that some classroom behaviors that are considered inappropriate may be based

on differing cultural values and norms.
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Achievement Oriented vs. Relationship Oriented

Achievement oriented cultures such as that in the U.S. and relationship oriented cultures
such as in Thailand, may also be the basis for cross-cultural misunderstandings. In some aspects,
achievement and relationship oriented cultural characteristics can be compared to Hofstede’s
(1989) cultural dimension of masculinity and femininity. According to Hofstede, this cultural
dimension can be used to gauge the extent to which a society values assertiveness or competition
as opposed to nurturing and concern for relationships (Hofstede et al, 2010). According to
Hofstede’s categories, in “masculine” societies there is more distinction between social roles of
males and females, while in feminine societies the social roles of the two sexes are not as clearly
defined and their roles may overlap. In a masculine society, respect for power, wealth,
performance outcome, and productivity may be emphasized more than in a feminine society
where social relations and harmony are more important. Some authors refer to Hofstede’s
masculinity culture as “hard” culture, result-oriented culture, or performance-oriented culture
and refer to feminine culture as soft culture, relationship-oriented, or cooperation-orientated
culture (e.g., Wright, 2006). The cultural values indicated in Hofstede’s cultural dimension also
transfer into work values. People from masculine societies, for example, may emphasize earning,
recognition, job advancement, and challenge while members of feminine societies may prefer a
caring supervisor, cooperative teamwork, desirable work location, and job security for their
careers.

Interestingly, based on Hofstede’s cultural model, Thailand has the highest scores in Asia
as a feminine society, while many Western countries such as the U.S. score high as being a
masculine society. The vast differences in cultural values between Thailand and the many
Western countries such as the U.S. may play a significant role in making the cross-cultural
experiences of American teachers in Thai universities challenging. The characteristic pertaining
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to femininity or relationship oriented societies is strong in Thai culture, as many Thais are often
concerned that maintaining social harmony is crucial in Thai society. American teachers with
achievement oriented values may view school failure and “low” productivity and performance of
Thai students as a serious issue. Thai students, on the other hand, may be more concerned with
relationship building than trying to work hard to get good grades, because school failure may not
be viewed as seriously in a feminine society as it is in masculine societies.

In feminine or relationship oriented societies such as Thailand, teachers will likely
support and encourage average and low performance students in class in order to help increase
their performance. This approach may be opposite of masculine or achievement oriented
societies such as in the U.S., where teachers often praise and use the best performance students
as examples for other students to follow. The method of academic evaluations also tends to be
different in educational settings. Teachers from masculine societies will likely stress a student’s
performance, while teachers from feminine societies will stress a student’s friendliness, social
skills and adaptations as desirable. The career choice among students from the two societies is
also diverse. Students from masculine cultures will choose majors that have potential job
opportunities while students from feminine cultures tend to follow their intrinsic interests and
select their majors accordingly (Hofstede et al. 2010).

Typically, Thais view productivity or accountability as less critical than maintaining
social harmony. One important aspect of a Thai social norm is to be sanook (or sanuk) translated
to mean the feeling of fun and enjoyment in work, play, and other activities (Hallinger &
Kantamara, 2000, p. 54). Feeling sanook and being able to work well with others are more
critical for Thais than accountability or productivity. Hallinger & Kantamara, even claim that in

Thailand the notion of accountability only occurs “...at the level of rhetoric.” (p. 54). In Thai
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classrooms, feeling sanook is very important. George (1987), for example, reports that Thai
students often laugh in class and may not be viewed as productive behavior from a Western
standpoint, but can “...bring rather positive dispositions to the classroom - - a pleasant contrast
to the curmudgeonly university students many of us have encountered in Western universities
today.” (p. 18).

In summary, cross-cultural interactions, especially in an educational setting, are often
founded as ‘difference-base’” where values, patterns of behaviors, and assumptions are often
diverse and will likely hinder understanding and create conflict and misunderstanding.
Differences in language used and diverse communication styles, how people view themselves in
relation to others who are in power and their perception of “self” in relation with others, how
people obtain their social roles, their attitudes toward time, their perception toward assertiveness
or nurturing, all can play significant roles in classroom interactions. Teachers and students from
different cultural backgrounds must be aware of these differences in order for them to adjust or
compromise and make their cross-cultural journey more effective and successful.

Limitations and Concerns of Using Cultural Models for Analysis

Although using the works of such influential researchers as Hall, Hofstede, and
Trompenaars as a theoretical framework can be beneficial and useful in helping us understand
the common cultural characteristics of Thailand and the United States, applying this knowledge
needs to be done with caution. Many possible limitations and concerns also need to be addressed
and considered.

First of all, it is worth noting that the cultural explanations from these leading studies
focus on the national level of culture. Critiques in various fields (e.g., McSweeney, 20023,

2002b; Myers & Tan, 2003; Signorini, Wiesemes, & Murphy, 2010) express concerns when
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using these national cultural categories. Some of the concerns include the complexity issues
when measuring culture at the national level. For example, critics such as Myers & Tan (2003)
feel that culture is quite complex and dynamic. They and others view it as multi-dimensional,
multi-level, and as being invented and reinvented, interpreted and reinterpreted simultaneously.
Combined with increasing globalization and international connections between nations, this
global trend will make the dynamic nature of culture even more rapid and complicated. For this
reason, some critics view culture as “a moving target” that would be difficult to capture or
measure accurately using nation-level models (Myers & Tan, 2003). Williamson (2002), also
expresses that one should not simply apply cultural models with an inaccurate assumption that
culture is uniform and individual values and behaviors can be determined based simply on one’s
cultural background (p.1391). Overall, some critics feel that the use of the national level is too
simplistic and inappropriate because it may not accurately reflect cross-cultural issues at all
levels, such as the organizational level, regional level, local level, and individual level.
However, according to Hofstede, et.al., (2010), although culture is complex, multi-
dimensional, and dynamic, changes often occur at the outer layer or visible aspect of culture,
such as its symbols, heroes, rituals, and practices. The deepest layer of culture or the invisible
aspect, refers to the core values that are quite stable and rarely change through time. Hofstede
and colleagues report that the cultural dimensions that measure the core values of cultures from
different nations, therefore, should be considered valid for comparison and analysis. They
further state that in established nations, citizens often share a tremendous amount of
commonalities such as using a common national language, educational, military and political

systems, as well as media, products, and services to name a few. This commonality is believed
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to serve as a strong force for integration which makes members in the nation possess similar
mental ideology.

Masemann (2007) also supports the notion that although we cannot expect homogeneity
at a national level of analysis, as members of a nation will not behave or think identically, we
need to accept that there are considerable commonalities that are shared among members within
a nation. Members of a nation, therefore, are often the product of the same “control
mechanisms” (p.102) that influence and govern their behavior. These “control mechanisms”
(e.g., instructions, rules, plans) will likely make members of one national group more similar to
one another than those from different nations. In other words, a national level will typically
predict and reflect individual and organizational cultural norms and values. According to
Hofstede, et.al., (2010), a nation-level measurement ... is often the only feasible criterion for
classification.” (p.21), but warns that using the nation-level or one’s nationality to measure cross-
cultural differences should be handled with caution.

Another concern is that these influential studies derived their data from a business
orientated environment (for example, IBM Cooperation for Hofstede’s dimensions, and AT&T,
Heineken, and Motorola for Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner’s dimensions). Some critics have
expressed concern that the description of culture based on Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner was
developed and used in business settings that may not be accurately applied to other social
settings such as in the classroom. These critics feel that work values may not be accurately
applied to general members of the society. In response to this view, Hofstede and colleagues
express their standpoint that business people, whether they are managers, leaders, or average

workers, are representative components of national societies. Therefore, they should not be
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isolated from other parts of the society as a whole, or be viewed as having significant differences
in values, beliefs, and behaviors from their co-nationals.

In addition, in the present study, generalizing or applying this cultural characteristic of
Thais and Americans must be used with caution. For example, some dimensions such as those
put forth by Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, did not include Thailand in their study. As a
result, the application of these cultural dimensions to Thai cultural norms in the present study,
has to be done based on using other countries that are close geographically and, it is assumed,
that have similar cultural norms, values, and practices (i.e., Southeast Asia).

Further, individual personal differences including gender, social class, or sexual
orientation will also play a significant role in their reaction to certain cultural situations
(Williamson, 2002). “A Social Science Curriculum for the 21* Century,” for example, reports
that because cross-cultural studies are often a “hybrid offspring,” with roots in a variety of
disciplines such as social-psychology, sociology, and cultural anthropology. Cross-cultural
studies, therefore, shares the strengths of having well established and well developed knowledge
and concepts, but it also shares some of the limitations of having to deal with individual
subjectivity (2011). When applying knowledge of culture, it often involves “generalization
stereotypes.” Even though generalization is an acceptable approach, there will always be
exceptions to the rules that must be considered (2003). In other words, there is a high possibility
that a certain individual will not be a “typical” Thai or a “typical” American and a person from a
certain group may not necessarily behave according to their cultural norms or expectations. The
complexity of some variables such as age, gender, ethnicity, individual personality, to name only
a few will always influence certain behaviors to some degree. For this reason, individual

variation as well as different situational factors must be considered in the process of
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understanding, because cultural information is “...an informative tool rather than a defining

rule.” (Muller, 2007, P.4)

Part 2: The History of Thai Education

In order to better understand the cross-cultural experiences of American teachers in
Thailand, it is essential to look at the general history and some socio-cultural contexts of
Thailand, especially in areas relating to education norms, patterns, and development. This
background and overview will hopefully provide information that can be used as a basis for
comparison and contrast, and for the analysis and understanding of cross-cultural teaching
experiences of American educators in Thailand.

According to the Thailand Ministry of Education (MOE), education in Thailand began in
the 13th century during the Sukhothai period (A.D.1238-1378) and continued throughout the
Ayutthaya (A.D. 1350-1767) and Thonburi period (1767-1782). The aspects of education during
this era were based upon and reflect the moral, intellectual and cultural terms of the period.
Education was provided to princes and sons of nobles by the Royal Institution of Instruction
(Rajabundit), while commoner males received education from Buddhist monasteries. The
beginning of the Bangkok Period (1782 to present) period of education continued to progress and
in the mid 1800s, printed books were available for the first time in Thai history. It was at this
time that Western missionaries started to play a vital role in Thai education. This era was also
the beginning of an increase in Western influences in Thai society. Several treaties were
established and the English language became the lingual franca for commerce and diplomatic
missions. The modernization of education to address global forces and change, thus, became
increasingly necessary during this period. Numerous educational reforms and modifications

were made during this crucial period, many of which exist today.
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A review of the Thai national historical background in education, one sees various
aspects of culture that influenced the socio-cultural patterns and behavioral norms and practices
in an educational context. One important and undeniable aspect that has shaped the Thai
educational system is the pervasive and significant influence of religion in Thai society
(Pinyuchon & Gray, 1997). Buddhist principles, for example, appear to greatly influence student
values, behaviors, and patterns of relationship that they have toward others. Another aspect
based on a review of Thai history is the strong impact of global influences on Thai education,
especially reforms, development, policies, and practices. These historical and social aspects that
have shaped and influenced Thai educational patterns are as follows:

The Influence of Religious Beliefs on Thai Education

Cultural patterns, values, and worldview of Thai society largely develop and stem from
religious belief (Pinuychon & Gray, 1997). Buddhism was established in Thailand in the fifth
century originating in Sri Lanka (Jones, 2008) and for more than a 1,000 years, has been the
guiding force, in all aspects, of how Thais lead their lives (Kusalasaya, 2001). For Thailand,
“Buddhism has been the main spring from which flow its culture and philosophy, its art and
literature, its ethics and morality, and many of its folkways and festivals.” (2001). Some
foreigners even called Thailand “The Land of Yellow Robes” based on the large number of
monks who wrap themselves in yellow (saffron) robes as their clothing (Kusalasaya, 2001).

Buddhism can certainly be considered the national religion, as approximately 94 % of
Thais are Buddhists who follow Buddhist principles (Kusalasaya, 2001). For example, Thais
commonly believe in reincarnation and that life does not end at death. They also strongly
believe in the law of “cause and effect” in that each life is conditioned by one’s own action

(karma). Foley (2005) defines karma as “...a profile of one’s meritorious and sinful acts and
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thoughts.” (p.227). In other words, if one does good one will receive good, if one does evil, one
will face bad consequences accordingly. The karma regardless whether it is good or bad, will
not end at one current life, but will follow each individual to the next life, through the repeated
cycle of reincarnation (Pinyuchon & Gray (1997). The belief in karma is so strong and
pervasive among Thais that it shapes the way they think and behave in nearly all social
interactions and situations. For example, many Thais may take the blame for their own past
behaviors (either committed during this life or believed that they committed in the past life) for
any calamity or misfortune one experiences. It’s common to hear Thais say, “I must have done
something bad in my past life to deserve this,” rather than blaming others or the situation for
one’s misfortune. This explanation, belief and way of life serve as a coping mechanism in both
good and bad times.

The influence of religious beliefs also guides behavior in Thai classrooms. Foley (2005),
for example, expresses that “Buddhism is the foundation of the Thai world view...” (p. 227). In
Thai classrooms, teachers commonly not only teach topics, but they also provide guidance for
appropriate attitudes and behaviors based on Buddhist teachings. The main concepts of Buddhist
principles include the belief in karma, bunkhun (pronounced “boonkhun”), and krengjai (Foley,
2005; Phongsakorn, 2009). For example, as mentioned above, the belief in karma is that what
happens to a person is an outcome of his or her karma. This belief may transfer to the idea of
self-blaming and self-correcting attitudes and behaviors among Thai students, rather than
blaming the teacher for one’s academic failure. Some Thais also view teaching as a highly
respected occupation as it allows individual to educate others and help the society as a whole.
Educators, therefore, are people who can accumulate good karma and are viewed with respect

and admiration throughout Thai society (Phongsakorn, 2009).
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Further, the concept of bunkhun, what roughly translates in English to “gratitude,” or as
Foley (2005) describes as, “...the benefit and benevolence rendered to someone. In other words,
the one who benefits from something is obligated to do something in return.” (p. 228). Bunkhun
is another Buddhist principle that is commonly passed on from generation to generation through
socialization and classroom lessons. For example, people are taught at a very young age to
appreciate the bunkhun of their parents who raise them and their teachers who teach and provide
them with knowledge. The return for someone’s bunkhun is often through being polite,
obedient, courteous, considerate, and respectful toward them. For this reason, classroom
interactions between Thai students and teachers often reflect these Buddhist tenets. Moreover,
with a respectful attitude toward teachers, students often feel kreangjai which roughly translates
in English as “...to be considerate, to feel reluctant to impose upon another person, to take
another person’s feelings (and ego) into account, or to take every measure not to cause
discomfort or inconvenience for another person.” (Komin, 1991, cited in Phongsakorn, 2009,
p.41). The feeling of kreangjai is so deeply imbedded in the Thai mindset that students feel so
kreangjai toward their teachers that they are reluctant to ask questions or ask for help from their
teachers, even when necessary. The concept of kreangjai may be difficult to comprehend for
non-Thais, especially Westerners, who might interpret this value and behavior as inhibited or
subservient (Foley, 2005; Phongsakorn, 2009).

With respect toward teachers and education derived from the belief in karma, bunkhun,
and kreangjai, classroom norms and interaction between teachers and students are typically
formal and school activities such as graduation ceremonies are very strict, reverent and
ceremonial. For example, teachers in Thailand are usually very highly respected, not only by

students, but also by the students’ parents and the entire society as knowledgeable and
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authoritative figures. As reflected in the official National Teacher’s Day celebration which is
held on January 16 of each year, students have a chance to pay respect to their teachers by
offering flowers and wai-ing and bowing to teachers to thank them for their work, support and
teaching. Overall, based on Thai tradition combined with strong religious beliefs, classroom
norms and interaction between teachers and students in Thailand are usually formal, respectful,
strict, and steeped in conservative tradition.

Buddhist principals also stress the importance of being non-expressive and reserved
which is expressed in Thai society as “Withdrawal rather than aggressive encounters is
preferred.” (Pinyuchon & Gray, 1997, p.213). A well-educated, well-manned, and strong
minded individual is judged based on the ability to control or conceal his or her emotions. This
view is supported by Knee (1999), who taught in Thailand for an extended period of time. Based
on first-hand knowledge, Knee describes his experience of teaching English to Thai students as
extremely difficult, especially when attempting to get any verbal responses from students.
According to Knee (1999) Thai students appear to try to avoid conflict and show deprecating
behavior. He further explains that classroom dynamics in Thailand typically do not promote
active participation and that students are not used to or expected to question points made during
class. He also describes the typical characteristics of Thai students as being shy, valuing
modesty, and having a strong group ethic. Hallinger & Kantamara (2001) further add that some
Thais will try to maintain social harmony and avoid any potential conflict at all cost.

Fieg & Mortlock (1989) describe Thais as having a strong sense of what is considered
“proper” behavior, and in this sense Thais would prefer “...congruence rather than dissonance”
(p. 45). Fieg & Mortlock then use what Shakespeare expressed to describe how many Thais

think that “...though it be honest, it is never good to bring bad news*(p. 46). They point out that
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this contrast with the American view that accuracy is better than courtesy and believe that
honesty is the best policy. Many Thais, on the other hand, prefer politeness over truthfulness and
for Thais it is better to be polite than to be critical in a way that could increase disappointment,
show insensitivity to others, or cause others to “lose face.”

Additionally, in Thailand, Buddhist monks, who were (and still are) highly respected in
Thai society, have traditionally and historically held the role of teachers. For instance, Jones
(2008) states that for Thais, monks are “...living repositories of knowledge and wisdom...”
(p-34) and Watson (1980) describes the traditional view toward Buddhist monks as “Whereas
parents gave life, monks imparted a way of life and knowledge which make that life worth
living.” (cited in Fry, 2002, p.4). Although in current times, monks do not commonly hold the
position of teaching, wherever there are monks and temples, there often are schools established
on the same premise or very nearby (Watson, 1980, cited in Fry, 2002). In fact, most public
schools in Thailand often locate on the same location or near a temple — where there is one, there
often is the other. Many public schools even go far as to adopt the name of the temple as the
school name (such as Rong Rian Wat Benjamabopit or translated to School-Temple
Benjamabopit). Thailand also has two well-established autonomous Buddhist universities
(Mahachulalongkorn Rajavidyalaya University and Mahamakut Buddhist University) that
provide higher level subjects in Buddhism and develop skills and values based on Buddhist
teaching for monks and the general population (Bovornsiri, 2006).

Jones (2008) also points out that ‘Buddhism and education were one and the same for the
villager and commoner...Education and Buddhism represent the interface between Siam and
what has become Thailand; what was once spiritual has now become religion; what was once

living-learning has now become formal schooling...(p.2). Traditionally, young Thai men at age
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20 will become monks to learn Buddhist tenets in order to become literate or to “complete”
themselves as human beings. In fact, Buddhism also plays a crucial role in the development of
the Thai educational reform of 1997 (Jones, 2008). The close connection between temples and
schools are still evident today. Most Thais in contemporary society still associate formal
education with temples and view a formal education with high respect and regard
(www.moe.go.th).

The influence of Buddhist principles in Thai society and Thai classrooms is strong and
powerful. It is safe to say that religion and religious beliefs are an inside force that firmly play a
role in classroom interactions, behaviors, and practices. However, there is another outside force
that strongly influences Thai education. This force emerged from the global influences that have
long been a significant factor guiding Thai education, especially the reforms and policy

development throughout Thai history.
Global Influences on Thai Education

Historically speaking, Thailand has long been exposed to international interactions and
global influences. Since the 13th century, the country has welcomed foreign visitors for various
purposes including trade, commerce, and dignitary and diplomatic missions from China, Japan,
Persia, Holland, France, England, Arabia, and India (Jones, 2008). For this reason, global
influences are not a new phenomenon for Thailand. In fact, global influences, especially during
the aggressive movement of colonial power in the late 19th century have compelled Thailand to
reform to be in par with the “progress” and “civilization” expected by the Western imperial
power. The reform of the country in various areas, including the abolishment of slavery and the
development and spreading of mass education in Thailand, was deemed necessary (Jones, 2008).

Based on historical records, these steps toward “modernization” lead by Thai kings during the
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colonization period were one of the main factors that have helped and continue to maintain
independence and prevent the country from being colonized by European powers (Winichakul,
2000).

Although, Thai education began in the 13" century during the Sukhothai
period, the expansion and modernization of mass education, especially higher education, appears
to have been instigated during the reign of King Chulalongkorn (King Rama V) during the
period from 1868 to 1910 (Thai MOE). It was during this era that the first modernized Thai
school was established (in 1871). In 1887 the Department of Education was developed, followed
by the development of a law school (1887), a medical school, the Royal Pages to train
government officers, and an engineering school. These schools were later merged into
Chulalongkorn University in 1916, the first university of Thailand, established during King
Rama VI period (Komolmas, 1999). At the initial stage, Thai education used educational models
from England and after World War 11, American models began to dominate the Thai education,
especially the tertiary levels (Chalapati, 2007). The evidence of global influences on Thai
education also is demonstrated in the nation’s educational reforms. Fry (2002), for example,
categorizes major Thai educational reforms into four periods and described the historical events
leading to the reforms as follows:
Phase 1 (1868-1910) during King Chulalongkorn (Rama V). During this era, the king had the
vision to transform traditional Siam into a modernized nation through educational reform, hoping
that it could strengthen the nation and be responsive to the challenges facing the country during
the colonial invasion period (Fry, 2002). This reform resulted in the establishment of modern

education, the first Thai university, a bilingual school (Suankularb) that offered English as
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another language of instruction, and the expansion of modern education to commoners
throughout the nation.

Phase 11 (1973-1980): the Student Revolution Period. Educational reform during this era was a
consequence of at least two major political revolutions. With the expansion of higher education
and knowledge, and an increasing number of young-generation students who graduated overseas,
the concept of democracy began to become instilled in the Thai perspective (Komolmas, 1999;
Pitiyanuwat & Sujiva, 2000). The quest for democracy, therefore, resulted in the transformation
of the nation’s political power from an absolute monarchy into a constitutional monarchy in
1932. King Prajadhipok (Rama VII) agreed to give up his Kingship with the remark that .. .the
obligation of a ruler was to reign for the good of the whole people, not for a select few.”

( www.state.gov). Unfortunately, after this major political transformation, a true democracy was

not realized, as Thailand was still under the control of the military and bureaucratic elite. This
resulted in the uprising of massive student movements that fought for democracy in October
1973 (Fry, 2002).

Providentially, these two major political movements lead to establishment of the 1997
Constitution, the most progressive movement towards a genuine democracy in Thai history
(Klein, 1998). These political movements also brought about the second educational reform
aimed at addressing the issues of social justice, inequity and inequality of the Thai educational
system. It also led to the shifting of the school curriculum from one that was rigid and restricted
during military supervision, to one that was more open and progressive. For instance, freedom of
expression and liberal ideologies could be expressed more freely in educational settings after the

reform (Fry, 2002).
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Phase 111 (1990-1995): Encountering Globalization and Internationalization. During this period,
Thailand, again, was confronted with many challenges, as well as the opportunity brought about
by globalization. In order to remain competitive, the nation needed to reform its educational
system with the aim of producing human resources and a workforce that met global expectations.
Not only did Thailand need to prepare Thai students for the global market, Thailand also had
been playing a role in providing international education for students from neighboring countries
such as Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, and Myanmar (Fry, 2002). The global influence again led to
the third major educational reform. The third reform consisted of the main agendas aimed at
modifying the learning approach toward global accepted methodology, fostering diversity of
ideas in learning, reforming higher education, improving educational management approaches
through decentralization, improving quality assurance system, and allowing more involvement
from private sectors in education. All and all, the primary goal of the third reform was to
provide relevant skills and knowledge that fit the global requirements and to maintain
competitiveness in the globalized world (Fry, 2002).

Phase IV (1997- present): Asian Economic Crisis Period. The Asian economic crisis has shifted
the economic landscape, as well as the educational outlook among Thai policy makers. This
crisis, for example, compelled many Thais to reexamine the concept of progress and
development (Fry, 2002). Some Thais started to question whether the concept of “progress”
stemming from such ideologies as capitalism, materialism, and consumerism was suitable for the
Thai way of life. This led to a call for a more balanced and stable social, spiritual,
environmental, and cultural components in all social aspects of Thai life, including education
(Fry, 2002; Pitiyanuwat & Sujiva, 2000). The current educational reform after the Asian

economic crisis continues to addresses the issues related to challenges facing globalization which
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were the main objectives of the past (the third) reform. However, in the current reform, some
issues such as recognizing and applying local wisdom and knowledge, as well as stressing a
holistic approach of reform to consider local needs were added. In sum, the Asian economic
crisis profoundly influenced the current educational policy which has the major aim for the long-
term economic recovery and preservation of local pride and identity (Fry, 2002).

Based on the historical and political events that led to the four major educational reforms
in Thailand, it appears that global influences were the most significant forces for the
restructuring and modification of Thai education throughout Thai history. Because global,
especially Western influences have long played a role in Thai education, issues related to
globalization must be focused on in more detail. The issues related to globalization will help
increase the overall understanding of the cross-cultural experience of American teachers in Thai
classrooms, as globalization plays a role in shaping classroom practices, curriculum

development, and educational reform in Thailand.

Part 3: Issues of Globalization and Education in Thailand

Globalization stands for the process of international integration through the movement of
economy, products, workforce, and ideas (Bloom, 2004). This process brings tremendous
benefits as it enhances economic opportunities and growth to many countries. Globalization has
been credited for promoting foreign investments and increasing global coalitions.
Telecommunication, technology, as well as transportation have been made available and more
affordable through the process of globalization. All and all, globalization plays a big role in
improving the quality of lives of people in many regions throughout the world. Unfortunately,
the process of globalization, like a coin, does not have only one constructive side, but a

destructive side as well.
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Globalization is to blame for further widening the gap between the “haves and the have-
nots.” For example, the economic opportunities from powerful international financial institutions
and corporations are usually controlled by the members of elite G-8 countries (Schugurensky,
2007). Inequality between socioeconomically rich and poor countries continues to rise. The
unfair distribution of wealth not only occurs in poor developing countries, but also among
citizens of wealthy nations as well. Job losses due to outsourcing for cheap labor, changing
global connections, and an ever-changing economic climate are increasing. The unfairness and
tendency to favor the rich, therefore, are some of the many reasons why resistance towards
globalization continues (Bloom, 2004).

Despite some drawbacks and resistance, globalization still provides both economic and
social opportunity. This opportunity is why many countries embrace it without much reservation,
and for some countries, accepting globalization in this current world climate, seems to be
inevitable. Increasing globalization also plays a significant role in changing the landscape of
educational practices around the globe (Schugurensky, 2007). In order to compete in a global
economy, governments of developing countries are often faced with tremendous demands to
reform their educational system (Bloom, 2004). Unfortunately, the long history of colonial
powers around the world has often resulted in the changing of educational practices in a one way
direction from “the West” to “The Rest” (Nguyen, Elliott, Terlouw, & Pilot 2009. p. 110).

Maintenance of Colonial Power

Many factors play a significant role in perpetuating Western influences on world
education, especially in less economically affluent countries. First, educational reform in
developing countries has often been developed by or adapted from experts from affluent Western

countries (Nguyen, et al., 2009), as policymakers in developing countries often view Western
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educational strategies and practices as more desirable and more advanced than in their own
countries. Second, the continued increase in the number of international students from less
developed countries to Western developed countries such as the U.S., U.K., and Australia also
play a role in maintaining Western influences through educational training, practices, and
ideologies. International students educated in these Western universities will likely be
influenced by Western theories, cognitive structure, and learning styles. When they return home,
these highly educated international students often take rather important and influential roles as
educators, academic advisors, consultants, and policy makers who will gradually or, in some
cases, rapidly change the educational landscape of their home countries toward Western norms
(Elliott, 2007). Third, financial assistance from international agencies (many of which are from
the West) through scholarships, rewards, stimulus programs, financial incentives, and
educational exchange can also play a role in exerting Western ideologies to less affluent
countries (Nguyen, et al, 2009). Fourth, the global acceptance of English as the universal
language and academic lingua franca is also a key element to make Western powers long lasting
(Schugurensky, 2007, p. 262). The widespread adoption of English as the academic lingua
franca, for example, may have resulted in “forced inclusion” (Schugurensky, 2007, p. 263).
Information, scientific reports, journal articles, and the proceedings of professional conferences,
to name but a few, are presented and published in the English language. Countries that use
different national languages other than English, especially developing poor countries, will be in a
disadvantaged position and may be left behind as they may “lack” the language competency to
participate or compete in the global economy.

With Western influences, educational systems in many countries throughout the world

are moving in a direction of unification with common structures and practices - in order to be in
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alignment with Western practices and thinking (Ginsburg, Cooper, Raghu & Zegarra 1990).
Nguyen , et al., (2009), in contrast, states concern about the use of a “false universalism” (p.109),
when the pressure for educational reform drives policy makers to believe that educational
practices from one country can be readily transferred to another country without taking into
consideration of the many differences. In practice, educational reforms “...are highly
interrelated with concurrent events in the cultural, social, economic, and political realms.”
(Ginsburg, et al. 1990, p. 477).

Differences in cultural norms, traditional practices, and national idiosyncrasies, therefore,
play a significant role in the success or failure of a reform. For example, the strong influence
from the West may result in a rather uncritical adoption of Western pedagogy in non-Western
countries. According to Nguyen, et al., this “cross-cultural cloning” (p.110) in educational
practices may be inappropriate and even impractical. For example, the student-centered
pedagogy approach is more suitable and useful in countries with liberal democratic standpoints.
This approach is also useful for countries that seek to prepare their citizens to function in free
market economies (Elliott, 2007). This educational approach, however, may not be practical for
students in communist or more tradition conservative collectivist countries where individual
expression, needs, and freedoms are not valued, emphasized, or even allowed.

Besides academic ineffectiveness, Nguyen et al. (2009) are concerned that “cross-cultural
cloning” may have even more serious ramifications. For example, when unfamiliar policies and
practices are introduced in the process of educational reform, everyone involved (e.g., educators,
administrators, students) have to struggle to adapt to the new ideas and practices. In these
situations, rejection, resistance, and even conflict are unavoidable because each country has its

own history and unique educational traditions that are not easily or quickly replaced
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(Schugurensky, 2007). Implementing Western educational practices and ideology may also
result in neglecting or ignoring one’s own cultural qualities and strengths and undermining one’s
own expertise and assets (2009). Moreover, uncritically adopting Western procedures may help
perpetuate a sense of dependency on Western ideology, especially among less affluent
developing countries Nguyen, et al. (2009). These are but a few of the possible drawbacks
inherent in adopting foreign policies and practices, without taking into account one’s own unique
cultural values.
Impact of Globalization on Thai Education

Thailand, like most countries that have been influenced by globalization, faces similar
opportunities and threats that accompany globalization. Although historically Thailand has
never been colonized by a Western power and has been able to maintain its sovereignty
throughout history, it has not been able to escape the effects of global influences. In fact, Jones
(2008) stated that the country has always been impacted by global influences, but has always
found ways to adapt and compromise the global influences to fit the local needs. Some Thais
view Western ways of living with admiration and as the sign of modernity (Persaud, 2005,
Winichakul, 2000). Evidence of Western acceptance in Thailand can be seen from the most
outward appearances such as architecture and modern fashion, to more subtle cultural values
such as the obsession with light skin and Western features (e.g., light brown hair and “nose
jobs”™), the adoption of English words as nick-names (e.g., Stamp, Apple, Arm) among younger
Thais (Cornwel-Smith, 2005), and the strong demand for a Western education and English
language as a sign of modernity, empowerment, and advancement (Persaud, 2005, Baker, 2008).

As might be expected, acquiring a Western education is one of the most desirable goals

among Thai students and their parents. For example, the aspiration for a Western education
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makes Thai students among the top ten leading countries striving to get an education in the U.S.
in the last decade from 2001 to 2008 (www.opendoors.iienetwork.org). Thailand also receives
academic assistance from various international agencies - many of which are from the West and
representing government, university, and private sectors - through scholarships, rewards,
stimulus programs, financial incentives, and educational exchange. This international assistance,
however, brings both tremendous opportunities as well as risks to Thai culture and society. For
example, financial support from the West enables more Thais to acquire a Western education,
thus, the number of Thais with a Western outlook and who are Western-centric is escalating. On
the one hand, increasing numbers of Thais with western attitudes and skills can help Thailand to
be competitive in the global arena. On the other hand, these attitudes and commodities can have
a negative impact on the Thai traditional culture, society, and identity. Thongprayoon & Hill
(1987), for example, identify a new generation of Thais as ‘non-Thai Thais’ because their
manner and thought orientation are noticeably different from other traditional Thais.

Further, receiving financial assistance from Western institutions (e.g., the World Bank,
and the IMF) and private sectors may provide tremendous opportunities for Thai educational
institutions to advance and expand educational services to more students. However, acceptance
of financial aid often comes with obligations to comply with a provider’s objectives and goals
(Walter, 2002). Bloom (2004), for example, points out that foreign investments based on
economic and short-term profit rarely match local interest and academic needs. The compliance
to foreign institutions, therefore, may jeopardize the traditional roles of a nation’s higher
educational institutions. For example, under foreign direction, universities and academic

institutions may have to shift their focus toward enterprise, entrepreneurial, and profit driven
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institutions, instead of having the role of preserving and transmitting the national culture and
values (Alderman, 2001, Walter, 2002).

The widespread acceptance of English as the universal language and academic lingua
franca is also one of the key elements that make Western influences long lasting. Schugurensky
(2007) points that the widespread use of English as academic lingua franca can result in “forced
inclusion” (p. 263). These concerns appear legitimate as they reflect real situations facing Thai
educators and scholars. For example, Thai scholars have to seek publications from Western
refereed journals to be able to gain academic acceptance, secure their professional jobs or
become tenured. Piller (2007) further reports that many Thai professors have to rely on
information from Western sources such as development reports, journal articles, or at
professional conferences in order to be current. This information is mostly published and
presented using English language. In these circumstances, Thai educators have very few choices
but to acquire English language skills and be familiar with Western ideology in order to become
members in the global academia. Further, in some classroom situations, lacking English
language proficiency among Thai students may be compared with lacking aptitude and
intelligence (George, 1987). George, however, argues that English proficiency and aptitude are
not comparable and students should not be judged as lacking talent or ability simply because
they lack English vocabulary.

Because the need to acquire English language skills is extremely high, and there is no
official second language, English, thus, became the de facto second language in Thailand (Baker,
2008). Thai schools - public and private alike — adopt English as the compulsory second
language (Foley, 2005; Baker, 2008). Additionally, many Thais consider English/international

schools as superior and as more desirable than Thai schools, especially in the areas of teaching
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techniques and approach, curriculum and school culture (Persaud, 2005). Persaud, for example,
notes that some advocates view English/international schools as “...having the potential to
liberalize, humanize and modernize Thai education and Thailand” (p.219). These advocates also
view international schools as more suitable to prepare children for today’s world and hope for
“...the day when an ‘international school system’ with a universal curriculum and international
standard will supplant rather than supplement national school systems.” (p.220) With these
“desirable” attributes, Persaud (2005) speculates that English/international schools might have
had a strong influence or inspired some policy makers in Thai school reforms.

The adaptation and implementation of new and more “desirable” teaching methods are
viewed by policy makers as the way to improve learning outcomes and to prepare Thai students
to be sufficient and competitive in this increasingly globalized and interconnected world
(Khemmani, 2005; Hallinger & Kantamara, 2001). In theory, this adaptation of Western
educational methods may sound appropriate and justifiable. In practice, however, Western
methods may not be practical or suitable for Thai students, as pointed out by Walker &
Dimmock (2000), that ““...adopting policies across cultures without recognizing their distinctive
historical and cultural dimensions risks false universalism.” (p.12) Educational policy and
practices in Thailand, like many other countries, are shifting toward unification and convergence
to Western approaches (Phongsakorn, 2009). For example, one educational reform, the National
Education Act of 1999, was introduced and implemented in Thai public schools. One of the
most noticeable changes in this bill was the shift from focusing on subject matter and being
teacher-focused to emphasizing learners (Prappha, 2008). The promotion of a student-centered

pedagogy, therefore, is emphasized in this bill (Khemmani, 2005).
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Educators, especially those from Western countries view the student-centered approach
as effective and promising, as it focuses mainly on individual learners and promotes active,
reflective, and deep learning, rather than passive learning (Lea, Stephenson, & Troy, 2003). This
approach also promotes a sense of autonomy, helps increase responsibility, and prepares students
to become more independent from their teachers (Lea, et al., 2003). Although a student-centered
approach appears to be extremely promising and useful in many Western societies, it might not
be applicable in other cultures (Nguyen, et al., 2009). Difficulties in implementing such a
program may also be due to such factors as the shortage of necessary resources, a lack of shared
understanding, familiarity, and the belief system of all involved must be taken into account
(O’Neill & McMahon, 2005). The lack of financial support can also be viewed as one of the
main roadblocks for implementing a successful student-centered approach in Thai classrooms.
For example, most Thai educators are not familiar and are not equipped to apply this approach
effectively, as they themselves may have never been educated with this new Western approach.
Classroom size in most Thai public schools is also a significant obstacle. For example, a typical
U.S. class may consist of 20 or more students, whereas in Thailand a class may have 30 to 50 or
more students. To use an approach that focuses on each individual learner’s needs may not be
practical or even possible under these conditions.

Ginsburg and colleagues (1990) also point out that educational reform is .. .highly
interrelated with concurrent events in the cultural, social, economic, and political realms.” (p.
477). With this notion, the “cross-cultural cloning” by using a student-centered approach may
not be appropriate, practical or even possible in the Thai classroom. Thai traditional practices
and cultural backgrounds must also be critically considered when considering adopting a foreign

approach.
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For example, Thailand is categorized by Hofstede (1986) as a strong collectivist society.
Classroom norms and traditional academic practices, therefore, are likely to be vastly different
from Western practices and customs. Further, the Thai teaching and learning style has
traditionally been based on a passive approach following Buddhist principles. Thai students, as a
result, are often taught to respect parents and elders and to not talk back, argue with, or
disrespect adults, especially their teachers (Phongsakorn, 2009). As a result, implementing a
student-centered approach in this cultural environment may create conflict and confusion
between what is taught in school and what is practiced in the society as a whole. To implement
and sustain the student-centered pedagogy effectively, other external forces such as the structural
basis of the social and cultural practices outside schools should already be established
(Masemann, 2007). In other words, one should not expect Thai students to suddenly become
efficient active participants, autonomous, and able to express their individual academic desires in
class, when at home and in other social situations, they rarely have the chance, encouragement,
or support to voice their opinion. The ramifications of using a student-centered approach may
extend outside the classroom when graduates seek employment with skills that are not viewed as
desirable or sought after by Thai employers and the Thai society in general.

Further, when new policies and practices are introduced in the process of educational
reform, everyone involved (e.g., educators, administrators, parents, and students) will have to
struggle to adapt to the new ways of this Western practice and ideology. Rejection, resistance,
and even significant conflict are often unavoidable, because each country has its own history and
unique educational traditions that are not easily or quickly replaced (Schugurensky, 2007).
Nguyen et al., (2009), for example, is further concerned that “cross-cultural cloning” such as that

used in a student-centered approach not only impacts the quality and learning outcomes of

73



students, but may also have even more serious social ramifications. For example, implementing
Western educational practice and ideology may result in neglecting one’s own cultural qualities
and strengths. This practice may also undermine local expertise, traditional values, and cultural
assets (2009). Masemann (2007) further adds that the “...attempts to equalize educational
opportunity on a global scale have lead to ignoring local cultural values and traditional forms of
knowledge and ways of thinking, which are in danger of becoming extinct.” (p. 114). On the
negative side, uncritically adopting Western procedures may help carry on a sense of dependency
and reliance on wealthy nations, especially among less affluent developing countries. Even
worse, “cross-cultural cloning” using a Western approach may help sustain ‘mental colonialism’
(p.112) which will arguably be an even more powerful and long lasting negative impact on the
nation than physical colonialism.

In summary, globalization can be viewed as a “questionable blessing,” as Witte (2000)
puts it. On the one hand, globalization helps increase economic prospects, advancement, and
social well-being, while on the other hand, it can bring significant risk, such as the loss of
traditional cultural identity and values, as well as the potential maintenance of Western
influence. With perceptible risks, many Thai scholars have already begun to view this
phenomenon with a skeptical eye. Some now even view globalization as “...a corrosive global
assault on Thai culture, self-esteem and identities.” (Persaud, 2005, p.213) Fortunately, an
awareness and concern over the risks that globalization and Western hegemony have already
been wildly and actively acknowledged, realized, and discussed among scholars and policy
makers. For this reason, the drive toward localism has been pursued instead of globalism
(Persaud, 2005, Witte, 2000). Many Thais, as a result, now put forth great effort to resist this

trend. Movement toward self-sufficient progress, the preservation of Thai national identity, and
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an increased emphasis on the importance of Thai local wisdom are being implemented in school
curriculums (Baker, 2008). With an awareness of the potential threats, as well as the
acknowledgement of potential benefits, Thai government officials, educators, and policy makers
appear to be seeking to compromise and cope with globalization by trying to find a balance
between global visions that can coexist with local needs (Witte, 2000). Only time and

experimentation will tell if this balancing act achieves a positive or a negative outcome.

Summary

Increasing globalization and international connections have made English and Western
education more desirable. Thus, the demand for English speaking educators, especially
American educators, is growing worldwide, including in Thailand. It’s logical to believe that
teaching abroad can be rewarding, but it can also be extremely challenging and prone to some
significant misunderstandings and conflicts. For this reason, more studies are needed to better
understand cross-cultural teaching experiences and the factors and variables that most affect it.
To comprehensively understand an individual’s cross-cultural teaching experiences, numerous
variables need to be considered, as issues relating to culture are often highly complex, subjective,
and multifaceted. In the present study, individual traits, environmental factors, and degree of
distance of home and host cultures are discussed to better elucidate and understand the cross-
cultural teaching experience of American educators in Thai classrooms. Some unique cultural
characteristics and dimensions of Thailand and the U.S. that appear to play an important role in
classroom interactions will also be analyzed, compared, and contrasted. These dimensions
include differences in language and communication patterns and styles, attitude towards time,

power distance, achievement vs. ascriptive social status, individualism and collectivism, and
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masculinity vs. femininity. Limitations and concerns of using cultural dimensions to measure
and compare the Thai and American cultures will also be discussed.

A brief history of Thai education, in order to study change over time, is also included in
this chapter. A review of Thai history reveals that Buddhism and global influences play a
significant role in classroom practice, policy development, and educational reform. The
information gained in this study is crucial and beneficial in helping reveal and expand our

understanding of the cross-cultural experiences of American educators in Thai classrooms.

76



CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY

The main purpose of this research study is to understand the individual cross-cultural
teaching experiences of American teachers in Thai classrooms. To achieve this research
objective, a qualitative transcendental phenomenological approach was utilized. In this chapter,
I will first discuss the general characteristics of a qualitative approach and the rationale for
selecting transcendental phenomenology in this study. Next, a rationale for selecting the term
“cross-cultural” for this present study is also discussed. Then, | will provide information on the
data collection process, the interview procedure, demographic information of the participants,
and a brief data analysis process. This information serves as a necessary foundation for data
analysis and interpretation. Finally, in a qualitative approach, a researcher is considered a
primary research instrument. Several important issues including the role of the researcher, the
personal background of the researcher, the motivation to do the research, the issues in cross-
cultural interviewing, and the positionality or insider/outsider roles in data collection and
analysis is discussed. The reflection of the researcher roles in conducting this study is also

presented toward the end of the chapter.

Characteristics of Qualitative Methods

It has long been considered that there is no one right approach for doing social research
(Creswell, 1994). The selection of a research approach, whether it is qualitative or quantitative,
depends on the suitability of various variables such as the research goal, disciplines, researcher’s
personality, characteristic, and skills (Merriam, 1998). It can also be argued that both qualitative
and quantitative may be appropriate as both have diverse characteristics as well as strengths and

weaknesses. In general, the quantitative approach aims at generating scientific, objective, and
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quantifiable information while qualitative approach intends to discover and understand a social
phenomenon through the interpretation of subjective information (Merriam, 1998).

Qualitative research also consists of various types of methods. Merriam (1998), for
example, states that “qualitative research is an umbrella concept covering several forms of
inquiry that help researchers understand and explain the meaning of social phenomena with as
little disruption of the natural setting as possible.” (p.5) Some common characteristics of
qualitative research include being descriptive, naturalistic, holistic, cyclical, explorative, open-
ended, and inductive (Merriam, 1998). Creswell (2002), in comparison, describes qualitative
research as the process in which social or human problems can be studied through a holistic
picture from an emic perspective in a natural setting. Qualitative research approaches seek
understanding by exploring, rather than trying to generalize the phenomenon (Creswell, 2002).
In doing so, qualitative researchers commonly focus on small purposeful samples with the

intention of gathering detailed and rich descriptive data.

Conceptual Framework of Phenomenology

Because qualitative research covers various types of inquiry, qualitative researchers are
required to select the approach that most closely reflects their research objective and goal. In the
present study, the primary research goal is to understand the individual unique cross-cultural
teaching experiences of American teachers in Thailand. To achieve this objective a qualitative
phenomenological in-depth interview approach was deemed more appropriate for this type of
study. The reason for selecting this approach was that the phenomenological research method is
one of many qualitative research approaches with the main objective of examining the meaning
of “lived” experiences of individuals regarding the concept or the phenomenon under study

(Creswell, 1998). In general, the guiding principle of the phenomenological research approach is
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the belief that knowledge exists and is embedded in our everyday world and that it can be readily
extracted through individual life experiences (Byrne, 2001). Laverty (2003) also points out that
a phenomenological research approach “...focuses on the structure of experience, the organizing
principles that give form and meaning to the life world. It seeks to elucidate the essences of
these structures as they appear in consciousness - to render the invisible visible.” (p.15). This
research approach, therefore, allows a researcher to gain a better understanding of the essence
(i.e. the truth) of lived experience as the informants see it and make sense of it. With this
attribute, phenomenology research appears to be an appropriate method for the study of cross-
cultural experiences of American teachers in Thai classrooms.

Although there are common underlying principles that guide the phenomenological
research, the orientation of phenomenology appears to vary, depending on different
philosophical points of views. Some of the various orientations include transcendental,
existential, hermeneutical, linguistic, ethical, and experiential or practice phenomenology (van
Manen, 2002). Among these varying orientations, hermeneutic and transcendental are the two
major approaches used for phenomenological research. These two approaches, however, differ
in their methodological procedures. Specifically, hermeneutic orientation involves reflective
interpretation of data using text and historical information, while transcendental uses a
descriptive approach to identify the lived experiences as described by the individual being
studied (van Manen, 2002).

Rationale for Using Transcendental Phenomenology

Of the two approaches, hermeneutic and transcendental phenomenology, the latter
appears to provide clearer research structure and guidelines for researchers. Advocates and

practitioners of transcendental phenomenology such as Colaizzi (1978) and Moustakas (1994)
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also offer precise steps and procedures to assist researchers in data collection and analysis. This
clear direction is helpful especially for less experienced researchers to achieve their research
goals. Many also view transcendental phenomenology as a groundbreaking approach and as the
source of inspiration for the development of other orientations (van Manen, 2002). Edmund
Husserl (1859-1938), a German philosopher, is cited as the pioneer of this philosophical thought
(Moustakas, 1994). Husserl believed that transcendental phenomenology is a phenomenology of
consciousness. He considered transcendental phenomenology as a rigorous human science that
“...investigates the way that knowledge comes into being and clarifies the assumptions upon
which all human understandings are grounded.” (van Manen, 2002).

Husserl, originally developed the concept of Epoche (or Bracketing, as Creswell referred
to it, 1998), the process of setting aside one’s presuppositions, bias, and prejudgments when
doing phenomenological research (van Manen, 2002). Other researchers, including Moustakas
(1994) followed this approach stating that “Epoche requires a new way of looking at things, a
way that requires that we learn to see what stands before our eyes, what we can distinguish and
describe...In the Epoche, the everyday understandings, judgments, and knowing are set aside,
and phenomena are revisited, freshly, naively, in a wide open sense, from the vantage point of a
pure transcendental ego.” (p.33). It is for these reasons that transcendental phenomenology is
considered a rational approach in doing phenomenological research such as this study. This
approach takes additional effort to reduce and minimize prejudgment and presupposition that
may potentially allow researchers to reach “...a transcendental state of freshness and
openness..., not threatened by the customs, beliefs, and prejudices of normal science, by the
habits of the natural world or by knowledge based on unreflected everyday experience.”

(Moustakas, 1994, p.41)
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It is important to point out that “pure” objectivity is not possible and will not be perfectly
realized or achieved in practice. However, the extra step and determination to reduce
assumptions, bias, and presupposition through the Epoche process is beneficial and valuable.

The awareness of reducing partiality, subjectivity, combined with clear systematic procedures for
data collection and analysis, are some of the reasons why many researchers in various fields
(e.g., nursing, business, and education) choose to implement transcendental phenomenology in
their research. It was based on these features that the transcendental phenomenological approach
was chosen for the present study. The transcendental phenomenology approach allows
qualitative researchers to be more alert and cognizant of their subjectivity in the process of data

collection, analysis, and interpretation.

Data Collection

Before the process of data collection began, all potential ethical concerns were addressed.
First, approval from the Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects (CHS), of the
University of Hawai i was obtained in April, 2010 before the first interview began. This step was
required and critical as it served to protect the identity of each participant, as well as ensured the
fair and responsible treatments of the participants and the data they provided.

In this study, the nine participants were recruited on a voluntary basis and each interview
was conducted in English. General demographic information including age, gender, teaching
duration both in Thailand and elsewhere, and academic backgrounds was collected. Personal
information that could identify the participants was changed or modified to ensure confidentiality
and anonymity. This personal information includes their names, state born, college/university
attended, classes taught, names of teaching institutions in Thailand, and specific names and

places mentioned in the interviews. The personal identity information that was modified or
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changed to protect the individual’s confidentiality and anonymity is marked with the asterisk in
this present study.

During each interview | was observant of signs of discomfort, reluctance, or refusal to
answer a question. If any of these had occurred, | would have moved on to the next question
and/or asked the interviewee if they would like to take a short break before going further.
Fortunately, these incidents did not happen on my interviews.

Before each interview began, | presented a consent form (see Appendix A) to each
participant informing them of about the research purpose and their rights as interviewees. They
were also informed about the topic of the study, the purpose of the study, and the length of time
of the interview. The consent form also informed the participants that | would be the sole data
collector, transcriber and analyst. All digital interview records, field notes and transcriptions will
be kept at my home office and will be destroyed upon acceptance of my dissertation by my
doctoral committee, or upon the request of the participant. Each participant signed the consent
form. 1 kept the original signed copies for my record and provided one extra copy for each
participant to keep for their records.

Defining the Main Terminology

In order to learn more about the cross-cultural teaching experiences of the American
teachers in this study, the main terminology, in this case the term “cross-cultural” must also be
discussed. In general, the term “cross-cultural” is commonly defined and understood as a study
that is ““...dealing with or offering comparison between two or more different cultures or cultural
areas...” (Merriam-Webster, 2012). The American Heritage® Dictionary of the English
Language (Fourth Edition), also defines the term “cross-cultural” in a similar fashion, as a study

that is ““...comparing or dealing with two or more different cultures.” However, in some specific
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fields of study, such as in communication, there are several specific terms that are used to
precisely and accurately describe studies related to culture and communication, including the
terms intercultural, cross-cultural, intracultural, interethnic, or interracial (Lustig & Koester,
1999). Gudykunst (2003), for example, describes the term “cross-cultural” communication as a
study that involves a comparison of communication across cultures, while using the term
“intercultural” communication as a study that involves communication between people from
different cultural backgrounds (p.1).

With these specific definitions, some may feel that the term “intercultural” may be more
accurate when describing the experiences of the American teachers with Thais in this study.
However, for the purpose of simplifying the concept and to be more applicable to the general
research and audience, the term “cross-cultural” is used as a study that focuses on a comparison
and contrast between two cultures — in this case, Thai and American.

The Interviews

To learn about the lived cross-cultural teaching experiences of American teachers in Thai
classrooms, the data collection method as suggested by Moustakas (1994) was modified and
used. In general, the process of data collection suggested by Moustakas is similar to a typical
qualitative interview research. However, one significant difference in transcendental
phenomenology is the use of the “Epoche” or bracketing in data collection and analysis. To
prepare for my interview meeting, | began with the Epoche approach in mind. Before starting
the conversation and during each interview, | reminded myself to be aware of my own
subjectivity and tried to set aside my previous cross-cultural knowledge, experiences, and

preconceived ideas about teaching or studying in Thai and American classrooms.
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The data in this study was collected through in-depth face-to-face interviews. This
method is considered the typical method of inquiry for collecting data from participants who
have experienced the phenomenon under study (Moustakas, 1994, Creswell, 1998). According
to Lofland, Snow, Anderson, & Lofland (2006), intensive interviewing is one of the core
methodologies of a naturalistic approach, as it enables investigators to gain meaningful insight
based on informants’ own words and experiences. Seidman (2006) further states that “At the
root of in-depth interviewing is an interest in understanding the lived experience of other people
and the meaning they make of that experience.” (p. 9). According to Seidman, informants will
go through the process of meaning-making when they tell stories by using their consciousness to
select, recollect, reflect, and put stories in order from beginning to end. Thus, Seidman believes
that “Every word that people use in telling their stories is a microcosm of their consciousness.”
(p-7)

The interviews were conducted over a 11-month period. The first in-depth face-to-face
interview was conducted in July 2010 and all of the interviews were completed by the end of
May 2011. Each interview lasted approximately two hours and the time and location were
arranged based on the participants’ convenience and preference. Seven interviews were
conducted at participants’ offices (both in Thailand and in Hawaii), one interview was done at a
local restaurant in Hawaii, and one was conducted at the participant’s residence in Hawaii.

| started each interview with casual conversation in order to set a more relaxed and
friendly environment for the interviews. Of the nine participants, five resided in Hawaii while
four resided in Thailand during the time of the interviews. | had an opportunity to meet and
conduct face-to-face interviews with the four participants at two universities in Thailand during

my two summer breaks from graduate classes at the University of Hawaii. My original plan was
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to conduct classroom observations at the Thai universities where my participants were teaching.
However, | was informed that the international programs where my participants taught had the
same academic calendar as in the U.S., and that students were also on summer break during both
of my trips to Thailand. For this reason, | missed the opportunity to observe the classrooms as
previously planned.

The semi-structured interview with open-ended and topical-guided questions was used.
This approach provided an opportunity for participants to be flexible in their responses that
reflected their unique lived experiences, while remaining in the general topic being studied. In
this study interview questions were divided into two parts (see Appendix B). The first part
consisted of questions aimed at compiling participants’ biographical data such as age, gender,
birth place, and educational background. The second part focused on addressing the main four
main research questions. In the process of formulating the interview questions Bouma (2000)
cautions that “it is better to answer a small question than to leave a large one unanswered”
(p.13). With this notion, | broke down the key four research questions into twenty minor related
questions in order to better address the four main research questions on 1) the overall cross-
cultural teaching experiences both inside and outside Thai classrooms 2) how these American
teachers viewed their identity in Thai classrooms 3) the teaching methods that they used in Thai
classrooms and 4) how they viewed their role in Thailand’s globalization process.
The Participants

In this study, a purposeful non-probability and a snowball sampling techniques were used
to recruit the nine participants. This type of sampling is considered appropriate for qualitative
inquiry when information-rich and in-depth data is what a researcher hopes to obtain (Merriam,

1998). My participant recruitment started with my classmate at the University of Hawaii who
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was an American teacher and program coordinator who had taught in Thailand for several
semesters. He agreed to participate in this study and also helped connected me with another
teacher from his program. | also contacted the Associate Dean for Academic Affairs of a large
university in Northeastern Thailand who provided me with a list of names and contact
information of American faculty from several international programs. | e-mailed the faculty
members to introduce myself and my study, and invited them to participate. Four American
teachers accepted. Three more American teachers were invited and recruited through my own
personal contacts.

The American teachers in this study were defined by their nationality. The term

“American,” as used in this study, means an American who was born and raised in the United

States of America, regardless of his or her ancestral, ethnic, or regional backgrounds. For
example, an American born and raised in any state in the U.S. with European, African, Spanish,
Italian, Filipino, or Japanese ancestral backgrounds would have been counted as American, as he
or she reflect the reality of American diversity. The decision to include all Americans regardless
of their ancestral or ethnic backgrounds was made based on the assumption that citizens of a
well-established nation often share commonalities such as language and communication patterns,
educational practices, political systems, media exposure, products, and services consumption
(Hofstede, et.al, 2010; Masemann, 2007). This commonality is believed to serve as a strong
force for integration that makes citizens within a nation share a similar mental ideology and
cultural patterns, regardless of their ethnic or regional backgrounds.

The term “America” also refers to the United States of America, the country and not the
American continent which includes Canada, and countries in Central and South America. The

reason for this exclusion was for the purpose of developing a meaningful cross-cultural
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comparative analysis between the U.S. and Thailand. In order to meaningfully utilize the
national level of analysis and to learn about the cross-cultural teaching experiences of American
teachers in Thai classrooms, it is necessary to focus on the two nations inclusively.

The demographics (see Table.1) of the participants recruited from the non-probability and
a snowball sampling from this study consisted of eight American males with white ethnic
backgrounds and one Japanese-American female. The age of the participants ranged from 29 to
61 years. All nine American teachers have or are pursuing advanced degrees in various fields
and all nine are either teaching or taught at the university level in various levels ranging from
undergrad freshmen to graduate doctoral levels in Thailand. The participants also consisted of
teachers from various teaching locations in the large capital city of Bangkok, the outskirts of
Bangkok, and two universities from the rural areas of Northeastern part of Thailand.

Table 1. Demography of the American Teachers

NAME | AGE/ HOME ETHNIC HIGHEST | TEACHING TEACHING
GENDER | STATE BACKGROUND DEGREE LEVEL LOCATION
REGION RECEIVED

Lance | 54/M Central White MA/Doctoral | undergrad | Upper Northeastern
student

Kevin | 56/M Western White Doctoral undergrad | Upper Northeastern

Lisa 29/F Western Japanese BA/MA undergrad | Lower Northeastern
student

Sam 52/M Western White Doctoral undergrad | Upper Northeastern

Larry | 61/M Northeast | White Doctoral Graduate | Bangkok

Norm | 53/M Western White MBA undergrad | Outskirts of Bangkok

Ken 60/M Northeast | White Doctoral undergrad | Bangkok

Nathan | 44/M Western White MA/Doctoral | undergrad | Lower Northeastern
student

Dean | 61/M Eastern White Doctoral Grad/ Lower Northeastern

undergrad
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Data Analysis

All of the interviews were recorded using a digital MP3 device. Each interview was
transcribed for data analysis and interpretation. To prepare for the data analysis portion of the
research, all digitally recorded interviews from the MP3 were downloaded and stored on a
personal home computer. The Express Scribe software program was downloaded and used to
assist with the transcription process. This program has many useful features such as audio
playback, speed control/playback, and file management, which makes transcription easier,
accurate and less time consuming.

All the digitally recorded interviews were transcribed mostly word by word (i.e.,
verbatim) and as close as possible to the sounds heard on the recorder, in order to reproduce the
written form of information as close to the participants’ original spoken words as possible (Yow,
2005). During the transcription, some grammatical mistakes, sentence fragments, sounds that
reflected hesitation, verbal “place holders” or “clutch” words such as “mmm,” “uh,” “well,” or
“you know,” were transcribed as these words may indicate deeper meaning, or can be used to
describe speaking habits of some of the participants.

Because | was both the interviewer and the transcriber, | felt that | gained some insight
and knowledge about each participant and the interview situations. In some cases, | had to make
a judgment call based on my knowledge about the participants whether to include or exclude
some habitual or repeated sounds (such as coughing) that I believed were not relevant or
significant to the meaning being conveyed (Yow, 2005). In the process of transcription, my
main objective was to reproduce written words that most closely reflected the participant’s

original spoken words (Yow, 2005). During the process of transcription, information from
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researcher’s notes (e.g., reactions and notes about experiences with participants) was also
included to fully understand the phenomenon under study.

After all of the interviews were transcribed, the process of data analysis and
interpretations were conducted. In this study, I modified Colizzi’s (1973) procedure and used
this as the foundation for my data analysis as it provides specific steps for data analysis which
has been frequently used in numerous phenomenological research studies. Colaizzi’s procedure
consists of the seven following steps:

1) Read the transcriptions: | started the data analysis procedure upon completion of all of the
interview transcriptions. | read each transcription several times to gain a feeling and to better
understand the context. In some cases, this step also included re-listening to the digital recording
of the interview conversations to better “hear” and “see” the messages being conveyed.

2) ldentifying significant statements: This step is commonly referred to as a data reduction
process which is considered to be a difficult but important step. This step not only allows a
researcher to reduce the “raw” data into a more manageable task, but it also requires a qualitative
researcher to exercise his or her own judgment to exclude or include data that they deem
significant and relevant (Siedman, 2006; Moustakas, 1994; Wolcott, 1994). For this step, | re-
read the transcriptions and identified information and statements that | believed to be important,
relevant, and/or that reflect research questions on cross-cultural teaching experiences of
American teachers in this study. I also followed Seidman (2006)’s recommendation that in the
process of data reduction, information should be handled with an inductive rather than a
deductive approach. In other words, I tried to investigate all of the information “...with an open

attitude” (p.117) with the aim of reasoning from the particular to the general.
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3) Formulating and interpreting meanings: after the significant and important statements
have been identified and separated from the “raw” data. I began the process of formulating and
interpreting the meanings. In this process, | considered and combined other possible clues such
as nonverbal clues, tone of voice, silent, or choice of words, other actions, and indicators from
my field notes and personal observations. This step was to ensure that the data reflects the
message that the participants intended to convey as accurately as possible.

4) Theme clusters: | began this step by arranging the data for themes clustering process. |
placed all of the significant statements into a two-column table, one column for the significant
statements and another for my coding, memos, and notes. A coding process was then utilized.
According to Hahn (2008), data coding is the process of organizing ideas and concepts and
reducing qualitative data to make it more manageable to analyze. | began by using open coding
(Lofland, et. al, 2006) to assign code words and wrote down memos and notes to each statement
without restrictions or a specific purpose in mind (i.e., language barrier, special treatment
towards teachers, low motivation students, etc.).

5) Integrate themes clusters: After the code words and notes for each statement were assigned
and completed through the open coding process, | conducted a more focused coding by rereading
the open coding notes to identify important themes that emerged from the statements. | then
sorted and categorized the repeated and recurring themes that | felt were significant and relevant
to the research questions. | then integrated and categorized them into seven core categories
consisting of 1) the Thai students, 2) Lost in translation, 3) Cultural “speed bumps”, 4) Adjusting
to Thai culture, 5) Teaching methodology, 6) The American identity, and 7) Views toward

globalization.
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6) Description of the phenomenon: In this step, the main themes were described and
explained. This process provided information beyond simply reporting data, but applied some
theoretical explanations as well as other deeper meanings that the participants intended to
convey. The main purpose of this step was to lay the foundation for data analysis, interpretation,
as well as address the four main research questions.

7) Conducting the member check: At the final step of data analysis and interpretation, |
conducted the member check by contacting some participants on information that needed further
explanation or clarification. This process was to allow the participants to check and validate the
information to ensure accuracy of the analysis, the interpretation and the findings.

Because this present study utilized a qualitative phenomenological approach, the report of
my data analysis and findings consisted of two chapters (see Chapter 4 and Chapter 5). Chapter
4 - the findings - consisted of the biographical information on each participant to allow a better
understanding of each participant’s response based upon their personal traits, backgrounds, and
unique “lived” experiences when teaching in Thailand. For example, a participant who can speak
Thai or has prior experience living in Thailand or other Southeast Asian countries may report
having less cross-cultural difficulty than those who have never had any exposure to Thailand.
This chapter also serves to report important themes that emerged from the data. The next chapter
(chapter 5) will address the four research questions with the analysis and the discussions of the

research data.

The Role of Researcher in Qualitative Methodology

Having well-defined and clear steps for data collection and analysis was beneficial to the
researcher to be confident and move the research project one step closer to completion.

However, there were others issues such as the role of a researcher that played a significant role in
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this research study. Because qualitative research is the process in which social or human issues
are studied through a holistic picture from an emic perspective in a natural setting (Creswell,
2002) and a qualitative approach is inductive and explorative in nature (Merriam, 1998), the
researcher is viewed as a primary research instrument. As a result, a qualitative researcher has a
primary role in the process of selecting the research topic, participants, research location, and for
collecting, interpreting and reporting data. With this essential role, a qualitative researcher is
required to have certain skills and personality traits such as having a high tolerance toward
ambiguity, being intuitive and sensitive to the data and the physical surroundings, and being a
good communicator (Merriam, 1998). Additionally, with this essential role as a primary research
tool, it is essential for qualitative researchers to be aware of their own predispositions, possible
biases, and perspectives as these attributes play a significant role in all research, from inception
to completion. It is, therefore, necessary for a researcher to reveal one’s personal background as
this information will be useful and beneficial to the understanding of the data and the direction
and potential bias and subjectivity of the research.

Personal Background of the Researcher in Cross-Cultural Education

“Diversity may be the hardest thing for a society to live with, and perhaps the most
dangerous thing for a society to be without.”

William Sloane Coffin, Jr.
My interest in cross-cultural issues began with my journey from Thailand to Hawaii 15
years ago. It was an anxious experience having to move half-way around the world and leave
behind all of the comforts and familiarities in Thailand, only to be faced with many uncertainties.
But, at that time, | felt that | was well prepared. After all, I still had a strong social support from
my husband, who is an American. I also had a bachelor’s degree in English from a Thai

university, could communicate well in English, and had experience many years working and
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interacting with foreigners in multi-cultural companies in Thailand. Considering these
preparations, | thought that my cross-cultural experiences to the U.S. would be rather easy. |
quickly found that was not the case.

The saying that “culture is like the air we breathe,” or that “culture is like water to the
fish,” become a reality for me. As soon as I was removed from the “water” that [ was used to
“swimming in,” I started to notice many differences of “ordinary” things I used to take for
granted. What had been “simple” tasks like answering a phone, ordering food, or grocery
shopping became challenging and sometimes nerve-racking experiences. | began to do research
on cross-cultural issues and found that newcomers often experience some forms of culture shock
(Oberg, 1960) and that many go through different stages of adjustment, starting from a
honeymoon stage, through hostility, humor, in-sync (feeling at home), reentry culture shock, and
re-socialization (Gullahorn & Gullahorn, 1963). My cross-cultural experience in many respects
mirrored these stages. | was excited to learn new ways of living in the U.S. as everything
seemed more modern, luxurious, and comfortable in comparison to Thailand. However, after a
few months, the excitement started to fade away and was replaced with feelings of nervousness,
frustration, and | even fear of just doing “ordinary” things. I also started to realize that my
English skills were far from adequate if | wished to communicate or make myself understood in
this new home. | often felt embarrassed, out of place, and had a hard time carrying on
conversations. Going to a party became extremely stressful and nerve-raking rather than fun. |
began to avoid socializing with others whenever possible. This change in my behavior patterns
surprised my husband, as he knew me as an outgoing and talkative person when | was in

Thailand. At that point in my life, | began to appreciate everything Thai and often felt homesick.
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It took me almost a year to start adjusting to the new “water.” I realized that I needed to
go back to school to improve my English in order to function better in Hawaii. | also started to
get more and more interested in cross-cultural and intercultural research as the information I’d
learned personally helped me put things more in perspective. | enrolled in the English Language
Institute (ELI) program at Leeward Community College (LCC), Oahu, Hawaii, in 1997 to
improve my English. In 2003, I received a master’s degree in Intercultural Communication
from the University of Hawaii and four years later, | decided to continue my doctoral degree in
educational foundations, also at the University of Hawaii. My research interest continues to be
strongest in areas related to cross-cultural issues and | focused my doctoral studies on cross-
cultural and multicultural education.

My personal cross-cultural experiences these past 15 years have definitely influenced and
inspired me to pursue my professional path in cross-cultural studies. As a foreign student in
Hawaii, | started to realize how substantially culture plays a role in the educational environment.
For example, communication patterns and language differences between teachers and students,
classroom expectations, activities, class assignment, and teaching and learning approaches are
quite different between Thai and American classrooms. Being more familiar with passive
learning, top-down communication, and teacher-dependent styles in Thai classrooms, | had a
difficult time adjusting and performing in American classrooms.

My cross-cultural experience as a foreign student was reversed when | took a part-time
job teaching English Language Learners (ELL) at Waipahu Elementary School (Oahu) while
working on my Ph.D. As a foreign teacher, | encountered different types of cross-cultural
challenges and this experience offered me a new perspective on cross-cultural education. On the

one hand, as a one-time ELL student, | felt that I could relate well with my students and they
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always reminded me of myself when 1 first arrived to Hawaii with limited English proficiency. |
could also understand some of the struggles and difficulties that students experienced when
acquiring English skills. On the other hand, | often felt uncertain of what teaching approaches |
should adopt and whether | was being an effective teacher. Most of my students had recently
migrated to Hawaii from such places as the Federated States of Micronesia, the Marshall Islands,
and the Philippines. | often wondered if | should use Eastern teaching styles that my non-
Western students (and I) were more familiar with, or if | should adopt Western learning
approaches that my students would eventually use.

With the new role as a teacher, | could also see other impacts that culture has on the
classroom environment that I couldn’t see as a student. As a teacher, | had more control and
authority over classroom interactions and practices than the students and started to be aware that
my attitude and perception toward the students were critical to the success or failure of my
students. Zeichner (1993), for example, points out that teachers who share different cultural
backgrounds with their students may view differences as a problem, rather than as a resource.
Some teachers may use cultural judgment of what is the “right” way to teach and what
constitutes “good” learning as universal. As a result, some may view students from different
cultural groups as “incompetent,” “universally disadvantaged,” “culturally deprived,” or they
may doubt their students’ capability to learn (Gay, 1993). These studies help point out that
simply having a different cultural frame of reference can lead to many negative consequences.
Therefore, it was even more crucial for me, as a teacher, to be aware of my own culture as well
as my students’ cultural backgrounds. This awareness allowed me to be more considerate and
careful when making assumptions or interpretations about my students. It also helped me

remember that each one of us has a different cultural lens that we use to “see” the world.
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Therefore, it is helpful and crucial to always separate observation from interpretation in any
cross-cultural situation (Hofstede, Pedersen, & Hofstede, 2002), as one interpretation may be

wrong or inaccurate in a different cultural framework.
Motivation to Conduct this Study

My personal, academic, and professional background led me to be interested in cross-
cultural issues. However, these factors alone were not the main reasons to conduct this present
study of exploring the cross-cultural experiences of American teachers in Thailand. During the
time that | struggled and endured my own cross-cultural experiences in Hawaii, my husband,
who is an American, seemed to really enjoy and felt at ease in his cross-cultural journey to
Thailand. It seems that our cross-cultural experiences were noticeably different — one was easy to
adjust to and pleasant, the other was difficult and sometime unpleasant. This “contrast” led me
to be curious and tried to search for more explanations on this issue.

My preliminary research revealed that issues relating to individual cross-cultural
experiences are highly comp