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Abstract 
East Asian ESL students in the United States are frequently perceived as reti-
cent, timid, and unsociable in class activities and discussions. The article re-
ports a literature review investigating the possible causes of the actual condi-
tion of East Asian students’ participative performance and finds out feasible 
accommodations to provide to them. Cultural background, foreign language 
anxiety, classroom norms, and gender/age are discussed as factors influencing 
students’ willingness to speak in class. Accommodations regarding the issue 
include the use of written communication and online learning tools. Gaps and 
implications for future research are formulated in the end. 
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1. Introduction

According to the statistics for the 2019/20 academic year released by Open Doors 
Report on International Educational Exchange (Institute of International Educa-
tion, 2020), the number of international students enrolled in the U.S. higher 
education reached 1,075,496. Despite the influence of the Covid-19, the U.S. re-
mained the top destination for international students, among which, approx-
imately 40% are from East Asia. The top 3 places of origin of international stu-
dents are China, India, and South Korea. However, East Asian international 
students in the U.S. frequently are perceived as reticent, timid, and unsociable 
(Shen, 2001; Takahashi, 2019). The most common assertions are that they are 
good at listening and taking notes, but reluctant to participate in class activities 
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and discussions (Kim, 2006). Some existing researches affirm that East Asian stu-
dents are sometimes reticent and passive learners in class, but they are talkative 
after class with peers from the same or similar cultural background (Tani, 2005: 
p. 1). In several comparable studies about Hong Kong students in English con-
text class, where the courses were taught in English by native English speakers 
with high expectations to students’ class participation, “the deathly silence” oc-
curred when teacher asked open-ended questions in the lecture (Biggs, 1991: p. 
3). More studies conducted in the U.S. also show the concern that East Asian 
students are unwilling to respond; they do not ask questions; and they are pas-
sive and over-dependent on the teacher (Tsui, 1996; Takahashi, 2019).  

To some extent, there are no apparent negative consequences of this pheno-
menon. Few studies indicate that low participation will impede students’ aca-
demic achievement, but the reticent behavior has been seen as “a barrier to the 
fostering of good learning practice” and “an obstacle to engaging with campus 
life and fully benefiting from studying in another country” (Tani, 2008: p. 345). 
Some other negative impacts may include poorer letters of recommendation 
from professors and insufficient preparation for further graduate study (Paul-
hus, Duncan, & Yik, 2002). Hence, much research treats students’ reticence and 
passivity as unsatisfactory and proposes possible solutions to encourage students 
to share ideas in or after class. However, most of the existing studies only pro-
vide a partial understanding of East Asian students’ in-class participative per-
formance, while students’ behaviors are impacted by many factors, both intrinsi-
cally and extrinsically. This review article is significant in synthesizing relevant 
research findings and pointing out gaps and implications for future research. 
Moreover, it will attract more research interests in studying East Asian students’ 
in-class participation, bringing pedagogical implications for future language teach-
ing and learning. 

To find out the causes of the problem and investigate accommodations to of-
fer to Eastern Asian students, the study focuses on two main research questions: 

1) What factors influence the participative performance of East Asian students 
in U.S. classrooms? 

2) How can teachers provide accommodations to those East Asian English lan-
guage learners? 

2. Similarities among East Asian International Students 

East Asian international students are all English language learners whose first 
language depends on their countries of origin. Geographically and culturally 
speaking, countries in East Asia like Japan, South Korea, and China often share 
something in common. Wang (2006) provided us with a historical point of view 
that most of countries in East Asia are pre-industrial societies with “a high pop-
ulation density, a long history as feudal societies, and a period of colonization or 
occupation by Western superpowers” (p. 71). Their shared historical and social 
background is one of the key factors that lead to their similarities in behavior 
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and lifestyle. Also, it is widely acknowledged that Confucianism provided the 
common foundation for social behavior, ideals of government, and education to 
East Asian countries (Rošker, 2017: p. 45). Further, as Marginson (2011) noted, 
these countries all have been walking on the path from labor-intensive manu-
facturing to high-technology industry, which leads to rapid economic growth 
and rising prominence on the world stage (p. 592). Also, Choi and Nieminen 
(2013) suggested that these countries all share the view that education can drive 
economic growth (p. 170), which explains why an increasing number of East 
Asian students apply for Western colleges and universities to look for better edu-
cation with the support of their whole family. 

3. Factors Influence Students’ Participative Performance 

There are a numbers of causes that can lead to students’ reluctance in partici-
pating in classroom activities. Cultural background, foreign language anxiety, 
classroom norms, and gender/age are commonly discussed as factors influencing 
students’ willingness to speak in class. 

3.1. Cultural Factors  

Asian culture strongly influences students’ thoughts and behaviors by intrinsi-
cally providing value, tradition, habits, and assumptions (Tani, 2005; Rošker, 
2017). The differences in the nurturing process of Asian-heritage and Euro-
pean-heritage students lead to their value and behavioral differences (Fukuyama 
& Greenfield, 1983; Johnson & Marsella, 1978). Impulse control, shyness, and 
obedience are treated as the keywords in the upbringing of East Asian children 
(Chen, Rubin, & Sun, 1992).  

Confucius  
In the first place, it is widely recognized that Confucius’s ideology has signifi-

cantly influenced Asian society, especially education (Shen, 2001; Huang & Brown, 
2009; Kang & Chang, 2016). A large body of literature produced at the Confucius 
private school, such as “The Five Classics” and “The Four Books”, became the 
teaching materials in East Asian schools for centuries, the focus of which were 
“effortful learning, behavioral reform, pragmatic learning, acquisition of essen-
tial knowledge, and respectful learning” (Tweed & Lehman, 2002: p. 91). With 
the emphasis on the importance of diligence in the first place of study, Confu-
cius believed that hard work could directly lead to great success. It is why Asian 
students often get good scores in paper examinations rather than in-class par-
ticipation. Confucius also believed in “respectful learning”, which requires stu-
dents to respect authorities. Teachers are supposed to be the authority and mod-
el of knowledge; students should respect teachers according to Confucius’ peda-
gogical ideology (Hofstede, 2001). Korean society also has a special cultural fea-
ture under the influence of Confucius, the concept of Chaomyon, which refers to 
the respect for one’s status (Lee, 2009: p. 143). In other words, it indicated the 
hierarchical norm that the younger should respect the older. Lee (2009) men-
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tioned that Korean young people need to keep silent when older people talk, al-
though sometimes the former may disagree with the latter (p. 143). In Korean 
classroom discourse, even when students are invited to ask or answer questions, 
the purpose is not to encourage a discussion regarding the issue but to make 
sure that they have understood what teachers have taught. Hence, East Asian 
students have gotten used to remaining quiet in class and listening to the lec-
ture-centered class to receive knowledge passively from teachers (Hodne, 1997).  

Treasure of Silence 
From 1990s, the study of silence has attracted much attention in the field of 

language acquisition and education. From the cultural point of view, silence can 
be equal to a soundless response in East Asian culture. The treasure of silence 
has been a cultural focus. In Japan, children was taught from very young age 
with the traditional saying “Iwana ga han” (“Silence is better than speech”) (Jones, 
1999: p. 248), which shares much in common with the Chinese saying “沉默是

金” (“silence is gold.”). People believe that they can avoid arguments and con-
flicts by maintaining silence. In this case, silence is the manifestation of harmo-
ny. The treasure of silence is based on different social or class contexts. In the 
educational setting, silence has its particular meaning. By observing six Korean 
students in an American class for 27 hours, Lee (2009) noted that all the six stu-
dents can interact with teachers by some nonverbal cues like nodding and eye 
contact without speaking (p. 147). However, in a classroom context, instructors 
sometimes treat this kind of silence as disengagement, while those so-called si-
lent students were participating through “paying attention, taking notes, or 
thinking about the material presented in class” (Bista, 2012: p. 77). 

Face  
Besides Confucius, some other traditional East Asian cultural beliefs also af-

fect students’ class performance, such as the idea of “face”. One of the funda-
mental beliefs is the fear of “losing face” (Lee, 2019). “Face” is sometimes de-
fined idiomatically as dignity/prestige. But it has more meaning based on East-
ern cultural context. Brown and Levinson (1987) posited two types of face in 
Asian society, negative face and positive face. Positive face refers to one’s self- 
esteem, while negative face refers to one’s freedom to act. They summarized that 
positive face is threatened when an individual does not respect his or her inter-
locutor’s self-esteem, while negative face is threatened when the listener ob-
structs the interlocutor’s freedom of act. It is found that Chinese students liked 
to say yes (even they had no idea of it) if the professor asked whether they un-
derstood the content of the class or not. They are afraid of “losing face” if they 
say they don’t understand (Lee, 2019). It is the same problem in class discussion. 
They hesitate to express their ideas because they are likely to feel ashamed of 
losing face by making mistakes in front of instructors and classmates (Huang, 
2002). Here, losing face is close to losing self-esteem. A study conducted by Liu 
and Jackson (2008) mentioned that most students enjoyed interpersonal con-
versations, but refused to speak English in class because of the fear of being ne-
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gatively evaluated by teachers and classmates (p. 82). 
Critiques on the Effect of Cultural Differences  
Nevertheless, some research presented a different perspective: Confucianism 

isn’t wholly confined to passive learning (e.g., Cheng, 2000; Liu & Littlewood, 
1997; Kang & Chang, 2016; Tan, 2017). The Analects of Confucius, one of the 
most classic works of Confucius, emphasized the importance of asking questions 
and defined a teacher that the teacher is the person who teaches students know-
ledge, tells students the way to live, and answers students’ questions. On teach-
ers, an article written by Han Yu in Tang Dynasty, mentioned that:  

Some teachers may be born before me and have learned the truth before 
me; I should therefore learn from them. Some may have been born after 
me, but learned the truth before me; I should also learn from them. As I 
seek the truth, I need not worry whether my teacher is my senior or junior. 
Whether noble or common, older or younger, whoever knows the truth can 
be a teacher. (Xie & Dai, 1996: p. 302) 

In other words, teachers cannot always be the authority, and students can ask 
and answer teachers’ questions outwardly. Those words written in Confucian-
ism’s view are cited as evidence of active teaching and learning ideology in an-
cient China (Cheng, 2000: p. 440).  

Also, it is interesting to find that low participation and silence appear to be 
only confined to classrooms (Tani, 2005), which cultural factors cannot explain. 
East Asian students are quiet, but only in class, because they are talkative after 
class, including interacting with other Asian students and talking with instruc-
tors during consultation hours. Paulhus et al. (2002) suspected that “Asian shy-
ness is only a meaningful phenomenon in the mixed-ethnicity context” (p. 456).  

In the meantime, some researchers have begun to critique the commonly ac-
cepted cultural labels. In the investigation of four Chinese-speaking immigrant 
students at a high school in California, Mckay and Wong (1996) noted that 
many of the Chinese immigrant parents did not fit the image of the typical timid 
and humble Chinese in Chinatown, however, they were coming from an aggres-
sive, confident, industrialized, and new rich East Asia. Brought up by the new 
generation, students cannot be seen as what the cultural stereotype described. 
Gonzalez (1999) also mentioned, “Cultural differences have always been used as 
a convenient explanation for educational problems” (p. 432). Instead of looking 
primarily into cultural differences or mismatches, research needs to pay atten-
tion to individual differences. By analyzing the learning attitude of students from 
eight Asian countries and three European countries, Littlewood (2000) concludes 
that “there is actually less difference in attitudes to learning between Asian and 
European countries than between individuals within each country” (p. 31) A 
study about Asian students’ participation in Australian university tutorials also 
reveals that students were influenced more by the classroom context rather than 
by their cultures (Marlina, 2009: p. 235). Thus, it is premature to conclude that 
cultural factors play a decisive role in the learning process.  
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3.2. Low Language Proficiency and Foreign Language Anxiety 

In applied linguistics, linguistic factors play an essential role in nonnative speak-
ers’ oral performance (e.g., Horwirz, Horvirz, & Cope, 1986; Daubney, Dewaele, 
& Gkonou, 2017). Although most East Asian international students have passed 
the TOEFL and/or GRE requirements in applying for American colleges and 
universities, they still have insufficient English language oral skills when dealing 
with some academic instructional courses (e.g., Hymes, 1972; Savignon, 1972; 
Swain, 2005). Most East Asian students are EFLs who had no English-speaking 
context when learning English, so they had no opportunities to practice listening 
and speaking skills before they came to the U.S. They stay quiet because they still 
need a long time to get used to the English context classrooms, including getting 
used to the different accents of professors and students. Lee (2009) found that 
Korean students constantly perceived their English ability to be inadequate for 
participating in class discussions in fast-paced interactive classrooms since they 
need time to translate the questions or answers in Korean and English back and 
force. When the students finally prepared to join the discussion, the class might 
already move on to another topic (p. 148). 

There is a strong correlation between “students’ sense of ease when speaking 
English” and “their self-perception of their own competence” (Liu & Littlewood, 
1997). Since second language learners’ language performance has a strong rela-
tionship with inner anxiety, the theory of foreign language anxiety should be 
emphasized. Foreign language anxiety is defined as “the feeling of tension and 
apprehension specifically associated with second language contexts” (MacIntyre 
& Gardner, 1994: p. 286). It is pointed out that listening and speaking are the 
most anxiety-provoking activities in using foreign language, which need imme-
diate reaction, while language learners have more time to think and prepare in 
reading and writing.  

As for the causes of foreign language anxiety, Horwitz, Horvirz and Cope 
(1986) proposed three main components; communication apprehension, test an-
xiety, and fear of negative evaluation. As language learners are not confident in 
their abilities in listening and speaking, they are afraid of having problems un-
derstanding others during conversation. They also don’t want their teachers, 
classmates, or friends to view their language ability negatively. Especially in front 
of native speakers, language learners are eager to perform well, but they are 
afraid of getting negative feedback from native speakers. As for the effect of for-
eign language anxiety, students’ confidence, self-esteem, and level of class par-
ticipation are strongly influenced by anxiety (Horwitz, Horvirz, & Cope, 1986: p. 
131). Anxious students also have a great tendency to have negative attitudes to-
wards the language classroom, volunteer to answer questions less frequently, and 
stay passive in classroom activities compared to others (Horwitz, Horvirz, & Cope, 
1986: p. 126).  

Regarding the case of East Asian students, many studies in the field of foreign 
language anxiety have been conducted to address the influence of anxiety on 
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students’ participative performance. Five factors may lead to the language an-
xiety in speaking activities, including “speech anxiety and fear of negative evalu-
ation; discomfort when speaking with native speakers; negative attitudes towards 
the English classroom; negative self-evaluation; and fear of failing the class/con- 
sequences of personal failure” (Mak, 2011: p. 210). Liu (2006) reports a study on 
anxiety in Chinese undergraduate non-English majors at three different profi-
ciency levels. He found that students could feel anxious at any proficiency level, 
but the more proficient students tended to be less anxious (Liu, 2006: p. 301). It 
was also demonstrated in a Japanese university that English major students had 
a more positive attitude towards the class participation since they were more 
advanced language learners (King, 2013). 

3.3. Classroom Norms and Environment 

Research also tries to understand the phenomenon by looking into the national 
condition of East Asian countries, especially Mainland China (e.g., Liu, 2010; Li 
& Li, 2021). For a country of China’s population, the average class size there can 
be more than 50. Thus, Chinese teachers prefer students to ask or discuss issues 
after class to maintain class order (Liu, 2010: p. 47). Otherwise, the class will fall 
into chaos. To those students who have recently come to American school set-
tings, it is not an easy task to change their profoundly rooted teaching and 
learning style.  

Different curricula and methodologies are also treated as important factors 
that may influence students’ participative performance. One of the main differ-
ences is the use of textbooks. According to Huang and Brown’s (2009) study, 
approximately 79.6% of the participant reported that their professors in Ameri-
can classrooms did not follow the textbook in teaching, but in most countries in 
East Asia, the textbook is the fundamental part of the course. Even if they read 
the textbook carefully, they still feel unprepared because they cannot predict 
what professors may ask in class (p. 649). As Mak (2011) mentioned, speaking in 
front of the class without preparation and inadequate wait-time can cause in-
tense anxiety (p. 202). 

Moreover, teachers’ and classmates’ supportive feedback could encourage stu-
dents’ future participation, while negative responses might negatively influence 
them (Bao, 2020; Lee, 2009). It is also found that teacher’s attitudes play a deci-
sive role in affecting students’ perceptions in participation, which suggests teach-
ers should create a comfortable classroom environment for reticent students. 

3.4. Gender and Age  

Gender and age were taken into considerations in some studies. Lee (2009) found 
that the female students have a tendency to be more active than male students. 
One of the female participants was treated as the most frequent speaker during 
group discussions, even with other American students. On the contrary, a more 
recent study indicated that male participants reported more in-class participa-
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tion that female participants (Leraas, Kippen, & Larson, 2018). However, in Paul-
hus, Duncan and Yik’s (2002) study, by comparing students of Asian heritage 
and European heritage, they found “no consistent or sizable main effects or in-
teractions for student gender or reporter gender” (p. 451).  

In sum, with relatively small samples and few studies on the factors of gender 
and age, it is still open to doubt if they are the factors that can influence stu-
dents’ participative behavior.  

4. Accommodations 

A small but growing body of literature in the educational field has brought up 
various strategies to encourage nonnative speaking students to participate in 
class activities. Teachers should teach these East Asian students about the aca-
demic oral discourse patterns of western classrooms before going to American 
colleges and universities (Takahashi, 2019). Also, task design is significant in 
encouraging students to participate in class (Bao, 2020). Providing opportuni-
ties for students to talk in various ways has been given priority (e.g., Hodne, 
1997; Liu & Littlewoods, 1997; Jones, 1999; Bao, 2020). For teachers in higher 
education who are used to a lecture-centered class, initiating informal conversa-
tions can be regarded as a technique to involve reticent students (Hodne, 1997: 
p. 88), for instance, to walk around the classroom to ask questions of individuals 
randomly or arrange a one-on-one contact with students after class. The major-
ity of quiet students are afraid of taking risks when speaking up in class (Hodne, 
1997: p. 87), so what teachers need to do is to minimize their risks to make them 
feel more secure and comfortable by asking open-ended questions or giving 
enough time for them to prepare answers in pairs before speaking up in class. 
Some other practical implications include coping with anxiety and examining 
attitudes towards the learner role, using buzz groups, designing speaking tasks 
for success, and using feedback as an integral part of learning (Liu & Little-
woods, 1997: p. 379). Lathrop (2013) created participation rubrics including 
preparation, engagement, initiative, response, and discussion to push students to 
participate in the class activities, so students can use the rubrics to record the 
number of contributions each member makes as the indication for grading (p. 
8). 

Some researchers pointed out that reticent students could express their ideas if 
encouraged appropriately (e.g., Hodne, 1997; Tani, 2005; Bao, 2020). In a recent 
study of Bao (2020), offering personal space and wait time has been treated as 
one of the common features that can trigger students’ processing of thinking. 
Thus, one of the most highly recommended ways is the use of written commu-
nication in or after class. Reticent students may feel nervous about answering 
questions on the spur of the moment, but written feedback will provide those 
students the opportunity to edit or revise several times so that the content can be 
shaped to maximum effect. Thus, during the in-class discussion, they can refer 
to their written responses. Tani (2005) also put forward the idea of using written 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ojml.2021.116073


Y. W. Wan 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ojml.2021.116073 950 Open Journal of Modern Linguistics 
 

communication “as an additional tool to clarify material and to promote discus-
sions” (p. 1). Since most international students have limited English compe-
tence, it is vital to give them enough time to prepare for each kind of written ac-
tivity, as found by research and highlighted by Asian students themselves (Hodne, 
1997: p. 87). Moreover, during the covid-19 pandemic, online learning provides 
a platform for East Asian students to participate in class activities. It is found 
that digital support strategies can better satisfied students’ needs and encourage 
quiet and passive language students to engage in class activities and class discus-
sions (Chiu, 2021).  

5. Gaps and Implications for Future Research 

There are several gaps in current studies. In the first place, most of the existing 
studies didn’t pay attention to many other extrinsic factors that may affect stu-
dents’ performance, such as cultural shock and discomfort from the different 
curricula & methodologies. Those factors could be applied not just to East Asian 
students, but also to international students from all around the world who enroll 
in the educational system of the United States for the first time. Researchers also 
didn’t differentiate newcomers and students who had stayed in the U.S. for a 
long time. In future studies, researchers can select samples that have already be-
come accustomed to western curricula and instruction. When researching the 
cultural factors, it is also valuable to compare East Asian international students 
with American-born East-heritage students to find out the influence of the nur-
turing process and environment on students’ participative performance. Fur-
thermore, the majority of the target students in current studies are students in 
universities. As more and more East Asian students come to the U.S. for high 
school study, it is necessary to conduct research on students in other age and 
language levels.  

Moreover, few studies paid attention to the effects of American educational 
policy and racial justice on the performance of reticent students. Although edu-
cators and policymakers address the importance of racial justice at school, there 
are still many cultural and communication issues that E.L.L.s and their teachers 
are likely to encounter. Thus, it is crucial to figure out how educational policy 
and racial justice issues influence students’ participative performance. 

Some data in the measurements are not sufficiently objective since they are 
self-reported and reflect a short timeline. Moreover, current studies haven’t tak-
en region variables of American colleges and universities into consideration. 
Most studies were conducted in one school in a particular period of time. Nev-
ertheless, different American cultures may bring different effects on East Asian 
students; thus, researchers can choose samples from various colleges and univer-
sities all over the U.S. and analyze the data. Given globalization, researchers need 
to treat problems from a developmental point of view. Future research is needed 
to continue exploring from a longitudinal research approach and throughout a 
full term in various class activities. 
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6. Conclusion 

East Asian international students are frequently tagged as quiet and passive in 
class. This paper reviewed literature in this area to find out the possible causes 
and solutions to this problem. It is widely acknowledged that foreign language 
anxiety played a distinct role in influencing students’ willingness to speak in 
class. Many studies demonstrate the influence of cultural factors on students’ 
performance, including Confucius, the treasure of silence and face-saving in Asian 
cultures. But some researchers posit a different point of view; cultural differences 
are not the primary cause of educational problems. Besides, many other factors 
can lead to students’ current condition, including lack of experience in speaking 
English, different classroom norms and environment, gender, and age. As for the 
accommodations to this specific group of students, written communication should 
be put in the first place since this can give students enough preparation time and 
minimize students’ fear of taking risks. Online learning tools can also help en-
courage students’ engagement in class activities and discussions. Lastly, although 
we always treat East Asian students as reticent, timid, and unsociable, sometimes 
it might be a stereotype. In the future, it is valuable to conduct more studies to 
find out the actual condition of East Asian students. Thus, there is always room 
to go further.  
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