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A COMPARATIVE STUDY OF TEACHER/
STUDENT ROLE RELATIONSHIPS IN
CHINA AND SWEDEN

LIAN GUO

Department of Education, Lund University

Abstract: This study investigates people’s conceptions of an une-
qual role relationship in two different types of society: People’s Republic
of China and Sweden, the former, classified, according to Hofstede’s
(1980), as a typical collectivist society characterized by large power
distance, strong uncertainty avoidance, and masculinity, and the lat-
ter, an individualist society characterized by small power distance,
weak uncertainty avoidance, and strongly feminine within the frames of
masculine dominance. The study focuses on the role relationship be-
tween teacher and student. 30 Chinese graduate students studying pres-
ently in a Swedish university and 9 Swedish students who have once vis-
ited China for academic studies were asked to complete the question-
naire ( with space for written comments at the end) that was designed to

probe their conceptions of degrees of Hofstede’s 4 — D model of cultural
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differences and Hall’s (1976) high and low context communication the-
ory in this role relationship. Some of the Chinese students were inter-
viewed afterwards by phone on some supplementary questions related to
the questionnaire. Both emic and etic approaches were adopted when
the cultural dimensions were discussed. The statistical results from the
questionnaire and the written comments supported the hypotheses gener-
ated in the literature review and verified the feasibility and validity of
Hofstede’s and Hall’s theories on cultural dimensions in this limited con-
text. The reason for the low feedback of the questionnaire has been ten-

tatively explored in terms of cultural context.

Introduction

There exist four fundamental institutions in all human societies.
They are the family, the school, the job and the community. Each of
the four has its pair of unequal but complementary basic roles. Teacher
and student are an archetypal role pair in schools ( Hofstede, 1986).

According to Bandura ( 1963, p. 90), “role behavior usually re-
fers to the occurrence of complex adult responses that are guided by so-
cial norms or similar forms of symbolic models”. Gudykunst et al.
(1984, p. 67) indicate, “a role is a set of behavioral expectations as-
sociated with a particular position in a group”. Dodd has more concrete

explanations:

Cultural aititudes also revolve around categories of people and their

expected pattern of performance or activity. These predetermined pat-
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terns, or at least prescribed and expected behaviors about categories

people occupy, are called roles ( Dodd, 1995, p. 42).

To illustrate, the behaviors people expect teachers ( or students,
lawyers, fathers, clerks) to perform are considered their roles. Since
there are various role areas, such as age roles, occupational roles,
friendship roles, and gender roles, according to Dodd, each culture
possesses different expectations on the people in this culture depending
on their different roles. And also what are the appropriate performances
that the people expect a certain role in a certain social position to 6per—
ate may vary across cultures. For example, it is surely not considered to
be a proper way to address teachers by their first names at Chinese
schools whereas it is a quite acceptable behavior in most schools in
countries like Sweden and U. S.. Role patterns, as a matter of fact, are
the products of a society’s culture. Hence culture has an important say-
ing in role relationships, including teacher-student relationships.

In addition, the basic principle of human social organization is that

of communication involving participation in the other as Mead argues:

This participation is made possible through the type of communica-
tion which the human animal is able to carry out—a type of commu-
nication distinguished from that which takes place among other
forms which have not this principle in their societies ( Mead, 1934,

p. 253).

Therefore, when people from different cultural backgrounds en-
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counter and communicate with each other, the ways of communication
differ greatly because people’s behaviors are, more or less, influenced
by the culture they live in with its specific language, rules and norms.
Hall (1959), in his well-known book The Silent Language, maintains
that “ culture is communication” and *“ communication is culture”.
Therefore when teachers and students from different cultures encounter
and communicate with each other in schools perplexities and even prob-
lems may arise due to the differences in their respective cultural expec-
tations of teacher-student role relationships, their recognition of proper
behaviors for certain roles in their own cultures and their different ways
of communication.

This research attempts to probe the similarities and differences in
the teacher and student relationships between China and Sweden from

an intercultural perspective.

Literature Review

Culture

Gross (1995) states, “All human beings are born into a particular
cultural environment, and culture may be regarded as something which
makes human beings different from other species”. But what virtually is
“culture”? The term culture has been defined in various ways as de-
scriptive, historical, normative, psychological, structural, and genetic
by anthropologists, sociologists, psychologists, psychiatrists, and even
natural science scientists in human history, each with its own different

emphasis ( Kroeber et al. , 1952). Jenks (1993) summarizes the gene-
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sis of the concept “culture” in as many as four categories: a cognitive
category; a more embodied and collective category; a descriptive and
concrete category; and a social category. With more than two hundred
definitions in the present social science literature as Williams ( 1976)
describes it as one of the two or three most complicated words in the
English language, the meaning of the word itself has changed along with
the changes in our social, economic, and political life. Williams
(1961, p. 285) argues that “the idea of culture describes our common
inquiry, but our conclusions are diverse, as our starting points were di-
verse”. Therefore the word “culture”, in reality, means many different
things to different people.

Some culture researchers define culture in relation to the learned
behavior as Hofstede (1980, p. 21) puts it: “culture is the collective
programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of one group
from another”. Other cultural theorists give broad definitions with em-

phasis on enumeration of content, such as Kroeber who states:

The mass of learned and transmitted motor reactions, habits, tech-
niques, ideas, and values—and the behavior they induce—is what
constitutes culture. Culture is the special and exclusive product of
men, and is their distinctive quality in the cosmos. . .. Culture. . .
is at one and the same time the totality of products of social men,

and a tremendous force affecting all human beings, socially and in-

dwidually ( Kroeber, 1952, p. 44).

Still some researchers hold culture as the way of thinking and inter-
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preting the world as one Swedish researcher, Engelbrektsson, states:

Culture is the image and model of reality that a group of people, the
bearers of a culture, have. Included are rules for reading and inter-
preting reality, and rules for accepted and non-accepted behavior

within this reality ( cited in Lundberg, 1991:13).

Hall (1959), discusses culture in terms of communication as has
been mentioned above (Hall). Since this study focuses on the interac-
tive behavior between teachers and students in China and Sweden the
concepts of culture relating to the learned behavior and communication

are adopted.

Cultural Dimensions

There are basically two ways to approach culture: “emic” versus
“etic” ( Berry, 1980; Brislin et al. , 1973; Gross, 1995; Gudykunst
et al. , 1996). The emic approach, a more specific one, is often adopt-
ed by anthropological researchers to study one particular culture from in-
side, understanding cultures as the members of the cultures understand
them, whereas the etic approach, a more general one, focuses on un-
derstanding cultures from outside by comparing cultures using predeter-
mined characteristics. The present research is focused on the compara-
tive study on the teacher-student relationship in China and Sweden both
emic and etic approaches are applied to try to analyze two cultures from
inside and, at the same time, try to compare them as well.

According to Gudykunst et al. (1996), etic aspects of culture are

»Bis



TEACHER/STUDENT RELATIONSHIPS IN CHINA AND SWEDEN I

often examined in terms of cultural variability; that is, dimensions on
which cultures differ or are similar. They can be used to explain differ-
ences or similarities in communication behavior across cultures. There
are many theories concerning cultural dimensions when culture is stud-
ied. Among them Hofstede’s dimension theory has been extensively em-
ployed in the domain. Hall’s low-context and high-context dimension,
the major ways that communication varies in individualist and collectiv-
ist cultures, has also been widely adopted. In this study both Hofstede’s
4-D model and Hall’s context model are focused because they have been
linked most closely to communication behavior. In addition, Triandis’s
theory on individualism-collectivism, the major dimension of cultural
variability, is also included when differences and similarities between
Chinese and Swedish teachers and students” communication behavior
are analyzed in the study.

Based on the data of the survey questionnaire from multinational
corporate employees in over forty countries Hofstede published his
Culture’s Consequences—International Differences in Work-Related Values
in 1980. By theoretical and statistical analysis Hofstede discovered the
four main dimensions upon which national cultures differ. They were la-
beled Power Distance ( high or large vs. low or small), Uncertainty A-
voidance ( strong vs. weak), Individualism ( vs. Collectivism), and
Masculinity ( vs. Femininity). Hofstede’s fifth dimension labeled as
Confucian Dynamism was launched in his book Cultures and Organiza-
tions in 1991. His new dimension consisted of two contrasting sets of
Confucian values: “long-term orientation” vs. “short-term orientation”

values. But this dimension has not been received very enthusiastically
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by scholars ( Fang, 1999).

According to Hofstede (1991, p. 28), power distance is “the ex-
tent to which the less powerful members of institutions and organizations
within a country expect and accept that power is distributed unequally. ”
In high or large power distance cultures, inequalities in power are con-
sidered and accepted as the cultural norm. They are hierarchical cul-
tures, and the authoritarian style of communication is more common.
Much more oppressive behavior and more formalized rituals, such as re-
spect, attentiveness, and agreement, are expected in these cultures.
People in low or small power distance cultures, as contrast, are as-
sumed to be equal and demand justification for power inequalities. Man-
y of the Asian, African and Latin American countries exhibit a high
power-distance index in Hofstede’s survey. And the countries with the
low power-distance scores are mostly European-style countries.

Hofstede (1991, p. 113) defined uncertainty avoidance as “the
extent to which the members of a culture feel threatened by uncertain or
unknown situations. ” Some cultures cannot stand the unknown or the
ambiguity. People in these high uncertainty avoidance cultures view un-
certainty as dangerous and try to avoid it. Other cultures, however,
seem more comfortable dealing with diversity and ambiguity and view
uncertainty as a necessary part of life which they must deal with. Coun-
tries with strong uncertainty avoidance cultures are the Southern Europe-
an countries, Latin American countries, and most Asian countries.
Northern European countries, the United States, Great Britain, India,
Singapore and Hong Kong belong to the weak uncertainty avoidance cul-

tures.
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The third dimension of Hofstede’s 4-D model is designated as indi-
vidualism and its antipode is collectivism. The dimension has encour-
aged most amount of research (e. g. , The Chinese Culture Connection,
1987; Triandis, 1988, 1995). “The fundamental issue addressed by
this dimension is the degree of interdependence a society maintains a-
mong individuals” ( Hofstede, 1984, p. 83). In individualistic cul-
tures, “people are supposed to look after themselves and their immedi-
ate family only, ” whereas in collectivist cultures, “people belong to in-
groups or collectivities which are supposed to look after them in ex-
change for loyalty” ( Hofstede et al. , 1984, p. 419). In individualistic
cultures the needs, values, and goals of the individual take precedence
over the needs, values, and goals of the group. In collectivist cultures,
the needs, values, and goals of the in-group take precedence over the
needs, values, and goals of the individual ( Triandis, 1995). In the
former cultures, competition, initiative, ambition, responsibility, and
success are regarded as positive ideas. The significant communication
expectations that people in the cultures emphasize are truth telling and
clear, direct, and straight talk. People are more independent, and use
more “1” than “we” kind of self-referent messages in their linear pattern
of conversation. In contrast, a salient feature in the latter cultures is
keeping the harmony and balance in the group. People in these cultures
concern for other’s feelings and avoid hurting others. Community, kin-
ship, solidarity, harmony, and maintaining face are emphasized and
more appreciated by the people in the cultures. Moreover, people are
more group concerned and interdependent and use indirect way of com-

munication. The individualistic cultures include most of European coun-
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