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VICTORIA A. MALKO
California State University, Fresno

A Comparative Analysis of
American and Russian
ESL/EFL Classroom Cultures

! The purpose of this ethnographic
study was to examine the influence
of culture on classroom participa-
tion patterns. Methodologically,
this study involved participant
observations and interviews with
the Russian-speaking students and
their American ESL instructors in
three types of postsecondary insti-
tutions in California. The results
revealed areas of mismatch between
the students’ learning behavior and
the instructors’ methodologies. The
cultural differences in the language
classrooms were analyzed within
the critical theory framework,
which takes into account the social
and cultural antecedents of the
studied situation. Teachers and
administrators of language pro-
grams will be provided with recom-
mendations on how to improve
methods of teaching English as a
second or foreign language.

Introduction

Culture and its influence on language learn-
ing has generated contentious debates

among scholars and English as a foreign or
second language (EFL/ESL) professionals. In
the 1980s, anthropologists and sociologists
studied differences between American and
other non-U.S. cultures (Hofstede, 1998;
Spindler & Spindler, 1987; Triandis, 1995;
Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 1998). The
use of the mainstream American culture as a

“mythical norm” has been criticized in recent
studies for its negative stereotyping of the
“other” as different from the norm (Yep, 2000).
The critics cautioned that too much focus on
culture instead of an individual student may
lead to “oversensitivity” (Frazier, 2002) or
“essentialism” (Gjerde, 2004), an assumption
that a group has some defining feature charac-
teristic of all group members. Rather than per-
petuating cultural stereotypes or abandoning
the concept all together, Atkinson (1999) pro-
posed a “middle-ground” approach to treat
culture as a dialectical process between indi-
viduals and contexts.

Context has been defined as “the whole set
of relationships in which a phenomenon is sit-
uated” (Watson-Gegeo, 1992, p. 53). Context
can be visualized as “concentric rings of
increasingly more macro- and often indirect
influences, moving outward from the center in
which” learners whose development is studied
are living and interacting (Watson-Gegeo,
1992, p. 53). In a study of learner sociali-
zation in the Soviet Union and the US,
Bronfenbrenner (1970) analyzed the context
of teacher-student interactions using analogy
with nested Russian dolls. The pieces of analy-
sis included learners’ performance in a lesson
that was part of a classroom that was part of a
school that was part of a community. Cole crit-
icized this “nested-contexts approach” as
being unidirectional because it failed to con-
sider the unequal power relations among par-
ticipants “at different levels of context” (1996,
p. 134). As an activity theorist, Cole empha-
sized that context creation is “an actively
achieved, two-sided process” (1996, p. 134).

The most important cultural difference
identified in Bronfenbrenner’s (1970) study of
socialization patterns was the collective-cen-
tered system of upbringing. With current
emphasis on group projects and community
service-learning in American educational
institutions, researchers’ attempts to use the
dichotomy between the “collectivist” Russian
culture and “individualist”American culture as
an explanatory framework seem artificial. The
conceptualization of individualism-collec-
tivism as a single dimension with two clusters
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as polar opposites, as measured by surveys, is
no longer valid (Berry, Poortinga, Segall, &
Dasen, 2002). Not only is the construct itself
fragmented, but also socially desirable or
extreme answers on questionnaires influence
the scores and the interpretation of findings.
Besides, the range of cultures is limited to
urban regions of some continents.

Research studies that look in a systematic
and rigorous way at characteristics of the
Russian classroom culture are scarce. In one
study, Alexander (2000) compared the educa-
tional systems and learning activities in
Russian and American elementary schools.
Another study of Russian-speaking adoles-
cents in American high schools by Mirny
(2003) examined students’ adjustment to a
different classroom culture. Smith (2000) sur-
veyed Russian-speaking ESL learners in 2-
year colleges and adult schools in California
using Buckley’s (2000) theoretical framework
built on international business and intercul-
tural communication theories. Smith
described eight conflict situations experi-
enced by American ESL instructors and pro-
vided cultural explanations for the Russian-
speaking students’ behavior. Cultural differ-
ences, though, do not necessarily lead to con-
flicts. What needed to be examined were the
social, political, cultural, ethnic, and gender
antecedents of the studied situation in the
context where students lived and learned.

The purpose of this study was to shed
light on the mismatch between the Russian-
speaking students’ learning behavior and
their American ESL instructors’ methodolo-
gies in three types of postsecondary institu-
tions in California. The researcher was guided
by a grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss,
1967) to collect data and employed qualitative
data-analysis techniques as described in
Miles and Huberman (1994). The researcher
used the critical theory framework (Guba &
Lincoln, 1994) to explain cultural differences
in the language classroom. Teachers and
administrators of language programs will be
provided with recommendations on how to
improve methods of teaching English as a
second or foreign language.

Study Data and Methods
Data Collection

The data were collected using the constant
comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967)
through generating theories from the data
and enriching the data by grounding them in
a theoretical perspective. Three sources of
data were employed for data collection and
analysis: student and teacher demographic
surveys, participant observations, and ethno-
graphic interviews.

Demographic Surveys. The purpose of
the student and teacher demographic surveys
was to gather information about the partici-
pants’ background characteristics. In addition
to biographical information, the surveys gath-
ered information on native and foreign lan-
guage proficiency. The student survey was
translated into Russian and back-translated
for accuracy to eliminate the possibility of
tainting the results because of the language
barrier. Before filling out the surveys, all par-
ticipants were informed that their identities
would be protected.

Participant Observations. The purpose
of participant observations was to collect
descriptions of typical ESL classes in various
settings. Observations lasted from 1 hour to 2
hours, mornings or afternoons, 5 days a week.
From 1 to 3 classes were observed, depending
on the comfort level of an individual instruc-
tor. Field notes were recorded during each
class to document the goals of the lesson, the
methods employed to achieve the goals, the
types of materials, teaching activities, and
teacher-student interactions.

Ethnographic Interviews. The purpose
of informal and formal ethnographic inter-
views (Spradley, 1979) with Russian-speaking
students and their American ESL instructors
was to verify hypotheses that emerged from
classroom observations. Interview questions
were adapted from a similar interview proto-
col developed by Smith (2000). Questions
were administered to graduate students on a
pilot basis to help determine whether or not
they were understandable and clearly
addressed the research questions. All inter-
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views were conducted in person at a set time
inside or outside classrooms, in a teacher’s
room or instructor’s offices, in a university
cafeteria, student residence, or college library.
All interviews lasted for about 30 minutes,
except two focus-group interviews with 3 to 4
students that lasted 45 minutes each.

Data Analysis
Qualitative data were transcribed verba-

tim and analyzed according to a three-part
model of data reduction, data display, and
conclusion drawing and verification (Miles &
Huberman, 1994). Application of the analysis
model involved an inductive, iterative process
of data reduction involving coding narrative
data, identifying data categories and themes,
displaying data in the form of visual networks
to illustrate relationships among variables,
and drawing conclusions by revising the orig-
inal data, writing and inviting peer review of
preliminary findings, and finalizing the con-
clusions.

Participants 
Following Berry et al. (2002), this ethno-

graphic study employed the theory-guided
selection of cultural populations. It was
achieved through gathering available infor-
mation and focusing on an interesting con-
trast between the Russian and American edu-
cational systems and cultures as identified in
ethnographic literature. The researcher used a
snowballing technique to recruit research
participants at three types of postsecondary
institutions in California during the 2004-
2005 academic year. Slavic Baptist Church
leaders and ESL program directors were
approached to gain entry to research sites.
With the permission of gatekeepers, the
researcher contacted instructors via e-mail or
phone, the instructors introduced their stu-
dents during initial visits to arrange time for
classroom observations and interviews, and
the students introduced their friends or rela-
tives. Pseudonyms were used to protect the
anonymity of the participants.

124 • The CATESOL Journal 18.1 • 2006

Table 1
Demographic Characteristics of the Participants (Students)

Participant Program Major Gender Age Years in the US Country

01 Master’s Social Work M 24 2 years Ukraine
02 Master’s Journalism F 24 4 months Russia
03 Master’s Business M 30 3 years Belarus
04 IELP ESL M 27 1 year Ukraine
05 IELP ESL F 18 5 years Moldova
06 IELP ESL F 26 3 months Ukraine
07 IELP ESL M 19 1 year Russia
08 IELP ESL M 21 1 year Russia
09 Bachelor’s Psychology F 21 6 years Georgia
10 Bachelor’s Psychology F 20 5 years Ukraine
11 Bachelor’s Liberal Studies F 22 5 years Ukraine
12 Bachelor’s Liberal Studies F 19 8 years Estonia
13 Adult Education ESL F 31 2 years 5 months Russia
14 Associate Accounting M 21 3 years Ukraine
15 Associate Computer Tech M 44 4 years Ukraine
16 Associate ESL M 45 5 years 6 months Russia

Note: ESL indicates that students were enrolled in ESL classes only.



Study Findings
Of the 23 Russian-speaking students who

agreed to participate in this study, 16 case
studies were selected for further analysis.
Students’ ages ranged from 18 to 45 years.
Two thirds of them had been in the US less
than 5 years. Whereas most of the partici-
pants had at least 10 years of education in
their native language before arriving in the
US, 5 students entered junior high or high
schools in the US. The largest number of the
participants came from Ukraine (7), then
Russia (5), and 1 each from Belarus, Estonia,
Georgia, and Moldova. Demographic charac-
teristics of the participants are shown in
Tables 1 and 2.

Of the 10 American ESL instructors who
participated in this study, 5 were from local
universities, 3 from a 2-year college, and 2
from an adult school; 6 were women and 4
were men. Most of the instructors in this sam-
ple had a master’s degree in Linguistics with
an option in Teaching English as a Second
Language (TESL). At the time of the study, 2
instructors were completing their doctoral
dissertations; 1 of the instructors had a back-
ground in Elementary Education and another
in Educational Administration; and 4 instruc-
tors had less than 5 years of teaching experi-

ence. The instructors’ fluency in a second lan-
guage ranged from none or low (2 instruc-
tors) to average (4 instructors) to high (4
instructors). They were proficient in seven
different languages spoken in local communi-
ties—French, German, Japanese, Polish,
Portuguese, Russian, and Spanish—and 2
instructors were nonnative English speakers.

Russian-speaking students’ goals for
studying English varied. Students who had
no prior knowledge of English enrolled in
the beginning-level classes to learn not only
the language but also about American life,
society, and institutions to find professional
employment. Students with sufficient aca-
demic English skills enrolled in graduate-
level programs to enhance their profession-
al careers. Most of the students were inter-
mediates, whose goal was to focus on aca-
demic English in order to succeed in their
major content courses. Their self-rated pro-
ficiency in English is illustrated in Figure 1.
Whereas women ranked higher in all lan-
guage skills, men indicated average lan-
guage proficiency in speaking, reading, and
writing, and good in listening.

Classroom observations revealed that ESL
programs were organized differently in the
three postsecondary institutions where the
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Table 2
Demographic Characteristics of the Participants (Instructors)

Fluency in
Teaching a second

Participant Institution Gender Degree Major experience language

01 University F MA Linguistics Novice High

02 University F MA Linguistics/TESL Novice None

03 University M MA Elementary Education Novice Low

04 University F Ph.D. Linguistics Veteran Average

05 University M MA Linguistics Novice High

06 Adult School M MA Linguistics Veteran Average

07 Adult School F BA Linguistics Veteran Average

08 College F MA Linguistics Veteran Average

09 College F MA Linguistics/TESL Veteran High

10 College M Ph.D. Educational Veteran High
Administration



study was conducted. All institutions offer
courses at three levels: beginning, intermedi-
ate, and advanced. However, they differ in class
size and teaching philosophy. In the private
university, ESL classes are small, with up to 15
students each. The university Intensive English
Language Program (IELP) is content based. It
requires 16 hours of classes per week: 2-hour
sessions of core language courses in the morn-
ing and thematic miniunits in the afternoons.
Classes in the 2-year college are capped at 25

students. The 2-year college offers separate
classes for reading and vocabulary, writing and
grammar, and pronunciation, with 3 hours of
lecture plus 1 computer lab hour per week. The
adult school maintains an open enrollment,
with up to 40 students on any given day. Adult
school sessions last 3 hours in the morning
and in the afternoon. Each session integrates
various language skills.

Despite the differences in program organ-
ization, all ESL instructors employed a com-
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Figure 1
Self-Rated English Language Proficiency

Speaking Listening

Reading Writing

Speaking Listening Reading Writing

Scale 2 3 4 5 2 3 4 5 2 3 4 5 2 3 4 5
Men 2 4 0 2 0 2 4 2 0 5 1 2 1 5 0 2
Women 2 1 2 3 1 1 3 3 1 0 3 4 2 1 2 3

Note. Self-rated proficiency in English was measured on a 5-point scale: 1 = knowledge of some vocabulary and common
phrases; 2 = basic interpersonal communication with difficulty; 3 = everyday communication with ease; 4 = ability
to express opinions and feelings; and 5 = successful use for academic or career purposes.
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mon set of activities in their classrooms: indi-
vidual or pair work, work in small groups, and
whole-class instruction. The length of time
planned for each activity varied from instruc-
tor to instructor. The most common arrange-
ment was the whole-class format in which the
teacher provided instructions, explanations,
and asked or answered questions. With 75
minutes at most and 15 minutes at least,
teachers averaged from half to two thirds of
their class time on the whole-class discus-
sion. Depending on the task, small group
activities lasted between 15 and 35 minutes,
comprising a quarter or a half of the class
time, and in one instance as long as three
quarters of the time. A similar pattern was
observed for pair work. Overall, each lesson
included a combination of two or three of the
activities. The summary of their distribution
is shown in Table 3.

To gain insight into the students’ percep-
tion of the effectiveness of the learning activ-
ities and their explanation of learning behav-
ior in response to a particular teaching
approach, the researcher asked students to
reflect on the most difficult thing for them to
get used to in an American classroom. The
students’ and instructors’ responses are quot-
ed verbatim in the Appendix. The Russian-
speaking students and their American ESL

instructors differed in their interpretations of
learning behavior in the following areas:

Asking Questions
In an American classroom, asking ques-

tions is considered part of the learning
process. Whereas American instructors
expected students to speak up, ask questions,
and demonstrate knowledge, Russian-speak-
ing students had difficulties asking questions
because they believed questions showed one’s
silliness or distracted the teacher from
explaining the material. An obvious difficulty
some students had was the lack of appropri-
ate stock phrases to raise a question. On the
other hand, some instructors admitted that
the Russian-speaking students asked chal-
lenging questions. If the teacher’s content
knowledge is weak, such questions may be
perceived as personal. If, however, students
come out as too direct or assertive, they need
to be taught how modal, subjunctive, and
negative forms are used in the American
classroom discourse to formulate a question
in a face-saving way.

Volunteering Comments
In an American classroom, comments are

encouraged and considered active reflection.
Many Russian-speaking students considered
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Table 3
The Distribution of Class Time for the Three Types of Lesson Activities

Pair work Group work Whole class
# Level Lesson Min. % Min. % Min. %

01 Intermediate Grammar 20 22% 20 22% 50 56%
02 Advanced Thematic miniunit 00 00% 35 39% 55 61%
03 Intermediate Thematic miniunit 00 00% 25 25% 75 75%
04 Advanced Writing 10 11% 20 22% 60 67%
05 Advanced Reading 00 00% 20 33% 40 67%
06 Advanced Reading 30 40% 00 00% 45 60%
07 Advanced Grammar 10 11% 15 17% 65 72%
08 Beginning Speaking 10 16% 20 34% 30 50%
09 Beginning Speaking 35 47% 00 00% 40 53%
10 Advanced Writing 00 00% 35 70% 15 30%
11 Beginning Pronunciation 25 50% 00 00% 25 50%



comments a “show off ” or a poor waste of
time, particularly if comments were inappro-
priate. The students had a hard time adapting
to this requirement to earn a good grade.
Eventually, they had to break through silence
to “raise their stakes.” From the students’ per-
spective, their own experiences or knowledge
might be limited or not good enough to bring
up as an example because they came to class
to learn higher-order reasoning and thinking
skills they wouldn’t be able to acquire without
the teacher’s guidance. When the students
relate the knowledge they acquire to their per-
sonal experiences, it becomes meaningful
and relevant. Experienced teachers allocate
time equitably so that no one dominates the
discussion and everybody keeps comments
short and to the point.

Working in Small Groups
There are several perspectives on the use-

fulness of small group work in an American
language classroom. A psycholinguistic
rationale for classroom group work is derived
from the theory that negotiating meaning
provides necessary and sufficient conditions
for second language acquisition (Long &
Porter, 1985). However, the negotiation for
meaning can be face threatening, limited in
nature, and ambiguous, thus leading to inac-
curate conclusions about its value to language
learners (Foster & Ohta, 2005). Another theo-
ry of social learning based on the works of
Vygotsky emphasized that interaction con-
tributes to language development (Donato,
1994; Lantolf & Appel, 1994). A third
approach proposed by Skehan (2003) main-
tains that a small group activity should be
task-based and cognitively demanding.

The three theories, however, are inade-
quate to explain why the Russian-speaking
students resist working in groups in class.
Interviews with the students and their
instructors revealed that working in a group
is challenging for students with beginning
levels of proficiency in English. Students fall
back on their native language to shortcut
searching for meanings in a dictionary or to

help each other catch up quickly if there are
several Russian speakers in one group. By
doing this they socially excluded teachers
and students from other language groups.
This behavior, however, is characteristic of
all ESL learners, not just Russian speakers.
Russian-speaking students with adequate
levels of proficiency in English liked the
activity if all students did their homework
and were prepared to talk. They considered
that time was wasted when the discussion
went far off topic. Only 1 graduate student
admitted that working in groups is a unique-
ly American classroom activity that helps
learners to exchange opinions, show their
own worth, and think ideas through in a
nonthreatening way.

When instructors plan group activities, it
is important to remember that the group
composition determines the quality of the
interaction. Groups in American classrooms
are formed on an ad-hoc basis (Hofstede,
1998). These “loosely knit groups” are differ-
ent from “collective groups” (Donato, 1994).
The latter consist of students who work
together on a variety of projects and know
each other well, thus providing peer scaffold-
ing beyond the mere negotiation of input
level. A study participant, an American
instructor who used to live and teach in
Russia, confirmed what students were saying
in the interviews—that there is little interac-
tion among students in a Russian classroom.
One reason is classroom furniture. Desks are
designed for two and stand in rows
(Alexander, 2000; Gerhart, 2000). Only a few
experimental schools can afford to order indi-
vidually designed desks. Thus, arranging
desks into a circle or workstations as often
practiced in American classrooms never
occurred. Another reason is that students
were involved in completing tasks rather than
getting to know each other. Socialization
among students occurred after class. A piece
of advice from the experienced ESL instruc-
tors is to use small group work sparingly.
Besides, students need to be taught how to
cooperate with others on a short-term task.
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Helping Each Other Inside 
and Outside Class

In an American classroom, copying a
homework assignment or helping a fellow
student on a test is considered cheating and
results in earning an “F” on the test or home-
work. What American instructors consider
cheating is considered in the Russian culture
as an altruistic desire to help a friend.
Outside class, more advanced students
helped less proficient students with prepara-
tion of homework assignments. This was
part of their upbringing aimed at nurturing
responsibility for each other’s learning.
Russian-speaking students’ attitude toward
cheating is less negative because refusal to
allow another student to copy from their
papers can be perceived as a selfish,
unfriendly action, and in extreme cases may
lead to ostracism by the peers. Armed with
this knowledge, American instructors can
socialize their Russian-speaking students
into the American academic culture without
passing value judgements on them.

Making and Correcting Mistakes
“You don’t improve without making mis-

takes” is a mantra repeated by many
American instructors. The Russian-speaking
students felt embarrassed when they made
mistakes. Some students admitted they had
inhibitions about asking for a teacher’s help
or making a mistake because of the fear of
losing face in front of other adults. The two
most common types of mistakes were pro-
nunciation and grammatical errors. Although
students were afraid to make a mistake, they
expected their instructors to correct all mis-
takes. The American instructors, however,
were less likely to do so for various reasons.
One reason is that language learning is stress-
ful; thus, it is important to lower anxiety, not
“correct a student into silence.” Another rea-
son is that some mistakes are developmental,
meaning that students have to go through
several stages to acquire the correct form;
therefore, correcting early in the process
might be more harmful than helpful.

Unlike their American counterparts,
Russian teachers correct mistakes, often com-
paring students’ work and chiding those who
do less than a perfect job in front of their
classmates. Analyzing mistakes was also part
of the review after a test or a homework exer-
cise. American ESL instructors use editorial
remarks and let students correct mistakes by
themselves or in cooperation with their peers,
an activity known as peer editing. This is a
technique used by professional writers. It is
frequently used in ESL classrooms. Its benefit
to learners with different levels of proficiency
is less well understood. If a student struggles,
tutors are available in a learning resource cen-
ter. They, too, will guide the student through
the text and discuss the problem areas with-
out making corrections. The students have to
discover the rules by themselves. This
approach is liberating because American
instructors emphasize ideas over errors, yet
inability to use the appropriate grammatical
form holds ESL learners back.

Relating to Teachers 
The American ESL instructors inter-

viewed for this study noted that there was
something different about the Russian-speak-
ing students in how they relate to teachers.
The students expected the instructor to be a
parent figure, the one who can spank, scold, or
give a pat on the student’s shoulder. The stu-
dents believe that the teacher who not only
knows the subject matter but also sets bound-
aries is a strong teacher. The students noted
that the teacher in a Russian classroom had
the responsibility to make sure students learn
the material, whereas in an American class-
room, there is “no skin off the teacher’s back”
if students don’t do it. Students have more
rights in an American classroom, and with
the rights come duties, the main one being the
responsibility for one’s own learning.
American instructors are required to keep
open communication with the students either
through office visits, phone, or e-mail.
Although instructors in Russia do not have
individual offices and office hours for stu-
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dents, this does not mean they do not know
their students well, but the relationship is
much more distant and formal than in an
American classroom. In a Russian university,
students progress through classes in cohorts
and elect group leaders who deal with the
administration on their behalf. In contrast,
students in an American university register
for classes of their choice each semester and
may never meet the same classmates again.
For this reason, a faculty adviser is appointed
to guide students through their academic
careers. Because the students maintain dis-
tance among themselves, their instructor
sometimes becomes their “surrogate” friend
to whom they confess their problems.

Whether American or Russian, a good
instructor is expected to engage in a dialogue
with the student, to know the student’s needs,
and to modify the instruction to meet these
needs. The content of instruction can be fun
and entertaining but it loses its attractiveness
to students if it is weak. The instructor who
commands the subject matter and delivers it
well earns the students’ respect. The students
need structure as well as freedom in the class-
room to master the material.

The list above covers the gist of the
answers given by the students and their
instructors during the interviews. The follow-
ing discussion will attempt to explain the
findings within their cultural context.

Discussion
When comparing American and Russian

classroom cultures, scholars typically note
that American students are more individual-
istic because they grew up in a competitive
culture and the Russian students are more
socially oriented because they grew up in a
collectivist culture. What is commonly over-
looked is that both are competitive and coop-
erative, but for different reasons. The
American students maintain social distance
with each other outside class, are expected to
complete home assignments on their own
without anybody’s help, and then come to

class to discuss the answers with their peers
and demonstrate their knowledge to the
teacher. Students are responsible for their
own learning. The scenario is completely
opposite in a Russian classroom. The Russian
students maintain close relations with their
classmates outside class, do their homework
together to help each other to complete the
assignment to pass the course, and then come
to class and independently work on exercises
after the teacher’s explanation of the new
material. In the case of the American class-
room, the social aspect of learning moves into
the sphere of didactics when one student
teaches the other while the teacher facilitates
the process. In the case of the Russian class-
room, “the learning is more individual than
collective, with little time allocated for stu-
dent interaction” (S. Gettys, personal commu-
nication, December 11, 2004). The teacher
provides the scaffolding and makes sure
everybody learns the material.

In the American classroom the teacher is
viewed as “a facilitator who helps the students
to reach their own potential and learn.”
Instructors described their approaches in
terms of “winning students over on a person-
al level” and “creating an environment of vul-
nerability” in which learners are free to make
mistakes. They encouraged interaction
between students focusing on mutual cooper-
ation in completing tasks. They talked about
the differences between Russian and
American teaching approaches in terms of
“teacher-centered” versus “learner-centered,”
“information provider” versus “facilitator,”
“boss” versus “coach.” Their answers echoed
Dewey, who wrote, “When education is based
upon experience and educative experience is
seen to be a social process, the situation
changes radically. The teacher loses the posi-
tion of external boss or dictator but takes on
that of leader of group activities” (1938/1963,
p. 59).

Too much control on the part of the
teacher can be oppressive, but relinquishing
control of the learning process to students can
be disorienting. In fact, a recent study
revealed that 40% of students in American
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universities fail to navigate the educational
system and need guidance (Hildreth, 2006).
Students, whether American or Russian, look
for an authority figure, not an authoritarian, a
teacher who cares and who does not only pro-
claim the value of caring and sharing. The
teacher in a Russian classroom may have
more power to discipline students, whereas
the power of the teacher in an American
classroom is downplayed. In both cases, it
must enhance, not interfere with, the stu-
dents’ learning.

The differences in the social organization
of American and Russian classrooms reflect
deep historical, educational, and cultural tra-
ditions. Although Dewey and Vygotsky, two
influential theorists of 20th-century educa-
tional thought, held similar ideas on society,
they differed in their interpretations of the
role of inquiry in educational practice
(Glassman, 2001; Karpov, 2003; O’Brien,
2002; Prawat, 2002). The comparison of their

views is presented in Table 4. Both theorists
agreed that individuals were born social.
Dewey emphasized “expression and cultiva-
tion of individuality,” free from external
imposition or control (1938/1963, p. 19). In
Vygotsky’s theory, the social agent provided
the learner with the tools she or he needed
(1934/1996, 1978).

Many Russian students pointed out in
their interviews that the nature of the rela-
tionship between the American instructors
and students is egalitarian, that the instruc-
tors meet students where they are, and they
capitalize on their knowledge. This reflects
Dewey’s (1959) idea that informality and
external freedom enable teachers to become
acquainted with their students as they real-
ly are because formalization is hostile to
mental activity. He recognized the need to
respect the learner’s initiative and self-
direction as the stimulus for learning. At the
same time, Dewey believed that individual
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Table 4
Comparison of Dewey’s and Vygotsky’s Ideas on Society,

Inquiry, and Educational Practice

John Dewey (1902, 1938/1963, 1959)

Views of society
• “cultivation of the individual”
• equip individuals to hold their own against society

Social organization of the classroom
• project approach, cooperative work in groups

The nature of inquiry
• discovery learning (logic plus imagination)
• learning through personal experience 

(half guidance)

Student’s role
• action as adaptation: the student has a desire to

complete a task, but lacks strategic direction; this
sets the stage for the “teachable moment”

Teacher’s role
• a mentor, friend, trusted counselor, guide, tutor,

facilitator, coach

L. S. Vygotsky (1934/1996, 1978)

• individual is shaped by the society

• problem-solving under teacher’s guidance or in
collaboration with more capable peers

• the social agent provides the student with tools she
or he will need (concept formation)

• self-regulation: action had to be taught; action is
part of a recognized set of actions (mnemonic
techniques)

• didactic, scaffolding



character is formed in cooperation with
others, hence his emphasis on cooperative
activities of a group.

Whereas Dewey (1902) was a proponent
of discovery learning, viewing learners as
independent agents of acquisition, Vygotsky
(1934/1996, 1978) emphasized the necessity
of leading the learner to a higher level of con-
ceptualization. He believed that the acquisi-
tion of scientific concepts (theoretical under-
standing) does not happen spontaneously; it
needs to be systematically formed (Kozulin,
Gindis, Ageyev, & Miller, 2003). Vygotsky
defined the contradiction between a learner’s
current capabilities as manifested in the actu-
ally developed psychological functions and
the possibilities of the development “in coop-
eration, under the guidance, with assistance”
as a zone of proximal development (Chaiklin,
2003). In Vygotsky’s theory, there are two
agents—the human and the symbolic—that
can assist in the formation of new functions
or the enrichment of existing functions. The
role of the human mediator referred to the
notion that each psychological function
appeared twice in development: first in the
form of actual interaction between the
teacher and the student, and the second time
internalized as the student’s own functions.
The symbolic mediators were signs, codes,
writing, graphic organizers, or other devices
that serve to organize cognitive functions.

American scholars of the sociocultural
approach to language learning elaborated
Vygotsky’s idea that second language acquisi-
tion is mediated in the zone of proximal
development through peer interaction, pri-
vate speech, expert-novice scaffolding, arti-
facts, and technology. Vygotsky’s theory has
been transformed and adapted to the
American context. Reviewing the original
eight texts in which Vygotsky discussed the
concept, Chaiklin (2003) compiled a list of
interventions that could be used in problem
solving. A problem can be given to learners,
and they can be shown how to solve it and
encouraged to do it by imitating the demon-
stration. Another way to help them learn
could be by starting to solve the problem and

then asking the learners to finish. A third way
to encourage the learner’s development could
be by proposing to solve the problem in coop-
eration with another, more capable, peer.
Finally, the principle of solving the problem
could be explained by asking leading ques-
tions or analyzing the problem for learners.

It is evident from Chaiklin’s (2003)
observation that problem solving by cooper-
ating with a more developed peer was one of
the several techniques proposed by
Vygotsky to be used by a person who was
assessing a learner’s zone of proximal devel-
opment. Another important idea that had
direct bearing on second language acquisi-
tion was the theory of interdependence of
the foreign and native languages, known as
the language skills transfer theory. The less-
er-known part of it deals with conscious
comparison of the native and foreign lan-
guages. The comparison of the two gram-
mars is unlikely to succeed in an American
language classroom because students are
from diverse ethnic backgrounds and speak
many different languages.

The Russian-speaking students brought
with them to the American classrooms a his-
tory of classroom practices from a different
educational environment to which they were
exposed in their earlier educational careers. A
teaching context where students are seen as
partners or apprentices who have more con-
trol over their learning environment is new to
them. Discovery learning and problem solv-
ing are activities that engage students and
contribute to their learning, but they leave
some of them paralyzed by the choices they
are required to make. One student admitted
that she learned many ways to solve the prob-
lem, but that she was not sure which one was
right. It became apparent in the process of the
analysis of the interviews that the higher the
students advanced in their educational
careers, the more tolerant they were of the rel-
ative nature of knowledge. They became
aware that knowledge is not certain or fixed,
that teachers don’t know all the answers, and
that there are no right or wrong answers.
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Conclusion
The study of culture in ESL classrooms is

extremely important. The differences
between the students’ and instructors’ expec-
tations are rooted in the theories of teaching
and learning in the country of origin and the
society of settlement. On the microlevel,
Russian-speaking students’ experiences in
American classrooms are reflective of their
English language proficiency and educational
level. On the macrolevel of society, experi-
ences of the Russian-speaking students are
reflective of their “linguistic and cultural-his-
torical repertoires” of practice that they bring
to American classrooms (Gutiérrez & Rogoff,
2003, p. 22). Russian-speaking students who
were exposed to a traditional or even behav-
iorist curriculum can be challenged to learn
in new ways. The process of learning is both
individual and sociocultural; therefore, it is
important to understand not only individual
but also social and cultural dimensions of the
learning situation.

American ESL instructors interviewed for
this study characterized their Russian-speak-
ing students as “some of the top-performing
students, very motivated, very literate, very
hard working, very diligent.” They empha-
sized that their Russian-speaking students
were better equipped for the study of gram-
mar than students from other cultural back-
grounds. The instructors can capitalize on the
Russian-speaking students’ strengths in liter-
ary text analysis and grammar. At the same
time, the development of discourse and emo-
tional and sociocultural competence should
not be neglected (Leaver & Shekhtman, 2002).

Overall, Russian-speaking students inter-
viewed for this study admitted that their
instructors were professional, kind, accessi-
ble, and treated students with respect. Two
factors figured prominently in teachers’ atti-
tudes toward their Russian-speaking stu-
dents. One was years of teaching experience,
while the other was proficiency in foreign
languages. Less experienced teachers report-
ed having difficulties with the Russian-
speaking students in their classrooms,

whereas seasoned veteran teachers learned
“to pick battles.” Proficiency in a second lan-
guage made ESL teachers more sensitive to
psychological and linguistic struggles their
students were going through while learning
English. What created tensions between
instructors and students was the fact that
students who attended the Slavic Baptist
Church did not use English outside the class-
room as often as they should. The three-gen-
eration law will soon override this tendency,
and as in other immigrant groups in the US,
children of Russian-speaking immigrants
will become either bilinguals dominant in
English or monolingual English speakers.

Despite rigorous selection of the research
techniques, the design of the study has sever-
al limitations. The sample is small; therefore,
the findings should be viewed with caution.
Participants in this study were Russian-
speaking students from three postsecondary
institutions in California; thus, the findings
cannot be generalized to other Russian-
speaking learners or other language groups in
other geographical areas. A larger compara-
tive follow-up study could be conducted to
see if the aspects of learning behavior report-
ed by the participants hold true for students
from other cultural backgrounds. Another
limitation of the study is the reliance on self-
assessment of students’ first and second lan-
guage proficiency. If direct measures of per-
formance assessment of students’ first and
second language proficiency had been
obtained, the validity of the findings would be
strengthened. A new finding that the author
did not explore in this study included the rela-
tionship between music, artistic abilities, and
learning a foreign language.

Perhaps the most important limitation is
the danger of “essentialism,” an assumption
that a group has some features characteristic
of all group members. The term “Russian-
speaking”used in this study refers to students
from Russia as well as to students from other
former Soviet republics who were socialized
to a set of common classroom practices and
who spoke Russian as their first or second
language in school and home settings.
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Although these students speak Russian, this
does not make them Russian in culture and
identity. In fact, students from Estonia,
Georgia, Moldova, and some students from
Ukraine interviewed for this study attend the
Slavic Baptist Church and use Russian for
communication because it is the language of
the chief pastor. Yet there is a possibility that
in a focus group interview, the presence of
Russian speakers could influence their
responses. As 1 participant observed, in the
presence of other Russian speakers they are
less likely to admit that they are more
American than they wanted to believe.
Despite individual differences, all students in
this study, whether sojourner international or
Baptist refugees, reached a point of no return.
Learning English is more important to their
futures than is Russian, the pattern typical of
other immigrant groups. They left the coun-
try where they “marched in columns, sat in
rows” in the past. Democracy is their future.
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Appendix
Verbatim Quotes of the American ESL Instructors’ Expectations and the

Russian-Speaking Students’ Explanations of Their Learning Behavior

Learning behavior American ESL instructors Russian-speaking students

Asking questions Asking questions is part of the learning Only silly students ask questions, not those
process. who want to know; I understand that this
They don’t know how to ask the question is not right, but I cannot help it.
because they don’t know what they don’t Russian students are more critical, they ask
know. more challenging questions, and thoughtful
It’s a cultural thing that you don’t question in content. American students are less
the teacher. inhibited, they can ask all kinds of
One thing, in general, I think Russian nonsense, anything, anytime. Russian
students would need to be careful that students wouldn’t dare to ask such things
when they question, they don’t come simply out of consideration for their
across as too assertive or too challenging. reputation.

Volunteering All my students have to understand that When students volunteer comments, it’s
comments they come in with a certain amount of often to show off.

knowledge, and I want that knowledge to Sometimes, comments are inappropriate
be shared with the others. but professors would never say that it
When students comment on the topic, would be better to think before making
they are actively engaged in reflection. such a comment.

Working in When students are not interacting with It’s a waste of time when the teacher gives
small groups each other, they are not learning. us an assignment but we cannot put two

Allows students to negotiate some of the words together.
meaning themselves. The teacher should not emphasize free
Working in a group can help with judging exchange of opinions so much but rather
where they are at and how much they are approach a task individually to let
or are not understanding the homework everyone participate.
assignment. I think group work is least useful at the
I would imagine that sometimes they feel beginning level. If you are at a level of
that the group work is a waste of time. proficiency when you can communicate
They could probably work faster by freely and understand other students, it’s
themselves. And I am sure that when they challenging, but at the beginning level it’s
are in groups with students that don’t unnecessary.
speak English very well, it’s probably I like group work. It depends. If everyone
very frustrating for them. is prepared, it’s interesting.
I think Russian students would prefer to Work in groups is one of the most useful,
have a lot more information, which was which I consider to be a distinctly
learned intensely, and much less energy American approach to learning. First, you
put on group interaction. get to know other’s ideas. Second, close
Students have to be helped to understand contact with other students creates more
that when they are talking with other opportunities to show one’s worth, more
nonnatives they are not learning their time to think your answer or idea over.
bad habits but actually hypothesizing and And it helps to improve communication.
developing their own ability.
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Helping each other Cheating is a big problem because for Russian students are more socially 
inside and outside many of them in the culture they come oriented. For them, classmates and
class from, what we consider cheating here is collective are important. It is their first

not cheating to them. priority to get to know their neighbors to
Helping someone on a test, passing answers secure support. They are more oriented
back and forth, answering questions that toward informal socializing after formal
someone has because they don’t understand classes.
the question in the middle of the test is all It is in our heads that if I have an
considered cheating here and grounds for assignment, I have to complete at it any
having the test taken away and giving an “F.” cost; that’s why cheating is common among
One of the reasons for this is they are very the Russian students because it was
anxious to do well, they want to get a high encouraged back home.
score, nothing less than an “A” is good 
enough. So, if I have to do something to 
get that “A,” I’m gonna do it.

Making mistakes I believe that the most important thing If I don’t understand something, it’s bad.
in a classroom is that you are not afraid It will affect your image. I hesitate to come
to make a mistake. and ask for the teacher’s help out of fear
It’s OK to make a mistake, a mistake is that I didn’t understand what she was
part of the process. saying in class.
They are afraid of making mistakes. It was probably in our mentality this fear
But the whole thing about improving is of making a mistake, approaching a
making mistakes. You don’t improve teacher, or asking a silly question.
without making mistakes.

Correcting mistakes I try not to correct everything. First, I’m The teacher must correct all mistakes.
gonna waste time if they don’t do anything When we write essays, the teacher wants to
about correction. And second, I want to know my opinion. It’s not important to me
encourage them it’s OK to express their whether or not the teacher liked my
opinion and not worry about mistakes. opinion, I want to learn grammar.
We try not to correct all of the mistakes One big deficiency is that our teachers
because there would be so many that it never correct our pronunciation.
would be very discouraging. When I notice my mistakes, I think.
I won’t correct too much because I don’t When I learn what was wrong,
want to intimidate them. I understand. But if the mistake was
I think you have to be very careful because not corrected, I’m not sure whether
you can correct the student into silence. I was right or wrong.

Relating to teachers They want me to be in the position of A Russian student needs a teacher who can
more authority than I am willing to take. set boundaries.
I find sometimes there is an expectation In some classes, teachers don’t teach.
that I am going to be more of a parent Perhaps, it’s just the classes that I had. I
figure, and I am not gonna do it. had an impression that the teacher
A teacher is more of a coach as opposed relinquishes authority to the students so
to a boss. that they learn everything by themselves.
The teacher is usually a facilitator who Yes, the teacher gives us an opportunity to
helps the students to reach their own show one’s worth, and we can teach each
potential and learn. other, but you come to learn, instead just

sit and invent something.




