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1. Introduction 
 
The dominance of English as the global language has contributed to the growing 

trend of International English teachers traveling across different nations to teach 

the language while also experiencing living and working in a foreign country. 

Given that Mexico is a country that normally offers bilingual education (Spanish-

English), there is a high recruitment of foreign teachers, usually native speakers 

of English, to come to work in Mexico. This dynamic brings together diverse 

cultures into the workplace where differences in expectations unavoidably create 

dilemmas between individuals. For this reason, it is important for practitioners to 

understand the context surrounding their work while also becoming aware of the 

particularities of the local culture and mindset. Recently, potential issues of 

cultural differences in the teaching profession have become a focal point of 

educational research (Bense, 2014). There is a growing body of literature that 

addresses personal and professional issues involved in teaching across cultures, 

for example teachers working in the United States (see Fee, 2011; Hutchison, 

2006), Kazakhstan (see Yaylaci & Islam, 2013), England (see Maylor, et al., 

2006), Australia (see Bense, 2014; Sharplin, 2009), China (see Reid & Collins, 

2012) Taiwan (see Chen & Cheng, 2009; Woods, 2001), Canada (see Janusch, 

2015; Plews, Breckenridge, Cambre, & Fernandes, 2014), Hong Kong (see 

Bodycott & Walker, 2000), Prague (see Texter, 2007), and Israel (see 

Remennick, 2002). However, there is a paucity in the literature concerning the 

experiences of Native-English teachers working specifically in Mexico.  

 Therefore, this study seeks to explore some of the aspects that appear to 

contribute to Native-English teachers experiencing cultural dilemmas while 

working in private bilingual schools in Los Cabos, Mexico. Los Cabos is located 

in the Mexican state of Baja California Sur, immediately south of California in the 

United States. As mentioned above, the importance of the English language, the 

high demand of native-English teachers, and adding up the proximity of Los 

Cabos to the United States has led schools to hire teachers from English 

speaking countries, making it a region that has a high influx of foreign English 

teachers.  
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 This study aims to contribute to the growing area of research by exploring 

cultural dilemmas that in-service Native English teachers face while working in 

Los Cabos, Mexico. Furthermore, the research is framed within the theoretical 

framework of cross-cultural theories and explores the literature on migrant 

teachers’ experiences abroad in a range of contexts. This dissertation follows a 

qualitative exploratory research design, with data being gathered via semi-

structured face-to-face interviews, where three research questions guided the 

study: a) How do Native-English teachers interpret a cultural dilemma? b) What 

are Native-English teachers experiences of cultural dilemmas while working in 

private bilingual schools in Los Cabos, Mexico? And c) How do Native-English 

teachers deal with such dilemmas? Furthermore, thematic analysis was used in 

the data analysis through the use of a codebook derived from the literature review 

by the researcher.  

 It is hoped that this research will contribute to a deeper understanding of 

why cultural differences arise in light of cross-cultural theories and past research, 

so practitioners can function effectively in their new teaching environment while 

further enhancing intercultural competence, as Bodycott and Walker (2000) 

remind us “It is these cross-cultural experiences and the comparisons we make 

which are the foundation of intercultural learning” (p. 92).  

 Additionally, it is important to acknowledge the study’s limitations. Due to 

time constraints, this study cannot provide a comprehensive analysis of how the 

study’s region compares to other Mexican regions. Also, the reader should bear 

in mind that it is beyond the scope of this study to explore other individuals’ 

experiences who are equally involved in the context, such as local teachers and 

school personnel, students and parents.   

 The overall structure of this thesis is divided into six sections. Section two 

begins by defining the terminology used in the current work, as well as laying out 

the theoretical framework of the research and relevant research literature. 

Section three explains the study methodology, where the procedure for data 

collection and analysis, the participants and the study’s limitations are 

highlighted. The fourth section illustrates the results of the interviews followed by 

the fifth section which presents the discussion of the findings in light of the 

literature review. Finally, the dissertation ends with an overall conclusion of the 

study implications, recommendations and avenues for future work.  
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2. Literature Review 

2.1. Terminology  

2.1.1. Culture & Cultural Barriers  

 

It is important to clarify exactly what is meant by culture and cultural barriers given 

that this research will specialize in these topics. What follows is a review of 

relevant definitions by authors that have worked closely on the topic of “culture”.  

 Hofstede (1984) defines culture as “the collective programming of the mind 

which distinguishes the members of one human group from another” (p. 21). He 

makes use of a computer metaphor to further explain this concept, where he 

indicates that “culture is the software of our minds, we need shared software in 

order to communicate, so culture is about what we share with those around us” 

(Hofstede, n.d.). Hall (1989) agrees with the latter in that he also points out that 

“culture is shared and in effect defines the boundaries of different groups” (p.16). 

These definitions highlight the idea of shared meanings amongst people 

belonging to a certain group.  

 Furthermore, Lewis (2005) draws on Hofstede’s definition of culture, 

highlighting the key expression of “collective programming”. He further explains 

how this idea “describes a process to which each one of us has been subjected 

since birth” (Lewis, 2005, p. 17). In the same vein, Spitzberg and Changnon 

(2009) define culture as a “primitive theoretical term, concerned with enduring yet 

evolving intergenerational attitudes, values, beliefs, rituals/customs, and 

behavioural pattern in which people are born but that is structurationally created 

and maintained by people’s ongoing actions” (p. 6-7). Lewis (2005) further 

explains how as we grow up, we learn national and/or regional concepts which 

eventually become our core beliefs, that are often very hard to abandon. What’s 

more, he points out to the idea that often “we regard others’ beliefs and habits as 

strange or eccentric, mainly because they are unlike our own” (Lewis, 2005, 

p.17). Similarly, Trompenaars (1993) expresses that when we venture into the 

unknown it is plausible that we register what surprises us, rather than what is 

familiar. Also, Lewis (2005) notes that it is when we endeavour abroad, when our 

values and core beliefs take a battering turn. In this sense, when noticeable 

differences arise between different cultures, people might experience a culture 
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shock, given the unfamiliarity with differences in beliefs, customs, and ways of 

doing.  

 For Trompenaars (1993), culture is “the shared ways groups of people 

understand and interpret the world” (p. 3). Furthermore, he indicates that in this 

shared understanding, culture is also the way in which people solve problems 

and reconcile with dilemmas. As discussed above, people might also experience 

a culture shock based on the distinct ways groups of people choose to solve 

problems. In relation to this, Trompenaars definition takes into account the 

process of problem solving where interaction between people is evident as they 

engage in meaningful dialogues in order to find the most effective solution to 

these problems. In this sense, Trompenaars (1993) highlights the idea that “an 

absolute condition for meaningful interaction in business and management is the 

existence of mutual expectations” (p. 20). Similarly, Hofstede (2009) mentions 

that culture is about mutual expectations of morally acceptable behaviour” (p.91). 

However, when these expectations vary greatly, one might be experiencing a 

cultural shock which can later develop a cultural barrier thus, hindering the 

process of mutual understanding. Trompenaars (1993) notes that individual 

expectations depend on where we come from and the meanings we give to a 

particular experience, which is why cultures can be distinguished from each other 

by the differences in shared meanings they expect and attribute to the 

environment.  

 While a variety of definitions of the term culture have been suggested, this 

dissertation will use the definition suggested by Hofstede (2009) and 

Trompenaars (1993) who propose that culture is about mutual expectations and 

shared meanings of how people understand and interpret the world.  However, it 

is important to note that within this shared meaning, there are significant 

individual differences that one needs to take into account, as Minkov and 

Hofstede (2011) clearly point out “When cultural characteristics of groups of 

people are discussed, one should always remember that the sharedness of those 

characteristics at the individual level is only relative” (p.12). Furthermore, for 

purposes of this dissertation, a cultural barrier or dilemma will be interpret as a 

dissimilarity among expectations and meanings thus creating tension or friction 

amongst people from different cultural backgrounds.  
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2.1.2. Intercultural Competence    

 

As indicated previously, cultural barriers entail a discrepancy between 

expectations amongst people from different cultural backgrounds. In spite of this, 

there is also the idea of mutual understanding through effective communication 

and interaction skills that people could potentially develop, which is why 

intercultural competence plays an important role in this discussion. This section 

will provide a closer look at some definitions regarding intercultural competence.  

 Trompenaars (1993) defines cultural awareness as “understanding states 

of mind, your own and those of the people you meet” (p.196). In this definition, 

the author makes an important reference to one’s own understanding of the way 

we approach and handle different situations, hence intercultural competence is 

also about what we learn of our own culture.   

 Going back to the definitions of culture and cultural barriers, these involve 

mutual expectations and meanings, which may or may not be shared amongst 

people from different cultural backgrounds. Intercultural competence might serve 

as a means to manage such diverging expectations, as Spitzberg and Changnon 

(2009) clearly indicate “intercultural competence is the appropriate and effective 

management of interaction between people who, to some degree or another, 

represent different or divergent affective, cognitive, and behavioural orientations 

to the world” (p. 7). A similar idea is offered by Hofstede (2009) who writes that 

“intercultural competence requires the ability to participate in the social life of 

people who live according to different unwritten rules” (p. 85). These authors 

highlight a key characteristic of intercultural competence which has to do with 

being able to relate and interact with people from different backgrounds, as 

Deardorff (2011) clearly expresses “the overall outcome of intercultural 

competence is the effective and appropriate behaviour and communication in 

intercultural situations” (p. 66). The above definition will serve as the 

interpretation of the term intercultural competence for purposes of this 

dissertation.  
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2.2. Cross-Cultural Theories and Intercultural Competence   
 

The following part of this dissertation moves on to describe in greater detail cross-

cultural theories in order to obtain a more comprehensive understanding of 

differences among cultures.  

 For purposes of this research, the focus will be set on theories that center 

on the societal level and not the individual. Such theories provide practitioners 

with certain expectations, based on empirical data, about other societies, and 

more importantly prepares them for some of the potential problems in cross-

cultural encounters (Minkov & Hofstede, 2011). In the same way, given that 

culture encompasses mutual expectations and shared meanings of how people 

understand the world, these theories provide a frame of reference, so that 

individuals can determine their own cultural profile by learning how to recognize 

and cope with cultural differences in a variety of contexts (Lewis, 2005), in other 

words, it helps analyze ways in which people attribute meaning to the world 

around them (Trompenaars, 1993).  

 Moreover, cross-cultural theories serve as a theoretical support at the 

society level to be able to take a step to a more individual level that recognizes 

the importance of developing intercultural competence. Pusch (2009) writes that 

“cross-cultural theories provide fundamental concepts to build the knowledge 

base for achieving the intercultural competency that is so critical to good 

leadership” (p. 73). This view is supported by Hofstede (2009) who mentions that 

understanding cultural differences leads to a greater awareness of acceptable 

behaviours and as a result, the adoption of such behaviours in diverse contexts. 

Similarly, Trompenaars (1993) talks about transcultural competence and how this 

can be achieved by being aware of cultural differences, respecting them and 

ultimately reconciling them. For this reason, it is also important to include a brief 

explanation of intercultural competence and recognize how it could potentially be 

achieved.  

 The following sections describe some of the most significant cross-cultural 

theories as well as the main criticisms that have been attributed to these theories.  

Plus, it includes a presentation of significant overlaps and differences among the 

theories, ending with a brief review of Deardorff’s (2009) Model of Intercultural 

Competence.  
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2.2.1. Hofstede’s Model of National Culture 

 

In the 1970’s Hofstede was able to have access to a large survey database about 

values and related sentiments of people in over 50 countries working in a large 

multinational corporation: IBM. Most part of the organization had been surveyed 

twice over a four-year interval, and the database contained more than 100,000 

questionnaires (Hofstede, 1980). He later administered a number of the same 

questions to nearly 400 management trainees from 30 countries in an 

international program unrelated to IBM and found that the mean scores by 

country correlated significantly with the country scores obtained from the IBM 

database. Consequently, this correlation served for identifying differences in 

national value systems, thus creating four dimensions. Minkov and Hofstede 

(2011) point out that these four cultural dimensions serve as a guide to better 

understand a large myriad of national differences, where each country is 

positioned relative to other countries through a score on each dimension 

(Hofstede, 2011).  

 Before moving on to a more detailed explanation of Hofstede’s dimensions 

it is important to remind the reader that such dimensions are proposed as a 

continuum, rather than binary distinctions, since not all connotations apply with 

equal strength to a given country, and individuals in countries show a wide range 

of variations around the country’s societal norm (Hofstede, 1984).  

 What follows is a summary of the content of each dimension opposing 

cultures with low and high scores. Firstly, the definition of each dimension is 

presented, followed by a chart where a dichotomy of high and low characteristics 

is presented.  The chart is an interpreted piece made by the researcher based on 

characteristics that were published in Hofstede’s second edition book “Culture’s 

consequences: International Differences in Work-Related Values” and a more 

recent article published by the same author, where he stresses each dimension 

opposing cultures.  

 The first dimension is known as power distance. Hofstede (2011) defines 

it as “the extent to which the less powerful members of organizations and 

institutions accept and expect power to be distributed unequally” (p. 9). Inequality 

can occur in areas such as prestige, wealth, and power; different societies put 

different weight on status consistency among these areas (Hofstede, 1984). It is 
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important to mention the influence of national wealth on this specific dimension. 

Hofstede (2011) highlights that all wealth-related phenomena tend to correlate 

with both power distance and individualism. Power Distance Index scores tend to 

be higher for Latin countries (E.g. Mexico, Guatemala, Venezuela, Ecuador) and 

lower for Germanic and English-speaking Western countries (e.g. United States, 

Canada, Great Britain, Ireland, Austria) (Hofstede, 2001). 

Table 2.1: Power Distance  

(Adapted from Hofstede, 1984 & Hofstede, 2011).  

 

The second dimension deals with a society’s tolerance for ambiguity, and it’s 

termed, uncertainty avoidance. It indicates “to what extent a culture programs its 

members to feel either uncomfortable or comfortable in unstructured situations” 

(Hofstede, 2011, p. 10). By unstructured situations, Hofstede (2011) mentions 

that these are novel, unknown, surprising, and different from usual. Uncertainty 
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Avoidance Index scores tend to be higher in East and Central European countries 

(e.g. Greece, Portugal, Belgium, Turkey), in Latin countries (e.g. Guatemala, 

Uruguay, Peru, Mexico) in Japan and in German speaking countries (Austria and 

Germany), lower in English speaking (Canada, United States, Great Britain, 

Ireland), Nordic (Sweden, Denmark) and Chinese culture countries (Singapore, 

Hong Kong, Malaysia) (Hofstede, 2001).  

 

Table 2.2: Uncertainty Avoidance  

 
(Adapted form Hofstede, 1984 & Hofstede, 2011). 

 

The third dimension is entitled individualism on the one side and collectivism on 

the other, as a societal, not an individual characteristic. It is defined as “the 

degree to which people in a society are integrated into groups” (Hofstede, 2011, 
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p. 11). On the individualist side, everyone is expected to look after him/herself 

and his/her immediate family. Conversely, collectivist cultures are integrated into 

strong, cohesive in-groups, often extended families that protect each other in 

exchange for loyalty (Hofstede, 2011). Furthermore, Hofstede (1984) points out 

that in some cultures, individualism is seen as a blessing and a source of well-

being; yet in others, it is seen as alienating. Individualism tends to prevail in 

developed and Western countries (United States, Australia, Great Britain, 

Canada, Netherlands, Ireland) while collectivism prevails in less developed and 

Latin countries (Guatemala, Ecuador, Panama, Venezuela, Colombia). Mexico is 

positioned in the middle with a ranking number of 30 out of 53 with a slight 

inclination towards collectivism (Hofstede, 2001) 
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Table 2.3: Individualism versus Collectivism  

( Adapted form Hofstede, 1984 & Hofstede, 2011). 

 

The fourth and final dimension corresponds to masculinity and femininity. Again 

as a societal, not as an individual characteristic, this dimension refers to “the 

distributions of values between the genders” (Hofstede, 2011, p. 12). For example 

the women in feminine countries have the same modest, caring values as the 
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men; as opposed to the masculine countries, they are somewhat assertive and 

competitive (Hofstede, 2011). The results of the empirical study would strongly 

suggest that Masculinity scores high in Japan, in German speaking countries 

(Austria, Switzerland, Germany) and in some countries like Italy and Mexico; it is 

moderately high in English speaking Western countries (Great Britain, United 

States); it is low in Nordic countries (Sweden, Norway, Netherlands and 

Denmark) and moderately low in some Latin and Asian countries like France, 

Spain, Portugal, Chile, Korea and Thailand (Hofstede, 2001, 2011).  
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Table 2.4: Femininity versus Masculinity   

 
(Adapted form Hofstede, 1984 & Hofstede, 2011). 
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2.2.2. Trompenaars Fundamental Dimensions of Culture.  

 

Another significant categorization of cultures is Fons Trompenaars’s (1993) 

proposed classification, which, like Hofstede, also focuses on the differences at 

a national level. However, while Hofstede relies on differences in thinking and 

social action for his proposed dimensions, Trompenaars’s perspective focuses 

on the specific solutions that different cultures choose in order to address certain 

problems (Trompenaars, 1993).  

 He further suggests to look at these problems under three categories: 

those which arise from our relationships with other people; those which come 

from the passage of time; and those which relate to the environment. Therefore, 

based on the solutions different cultures adopt to universal problems, 

Trompenaars (1993) identifies seven fundamental dimensions of culture that fall 

under each category. The different cultural orientations described results from 15 

years of academic and field research, where 30 companies, with departments 

spanning 50 different countries contributed to the research (Trompenaars, 1993). 

He used a questionnaire with scales that were constructed from a series of items, 

each of which is said to represent the dimension to be measured. Furthermore, 

in order to gather comparable samples, a minimum of 100 people with similar 

backgrounds and occupations were taken in each of the countries in which the 

companies operated, contributing to a database of around 15,000 participants. 

The following tables are a synthesis, made by the researcher, based on 

Trompenaars (1993) book “Riding the waves of culture: Understanding cultural 

diversity in business”, that show the author’s categorization pertaining to each of 

its categories.  

 In reference to  the first category, relationships with people, there are five 

orientations covering the way in which human beings deal with each other. Table 

2.5 shows the first orientation titled universalists and particularists. 
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Table 2.5: Universalists and Particularists 

(Adapted form Trompenaars, 1993) 

 

The second orientation relates to the conflict between what each of us wants as 

an individual, and the interests of the group we belong to; Table 2.6 shows this 

next classification titled individualism and communitarianism. 

 

Table 2.6: Individualists and Communitarists  

(Adapted form Trompenaars, 1993) 

 

The next dimension refers to reason and emotion, which means that the one that 

dominates will depend upon whether we are affective or emotionally neutral. 

Table 2.7 presents the differences of both affective and neutral cultures 
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Table 2.7: Affective and Neutral  

(Adapted form Trompenaars, 1993) 

 

The following dimension deals with the degree to which we engage with others. 

Trompenaars classifies this into specific and diffuse cultures. Table 2.8 displays 

such differences.  

 

Table 2.8: Specific and Diffuse 

(Adapted form Trompenaars, 1993) 

 

Finally the last orientation relating to the first category has to do with how 

societies accord status to people, this is allocated by achievement or ascription. 

Table 2.9 indicates the characteristics of each.  
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Table 2.9: Achievement and Ascription  

( Adapted form Trompenaars, 1993) 

 

The second category among Trompenaars classification of cultures is relating to 

the passage of time. He points out that cultures have different ways to approach 

time, thus identifying two images which can be extracted from this concept. The 

first image corresponds to sequential cultures while the other relates to 

synchronic cultures. Table 2.10 illustrates this distinction.  

 

Table 2.10: Sequential and Synchronic 

(Adapted form Trompenaars, 1993) 
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Finally, the last dimension of culture based on Trompenaars categorization 

concerns the role people assign to their natural environment; this can be internal 

control or external control. Table 2.11 presents its differences. 

 

Table 2.11: Internal and External  

( Adapted form Trompenaars, 1993) 

   

2.2.3. Hall’s Hidden Dimensions of Unconscious Culture  

 

As discussed above, Hofstede’s dimensions are based on differences in thinking 

and social action, whereas, Trompenaars dimensions, concentrate on the way 

different cultures handle problems. A somewhat different perspective is offered 

by Hall who proposes a classification of cultures according to their ways of 

communicating.  

 Schlachet (1977) comments on how Hall’s work essentially recognizes 

that “all human behaviour takes place within a cultural context that is essentially 

out of awareness and the only way in which awareness can be achieved is 

through the disruption of the context that determines our experience and 

behaviour” (p. 71). This out of awareness idea is what Hall (1989) refers to as 

unconscious cultural characteristics. He goes on by highlighting that “we must 

recognize and accept the multiple hidden dimensions of unconscious culture, 

because every culture has its own hidden, unique form of unconscious culture” 

(Hall, 1989, p.2). One such dimension has to do with the nature of the cultural 

context. What Hall (1989) refers to in terms of context is what one chooses to 

take in, either consciously or unconsciously, in order to give structure and 
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meaning to the world. He identifies high context and low context cultures. High 

context cultures expect more of others, for example, people in places of authority 

are personally and truly responsible for the actions of subordinates down to the 

lowest man (Hall, 1989). In terms of communication, a high context message is 

one which most of the information is either in the physical context or internalized 

in the person, while very little is in the coded, explicit, transmitted part of the 

message; when talking about something that they have on their minds, a high 

context individual will expect his interlocutor to know what’s bothering him, so that 

he doesn’t have to be specific (Hall, 1989). In contrast, in low context systems, 

responsibility is diffused throughout the system and difficult to pin down (Hall, 

1989). In addition to this, in a low context communication, the mass of the 

information is vested in the explicit code, meaning that most of the information 

must be in the transmitted message in order to make up for what is missing in the 

context (Hall, 1989).  

 Moreover, Hall’s contribution to the study of time as a cultural phenomenon 

was particularly significant to better understand two variant solutions to the use 

of both time and space as organizing frames for activities. He categorizes these 

two types of solutions as monochronic and polychronic time. Table 2.12 displays 

the differences between both types of time.  

 

Table 2.12: Monochronic and Polychronic  

(Adapted form Hall, 1989) 
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2.2.4. A Critique of Cross-Cultural theories  

 

As discussed in the previous sections, there are well-known theories of cultural 

differences that suggest a framework of cultural dimensions along with core 

values in which certain countries fit accordingly. Such theories are not exempt of 

criticism and it’s important to highlight some of its limitations. What follows is an 

account of Hofstede’s critique towards Trompenaars categorization and in turn, 

Trompenaars response to such criticism. Furthermore, a brief explanation of 

Edward T. Hall’s theory and its limitations will also be presented.  

 Hofstede’s critique towards Trompenaars’s classification mainly focuses 

on the methodological basis of his research, highlighting that the empirical 

analysis of his data provides only limited support for his seven-dimensional model 

as a result of correlation and factor analysis (Hofstede, 1996). He continues by 

pointing out that his research samples were small and poorly matched, attributing 

it to his limited database (Hofstede, 1996). He later suggests to hypothesis what 

outside data, independent of the research, might correlate with the various 

dimensions in order to validate and reinterpret them according to the pattern of 

correlations with outside measures found (Hofstede, 1996). However, Hampden 

Turner and Trompenaars (1997) argue that their view of culture is that they are 

self-organizing systems of values, hence consisting of interdependence with no 

truly independent variables. 

  Another critique regarding Trompenaars data bank is that it lacks content 

validity. Hofstede (1996) points out that content validity “is the extent to which an 

instrument covers the universe of relevant aspects of the phenomenon studied” 

(p.197). In this sense, Hofstede (1996) argues that Trompenaars did not start his 

research with an exploratory inventory of some of the main issues that concerned 

his future respondents from different cultural backgrounds. He continues by 

stating that “he took his concepts, as well as most of his questions, form the 

American literature of the middle of the century, which was unavoidably 

ethnocentric” (p.197). In contrast, Hampden Turner and Trompenaars (1997) 

argue that Hofstede’s survey simply paraphrases the questions derived mainly 

from personality tests and psychological inventories.  

 Hampden Turner and Trompenaars’s response to Hofstede, on the other 

hand, focuses on the differences both authors have in the way they approach 
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culture. Trompenaars mentions that while Hofstede’s approach to culture might 

be a series of straight lines, meaning that cultures are categorized at one end of 

a linear measure or another, or occasionally in between, they argue that they see 

culture as circular, meaning that dimensions such as individualism and 

communitarism can be seen as one enhancing the other; in words of Hampden 

Turner and Trompenaars (1997) “cultures dance from one preferred end to its 

opposite and back”(p.156).  

 In conclusion, both authors provide a significant critique towards their 

respective models having to do mainly with the different approach they have 

concerning cultural differences. Hofstede’s approach to culture focuses mainly 

on the differences in thinking and social action by using statistical procedures like 

correlation coefficients in order to determine which independent factors account 

for dependent variables. On the other hand, Hampden Turner and Trompenaars 

view of cultural differences concerns the ways in which societies find specific 

solutions when confronted with similar dilemmas, arguing that “all cultures are 

similar in the dilemmas they confront, yet different in the solutions they find, which 

transcend the opposites creatively” (p.156). Further emphasizing the idea that 

instead of looking for correlations between variables, value dimensions self-

organize in systems in order to generate new meaning. Nonetheless, both 

Hofstede’s and Trompenaars’s Model provide a useful framework that allow 

practitioners to consider the different ways society gives meaning to the world.  

 As mentioned previously, Hall offers a communication-oriented 

perspective on culture, where he attributes high and low context levels to national 

culture. His context-model provides a useful framework that helps practitioners 

understand how individuals of different cultures might perceive similar messages 

in a different way (Kittler, Rygl, & Mackinnon, 2011). However, Hall’s idea has 

been subjected to criticisms such as overgeneralization (Starosta & Chen, 2003) 

and the lack of a solid empirical foundation (Cardon, 2008).  

 Regarding overgeneralization, Starosta and Chen (2003) argue that Hall’s 

approach to the study of intercultural communication from the national level 

shows “weakness in its inability to help people understand those more specific 

levels of culture, such as ethnicity, gender, religion, or vocation” (p.17). 

Nonetheless, the authors recognize that unifying national cultures can have great 
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advantages in learning and training processes in order to have a better perception 

of cultural differences (Starosta & Chen, 2003).  

 Concerning the lack of a solid empirical foundation, Cardon (2008) argues 

that Hall provides numerous anecdotes of various cultures but does not seem to 

mention his method for developing his model. He continues by noticing that his 

culture rankings of Low and High Context fail to provide a clear description of how 

he managed to conceptualize or measure these rankings.   

 To conclude this section, it is clear that no proposed categorization to 

differentiate national cultures is exempt of constructive criticism, whether it’s the 

methodological approach or analysis, they enhance understanding of cultural 

variability (Chuang, 2003), and more importantly they provide practitioners with a 

rich variety of frameworks that could possibly complement each other for an in-

depth understanding of cultural differences, as Starosta and Chen (2003) clearly 

remind us: 

 

 Every approach, quantitative or qualitative, empirical or interpretive, 

 should only represent a reflection of the crystal that is  interconnected 

 with all other  reflections. No single approach can claim that it’s the only 

 reflection, or that it’s the crystal. It’s all these interdependent reflections 

 that draw a more accurate picture of the reality and beauty of the 

 crystal (p.17) 

 

2.2.5. Synthesis   

 

This next section takes a closer look into the comparison between the dimensions 

where significant overlaps can be noticed as well as some differences. 

 Some of the authors value orientations, particularly, Hofstede’s dimension 

of collectivism and individualism may seem to overlap with Trompenaars’s 

communitarianism and individualism. Both orientations suggest that 

individualistic societies are more self-oriented, where individuals expect to look 

after him/herself and their immediate family only. Moreover, it suggests that cases 

can be dealt with on an individual basis. In contrast, collectivism/communitarism 
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is characterized by societies in which people are integrated into cohesive groups, 

in other words, community-based, where a universal set or rules always apply.  

 Additionally, Trompenaars’s achievement/ascription orientation and 

Hofstede’s high and low power distance dimension appear to be linked. Both 

orientations deal with how societies accord status to people. While achievement 

and low power distance attribute status to knowledge and skills, where respect 

for superiority in hierarchy is based on performance; ascription and high-power 

distance, on the other hand, respect hierarchy based on status, influence and 

seniority. Furthermore, societies with achievement and low power distance are 

more likely to challenge situations based on inequality, technical and/or functional 

grounds, whereas, ascription and high-power distance societies accept unequal 

hierarchical distribution where decisions are likely to be challenged by people 

with higher authority.  

 Other dimensions particularly concerned with notions of time, seem to be 

interconnected. Trompenaars refers to the way cultures approach time by 

classifying them in sequential and synchronic. Likewise, Hall represents two 

variant solutions to the use of both time and space as organizing frames for 

activities, categorizing them into monochronic and polychronic time. Cultures with 

a sequential/monochronic approach to time tend to emphasize schedules, 

meaning that there is a well-thought out process with specific times for the 

completion of each stage. In other words, time is seen as linear and segmented. 

Interestingly, Hall points out that monochronic societies tend to treat time as 

though it were the only natural and “logical” way of organizing life, and in turn 

Trompenaars indicates the reluctance that such societies express towards 

unanticipated events that alter such organization. On the other hand, 

synchronic/polychronic time is characterized by several things happening at 

once. In contrast to having a fixed schedule to accomplish a goal, a 

synchronic/polychronic approach relies on numerous and interchangeable steps 

towards achieving the final goal where interaction with several people plays an 

important role.  

 Turning now to the differences between dimensions, Hofstede includes a 

significant dimension which he labels masculinity versus femininity.  This 

dimension refers to society’s ideas about traditional male and female values. 

Such distinction of gender roles is relevant to understand how this mediates 
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cultural norms and traditions.  Additionally, Hofstede suggest two distinct ways 

people cope with uncertainty, noticing how some cultures have a greater 

tolerance for unknown situations, while others prefer to diminish the feeling of not 

knowing.  

 Apart from individualism and communitarianism, Trompenaars 

compliments this dimension by adding two more ways in which society 

approaches dilemmas that are related to feelings (neutral vs emotional), meaning 

the degree of manifesting emotions of controlling them; and behaviour (specific 

vs diffuse) which refers to ways in which societies engage with each other. 

Furthermore, he adds a third dimension that relates to attitudes towards the 

environment, which he labels internal vs external control, highlighting how some 

cultures tend to establish control on their environment (internal) while others 

consider being controlled by it (external).  

 Lastly, apart from Hall’s significant contribution towards time, he adds a 

second dimension which refers to the ways different cultures communicate. He 

divided them in high-context, where much of the information is either in the 

physical context or internalized in the person (implicit); and low-context, where 

much of the information is conferred in the explicit code. In conclusion, there are 

several approaches to the classification of cultures. These, as shown above, have 

things in common as well as differences that could potentially complement each 

other. These dimensions provide a valuable framework for cross-cultural analysis 

leading to a better understanding of value sets and behaviours.  

2.2.6. Intercultural competence  

 

As described on the previous pages, cross-cultural theories provide fundamental 

concepts of differences among cultures, to build the knowledge base in order to 

develop cultural understanding, hence become interculturally competent. 

Deardorff is a prominent researcher that has drawn attention to the term of 

intercultural competence. What follows is a brief description of Deardorff’s well-

known model of intercultural competence.  

 By using a research methodology known as the Delphi technique, 

Deardorff along with intercultural experts, documented their consensus on 

aspects of intercultural competence and further categorized them by placing them 
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into a model that focuses on internal and external outcomes of intercultural 

competence based on the development of specific attitudes, knowledge, and 

skills inherent in intercultural competence (Deardorff, 2009).  

 Pursuing this further, Deardorff’s model takes the form of a pyramid in 

which the lower levels are viewed as enhancing the higher levels. The lower level 

refers to the requisite attitudes needed in order to achieve the desired outcomes. 

These include; respect, openness, curiosity and discovery. More specifically, 

respect is seen as valuing other cultures and cultural diversity; openness towards 

intercultural learning and to people from other cultures, withholding judgement; 

and lastly a sense of curiosity and discovery while tolerating ambiguity and 

uncertainty. Having these requisite attitudes then comes the cognitive aspect 

which consists of cultural self-awareness, deep understanding and knowledge of 

culture including context, role and the impact of culture and others’ worldviews, 

culture-specific information and sociolinguistic awareness. Parallel to this, are the 

essential skills needed for the cognitive level, which entail listening, observing, 

interpreting, analysing, evaluating and relating. Taken together, these 

foundational elements serve as a starting point to reach a desired internal 

outcome, or implicit ordering, of adaptability and flexibility to different 

communication styles and behaviours,  ethnorelative view and empathy; with the 

resulting external (visible) outcomes being the effective and appropriate 

communication and behaviour in intercultural situation (Spitzberg & Changnon, 

2009). Figure 2.5 shows Deardorff’s Pyramid Model of Intercultural Competence.   
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Figure 2.1: Pyramid Model of Intercultural Competence (Deardorff, 2009, p. 13). 

 

Although this research is focusing on one specific model, it is important to 

mention that there are countless approaches and models for guiding 

conceptualization, theories, measurements, and investigations of intercultural 

competence (for a review see Deardorff, 2009).  

2.3. Cross-cultural experiences of migrant teachers 
 

So far, this study has presented the broader perspective of the term “culture” 

which entails mutual expectations and shared meanings, and in relation to this 

“cultural barriers”, which in turn suggests a dissimilarity among such expectations 

and meanings. Furthermore, it presents cross-cultural theories that can provide 

a framework for analysing and understanding how and why such differences arise 

amongst cultures at a societal level. Moreover, at an individual level, this greater 

understanding can potentially allow individuals to develop their own intercultural 
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competence. Such information is relevant in order to understand some of the 

cultural barriers that individuals experience while working in a foreign country. 

What follows is an account of studies that have analysed cultural barriers that 

migrant teachers face while working and living in a foreign country, some of which 

refer to specific cross-cultural theories mentioned in the literature review and 

some which contain no explicit theoretical orientation.  These cultural barriers 

can be further categorized into personal, professional, and linguistic issues that 

teachers have expressed as being part of cultural differences. Regarding 

personal barriers, these are predominantly affecting participants internally and 

are concerned with one’s private life, relationships and emotions. However, they 

are intertwined with professional barriers as they also have a certain affect with 

relationships inside and outside the classroom. Hence, professional barriers, 

relate to the workplace including relationships with other individuals that are part 

of the same workplace. Finally, linguistic barriers refer to difficulties in the 

communication process due to differences of language or dialects. It is important 

to acknowledge that the latter intersects with the other two, for the reason that 

not speaking the language might affect individuals both personally and 

professionally.  

 

2.3.1. Personal Barriers 

 

A considerable number of studies have outlined the personal barriers that 

immigrant teachers face when living and working abroad. As mentioned 

previously, these refer to a particular person, their life, relationships and 

emotions.  

 Some studies outlined the unfamiliarity of certain aspects that participants 

were faced with when arriving to a new country. An example of this is shown in 

Fee’s (2011) study of immigrant and guest Latino teachers’ experiences teaching 

in a high-needs Midwestern urban school in the United States. Among his 

findings, the participants felt discomfort of settling in a new place, they felt shock 

of diminished expectations, an unanticipated lack of respect for those speaking 

with a Spanish accent and adjusting to the varied Spanish and English dialects 

of their students. In relation to feeling discomfort of settling in a new place, 
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Hutchison (2006) also reported in his findings of cross cultural issues for four 

science teachers during their International migration to teach in U.S. high schools, 

cultural and logistical issues. Among them, the participants expressed 

experiencing culture shock, concerns over basic acquisitions, such as requiring 

a credit card, and lack of a support system.  

 Other studies showed different perspectives of how a teacher is seen in 

different countries. For instance, in their study of seven Western EFL teachers 

working in Kazakhstan, Yaylaci and Islam (2013) reported, based on interviews 

and questionnaires, that the participants were faced with the differences in how 

the role of the teacher is viewed depending on the country. The participants noted 

how a teacher in Kazakhstan is likely to be viewed and expected to have adopted 

the roles of an authority, parent and font of knowledge, whereas in western 

countries he/she is viewed as a friend. Furthermore, the participants noted that 

the goal of the western teacher is often to guide learners only academically, 

whereas in Kazakhstan it is very important to educate students morally. 

Additionally, the teachers expressed how students in Kazakhstan act very 

respectfully for the very most part. One participant in particular pointed out how 

he thought students were very cheerful and forthcoming to all teachers, how they 

show a high-degree of respect. Similarly, Reid and Collins (2013) reported how 

emigrant teachers from Australia working in China felt respected by students and 

staff. One teacher noted how as teachers from Australia, they were seen as 

having a lot of skills and teaching abilities, perceiving how students and staff felt 

they had a lot to gain from them being native English teachers, resulting in a high 

level of appreciation for them being there. This view is supported by Woods 

(2001) who writes about how her Chinese students were incredibly generous and 

attentive in ways her American students are not. She later mentions how her 

students addressed her as “honoured teacher” or “dear Sir”, noticing how this 

“generosity was not tied to exam or performance days, but was a spontaneous 

and honest expression of friendship” (Woods, 2001, p. 54). In contrast, Maylor, 

Hutchings, James, Menter and Smart (2006) reported in his study of eleven 

overseas-trained teachers from Australia, Canada and South Africa working 

temporarily in England as supply teachers, how all participants generally felt there 

was a lack of respect for supply teachers in schools from both teaching staff and 

pupils which led to them being ignored and lacking authority in the classroom. A 
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concerning thought about this contrasting finding may have implications in the 

hierarchies between a teacher and a supply teacher, where they might have 

different roles in the classroom.  

 Another significant study is that of Bense (2014) where she shed light on 

German migrant teachers’ experiences in the Australian school environment. 

Through the narratives of two German language teachers, the researcher 

concluded a recurring theme in both interviews that relates to language education 

and how the teachers’ perceptions of their subject area as being of little value 

impacted on their personal and professional transition to the Australian school 

environment.   

 Moreover, some studies reported personal barriers for teachers relating to 

racism, doubts in one’s accent and having to teach large groups of students. For 

example, in their case-study of 3 South African English teachers experiences in 

Taiwanese elementary schools, Chen and Cheng (2010) reported that teachers 

faced issues of racism, where they believed that students misbehave because of 

their ethnicity. Another concern that affected the teachers at a personal level was 

issues with their accent. Teachers questioned the fact that the American accent 

is the one “wanted” in Taiwan. In relation to this, they expressed how many 

Taiwanese parents and teachers felt that a foreign language English teacher 

should function as language models, someone the children can learn a “beautiful” 

accent from, exacerbating their doubts on teaching skills and accent. This finding 

can be linked to Fee (2011), where participants also noted issues concerning 

their speaking with a Spanish accent. Likewise, among Remennick’s (2002) 

findings of her study with Russian immigrant teachers in Israel, a heavy Russian 

accent was seen by most school principals as highly problematic.  

 Another reported issues amongst studies was that participants found 

classes with a lot of students to be overwhelming (Chen & Cheng, 2010). They 

compared the closeness they had with their students at home, in contrast to 

Taiwan where they felt there was a lack of knowledge about their students. This 

view is supported by Maylor’s et al. (2006) study, where further problems were 

experienced by participants when faced with teaching large classes (which were 

sometimes considered ‘overwhelming’) and classes with special educational 

needs and/or emotional and behavioural difficulties.   
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 Another personal barrier identified in a number of studies concerns 

differences in expectations. A significant discussion was presented by Bodycott 

and Walker (2000) where high expectations for English Teachers were 

considered to be a challenge to them when teaching students from different 

linguistic and cultural backgrounds. Participants talked about how in the early 

days of employment there was a prevailing institutional attitude that as Native 

English speakers, there were also competent teachers of English, and therefore, 

an acceptance and expectation that they could address issues of language 

proficiency in their classroom (Bodycott & Walker, 2000). Moreover, in class, 

teachers found it daunting that the general expectation of students was that they 

had the answers to all questions. This last issue can be linked back to Hofstede’s 

second dimension relating to uncertainty avoidance, which notes how cultures 

with a high level of uncertainty consider teachers to have all the answers (see 

figure 2.2: Uncertainty Avoidance Dichotomy in the Literature Review Chapter 2).  

 Moreover, Janusch (2015) carried out a narrative inquiry to chronicle the 

experiences of professional transformation and acculturation of four immigrant 

teachers resuming their teaching careers in Calgary, Alberta. They were from 

Pakistan, Ukraine, Hong Kong, and Argentina. Among her findings, one 

participant in particular recognized how she felt unwelcomed to some degree by 

her colleagues and administrators, she later expressed that she sat during staff 

meetings with very minimal interaction with her colleagues, calling it an isolating 

experience (Janusch, 2015).  

 Collectively, these studies outline some of the personal barriers that 

immigrant teachers face while living and working in a foreign country.  Amongst 

the personal barriers there is: adjusting to a new place, differing feelings towards 

respect for the teacher, opposing views of what is the role of a teacher, doubts in 

one’s accent, differences in expectations, a few concerns about racism, and 

finally, feelings of overwhelm towards teaching large classes as well as feeling 

isolated amongst colleagues.      
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2.3.2. Professional Barriers 

 

In relation to the personal barriers, there are also professional ones that 

practitioners experience while working in a foreign country. As indicated 

previously, professional barriers relate to the workplace, including relationships 

with other individuals that are part of the same workplace.  

 One important issue that became apparent in two studies, was the need 

for teachers to differentiate instruction. Fee (2011), identified important 

professional issues relating to having diverse levels of learning amongst 

students, which created the need to differentiate instruction. Similarly, when 

recounting her experience as an American working in Prague, Texter (2007) 

reported how too often she had to make adjustments to accommodate the wide 

spectrum of student experiences, needs, realities and expectations when 

teaching internationally.  

 A further recurring theme present in a number of studies is the unfamiliarity 

that teachers were faced with regarding how the school works and in relation to 

this, having the necessary knowledge of the school’s curriculum. In Collins and 

Reid’s (2012) study, data from personal narratives show that globally-mobile 

Australian teachers working abroad, expressed having difficulty understanding 

the different nature of educational systems as well as lacking support and 

knowledge of the same. Likewise, Sharplin’s (2009) longitudinal case-study of six 

overseas qualified teachers working in Western Australia, found that teachers 

were unfamiliar with the Australian education system and curriculum, as well as 

non-teaching roles and responsibilities. Similarly, Woods (2001), Janusch (2014), 

and Maylor et al. (2006) described in their studies the lack of information about 

the overall curriculum, highlighting specifically the planning and understanding of 

the same, as well as being unfamiliar with certain terminology.  Moreover, 

Hutchison (2006) interviewed four teachers from Ghana, Britain and Germany 

working in the U.S.A. and found an apparent structural and organizational gap 

that teachers were experiencing regarding differences in assessment, particularly 

concerned with American students’ expectations of high grades, certain duties 

that teachers had to fulfil and considered them as extra work, and finally, 

understanding the school’s rotational schedule was quite complicated for them.  
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  Another issue that became apparent among studies is the relationships 

that teachers experienced with parents, colleagues and students. Regarding 

relationship with parents, studies such as Fee (2011), Remennick (2002), and 

Janusch (2014) found that, differing parental expectations were among the 

professional barriers that participants faced while working in a foreign country. 

These studies suggest that, teachers experienced uncomfortable situations with 

parents, concerning particularly, students’ grades, discipline issues, and their 

overall academic success. Additionally, language became and apparent barrier 

for teachers as they felt insecure or uncomfortable facing parents because of their 

accent, limited language skills and general vulnerability (Remennick, 2002 & 

Janusch, 2014), this can be linked to linguistic barriers, which is explained below. 

In addition to teacher-parent relationships, Remennick’s (2002) study also 

highlighted the teachers’ relationship with colleagues, where participants 

expressed feeling angry about unfair labelling and feeling isolated and dislike 

amongst colleagues. Furthermore, Hutchison’s (2006) study adds a teacher-

student relation gap, where teachers highlighted that U.S.A. students make 

greater demands on their time and have a more direct approach to 

communication when comparing them to students from their home country. 

 A further concern about assessment was identified in studies such as Fee 

(2011) and Maylor et al. (2006), where both studies concluded that teachers 

encountered a  lack of familiarity with assessment criteria and how this became 

a clear issue for them. Specifically, Fee (2011) noted that her participants were 

faced with a plethora of standardized tests and how this situation was entirely 

unexpected for them.  

 A somewhat different matter, yet equally important, is that of behavioural 

issues in the classroom. In Remennick’s (2002) qualitative study, former soviet 

school teachers working in Israel described how certain notions of authority and 

social distance shaped teacher-student interaction. A clear example was given 

by one of the participants who highlighted the different expectations students and 

teachers had in terms of homework, noticing how this became an evident barrier 

in her professional career. In their case study, Chen and Cheng (2010) also 

reported classroom management as being one of the most challenging aspects 

of one of the participants. In the same vein, among Maylor’s et al. (2006)  findings 

of cultural dilemmas, were classroom behaviours, more specifically concerning 
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pupils constantly talking, not listening or getting their work done, and having a 

tendency to talk back. Likewise, Janusch’s (2015) more recent longitudinal study 

emphasized participants’ difficulties managing the behaviour of students and 

planning tasks that would keep them engaged during class.  

 Differing ideas about time was another concern expressed by participants 

in studies such as Woods (2001) and Janusch (2015). More precisely, Woods’s 

personal experience teaching theatre in Taiwan presented different views on time 

in terms of the irregularity of class meetings, which indicated real problems as 

classes were often cancelled, and teachers were given little or no notice (Woods, 

2001). A somewhat different approach to time was discussed in Janusch’s study, 

where teachers were more concerned with the idea of finding time to attend to 

the school’s demands in terms of documentation and answering emails. This last 

idea is directly linked to teachers’ professional barriers as one of the participants 

in the study voiced her concern of how this prevented her from time that could be 

used for planning and finding resources for her students (Janusch, 2015).  

 Interestingly, in both Bodycott and Walker’s (2000), and Woods’s (2001) 

study, participants from English-speaking countries, expressed somewhat similar 

ideas about classroom interaction while working in an Asian country. Teachers 

highlighted the difficulty of getting students to participate in open and critical 

discussion at a whole-class level. Findings in Bodycott & Walker’s (2000) study 

suggest that students appeared reluctant to question others’ opinions, perhaps 

because they were worried about making the other person, or themselves ‘loose 

face’. Likewise, Woods (2001) noted that the Asian educational system and 

cultural customs discourage students from placing himself or herself before 

another in public. This evidently became a professional barrier because teachers 

had to change the way they handled classroom activities in order to adapt them 

to their students’ cultural practices.   

 Other professional barriers identified in these studies, and that are worth 

mentioning, are: teachers reporting that they had to teach subjects and year 

groups they did not consider themselves qualified to teach (Maylor et al., 2006); 

difficulty allocating materials (Bense, 2014) and access to technology (Fee, 

2011); and finally, the condensed nature of the courses perceived as  

overwhelming (Texter, 2007).  
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 Thus far, this section has shown a number of studies that have provided 

important insights into some of the professional barriers that teachers are faced 

with while working in a foreign country. These can be summarized as follows: the 

need to differentiate instruction; unfamiliarity with the school’s way of doing, 

including notions of time, the school’s curriculum, and assessment methods; 

diverse expectations regarding relationships with parents, colleagues, and 

students; and finally, some behavioural issues in the classroom as well as the 

interaction between teacher-student.  

 

2.3.3. Linguistic Barriers 

 

Another prominent barrier that appeared constantly throughout multiple studies 

is that of thoughts and concerns regarding language and communication. As 

stated previously, linguistic barriers refer to difficulties in the communication 

process due to differences of language or dialects.  

 Data from several studies such as Sharplin (2009), Reid and Collins 

(2013), Bodycott and Walker (2000) Hutchison (2006), Remennick (2002), and 

Janusch (2015) have identified a language barrier as one of the many challenges 

that overseas teachers experience while working abroad. Isolation was a key 

word used by one of the participants to express her feelings towards not being 

able to understand a single word that anyone was saying from the moment she 

left the office till the moment she got home (Reid & Collins, 2013). 

Correspondingly, teachers from Australia working in Hong Kong expressed 

feelings of alienation and frustration as they sat in meetings and lunches where 

the language used was foreign to them (Bodycott & Walker, 2000). In the same 

way, Sharplin’s (2009) study suggest that participants coming from a non-

English-speaking country working in Western Australia experienced difficulties 

with cultural integration highlighting that the main issue had to do with language 

differences.  

 A somewhat different perspective of a language barrier was reported in 

Hutchison’s (2006) study where he specifically pointed out how participants 

originally from Britain working in the United States, were initially concerned about 

the casual use of expressions with no literal intention of a follow up. Moreover, 
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one participant mentioned that the different meanings for local expressions and 

terminology, such as “restroom” and “bathroom” were areas in which he needed 

to be re-educated (Hutchison, 2006). Unlike the linguistic barriers mentioned 

above that had to do mainly with speaking different languages, in this particular 

case, the linguistic barrier is related to culture because even though participants 

spoke the same language, there were different expectations regarding certain 

linguistic expression as well as differences in the use of specific terminology.   

 Furthermore, in Remennick’s (2002) study of Russian immigrant teachers 

working in Israel, participants expressed how the language barrier hindered their 

relationship with students. Specifically, participants noticed how the language 

barrier was connected to behavioural issues in the classroom, highlighting the 

need to develop linguistic skills to resist the challenge of certain students and to 

find common ground in order to handle discipline in the classroom more 

effectively. The Hebrew command consistently emerged as a key factor to 

success as participants frequently expressed having done constant attempts to 

improve their Hebrew. Some went to advanced courses while some studied at 

home or try to expose themselves to as much spoken Hebrew as possible 

(Remennick, 2002). The language barrier here is rather seen as an opportunity 

to learn and function better in the classroom, it is even seen as a means to get 

students attention, as one participant recalled in his interview that when he was 

finally able to tell jokes in Hebrew, class experience had changed profoundly; he 

saw how even the most bold and hostile students where more attentive to what 

the teacher had to say (Remennick, 2002).  

 Apart from hindering student-teacher relations, linguistic barriers were also 

perceived as hindering parent-teacher relations. Janusch’s (2015) study, 

reported how one participant identified language as obstructing her ability to 

communicate with parents, stressing how this situation made her feel particularly 

uncomfortable. However, the participant also expressed the importance of 

developing enough English language proficiency, personally, in order to improve 

her communication and interaction with parents (Janusch, 2015). 

 This section has reviewed the key aspects of linguistic barriers that 

teachers face while working in a foreign country, these can be summarized as 

follows: a) feelings of alienation due to differences in language; b) having different 

interpretations of certain expressions and the use of different terminology; and 
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finally c) perceiving the language barrier as both the reason for classroom 

behaviour, and its influence on student-teacher and parent-teacher relations.  

 In conclusion, this chapter has provided important insights into cross-

cultural theories and studies which contribute significant knowledge and new 

understandings of what it means to work in a country foreign to your own, opening 

up a space to allow new questions to be asked about a specific culture and its 

different approaches to problems, work, and relationships.   
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3. Methodology 
 

Chapter 2 section 2.3 of this dissertation, presented important studies where the 

main objective was to voice participants experiences of the cultural challenges 

they face while working in a foreign country. Furthermore, these studies offer 

insights into some of the cultural challenges teachers face while working in 

specific contexts; for example, teachers working in the United States (see Fee, 

2011; Hutchison, 2006), Kazakhstan (see Yaylaci & Islam, 2013), England (see 

Maylor, et al., 2006), Australia (see Bense, 2014; Sharplin, 2009), China (see 

Reid & Collins, 2012) Taiwan (see Chen & Cheng, 2009; Woods, 2001), Canada 

(see Janusch, 2015; Plews, Breckenridge, Cambre, & Fernandes, 2014), Hong 

Kong (see Bodycott & Walker, 2000), Prague (see Texter, 2007), and Israel (see 

Remennick, 2002). However, when researching studies of native-English 

teachers working specifically in Mexico the researcher found none. Therefore, the 

primary aim of this research is to gain participants insights of the cultural 

dilemmas they face while working as English Teachers in Mexico.  

 This chapter begins by presenting the research questions that drive this 

study, followed by an overview of qualitative research design, where a series of 

definitions are provided as well as the philosophical worldview that underlies this 

particular approach. Subsequently, the rationale for choosing this research 

design is further explained. Next, a brief review of data collection techniques is 

presented along with the reasons why a particular method for data collection was 

chosen for this study. Then, the study instrument is outlined, followed by a 

description of the steps taken to ensure ethical collection of data. Afterwards, the 

study participants are presented ending the chapter with a detailed explanation 

of the data analysis procedure and the methodological limitations present in this 

study.  

3.1. Research questions  
 

As indicated previously, there are numerous studies that suggest a wide variety 

of cultural dilemmas that teachers face while working in an international context. 

However, there is a paucity of research regarding teachers experiences of 

cultural dilemmas when working specifically in Mexico. For this reason the aim of 
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this study is to explore the cultural dilemmas that native-English teachers 

encounter while working in Mexico. The main focus of this study is the teachers’ 

perspective on some of the cultural dilemmas they face in the workplace, 

specifically in private bilingual schools located in the area of Los Cabos, Baja 

California Sur, Mexico. 

 

The research questions are: 

• How do Native-English teachers interpret a cultural dilemma? 

• What are Native-English teachers experiences of cultural dilemmas while 

working in private bilingual schools in Mexico? 

• How do Native-English teachers deal with these dilemmas? 

 

3.2. Qualitative research design 
 

Given that the study’s main purpose is to explore Native-English teachers 

experiences of cultural dilemmas while working in Mexico, a qualitative research 

design was considered to be the most appropriate approach to gain a detailed 

understanding of such experiences.  

 What follows is an overview of what qualitative research design represents 

in order to further understand the reasons for choosing this particular approach. 

First, a series of definitions is presented followed by the paradigm that underlies 

this approach to research, and ending with the rationale for choosing this 

research method.  

 

3.2.1. An overview of qualitative research design  

 

A notable author in the field of research design is John Creswell, who is well-

known for his comprehensible descriptions of research methods, including 

quantitative, qualitative and mixed methods approaches. As to qualitative 

research in particular, Creswell (2009) defines it as “an approach for exploring 

and understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or 

human problem” (p.4). Similarly, Denzin and Lincoln (2011) write about how 

“qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make 
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sense of or interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them” 

(p.3). This view is further supported by Corbin and Strauss (2008) who note that 

qualitative analysis is “a process of examining and interpreting data in order to 

elicit meaning, gain understanding, and develop empirical knowledge” (p.1). 

Through this process of interpretation Phatiki and Paltridge (2015) remind us that 

researchers allow themselves to be involved in the process of formulating 

interpretations or constructions, from a close understanding of the data. 

Together, these definitions stress the idea that qualitative research consists of 

understanding a social phenomenon through the co-construction of meaning in 

order to create empirical knowledge.  

 

3.2.2. Philosophical worldview 

 

In addition to defining qualitative research methods, Phatiki and Paltridge (2015) 

point out that “one needs to be aware of the research paradigm that underlies the 

approach to uncovering knowledge that is being used in the research” (p. 15). 

They continue by defining a research paradigm as the “underlying philosophical 

view of what constitutes knowledge or reality as the researcher seeks to gain an 

understanding of a particular topic” (p.15). In the same vein, Creswell (2009) 

mentions the importance of making explicit the larger philosophical ideas that a 

specific research design involves. Rather than using the term paradigm, Creswell 

refers to the idea of a philosophical worldview that researchers bring to the study, 

defining it as the “philosophical orientation about the world and the nature of 

research that a researcher brings to the study” (p. 5). Given this, proponents of 

qualitative research posit that it is situated within the paradigm of constructivism. 

To further delve on this matter, Creswell (2009) offers a detailed explanation of 

the constructivist worldview, where he highlights that “the goal of the research is 

to rely as much as possible on the participant’s views of the situation being 

studied” (p.8). In this sense, it is through discussions and interactions that 

participants construct meaning of a situation (Creswell, 2009). In the same way, 

Denzin and Lincoln (2011) write, “users of the constructivist paradigm are 

oriented to the production of reconstructed understandings of the social world” 

(p.92). However, it is important to highlight that within this construction of 
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meaning, researchers recognize that their own backgrounds shape their 

interpretation as Phatiki and Paltridge (2015) remind us “Constructivism is a 

research philosophy that views social realities as multiple and dependent on who 

is involved, what is being studied and the context in which a study takes place. 

Reality is typically seen as being socially co-constructed” (p.16). In this sense, 

Creswell (2009), highlights both the idea of the researcher’s intent to make sense 

of the meanings others have about the world, while also acknowledging how their 

interpretation flows from their personal, cultural, and historical experiences.  

 In summary, the aim of qualitative research is to explore meanings that 

particular groups of people have about certain issues in order to create empirical 

knowledge. Moreover, the philosophical worldview underlying this specific 

approach to research is that of a constructivist view, where such meanings are 

socially co-constructed in order to have a better understanding of the 

phenomenon that is being studied.  

3.2.3. Role of the researcher  
 

As mentioned above, it is important to acknowledge the researcher’s own 

personal background and how this might shape the interpretation of the study. To 

begin with, the researcher acknowledges that being a Bilingual (Spanish-English) 

English teacher will have had an impact on interpretations of participant’s 

experiences of cultural dilemmas, having been an active observant of these 

experiences while working as an English teacher in the private sector in Mexico; 

hence, developing certain expectations of participants responses. However, 

having chosen to do the study outside the researcher’s work context, and 

furthermore, having a structured data analysis process, both contribute to 

mitigating any chances of bias. Since, presupposed expectations and biases on 

participants experiences of cultural dilemmas may exist, the research explicitly 

created a codebook derived from the extensive literature review of both theories 

and studies on cross-cultural differences, allowing all input form participants and 

analysing the data from this perspective.  
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3.2.4. Rationale for the research approach 

 

Having this knowledge base of what qualitative research entails including its 

philosophical worldview, let us now turn to the reasons for adopting this type of 

approach. Creswell (2009) points out that the research problem plays a significant 

role on deciding which approach to use for the design of a proposal. Therefore if 

a social research problem calls for a) the identification of factors that influence an 

outcome, b) the utility of an intervention, or c) understanding the best predictors 

of an outcome, then quantitative approach is best. Quantitative research designs 

aim at testing theories, building in protections about bias, controlling for 

alternative explanations, and being able to generalize and replicate findings 

(Creswell, 2009). However, since this research does not aim to explore or 

determine the relationship between variables, nor is it looking to test a theory, a 

quantitative approach was not considered. Furthermore, if a researcher wants to 

both generalize the findings to a population as well as develop a more detailed 

view of the meaning of a phenomenon or concept for individuals, then a mixed 

methods approach, where both quantitative and qualitative data is obtained, can 

be especially useful (Creswell, 2009). For example, Collins and Reid (2012) 

sought to understand personal narratives and survey responses of Australian 

teachers experiences in new contexts. The use of a mixed methods approach 

allowed them to strengthen the responses of their survey by further exploring 

other emergent themes through focus groups and semi-structured interviews. 

Although a mixed methods approach has proven to be an advantageous 

approach to research it does require extra time because of the need to collect 

and analyse both quantitative and qualitative data.  

 Consequently, and given the nature of the issue being addressed in this 

dissertation, a qualitative approach is considered to be the best option because 

it provides an opportunity to explore and understand participants inner 

experiences in particular situations, in order to determine how meanings are 

formed through and in culture (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Moreover, qualitative 

research allows room for interaction and interdependencies between researcher 

and participants in order to have a better understanding of specific meanings, 

emotions and practices (Hogan, Dolan, & Donnelly, 2009). In this sense, Corbin 

and Strauss (2008) highlight “It is not distance that qualitative researchers want 



42 

between themselves and their participants, but the opportunity to connect with 

them at a human level” (p. 13). This view is supported by Perakyla and 

Ruusuvuori (2013) who write that interviews can be a very useful way to 

overcome distances between researcher and participants in both space and in 

time. For this reason, the researcher opted for a qualitative approach in order to 

explore a topic that is yet to be addressed with a certain group of people 

(Creswell, 2009) or in a specific context, where one can get closer to the 

participants perspectives through careful questioning and listening.  

3.3. Data collection & Instrument  
 

As mentioned in the previous section, qualitative research aims at exploring 

meanings that particular groups of people have about certain issues in order to 

create empirical knowledge. Furthermore, qualitative research design includes a 

variety of different methods for data collection. Creswell (2009) points out that 

qualitative researchers collect data themselves through examining documents, 

observing behaviour or interviewing participants. In relation to this, Corbin and 

Strauss (2008) highlight that a researcher can use one or several of these 

sources alone or in combination, depending upon the problem to be investigated. 

This next section provides an overview of the different ways researchers can 

collect data, followed by the rationale for choosing a particular one for this study. 

Then, the study’s instrument is outlined, followed by an explanation of the steps 

taken for the data collection.  

 

3.3.1. Overview of data collection and rationale  

 

 As mentioned above, observations are one way to collect data and are 

considered to be very useful when exploring topics that may be uncomfortable 

for participants to discuss. Also, the researcher can record information as it 

occurs while noticing unusual aspects during the observation process (Creswell, 

2009; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). However, this form of data collection may have 

some limitations, such as the researchers being seen as intrusive, private 

information may be observed that the researcher cannot report, or certain 

participants (e.g. children) may present special problems in gaining rapport 
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(Creswell, 2009). Corbin and Strauss (2008) are aligned with Creswell’s idea as 

in they too highlight that observations can be intrusive. Because this research is 

not seeking to investigate behaviour and activities of individuals in a specific 

setting, the use of observations was not considered for this study.  

 Interviews are another common way of collecting data. Creswell (2009) 

points out that these are particularly useful when participants cannot be directly 

observed. Additionally, Perakyla and Ruusuvuori (2013) point out that by using 

interviews, “the researcher can reach areas of reality that would otherwise remain 

inaccessible such as people’s subjective experiences and attitudes” (p. 277). 

Furthermore, participants are provided with the opportunity to provide historical 

information (Creswell, 2009) and is especially effective if one wants to gather 

participants insights about a certain phenomenon. In this sense, the whole 

process of interviewing allows the researcher to get closer to understanding any 

given situation from the subjects’ point of view, by unfolding the meaning of their 

experiences (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).  

 Since the study’s aim is to explore and understand cultural dilemmas that 

teachers experience while working in a foreign country, interviews was 

considered to be the most valuable source of data collection. This is done 

acknowledging that during interviews participants may feel uncomfortable 

discussing certain issues, and also, knowing that the researcher’s presence may 

bias responses. Nonetheless,  as Corbin and Strauss (2008) clearly point out 

“interviews provide participants with an opportunity to talk in depth about issues 

that they hadn’t talked much about before, giving them additional insights into 

their own behaviour” (p. 28), allowing the researcher to not only gather personal 

perspectives from the participants but also opening up a space where they can 

introspect about their own ideas, motives and behaviours. As Kvale and 

Brinkmann (2009)  highlight “a well-conducted research interview may be a rare 

and enriching experience for the subject, who may obtain new insights into his or 

her life situation” (p. 32).  

 Additionally, there are numerous ways one can carry out interviews, such 

as face-to-face, focus groups or via telephone or internet applications. Guthrie 

(2010) notes how focus groups can be a highly informative representation of a 

particular group’s viewpoints on a certain topic, however, opinions can be 

affected by group dynamics. In this sense, focus groups, although highly useful 



44 

for some studies, it can sometimes be driven by a dominant person which may 

have a disruptive effect on the whole process (Guthrie, 2010). Moreover, 

members try to impress each other rather than provide the considered views that 

the researcher is aiming for (Guthrie, 2010). Consequently, face-to-face 

interviews was considered as potentially appropriate for this study, for the reason 

that it sets up a space for interaction and dialogue to take place between 

researcher and participant in order to obtain insights of personal stories or 

particular viewpoints. As Perakyla and Ruusuvuori (2013) highlight “face-to-face 

social interaction is the most immediate and the most frequently experienced 

social reality. The heart of our social and personal being lies in the immediate 

contact with other humans” (p. 287). 

 

3.3.2. Study Instrument  

 

 Guthrie (2010) reminds us that interviews can take many different forms 

and allow in-depth follow-up questions. The style can range from guided 

conversations to highly structured questionnaires. In other words, researchers 

can use either structured or semi-structured interview instruments in order to 

collect data. However, when one chooses a qualitative approach to do research, 

interviews usually involve “unstructured and generally open-ended questions that 

are few in number and intended to elicit views and opinions from the participants” 

(Creswell, 2009, p. 181). Likewise, Mason (1996) suggests that “the term 

‘qualitative interviewing’ is usually intended to refer to in-depth, semi-structures 

or loosely structures form of interviewing” (p. 39). For this reason, the instrument 

used in this study is a semi-structured interview that served as a guide rather than 

a rigid framework to gather participants perspectives on the cultural dilemmas 

they face while working in a distinct context.  The outline of the semi-structured 

interview can be found in Appendix A.  

 

3.3.3. Ethical Considerations  

 

As discussed in the previous two sections, this study used face-to-face interviews 

in order to gain participants insights on the cultural dilemmas they face while 
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working in Mexico. What follows is an account of the steps taken to ensure ethical 

collection of data. It is a common understanding amongst authors that all 

researchers have a responsibility of protecting the people involved in their study 

by ensuring anonymity and confidentiality throughout the research (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008; Creswell, 2009; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). What’s more, 

“researchers need to: develop a trust with participants; promote the integrity of 

research; guard against misconduct and impropriety that might reflect on their 

organizations or institutions and cope with new, challenging problems” (Isreal & 

Hay, 2006 p. 87, as cited in Creswell, 2009). This last concern has to do with the 

fact that ethical issues may occur at the beginning, in the middle or during the 

final stages of the research. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) agree with the latter in 

that they remind us that “ethical issues go through the entire process of an 

interview investigation, and potential ethical concerns should be taken into 

consideration form the very start of an investigation to the final report” (p. 62). In 

words of Guthrie (2010), “ethics are standards of professional behaviour” (p. 15) 

that should be present throughout the entire research.  

 Prior to commencing the study, ethical clearance was sought from the 

School of Education Research Ethics Committee with approval being granted on 

the 28th of November 2018.  After receiving ethical approval,  the next step in this 

process was to select the participants for this study through a snowball sample 

(a more detailed description of this process is outlined in the next section). Once 

the participants were identified, the researcher began contacting them via email 

and in some cases by telephone, to set a time and place for the interview. Prior 

to commencing the interview, the researcher made clear that in order to preserve 

confidentiality, pseudonyms were going to be used throughout the report, as 

Lofland, Snow, Anderson and Lofland (2006, as cited in Creswell, 2009) highlight, 

“One of the central obligations that field researchers have with respect to those 

they study is the guarantee of anonymity via the assurance of confidentiality”(p. 

51). The researcher then provided all participants with a consent form along with 

an information sheet detailing the nature and purpose of the study, the procedure, 

the right of voluntary withdrawal, the known risks and the protection of 

confidentiality, and the signatures of the participant and the researcher (Appendix 

B). After this, the interview was audio-recorded, and later transcribed where all 

electronic data (interview recordings and transcripts) was stored securely in the 
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researcher’s encrypted hard drive. The data was then analysed using thematic 

analysis technique (see section 3.6. Data analysis procedure for a more detailed 

description) with the descriptive presentation of results outlined in chapter 4. It is 

important to note that once the data was analysed, the researcher’s plan is to 

retain the data for 5 years, as recommended by Sieber (1998, as cited in 

Creswell, 2009), after which all electronic copies of data will be deleted from all 

storage site. Having outlined the process of data collection, let us now turn to the 

study’s participants.  

 

3.4. Study participants 
 

As part of any research proposal, Guthrie (2010) reminds us that the researcher 

must decide on what group of people or objects need to be studied to get the 

information that is required. As indicated previously, the aim of this research is to 

explore native-English teachers insights of the cultural dilemmas they experience 

while working in private bilingual schools in the city of Los Cabos, Mexico.  The 

section below presents the characteristics of the sample for this study, as well as 

the recruiting process for participants.  

 The sample in this study consisted of ten Native-English Teachers that 

have lived and work for more than six months in Mexico, specifically in the region 

of Los Cabos, Baja California Sur. Moreover, all participants work in private 

bilingual schools as English teachers. They were recruited through a snowball 

sample which in words of Gobo (2003) means “picking some subjects who feature 

the necessary characteristics and, through their recommendations, finding other 

subjects with the same characteristics” (p. 449). On a first moment, the 

researcher contacted her informant which in turn provided the first contact of a 

potential participant. After establishing contact with the first participant, they 

agreed to do the interview. Once the first interview took place, the participant 

offered two more contacts, hence the snowball sampling technique. This process 

continued until the researcher had ten participants.  Prior to the interview 

questions, the researcher asked participants to provide demographic and 

contextual data for this study, such as gender, age, nationality, and grade levels 

they teach. In terms of gender, 70% of participants are female with the remaining 
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30% being male. The age range of the participants is from early 30’s to early 60’s. 

Interestingly, teachers come from different English Speaking countries; six 

participants are originally form the United States, specifically from Alaska, 

California, New York and Wyoming; two are from the United Kingdom, one from 

Northern Ireland and the other from London; and finally, two are from Canada. All 

participants were hired to teach the subject of English as a Second Language. 

Furthermore, participants taught in different grade levels, these range from 1st 

grade, all the way to 12th grade. Table 3.1 shows a summary of the participants’ 

characteristics, the first column corresponds to the number of each participant 

followed by their gender and age range, the country where they’re from, and 

lastly, the level grades they teach.  

 

Table 3.1: Participants characteristics. 

 

3.5. Data analysis procedure 
 

In analysing the interviews, the audio recordings were carefully listened to and 

transcribed. After the transcription was completed, thematic content analysis was 

conducted. This next section will briefly defined thematic analysis, followed by a 

more detailed explanation of the data analysis procedure.  

 Braun and Clarke (2013) define thematic analysis as a “method for 

identifying themes and patterns of meaning across a dataset in relation to a 
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research question” (p.175). The authors continue by suggesting a systematic, six 

phase process to do thematic analysis in qualitative research, which served as a 

basis for the data analysis procedure of this study. The first step in this process 

involved organizing and preparing the data – interview transcription.  After this, 

the first reading and familiarisation of the data took place, this was done in order 

to obtain a general sense of the information and to reflect on its overall meaning. 

Next, a more detailed analysis across the entire dataset was conducted using a 

specific coding process. Creswell (2009), and Braun and Clarke (2013) highlight 

that the researcher might do the coding process by a) developing codes only on 

the basis of the emerging information collected from participants, also known as 

‘bottom-up’ way (Braun & Clarke, 2013), b) use predetermined codes and then fit 

the data to them, also known as ‘top-down’ (Braun & Clarke, 2013)  or c) use 

some combination of predetermined and emerging codes. For purposes of this 

study the researcher opted for the third process for which a qualitative codebook 

was created. In words of Creswell (2009) a qualitative codebook is a “table or 

record that contains a list of predetermined codes that researchers use for coding 

the data” (p. 187). This codebook was created on the basis of the literature review 

of this study (see Appendix C.). Next, the researcher began analysing the data 

with the codes derived from the codebook resulting on a first draft of potential 

categories. A second analysis of the data proceeded where new codes emerged 

from the data, hence a re-categorization took place. The next step in the coding 

process involved combining the codes to form the themes that will inform the 

content of the data that is meaningful. A more detailed description of the themes 

are shown on chapter 4 (Results) of this dissertation. The final step of this process 

involved the interpretation of the data, Braun and Clarke (2013) call this “the 

‘story’ of each theme” (p. 249) where specific extracts of the interviews illustrate 

each theme along with the researcher’s personal interpretation and information 

gleaned from the literature.  

 

3.6. Limitations  
 

Studies often contain limitations in their methodology due to a variety of 

conditions that are at times uncontrollable. Yet, is it imperative to acknowledge 
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such limitations so researchers can address them in future studies. This next 

section highlights some of the studies limitations.  

 The first is concerned with the small sample size. When the research aims 

to identify patterns across data, Braun and Clarke (2013) recommend a sample 

size of between 15 and 30 individual interviews. However, in reviewing the 

literature, the samples in the published work vary relatively, yet it appears that a 

small sample size predominates in these types of studies. While still a significant 

number, this study only interviewed 10 native-English teachers, hence, the 

robustness and trustworthiness of the findings require further investigation. The 

second limitation has to do with space. The study focuses on one specific region 

of Mexico, thus providing a detailed account of this context. However, within the 

context of this study it is not possible to provide a fine-grained analysis of how 

the study region compares to other Mexican regions.  

 A third limitation concerns the use of only one method for data collection. 

Denzen and Lincoln (2013) highlight that “the use of multiple methods, or 

triangulation reflects an attempt to secure an in-depth understanding of the 

phenomenon in question” (p.9). For this reason, apart from the semi-structured 

interviews, perhaps a focus group would have proven useful to gather more 

information about the issue being studied. Hence, contribute to a more 

comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon and enhance trustworthiness 

of findings. However, there is a time constraint for this study and this form of 

research requires extra time to collect and analyse two forms of data.   

 Finally, the study may be perceived by some readers as one-sided, since 

the researcher did not pursue the perspectives of cooperating teachers, school 

administrators, students, and parents. Therefore, their voices may perhaps be 

represented only by way of the participants’ experiences of them. However, the 

aim of this research was to gain rich and detailed data about individual 

experiences and perspectives. Nonetheless, this opens up the door for future 

research that could potentially pursue a comparative study in order to explore 

how teachers’ perspectives of cultural dilemmas differ from their colleagues, 

students, and parents. 
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3.7. Conclusion  
 

 In conclusion, this chapter has described the methods used in this 

investigation providing a detailed explanation of the rationale for choosing a 

qualitative research design. Data collection and analysis focus on the individual 

experiences of cultural dilemmas that participants face within the school, using 

face-to-face interviews as the primary source of data. Thematic analysis has been 

chosen as the appropriate method for analysing qualitative data because it suits 

questions related to people’s experiences and views of a particular phenomenon. 

Finally, the limitations of this study have also been outlined.  
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4. Results 
 

This study followed a qualitative approach to investigate cultural dilemmas that 

Native-English teachers face while working in Mexico. A semi-structured 

interview (see Appendix A) provided the information to form the themes that 

inform the content data. Below are the themes that emerged from the data, with 

a brief explanation of its meaning followed by participant quotations to offer a 

flavour of the responses. In total, five themes were identified and titled: Not 

Learning for its Own Sake, Time, Respect, Language Barrier and Intercultural 

Competence. To preserve confidentiality, pseudonyms are used throughout the 

report.  

 

4.1. Not Learning for its Own Sake 
 

This first theme receives the title “Not learning for its own sake” for the reason 

that participants perceived that parents were very interested in their child’s 

academic performance in relation to their grade. In this sense, participants 

interpreted that students appeared to not be learning to gain something for 

themselves, instead they learned in order to comply with their parents’ 

expectations. Consequently, this theme refers to participants and parents 

differing expectations regarding students’ education. The intersection of these 

codes relate to expressions of Hofstede’s (1984, 2011) masculinity and femininity 

framework, specifically with reference to money, as well as personal and 

professional barriers.  

 As mentioned above, these next extracts demonstrate a money-

expectation analysis, by suggesting that parents, having invested a large sum of 

money in their children’s education, expect them to learn English and obtain a 

high grade. There were some suggestions that this particular issue is prevalent 

in the private school system in Mexico, given that parents usually pay a 

considerable amount of money for tuition. Three participants reported similar 

ideas: “Because it’s a private school they expect that all children would get 8, 9, 

and 10 […] Parents don’t have to do anything about it because of the expectation 

of ‘we don’t have to we’re paying the school to do it’” (Alex); “I think it’s attitude, 
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they come in and they’re paying all this money and they want to understand why 

the little one is getting sixes and sevens” (Rita); “The parents believe that 

because they’re paying, they want their child to learn English, so when the child 

is not doing well and is getting sixes and sevens, the parents are like ‘well that’s 

why I am sending them to school, for you to teach them English’, and that’s hard 

because the kid  is obviously not interested in learning English” (Lily).  

 Here, the participant is expressing how sometimes as teachers and 

professionals you can only do so much in order to get students engaged and 

motivated to learn a second language, as one interviewee put it: “The parents 

think that I have a magic wand and that I’m going to make them engage, and 

that’s a big problem” (Alex). He continues by alluding to the idea that as teachers 

it’s important to facilitate an interesting, fun and engaging classroom so students 

eventually want to learn, yet forcing them to learn will be useless as he points 

out: “I can’t force an education on the child, I can create an environment that’s 

interesting and fun for the child to learn, but if the child doesn’t want to engage 

and learn, they’re not going to (Alex).  

 Furthermore, in these extracts participants also seem to be pointing out to 

the grading system, and how parents apart from expecting their children to learn 

English, also expect a high grade in relation to this. For example, one interviewee 

said: “I think a big cultural problem with Mexico is you have an exam culture and 

a grading culture […] students judge themselves on a scale to one to ten, and the 

parents judge them as well […] (Alex).  

 He continues by giving an example of the way he provided feedback to 

students during a writing activity and how this was perceived by students as not 

a valid grading system, continuously asking for a number in order to judge their 

work, and more importantly, wanting to know this so they could report back to 

their parents, further emphasizing the idea that parents want their children to 

obtain a high grade.  

  

 I have had students in 5th and 6th grade write a scary story, it’s 

 Halloween, and they commit to it, and I’ll check it and change the spelling 

 mistakes and the grammar and I’ll write ‘very good, excellent story’, and 

 then the kid would go ‘but what is my grade?’, who cares what the grade 

 is, ‘but I want to know’, why?, ‘because my mom said that I’ve always had 
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 to get a 9 and a 10’. That to me is a backward step […] The parents are 

 only looking at a number and not the whole thing (Alex). 

4.2. Time  
 

A recurrent theme in the interviews concerned the use of time. This theme sits 

within Trompenaars (1993) and Hall’s (1989) dichotomy of attitudes towards time 

as well as professional barriers.  

Trompenaars (1993) reminds us that: 

 

 Our conception of time is strongly affected by culture because time is an 

 idea rather than an object . How we think of time is interwoven with how 

 we plan, strategize and co-ordinate our activities with others. It is an 

 important dimension of how we organise experience and activities (p.121).  

 

In this sense, participants seem to have different ways to approach time, thus 

creating certain friction due to differing expectations. For example, participants 

expressed concerns about unexpected events held by the school which appear 

to have an impact on their professional life as it hindered their ability to teach 

what they had pre-established in their lesson planning. In addition, teachers also 

expressed disliking the idea of not knowing what’s going on for the reason that 

they were unable to communicate this to their students. Moreover, two 

participants highlighted that meetings starting late affected them personally since 

they perceived this as a waste of one’s own time, further emphasizing the idea 

that time is something truly valuable. The latter is closely linked to the idea of the 

slowness of how things seem to operate in school and everyday situations. In all 

cases, whether it’s unexpected events, not being on time, and the slowness of 

things, participants noticed an outside identity taking over their time. The next 

sections offer a better insight into participants responses towards time.  

4.2.1. Last minute  

 

As mentioned above, three participants expressed how unexpected events 

affected their teaching, relating it particularly to time. In this sense, some felt 

frustrated about having spent a considerable amount of time in lesson planning, 
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only to have it interrupted by unexpected events, where they later had to rush 

through certain topics in order to get through the lesson plan. As one interviewee 

said: 

 

 I find that I’m not able to manage my time as well because I’m trying to 

 rush through  certain things in order to get them done or to get through the 

 material because there’s so much time taken away for these extra 

 activities (Mary). 

 

Other participants expressed similar ideas: 

  

 Some events, they’ll wait till last minute to tell us about it, when we put 

 together our  whole lesson plan, want the lesson plan for the week, and 

 then the night before, Sunday night they say “Oh, by the way the kids 

 have rehearsal with this, this, and this and another test on Thursday” so 

 the whole lesson plan goes out the window (Carrie). 

 

 I think what upsets me as a teacher is that when they do that (last minute 

 events) it messes up my pace of teaching, I mean it’s already hard 

 enough to try to get through my whole lessons for the next week (Daisy). 

 

Furthermore, there was a sense amongst interviewees that ‘last minute’ 

announcements and events reflected a lack of organization and communication 

within the school. Various participants pointed out similar experiences in the 

classroom where students would either know or would want to know what’s going 

on and the teachers we’re unable to provide any information because this was 

not communicated, stressing feelings of frustration.  

 

As one interviewee said: 

  

 Last minute sort of interruptions when you are in the middle of teaching 

 something, I  find those to be really different and it was really frustrating 

 for me; I was “okay, I’m right in the middle of something, why are you 

 interrupting me?” […] The planning doesn’t seem to be very well 
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 organized. The kids would ask me questions about “What are we doing?” 

 And I’m like “I don’t know” (Ellen). 

 

Similarly, another interviewee commented:  

  

 Communication is a big struggle, a lot of things seem to happen last 

 minute, and I think that falls on the school not putting emphasis on 

 organization […] Nobody knows  what’s going on and teachers get 

 frustrated because nobody has told them what’s happening (Mary). 

 

Two participants also referred to this issue, highlighting how this was reflected in 

the classroom:  

  

 Mainly the lack of communication and a last minute, “Oh we’re going to do 

 this now” […] I’m sitting in the classroom and my students are like “Oh 

 Miss, don’t you know that  this is happening”, it was some kind of event 

 that was going on, and I’m like “No, nobody even told me”, I mean the 

 students know more than I do (Daisy). 

 

 Communication is really bad, they don’t tell us what’s happening and when 

 it’s happening it’s just things aren’t planned well, you know we would have 

 an event coming up and we won´t hear about it till the day of the event, 

 and then we’re like “what are we supposed to do, where do the kids go” 

 (Drew).  

 

Moreover, two Canadian participants compared how in Canada the use of a 

yearly calendar helped them visualized how the year was planned out with 

tentative dates for events, making their lesson planning easier and having fewer 

interruptions that would not affect the pace of their teaching. For example, one 

interviewee said: “In Canada you have a calendar for a whole year and you know 

exactly what’s going to happen, you know exactly when is going to happen” 

(Ellen). Correspondingly, another interviewee reported: 
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 In Canada for the most part you are given a pretty good idea of how the 

 years going to look, so you can plan your year out, pretty well. There 

 aren’t many surprise events or interruptions, you know when your last 

 day of school is, you know all your professional development days are, 

 where I find here when you start the year they don’t provide you with a 

 really good idea of what the structure would be or looks like (Mary).  

4.2.2. Pace 

 

Another reported issue regarding time had to do with schools lacking punctuality 

during meetings. Here, two participants expressed the fact that one’s time 

becomes dependent on the school. In this sense time is seen as something 

valuable, belonging to the individual who is entitled to decide how to manage 

his/her time.  

 

The comments below illustrate participants’ opinion on this matter: 

 

 In general things just sort of go slower here, for example we would have a 

 meeting with  the whole school, and it will start at 9, but it will actually start 

 at 9:15, 9:30 […] For me time is valuable and when you have a meeting 

 you damn well better be on time or you’re just wasting the time of 

 everybody else, it’s theirs; and that just kind of doesn’t translate over here 

 (Drew).  

 

 Not being on time, you know that to me is a cultural difference I can’t 

 overcome, I’m a very punctual person […] Being on time for me is 

 professionalism, if they are calling a meeting after school at 3:00, I 

 expected to start at 3:00, you know you’re not on our hours right now, we 

 are using our own time (Carrie).   

 

This interpretation of delaying things is closely linked to the idea of the slowness 

of how this run. In this particular case it is understood that if you start something 

on time, consequently things move at a fast pace, so no extra time would be 

needed. However, three participants shared the common expectation that things 
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move slowly in both schools and day to day business. As one participant pointed 

out: “I think the cultural differences are more based on the school’s system and 

slowness of things, the way administration runs […] You really have to adjust to 

living in a different pace of life” (Ellen). Another participant referred to situations 

regarding government procedures such as getting your license of paperwork from 

the Department of Education: “Whether it’s dealing with trying to get your license 

or getting things done from SEP (Department of Education) it’s a constant ‘oh, it 

will be ready by Monday’ and it’s not ready by Monday” (Mike). Likewise, one 

participant commented: “I think there is a relaxed mentality, you know how people 

say ‘mañana, mañana’ (tomorrow, tomorrow)” (Joy). In all cases participants 

shared the common view that delaying events contributes to the notion of things 

moving slowly.  

4.3. Respect  
 

This next theme is attributed to the notion of respect that three participants in 

particular expressed throughout the interview. Interestingly, all three participants 

seemed to relate respect to different ideas, two related respect to the use of 

certain language, one associated respect with discipline and behaviour and 

another made a connection between age and respect. All these associations 

were drawn on participants’ input coded for Hofstede’s (1984, 2011) framework 

of High and Low Power Distance in conjunction with personal barriers.  

 Regarding the first relation, respect-language, one participant expressed 

disliking the idea of being called “teacher”, further explaining that she was not 

used to being called like this in the United States. This unfamiliarity of the way 

students address their teachers in Mexico goes back to Lewis’s (2005) 

interpretation of how individuals “often regard others’ beliefs and habits as 

strange or eccentric, mainly because they are unlike our own” (p.17). This next 

extract illustrates the participant’s concern: 

 

 I use to teach adults, I didn’t like to be called teacher, but to them it was a 

 sign of respect, where I was just like ‘no just call me Carrie it’s ok’, and  

 they’re like “no, we  call you teacher…. To show respect, we respect our 

 teachers here”, which I found interesting (Carrie). 
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Although the participant found it interesting, she persisted on having her students 

address her as “Miss Carrie”: “I make them call me Miss Carrie, they come into 

class learning that teacher is what they’re supposed to be calling teachers but I 

can’t stand it for some reason (laughs)” (Carrie). This extract clearly refers back 

to Hofstede’s (1984) idea of collective programming, where students are taught 

that a figure such as a Teacher should be addressed with its appropriate titled as 

a sign of respect. Moreover, Lewis (2005) remind us that as we grow up 

individuals learn national and regional concepts that later become part of our core 

beliefs, which are often very hard to abandon. The latter explains why the 

participant struggled to change this perception amongst her students, as she 

commented: “It took me almost 6 months to get them to all call me Miss Carrie, 

I’d rather be Miss than teacher (laughs)” (Carrie).  

 Although the term “teacher” was not mentioned in this next example, one 

participant also related the use of language such as the term “Miss” as a sign of 

respect.  She mentions: 

 

 I think that kids here are more respectful of teachers, parents and 

 grandparents, everybody is very respectful of the class and calling you 

 “Miss” […] Even if they are behaving badly and you call on them, most of 

 the times they apologies and adjust their behaviour (Ellen). 

 

Interestingly, apart from associating respect with language, here the participant 

also appears to connect respect with discipline. She suggest that respect can 

also be displayed when listened to (call on them), when one recognizes a 

wrongdoing by apologising and finally when one chooses to modify their 

behaviour. In this sense, respect is also attributed to the figure of authority within 

the classroom; the teacher. The latter can be linked to one participant’s comment 

concerning an age-respect relationship, where figures such as an older person 

and a mother, is portrayed as someone worthy of respect.  The comment below 

illustrates this idea: 

 

 I’m older too, so I don’t get a lot of crap. You know, they walk in and I am 

 as old as their mother and the whole dynamic changes, if I was 20 then 

 the probably try and push me around a little bit more (Rita).  
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Following these examples, one can conclude that the idea of respect is closely 

related to figures of authority, such as a teacher, the elderly and the mother.  
 

4.4. Language Barrier 
 

Another concern expressed throughout the interviews had to do with language. 

This significant theme was coded with the linguistic barriers identified in studies 

from the literature review. Trompenaars (1993) reminds us that “to express 

yourself in another language is a necessary, if not a sufficient condition for 

understanding another culture” (p. 76). Some participants pointed out that the 

language hindered their communication, which in turn could be closely linked to 

feelings of alienation. In contrast, one participant acknowledged the importance 

of knowing the language and how this became significantly relevant in both her 

professional and personal life.  

 At a more personal level, one participant expressed: “Because of the 

language barrier I’m unable to communicate, there is a lack of communication, I 

can’t say what I’m feeling, and they can’t say what they are feeling” (Daisy). The 

latter appears to be connected to a participant’s indication of feeling like an 

outsider, where she highlights: 

   

 You do feel somewhat like an outsider, I felt very uncomfortable at lunch 

 break to go and sit with some of the Spanish teachers; they would stop 

 talking and it wasn’t that they weren’t friendly to me it was just, there was 

 this uncomfortableness (Ellen).  

 

Additionally, she also noticed how this perceived divide persists in formal 

situations as well: “If you look at school meetings the Spanish teachers are on 

one side and the English teachers are on the other, so why is that? Why can’t 

everybody just be sitting together, why is there that divide?” (Ellen).  

 Interestingly, two participants coincide that language is one of the reasons 

such feelings are experienced by teachers, as one participant said: “Not being 

able to speak Spanish hinders the process of teachers trying to fit into the culture” 



60 

(Mike). Similarly, another participant commented: “Spanish teachers and the 

English teachers don’t get along, in my opinion part of that is because English 

teachers don’t speak Spanish […] If you take any social situation whether it’s a 

predominant language and you don’t speak it, you’re going to feel excluded” 

(Rita). She continues by suggesting: “I think it should be mandatory for all English 

teachers to have basic level of proficiency to encourage more team-taught 

curriculums where you can even highlight differences between languages” (Rita). 

Here the language barrier can be perceived from two distinct points of view, while 

on highlights the idea that language interferes with participants not being able to 

establish relationships, the other underlies the idea that language could promote 

and encourage more cooperation amongst teachers for educational purposes.  

 Turning now to the classroom context, one participant pointed out that he 

found it quite challenging not knowing any Spanish when he first started teaching 

in Mexico, particularly with young students. He highlights how he was unable to 

fully communicate with them. 

 

 When I started class, obviously with the little kids the English level was 

 very low, so it was a bit of a challenge to get the middle ground of the 

 translation between what I  was teaching them in English and what they 

 were trying to learn or say in Spanish (Mike).  

 

 A different perspective was mentioned by another participant, whose 

knowledge of the Spanish language proved to be advantageous both 

professionally and personally. In terms of her profession she mentions: 

  

 Speaking Spanish really helped because I know exactly what the student 

 wants to say  because I can almost hear them translating, especially 

 when they are writing. So,  I’m able to guide their teaching in a certain 

 way to avoid language pitfalls (Lily).  

 

She goes on by saying:  

  

 I remember teaching second or third grade, I had students with zero 

 English, and they are fully immersed into the program that we use and 
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 they completely did not understand what is going on so I was able to 

 make a social context, connections, with the students which helped them 

 feel a little bit more secure and safe in the classroom, and they relaxed a 

 little bit more (Lily). 

 

 Here, the participant reflects on how having knowledge of the Spanish 

language served as a tool to guide her teaching, which proved to be of great 

benefit to her students as she perceived how this heightened their confidence.  

 In a more personal matter, she acknowledges that because she is able to 

understand the language she can know more about the culture, food and 

traditions, which in turn creates a connection between her and the students, as 

she mentions: 

  

 Especially food, I know when they’re talking about birria (famous 

 Mexican dish), when they are talking about their food and their traditions 

 I understand them and I allow them to speak about their own culture in 

 English and try and help them with words (Lily).  

 

 One can conclude that language in this particular case is seen as 

enhancing one’s own knowledge of the culture as well as a strategy to be used 

in the classroom for the benefit of teaching vocabulary.  

 Furthermore, teachers pointed out that it’s very common for schools to 

communicate certain messages in Spanish and to address meetings in Spanish, 

noticing how this might cause frustration to teachers that don’t know the 

language. As one participant pointed out: “Teachers feel frustrated because 

they’re not getting the messages that administration sends in English, and in turn, 

nobody is helping them translate it” (Lily). However, a different perspective was 

reported by another participant, who recognized how sitting in a meeting where 

the spoken language was Spanish proved to be a learning experience for her as 

she became aware of what some of her students that have a low level of English 

go through during her lessons. The following comment illustrates this experience: 

  

 When I go to my school meetings I get my lower level kids, I understand 

 where they are at. When they’re sitting there just spaced out, I’m like “I 
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 am my students” like I get it, and yeah, I’ve learnt how to be a better 

 teacher, how to be more effective (Daisy). 

 

4.5. Intercultural Competence 
 

This last theme titled Intercultural Competence came up in discussions regarding 

how participants dealt with the cultural dilemmas described above. The reason 

as to why this particular theme receives the title of “Intercultural Competence” 

has to do with participant’s expressions of certain skills that one develops in order 

to deal with cultural differences. Therefore, participant’s inputs were coded with 

reference to Deardorff’s Pyramid Model of Intercultural Competence (see Figure 

2.1).  

 The majority of participants expressed similar ideas regarding certain skills 

one needs to consider when trying to deal with cultural differences. Among these 

skills were: knowing, having an open-mind, language, and flexibility. In terms of 

knowing and having an open mind, one participant pointed out that she had an 

implicit motivation encouraged by curiosity to learn about the Mexican Culture:  

 

 “For me I was just really interested in it, I love Mexican culture so I love 

 the richness of it, the history of it […] So, for me I just research as much 

 as possible, it’s less commercialized here, and it’s more of an either 

 religious holiday or a family holiday” (Ellen).  

 

Another participant also highlighted knowing about the culture as key to 

understanding differences: “Kind of know, like spatial awareness, what’s going 

on, how are people doing it here, and just try, be a little more open-minded” (Joy). 

This observation was echoed by another participant who says: 

  

 “You have to be open-minded and you have to be social, you have to get 

 out there and want to meet new people, want to learn a language, even if 

 you make a fool of yourself trying to speak Spanish” (Mike).  

 

Apart from also noticing the importance of getting involved in the culture, the latter 

points out the relevance of knowing the language if one wants to pursue a better 



63 

understanding of the culture, as one participant noted: “Because I speak Spanish 

I was able to breakdown a lot of barriers, and therefore I was able to understand 

the culture a bit more and why the kids act the way they act” (Lily). 

 Flexibility was another prominent skill cited by a number of participants. 

One participant straightforwardly said: “The number one thing I think in Mexico 

that I’ve learned is to be flexible” (Mike). In relation to being flexible, one 

participant suggests adjusting one’s attitude: “You definitely have to have the 

easy-going attitude […] go with the flow as much as you can (Carrie). Although 

the participant does not explicitly mention flexibility, it can be understood that this 

‘easy-going’ idea means that you’re open and willing to adjust to other ways of 

doing, hence you become flexible.  

 As mentioned previously, knowing is also a significant step towards 

developing adaptability. One must first know and understand why some things 

are done differently, in order to adjust to new cultural environments, as two 

participants suggested: “One way I dealt with this was learning to not get 

frustrated at things not moving as quickly as they do back at home” (Ellen). 

Similarly, another participant said: “Don’t get mad because the meeting is going 

to start 30 minutes late, just accept that this is going to happen, and if you know 

ahead of time then you’re not going to get as mad” (Drew). Apart from knowing, 

the previous participant made an important suggestion as he noticed how having 

prior knowledge of certain things, such as time, might contribute to diminishing 

feelings of frustration, as one is prepared for these kinds of situations.  

 To conclude this section, the results from this study have shown that 

participants experience cultural dilemmas in four areas; Expectations (Not 

learning for its own sake), Time (last-minute, pace), Respect, and Language. 

Furthermore, the results also indicate how participants develop Intercultural 

Competence when asked about how they deal with such dilemmas. The chapter 

that follows moves on to present the link between the themes reported in this 

chapter to the literature.  
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5. Discussion 
 

The previous section outlined a close reading of participants’ experience of 

cultural dilemmas while working in private bilingual schools in San Jose del Cabo, 

B.C.S., Mexico. Five broad themes emerged from the analysis: Not Learning For 

Its Own Sake, Time, Respect, Language Barrier, and Intercultural Competence.  

The section that follows address each research question with reference to 

existing literature.  

5.1. Interpretation of Cultural Dilemma 
 

The first question in this study sought to understand participants interpretation of 

a cultural dilemma. Interestingly, the majority of the participants expressed that a 

cultural dilemma entailed having different expectations or ways of solving 

problems that may hinder someone from learning or getting involved in another 

culture. These interpretations are in line with Hofstede’s (2009) and 

Trompenaars’s (1993) definitions of culture (see section 2.1 Terminology), where 

mutual expectations and shared meanings are two key characteristics that are 

highlighted. Therefore, it can be understood that the participants associate the 

word culture to expectation and dilemma to difference, while also adding the 

effect that this relation might cause such as, misunderstandings and not being 

able to immerse yourself in the culture.  

 Moreover, two participants referred specifically to the idea that a cultural 

dilemma is also about not being able to communicate. Although this interpretation 

seems broad, since one can ask: communicate what?, it can be understood that 

when one is unable to communicate, whether its needs, ideas or perspectives, 

this might lead to misunderstandings that might cause individuals to hold back on 

trying to understand cultural differences. This interpretation supports Hofstede’s 

(n.d.) conception that cultures need shared software in order to communicate. 

Here the author is making reference to the idea that communication is a 

significant component in order to understand cultures in terms of behaviours, 

ideas, expectations and meanings.  
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5.2. Cultural Dilemmas   
 

With respect to the second research question (What are Native-English teachers 

experiences of cultural dilemmas while working in private bilingual schools in 

Mexico?), four predominant themes emerged from the data analysis.  

 The first reported theme in this study was Not Learning For Its Own Sake. 

This theme concerns differing expectations between parents and teachers in 

relation to students’ learning English. Parents seemed to associate economic 

resources to both learning English and obtaining a high score in the subject. This 

can be understood by going back to Hofstede’s (1984, 2011) dichotomy of 

Masculinity and Femininity. According to his framework, at a societal level, 

masculine societies are both money and things oriented, and have performance-

oriented school systems. This characterization adds to the understanding of why 

parents associate money to performance. In this sense, money is used as a 

means to reach an end, the end being achievement and recognition. In relation 

to this, in high masculine societies, students aspire for recognition, which would 

explain how in this particular situation, recognition is strongly related to both 

mastering the English language (achievement) and having high grades 

(recognition). Thus, when students would not meet this expectation, parents 

would attribute the situation to the teachers, holding them responsible for the 

child’s academic issues.  

 Prior studies have also identified a gap between teachers and parents 

expectations. For example, Fee (2010) reported issues regarding student 

closeness and parents expecting teachers to handle behavioural matters. A 

different matter was identified by Chen and Cheng (2009) where the expectation 

had to do with parents perceiving that foreign English teachers should function 

as language models. The latter can be linked to Bodycott and Walkers (2000) 

finding concerning teachers perspective of a prevailing institutional attitude that 

as native English speakers, they were also competent teachers of English and 

therefore an acceptance and expectation that they could address issues of 

language proficiency in the classroom. Furthermore, Remennick’s (2002) study 

suggested a differing expectation amongst Russian teachers and Israeli parents, 

where the parents tend to take their children’s side and try to prove the teacher 

wrong.  
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 All in all, the combinations of these results provide some support for the 

conceptual premise that there is an apparent bridge between differing 

expectations amongst parents and teachers regarding issues such as learning, 

grades, approaches and professionalism.  

 Turning now to the second theme, this had to do predominantly with Time. 

Consistent with the literature, this research found that participants had different 

orientations towards time. Specifically, this study informed participants concerns 

regarding the school’s management of time in relation to last-minute 

announcements and unexpected events, and how this interfered with their work. 

In this sense, participants’ perception of time is rooted in Trompenaars (1993) 

and Hall’s (1989) framework of sequential and monochronic cultures. These 

cultures share common characteristics towards the way they approach time. The 

latter is viewed as linear and segmented, meaning that there is an existing ‘critical 

path’ worked out in advance with times for the completion of each stage. Hence, 

the negative reactions towards interruptions. For this reason, it is further 

understood that individuals tend to emphasize schedules, which help organize 

life. Consequently, when participants experience a different approach such as 

synchronic and polychronic cultures, which are characterized by several things 

happening at once, this causes a disruption among individuals where one sees 

time as a commodity to be used, something valuable and pertaining to one’s life, 

where issues such as lateness, or freedom to make use of others time to do other 

activities, and not having a fixed schedule, are seen as incomprehensible ways 

of doing.  

 In relation to previous studies, this result is in agreement with Janusch’s 

(2014) narrative inquiry of one participant’s challenging experience concerning 

the use of time. She explains that the participant was struggling with finding time 

to carry out different activities related to her classes and her students, attributing 

it to the school’s high demand of completing additional work. Similarly, Wood’s 

(2001) experience teaching in Taiwan presented some challenges when  

constant interruptions and irregularity of certain events caused real problems for 

her planning. However, she acknowledges how this experience helped her break 

with her usual practice of planning and encouraged her to create an “open” 

syllabus that could be as flexible as possible to accommodate to these 

unanticipated situations. Interestingly, one participant from the current study 



67 

expressed a similar solution of becoming more open and flexible when it came to 

lesson planning.   

 From the above interpretation it may be concluded that teachers perceive 

and use time differently than school administrators, which appears to have a 

certain impact on their professional life.  A possible explanation for this might be 

that the work dynamic is different; teachers are working inside a classroom while 

administrators are working mainly in an office, hence, time might be approached 

differently. Nevertheless, the idea of time being taken away by an outside entity, 

resonates in these findings, as participants expressed having no control over 

one’s usage of time in order to complete certain tasks. As discussed previously, 

this can be linked to teachers monochronic use of time, where there is an 

emphasis placed on individuals making decisions regarding their own time (single 

decision-maker) (Hall, 1989), as opposed to polychronic cultures where there is 

more involvement of people concerning the use of time (decision-maker is a 

community) (Hall, 1989).  

 The third theme reported in this study was Respect. This theme mainly 

concerned participants associations with respect. The first connection regarded 

language register, where participants perceived that terms such as ‘Miss’ and 

‘Teacher’ were automatically used by students as a sign of respect for teachers. 

The second connection had to do with student’s discipline, where one participant 

noticed how students quickly adjusted their behaviour once the teacher called on 

them. A possible explanation for this might be that students perceive the teacher 

as a figure of authority and power which must be listened to. Finally, the third 

connection regarded age and respect. One participants in her early 60´s pointed 

out that students relate older age and the figure of the mother as two characters 

worthy of respect. All these relationships can be explained by looking back at 

Hofstede’s (1984, 2011) framework concerning Low and High Power Distance, 

which illustrates how in societies with a high power distance, such as Mexico, 

older people are both respected and feared (see Table 2.1). Another 

characteristic of these societies is that parents teach children obedience. The 

latter sheds a light on the notion that students display discipline in the classroom 

when the teacher calls on them and when they know that the teacher is of older-

age, where they associate this figure to that of their mothers, hence fewer 

discipline issues may be present as a sign of obedience.  
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 Language register as a sign of respect is aligned with Woods’s (2001) 

study, where she remarks how her students from Taiwan addressed her as 

“Honoured Teacher” or “Dear Sir” as an honest expression of respect. 

Furthermore studies such as Yaylaci and Islam (2013) identified a clear relation 

between teacher and status. Participants working in Kazakhstan alluded to the 

idea of teachers being viewed as a font of knowledge, and having adopted the 

role of an authority and parent (Yaylaci & Islam, 2013), thus, the high status that 

is conferred to the teacher. Similarly, Reid and Collins’s (2012) narrative reported 

how an Australian teacher working in China perceived how students and staff 

saw English Teachers as an almost “superhero” type of human being, having all 

these skills and abilities that one could potentially benefit from. These results 

align with Hofstede’s High Power Distance where countries such as Mexico, 

Taiwan, Kazakhstan and China,  attribute respect to people with status, influence 

and seniority (Hofstede, 2011); qualities which are associated with a teacher. 

However, a contrasting finding was reported by Maylor et al. (2006) where 

teachers working in England pointed out that as supply teachers they felt there 

was a lack of respect from both teaching staff and students, which led them to 

being ignored and lacking authority in the classroom. This contrasting finding can 

be explained in part by the different status that a supply teacher holds in relation 

to a teacher. Hence, different behaviours may be perceived according to the 

status and power of an individual.  

 Considering all that has been mentioned above, one can conclude that 

there is a common perspective among high power cultures that a teacher is 

someone with a high status in society that ought to be treated with respect. 

However, when the teacher is positioned at a lower level of the hierarchy (e.g. 

supply teacher) behaviours may be perceived differently.  

 The fourth and final theme related to cultural dilemmas concerned with 

language. This issue turned out to be a significant component of participants not 

being able to fully communicate with students, parents and peers, further 

suggesting that this might stress feelings of alienation. This aligned with the 

linguistic barriers reported in a number of studies. For example, Janusch (2015), 

Carol and Reid (2012) and Sharplin (2009), all identified the language barrier as 

a significant source for participants having difficulties with cultural integration in 

the workplace. Furthermore, these studies, including that of Fee (2011) also 
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suggest that language is one of the reasons why participants experienced 

alienation, where they constantly referred to the idea of feeling like an outsider.  

 Moreover, in the current study, one participant expressed the challenges 

he faced in the classroom as he was unable to reach common ground with 

students because of language differences. This result is in accord with Woods’s 

(2001) study who also noticed how students could not understand spoken English 

well enough to take the course.  

 Furthermore, the current study also found that, for those participants that 

did know the language, this proved to be an advantage for both their teaching 

and their relationship with students. This result is in agreement with those 

obtained by Janusch (2015) who also reported that having a certain level of 

language proficiency was important for teachers to communicate effectively with 

parents and students. In the same vein, Remennick’s (2002) study found that 

teachers noticed a substantial change in their classroom when participants were 

able to communicate with their students in their first language. What’s more, 

Yaylaci and Islam (2013) further support the idea of learning the language, even 

if it’s at a basic level, where students might appreciate the efforts for 

communicating in a language that one might not know that well, in order to build 

a good rapport with the class.  

 Additionally, this study identified one participant’s transformative learning 

experience while attending school meetings where the spoken language was 

unfamiliar to her, where she became aware of what her students go through in 

class when they are unable to understand what is being said. Furthermore, 

because of this experience, she was able to adjust her teaching in order to make 

the class dynamic more effective for her students. This finding reflects those of 

Bodycott and Walker (2000) who also gave account of how participants 

experiences in the general community, outside of the classroom where English 

was the medium of instruction, helped them acknowledge the stress students 

might feel when they are unable to communicate and understand what’s going 

on. Such experience served as an impulse for teachers to create teaching 

approaches that lessened feelings of frustration and language alienation.  

 In view of these results, one can conclude that the linguistic barrier is a 

predominant factor in teacher’s experiences working abroad. Whether it hinders 

or encourages communication and relationships, it is evident that when 



70 

individuals share a common language, this could potentially reduce 

misunderstandings and further diminish feelings of exclusion.  

 

5.3. Intercultural competence 
 

So far, this discussion has presented participant’s interpretation and experiences 

of cultural dilemmas in relation to cross-cultural theories and previous studies. As 

mentioned in the literature review, these frameworks help understand how and 

why these dilemmas occur amongst cultures at a societal level. What’s more, this 

understanding can help individuals develop their own intercultural competence. 

For this reason, the third and final research question concerned how participants 

deal with cultural dilemmas. What follows is an interpretation of how participants 

develop intercultural competence with reference to Deardorff’s (2009) Pyramid 

Model of Intercultural Competence.  

 One participant made evident that curiosity and wanting to know more 

about the culture were two key elements that helped her become more aware of 

the Mexican culture. This observation sits within Deardorff’s (2009) Pyramid 

Model of Intercultural Competence where curiosity and discovery are considered 

to be requisite attitudes in order to move towards the desired outcomes of 

intercultural competence. Likewise, another participant highlighted the 

importance of knowing about the different ways of doing of a culture, and having 

an open-mind. Interestingly, Deardorff (2009) considers both knowledge and 

comprehension to be fundamental traits in order to develop intercultural 

competence. Comprehension can be linked to open-mindness, for the reason 

that if one wants to begin to understand a culture, having an open-mind helps put 

aside one’s own assumptions in order to have a better understanding of the ways 

of doing of other cultures.  

 An important feature was mentioned by two participants who noticed how 

knowing the language was an integral part of understanding differences, 

especially in the classroom context. This observation relates to Deardorff’s (2009) 

model of Intercultural Competence given that communicating effectively and 

appropriately are positioned as the final stage of the desired external outcome.  

 Lastly, flexibility was considered an important skill if one is faced with 

having to function in a different environment. Interestingly, with participants input 
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on this matter, it can be suggested that they were aware of having to first know 

and understand the different ways of doing of a culture in order to become flexible 

and learn to adapt to new ways of doing. If we go back to Deardorff’s (2009) 

model of Intercultural Competence, this idea of knowing is in fact linked to the 

cognitive dimension where one develops cultural self-awareness, after having a 

deep understanding and knowledge of culture. Once this is accomplished, the 

individual can then move on to the desired internal outcome of adaptability and 

flexibility to different communication styles and behaviours, such as things 

moving slower and dealing with notions of time.   

 In conclusion, this chapter presented a deeper analysis of the study results 

in relation to the research questions by shedding light on participants’ 

experiences of cultural dilemmas and how these are situated in both theory and 

previous studies in order to have a greater understanding of why these dilemmas 

arise. Moreover, it is important to highlight that this research goes further than 

numerous studies described in the literature review which lack theoretical 

understandings of culture and cultural differences.  
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6. Conclusion  
 

This dissertation set out to explore Native-English teachers experiences of 

cultural dilemmas while working in private bilingual schools in Los Cabos, Mexico. 

The study used a qualitative exploratory  approach, with data being gathered via 

semi-structured interviews. Furthermore, thematic analysis was used as the 

method for analysing the qualitative data, based on the researcher’s codebook 

derived from the Literature Review. The findings of this study show that 

participants experience cultural dilemmas in four areas; the first finding 

concerned participants and parents differing expectations regarding students’ 

learning, the second major finding regards participants’ opposing views towards 

time, the third indicated participants’ impression of the culture’s attribution 

towards respect, and lastly, the fourth theme identified language as a significant 

component responsible for both hindering and enhancing the process of cultural 

integration and understanding. Additionally, this study found that, participants 

could be situated at different levels of intercultural competence with reference to 

Deardorff’s (2009) Model when confronted with new cultural contexts; where they 

eventually learned to modify their expectations once they reached a deeper 

understanding of the Mexican culture.  

 The findings of this investigation complement those of earlier studies, 

suggesting that cultural dilemmas are more universal and may be applicable to 

teachers working in other national contexts, that is, part of the global teacher 

experience rather than region-specific. This study extends a number of earlier 

articles in providing a framework for interpretation of these cultural dilemmas 

using cross-cultural theories. This study has significant implications for the 

understanding of how cross-cultural theories provide a fundamental framework 

to build the knowledge base of cultural differences in order to further develop 

intercultural competence, where one may arrive at the point of valuing cultural 

differences and in doing so, bridge those differences through relationship building 

(Deardorff, 2009).  

 Additionally, the findings of this study have a number of practical 

implications. Previous studies on teachers’ cross-cultural experiences suggest 

having induction programs to support teachers early in their professional careers 

while adjusting to a new context, in order to facilitate both their pedagogical and 
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cultural adaptation (Maylor et al., 2006; Bense, 2014; Chen & Cheng, 2010; Fee, 

2011; Hutchison, 2006; Kelley, 2004; Sharplin, 2009; Yaylaci & Islam, 2013). This 

idea is aligned with Lewis (2005) who remind us the importance of a harmonious 

and integrated international team. He highlights the need for an intensive 

preparation to familiarize ourselves with the country’s culture so one can 

eventually “be ready for whatever will be thrown at you in the new country” (Lewis, 

2005, p. 132). For this reason, the researcher agrees that it is imperative to create 

opportunities where international teachers can collaborate with local school 

personnel in professional communities, in order to provide guidance to 

understanding what to watch for that might have considerable impact on their 

professional careers. Furthermore, it is important to highlight the necessary 

financial resources and incentives needed in order to create spaces for induction, 

ongoing preparation, and development which entails time, resources and mutual 

cooperation between international and local personnel. Additionally, these 

professional communities might encourage teachers to begin to develop linguistic 

competence in the Spanish language in order to facilitate their cultural integration.  

 The cultural dilemmas presented here in light of the theoretical framework, 

are meant as an invitation to reflect on and continue to explore other directions, 

such as a comparison study, where students, parents and work colleagues’ input 

are also taken into account in order to have a better understanding of possible 

overlaps and differences among participants experiences of cultural dilemmas. 

Additionally, further research might undertake a cross-national study involving 

other regions of the country in order to investigate if cultural dilemmas are 

similarly perceived across different regions, contributing to the broadening and 

possible generalization of the results.  

 Finally, it is important to clarify that the researcher does not claim to have 

solved the many issues practitioners may encounter while teaching in Mexico. 

Rather, the purpose of this study is to provide a deeper explanation of why 

cultural dilemmas arise in light of cross-cultural theories and previous research. 

All this, in order to help practitioners, optimize their international experience, 

become successful in all their professional undertakings, and as Spitzberg and 

Changnon (2009) say “facilitate the productive initiation and maintenance of 

profitable forms of interaction” (p. 8); while also acknowledging the fact that every 
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day brings about new challenges and issues; and that each person, being as 

unique as they are, will experience things differently.  
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8. Appendices 
 

8.1. Appendix A: Semi-structured Interview 
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8.2. Appendix B: Information sheet and consent form  
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8.3. Appendix C: Researcher’s Codebook  

 

 


