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Class discussion has been an important way to enhance student learning and reading 

cognition (Alvermann, O’Brien, & Dillon, 1990; Barnes, 1992; Langer, 1995; Mercer, 

2006). By sharing authentic opinions, the student-led group discussion model can 

improve students' reading motivation and communication skills, and establish a 

common understanding of the text in the process (Rogoff, 1990). When there are 

disagreements in the discussion, students have more opportunities to think critically 

during the debates. (Higham, Brindley, & Van De Pol, 2014). In other words, 

regardless of whether the opinions of each other are the same or not, the more 

students are willing to discuss, the better the learning outcome will be. 

However, different cultural backgrounds often influence discussion and interaction in 

the classroom (Roth, Speece, & Cooper, 2002). Compared with Western culture, 

Chinese culture is portrayed as a large power distance, collectivistic, large power, and 

high-context culture typically (Hall, 1976; Hofstede, 1980, 1991). Chinese students 

are often identified as engraved and obedient, like silent, shy, silent, introverted, and 

subservient to authority in the cultural context (Klopf, 1997; Myers, Zhong, & Guan, 

1998). These cultural features are regarded as a manifestation of the high power 

distance in Hofstede's cultural dimension theory, which creates obstacles in classroom 

communication, and make students to be unwilling to show their authentic thoughts, 

even unwilling to speak, resulting in the inability to get the ideas and cooperate to 

construct knowledge with others in discussion (Hwang, Francesco, & Kessler, 2003). 
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The present study aim to evidence how culture influences student’s reading 

comprehension by comparing two regional students’ (Taiwan and ChangSha, China) 

power distance discrepancy and its manifestation in their small group discussion in 

the classroom. 

 

Literature Review 

Power Distance Index 

The term power distance was introduced by Mauk Mulder who based his power 

distance theory on laboratory and filed experiments with simple social structures 

(Mulder et al., 1971). Base on Mulder, Hofstede developed Power Distance Index 

(PDI) as a cultural dimension to measure power distance quantitatively (Hofstede, 

1980). Conversely, in a low PDI culture, members of society believe that power 

inequality should be reduced to a minimum, while subordinates attempt to reduce the 

importance of absolute obedience to superiors. People are equal and only the tasks 

assigned to them are different.  

According to Hofstede's survey on 80’s, Hong Kong and Taiwan have PDI scores of 

68 and 58 respectively, were ranking higher than the United States, the United 

Kingdom and other English-speaking countries (Hofstede, 1980). The reason may be 

that Chinese culture is rooted in respect to authority such as elderly and adherence. 

Western culture, that emphasizes individuals’ freedom, places a large amount of 

power in citizens (Niehoff, Turnley, Yen, & Sheu, 2001). Similar Hofstede survey 

was conducted by Chong (1983) in mainland China and found a close correspondence 

between all Chinese samples on the power distance dimension. 

However, the trend of Taiwan's PDI scores is changing in recent years. PDI scores of 

the mainland, Taiwan and the United States are 80, 58 and 40 respectively in 2018. 

PDI in Taiwan is closer to that of United States than mainland China. The power 

distance between the mainland and Taiwan is obviously different. 

These different Power Distance dimensions affect classroom discussion in such 

countries(see table 1.). In high power distance situations, there is supposed to be a 

strict order such as students may have to stand up and bow when teacher enters the 

classroom. Students cannot start conversation without permission. Teachers are never 

publicly contradicted or criticized and are treated with deference. Usually teachers 

play the dominate role in classroom where students not only follow teachers’ 
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command, but also eager to get teachers’ recognition (Niehoff, Turnle, Yen & 

Sheu,2001; Kasuya, 2008; DePew & Lettner-Rust, 2009).The quality of a student’s 

learning is exclusively dependent on the excellence of teachers in such a system. 

(Hofstede, 2008; Li & Guo, 2012). This way limits students’ ability to develop 

independent thinking and multiple ideas because loses opportunities to participate into 

the course authentically (Richards & Lockhart, 1994). 

In low power distance situations, teachers are supposed to treat their students as 

basically equal and expect to be treated as equal by the students. The educational 

process is student-centered; students are expected to find their own intellectual paths; 

with a premium on student initiative (Malamah, 1988; Zhang, 2005; Kasuya, 2008; Li 

& Guo, 2012). Students actively speak, ask questions or express understanding of the 

content of the course in the classroom. They argue with each other or argue with the 

teacher and express different opinions and criticisms in discussions(Zhang, 2005; Li 

& Guo, 2012). 

Group Discussion and Quality Talk 

A core finding on learning is discussion quality in classroom is related strongly to the 

effectiveness of student learning, cognitive ability and problem-solving ability. (e.g., 

Mercer, 2002; Nystrand, Wu, Gamoran, Zeiser, & Long, 2003). Talk with quality can 

be made by comparable peers or knowledgeable others, cultivated through 

conversational moves, and sustained through cognitive and environmental prompts or 

cues (Li, Murphy, & Fireto, 2014). Effectives talks provide better opportunity for 

students to share their own idea and challenge to each other so as to reach higher 

levels of thinking and comprehension. Moreover, discussion provides a way through 

which educators can glean understanding regarding students’ comprehension.  

Quality Talk (QT) is a method of small-group discussion developed by Penn State 

University, has proven to be a group discussion that can effectively promote reading 

comprehension and enhance critical thinking especially in writing and oral 

presentation (eg. Wilkinson, Soter, & Murphy, 2010; Davies & Meissel, 2016). The 

theoretical framework underlying QT is both social constructivist and socio-cognitive 

in nature. There is a strong emphasis on both the importance of using talk as a tool to 

co-construct knowledge and promote thinking (Vygotsky, 1978) as well as the idea 

that small-group discussions make students to express their perspectives from text, 
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offer different points of view raised by peers, and seek to reconcile among competing 

perspectives (Almasi, 1995). 

QT model is comprised of four essential elements: (1) an ideal instructional frame; (2) 

discourse elements; (3) teacher modeling and scaffolding; and (4) a set of pedagogical 

principles (Wilkinson et al., 2010). Students can engage in critical thinking through 

productive discussions by combining the four elements, enhancing their high-level 

comprehension of text. 

Question Events 

In QT, a question in discussion is as a kind of “Sites of interactions” (Nystrand, Wu, 

Gameroan, Zeser, & Long, 2003, p. 144) and brings out a series of dialogues. 

Participants responded to questions in response to “the understanding of their 

interactions in conversations” (Nvstrand et al., 2003) . Therefore, different type of 

question and response reflects different perception and comprehension on the text 

(Nvstrand, 2006) . These questions and its conversations are called Question Events 

in QT. The categories of Question Events are as table 2 and table 3.  

Table.2 Summary of QT Question Events 

Question Event Code Definition 

Test Question TQ An inauthentic question that presupposes one correct answer. 

Authentic Question AQ One for which the person does not know the answer or is 

genuinely interested in knowing how others will answer. 

Uptake Question UT Where the person asking the question asks about something 

that someone else said previously 

High-Level Thinking 

Question 

   

 

 

Analysis Question 

 

Generalized Question 

 

Speculation Question 

HLT 

 

 

 

 

Ay 

 

Ge 

 

SQ 

A question that leads to generalization (GQ), analysis (Ay) or 

speculation (SQ). A question can be judged to be a high-level 

thinking question if it elicits new information, rather than old 

information, or if it cannot be answered through routine 

application of prior knowledge 

A question can lead student to find the reason. “Why” is 

usually occurred in conversation. 

A question that make students summarize the information or 

common principles from text. “ 

A question can induce different possibilities. Such as  “What 
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  if … “  

Wilkinson, I. A. G., Soter, A. O., & Murphy, P. K. (2010). Developing a model of quality talk about 

literary text. In McKeown, M. G., & Kucan, L. (Eds.). Bringing reading research to life. 142-169. New 

York: Guilford Press. 

Table 3. Summary of QT Response Types  

Response Type code Definition 

Elaborated 

Explanation 

EE Students make some kind of claim and provide ether two reasons to 

support it or one reason and evidence in support of the reason. 

Cumulative Talk  CT The series talk begins with a question and is followed by at least two 

more talk with reasons. Talks are usually with agreement to each 

other. 

Exploratory Talk ET For an episode to be considered exploratory talk, a challenge needs 

to occur, which results in turn in a discussion about this challenge. 

The challenge is not merely for disputing purposes. 

Wilkinson, I. A. G., Soter, A. O., & Murphy, P. K. (2010). Developing a model of quality talk about 

literary text. Bringing reading research to life, 142-169. 

After reviewing the occurrence of Question Events in discussion, teachers can 

understand the differences in students’ comprehension of the text. For example, if the 

questions are mostly memory-type Test Question(TQ) event without Uptake 

Question(UT) events , the students have not participated into the discussion 

authentically. The discussion will be short and without sharing even debating to each 

other. Conversely, if the questions are mostly belong to High-Level Thinking 

Question Events, including Analysis Questions(AQ), Generalized Question(GQ) or 

Speculation Questions (SQ), students have learned to analyze information, generalize 

conclusion or speculate possibilities from text (Murphy etl. 2014) . 

On the other hand, different types of responses also show differences in the how 

students construct knowledge systems. On the other hand, different types of 

responses also show differences in the way students construct knowledge 

systems. For example, if students prefer non-conflicting Cumulative Talk(CT) 

response more than counter-critic Exploratory Talk(ET) response, the students 

prefer to cooperate to establish an argument together. 

Research Purpose and research hypothesis 
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The purpose of the present study is to evidence how culture influences student’s 

reading comprehension by comparing Taiwan students’ and ChangSha students’ 

power distance discrepancy and its manifestation in their small group discussion in 

the classroom. In order to understand the impact of power distance in discussion, we 

first need to compare the differences between Changsha and Taiwan. According to 

Hofstede’s survey in 2017, PDI scores in Taiwan is lower than that in China. We 

assume that the same trend will be shown in the classrooms of the two place. This 

leads us to the first research hypothesis. 

H1:Taiwan students and Changsha students differ in their power distance value, 

with Taiwan students power distance lower than that of Changsha students. 

Power distance is manifested in actions that relate to the degree of respect the students 

have for the teacher. Respect for authority is generally related to more compliant 

behaviors. For example, in high power distance cultures, we would expect students to 

be less likely to have question initiatively. Students speak up only when invited to in 

class. In low power distance cultures, students would be more accepting of have 

questions, more comfortable debating with the teacher or peers compared with 

students in high power distance classroom. In the general, the power distance in the 

classroom will affect the students’ willingness to speak and discuss, resulting in the 

inability to develop the ideas and cooperate to construct knowledge with others in 

discussion (Hwang, Francesco, & Kessler, 2003). This leads to next two hypotheses: 

H2: The discrepancy in power distance students is manifested in their discussion. 

H2.1 Students with low PDI were more willing to participate in discussions and 

express opinions than students with high PDI. 

H2.1a :Students with low PDI were more willing to start Authentic Question 

event than students with high PDI. 

H2.1b: Students with low PDI were more willing to start Uptake Question event 

than students with high PDI. 

H2.2 Student with low PDI were more willing to participate in high-level thinking 

discussion. 

H2.2a: Students with low PDI were more willing to start Analysis Question 

event than students with high PDI. 

H2.2b:Students with low PDI were more willing to start Generalized Question 

event than students with high PDI. 
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H2.2c:Students with low PDI were more willing to start Speculation Question  

event than students with high PDI. 

H3:Student with low PDI were more willing to cooperate to construct knowledge 

with others in discussion 

H3.1: Students with low PDI were more willing to join Cumulative Talk response 

event than students with high PDI. 

H3.2: Students with low PDI were more willing to join Exploratory Talk response 

event than students with high PDI. 

Method  

Participants and procedure 

In order to control the same language used by all participants, teaching procedures, 

and reading materials, all of the participants were fifth-grade students, 93 from three 

schools in Taiwan, and 118 students from two schools in Changsha, Hunan Province, 

China(see table 4). Although the students in Taiwan and China belong to different 

education systems and use different characters (Traditional and Simplified Chinese), 

they use Mandarin Chinese to communicate. The students were grouped by 

heterogeneity in gender and learning performance. After the pre-test discussion 

without QT, students are given four weeks of QT teaching, one hour per week by the 

researcher, the detail of QT teaching approach is explained in the first week to the 

school teachers. The teachers served as assistants and observed the students’ reaction 

while assisting in management. The recordings of the discussion were transcribed and 

coded by the researcher. After weekly teaching, the teachers are interviewed briefly to 

understand the teaching process and ideas. In the second and fourth weeks, the PDI 

questionnaire was surveyed. After the experiment, interview the teachers to 

understand the students' perception of QT. 

Table 4. Information of Research Subject 

Class Location City N NO. of Group  

C_R China Chansha 57 8 

C_B China Chansha 61 8 

T_TS Taiwan Taouan 23 4 

T_TS2 Taiwan Taouan 22 4 

T_SY Taiwan New Taipei City 25 4 
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T_HM Taiwan Hualien 23 4 

Total  211 32 

Design 

This study conducted quasi-experimental design and implemented Quality Talk (QT) 

for group discussion. Quality Talk has proven to be a group discussion that can 

effectively promote reading comprehension and enhance critical thinking. In QT, the 

questions and responses in the discussion are classified as events. Different types of 

questions or responses represent different conversations, which shows students' 

different understandings of the text. 

Reading Selection 

Students from each class had weekly, group discussions on the main selection story 

from the basal readers. Since the current study took place in a natural, ecologically-

maintained classroom setting, the selection of texts was dependent on the order of the 

existing reading series chosen by the teacher. Although the texts are not exactly the 

same between Taiwan and China classes, they are all grades of the fifth-grade 

textbook, and the text genre is the same every week (see table ?). Genre was 

categorized as narrative, expository, or mixed genre according to their text structure 

and purpose of reading.  

Questionnaire Design 

According to Hofstede (2008), power distance is the degree of acceptability of the 

less powerful social members toward power inequality in one social group or 

organization. This means that the best way to measure power distance is to ask the 

less powerful ones’ perception toward the more powerful ones. This further implies 

that power distance of classrooms should better be measured through students’ 

perception toward their teachers. 

Adapting from Dorfman and Howell (1988) power distance questionnaire items, the 

questionnaire of the present study included: (1) Teachers take the lead in teaching 

process; (2) Teachers often have to use authority when facing students; (3) Teachers 

avoid having more life intersections with students besides the curriculum; (4) 
Students do not question teacher’s opinions; (5) Teachers do not authorize courses 

study to students to learn by themselves. 

Besides, based on Hofstede’s (2008) descriptions about the differences at school, the 

study added two other perspectives which can help identify teachers’ power distance 
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in the classroom, including: (6) Teachers’ classroom language is serious; (7) There 

should be strict order in the classroom . There are total 12 items in the questionnaire. 

The scale used five-point Likert-type response. The present study yielded an alpha of 

0.795.  

Data Coding 

All discussions were captured on audio recordings and the discourse was coded using 

EXCEL. Coders were trained in the use of a detailed discourse coding manual 

adapted from Soter, Wilkinson, Murphy, Rudge, and Reninger (2006), which included 

definitions and examples of discourse elements indicative of critical thinking and 

high-level comprehension (see table 2.). The coding manual was employed in 

previous empirical studies (e.g., Li & etl., 2016; Reninger& Wilkinson, 2010; Soter et 

al., 2008). The average discussion length was around 10 min, all audio files were 

sampled to ensure integrity across the discussions. 

Coders established inter rater agreement by independently coding manuscripts from 

audio files, meeting to discuss all discrepancies between the different sets of codes 

(e.g., different codes assigned for an instance), and attaining a set of reconciled codes 

that all coders agreed upon. 

Results  

1. The PDI scores of Changsha class was significantly higher than Taiwan class. 

The results showed that the mean score of ChangSha students’ power distance was 

25.41, and that of the Taiwan students was18.16 in pre-test. The independent sample 

T-test results of Changsha and Taiwan students' PDI scores are shown in the table 5. 

Before the implementation of QT, the PDI scores of Changsha students were 

significantly higher than those of Taiwanese students (t(211) = 25.14, p = 0.00, d = 

0.94, 95% CI [6.68, 7.81]). The results supported the first hypothesis (H1): The PDI 

scores of Changsha class was significantly higher than Taiwan class.  

However, the PDI scores of Changsha students decreased to 18.32 after four weeks of 

QT implementation and Taiwan students remain similar scores (18.09) still. The 

differences no longer showed significant between Changsha and Taiwan students 

after the implementation of QT.  

Table 5. PDI scores of ChangShua and Twain Students 

 ChanSha(N=118) Taiwan(N=93) t=(211) p 95% C.I. Cohen's d
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 M SD M SD LL UL 

PDI Scores 25.41 2.18 18.16 1.94 25.14 <.000 *** 6.68 7.81 0.94 

Post_PDI 

Scores 

18.32 1.71 18.09 2.99 .688 .492 -.42 .87 0.88 

2、The discrepancy in power distance students was manifested in their 

discussion 

To understand the relationship between power distance and discussion, 

according to the results of PDI questionnaire, students were divided into three groups 

using Visual Binning tool of SPSS : high PDI, medium PDI and low PDI as Table 6. 

Research data was analyzed by one-way ANOVA, the summary of research results is 

showed as table 7. 

Table 6. Groups of PDI 

Results showed both Authentic Question (F=0.49, Sig.=0.615) and Uptake 

Question (F=1.26, Sig=0.29) had no significant differences in different PDI group. 

Students with low PDI scores did not show more willing to participate in discussions 

and express opinions than students with higher PDI scores.  

However, there were differences between high and low PDI scores students in 

Analysis Question(F=3.15, Sig.=0.045) and Generalized Question (F=5.03, Sig.= 

0.045) .  

Table 7 Summary of Results of ANOVA on Research Data (N=211) 

Question Event High PDI Mid PDI Low PDI F Sig. Post-hoc 

 M SD M SD M SD    

AQ 8.24 2.60 8.35 2.38 7.95 2.33 0.49 0.615 - 

UT 1.15 1.04 1.17 .089 .094 0.86 1.26 0.29 - 

Ay 0.43 0.53 0.62 0.63 0.73 0.92 3.15 0.045** Low>High 

Ge 0.97 1.58 0.44 1.29 0.30 0.91 5.03 .007** High>Low 

  Score Range  N 

High PDI 39~58 68 

Mid PDI 26~38 77 

Low PDI 15~25 66 

Total  211 
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SQ 0.44 0.68 0.70 0.92 0.48 0.64 2.44 0.09 - 

ET 2.19 1.08 2.12 0.78 1.71 0.82 5.55 0.04** High>Low 

CT 3.06 1.31 3.30 1.45 3.79 1.62  4.30 0.02** Low>High 

Students with high PDI scores were very inclined to start Generalized Question in 

beginning of discussions to confirm that their learning meets the teacher's 

expectations. For example, the question like “ What do we have learned from the 

article? “ “What idea that author wants to tell us?” were usually asked from high PDI 

scores students. This phenomenon showed that PDI affected the diversity of 

students' ideas. Students with high PDI scores wanted to confirm that their 

learning is on the “right” track of teachers by starting Generalized Question than 

students with low PDI scores.  

 Conversely, students with low PDI scores(M=0.73, SD=3.15) were willing to ask 

Analysis Questions (AQ) than students with high PDI scores(M=0.43, SD-0.53). 

The results showed that students with low PDI hope to learn more about other 

people's thoughts and through asking AQ. By answering “why” questions (AQ), 

students shared their point of views with Uptake Questions(UP), sometimes the 

responses of Cumulative Talk or Exploratory Talk appear in the discussion start from 

AQ. 

 Overall, although the level of PDI is not significantly related to AQ, UT and 

SQ, it still had a clear relationship with the presentation of Ay and Ge. The results 

show discrepancy in power distance students is manifested in their discussion in Ay 

and Ge. 

3、Student with low PDI were more willing to cooperate to construct knowledge 

with others in discussion 

Using talk as a tool to co-construct knowledge and promote thinking (Vygotsky, 

1978) is an important idea of QT. Through expressing their similar perspectives from 

text (Cumulative Talk) , offering different points of view raised by peers or seeking 

to reconcile among competing perspectives (Exploratory Talk), students could built 

their world view their owned. As expected of hypothesis 3.1, research results showed 

students with low PDI(M=3.79, SD=1.62) were more willing to join Cumulative 

Talk response event than students with high PDI scores(M=3.06, SD=1.31) (F=4.30, 

Sig.=0.02). Students were used to share their experience in comfort mood. Sentence 
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like “I agree with you.” “Yes, and I think…” “That’s right… ” promoted students 

share similar thoughts and strong the argument together.  

 Contrary to research hypotheses 3.2, students with high PDI (M=2.19, SD=1.08) 

were more willing to join Exploratory Talk response event (F=0.55, Sig.=0.04 ) than 

students with low PDI (M=1.71, SD=0.82). Negative words were more common in 

the discussion among students with high PDI scores. Such as :"I don't agree." "Your 

opinion has a problem." "Your thinking is not complete." Although students with high 

PDI scores were used to be obedient to authority in the classroom, somehow when 

they have chance to lead the discussion with peers, they turn themselves into 

authorities and play same role like teacher who don’t allow others to talk or follow the 

rules made by him/her. After four weeks QT implying, PDI scores were decreasing as 

table 5, students learned to respect each other's opinions. Different opinions will bring 

more discussion and become a positive influence to each other. 
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