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The purpose of this article is to uncover what makes learning enjoyable for Generation Z college students
(born 1995-2010) in the United States (U.S.) and Brazil. Qualitative data from 1,282 participants in the U.S.
and 775 participants in Brazil were analyzed independently and for comparison using content analysis
and thematic coding. The results of this study show both similarities and differences between these two
populations. Both groups enjoy learning that is interesting, inspiring, relevant, and engaging. U.S.
students enjoy knowledge acquisition, learning for societal impact, and having instructors who are
competent and relatable. Brazil students, on the other hand, enjoy peer learning. While these results align
with previous research findings on preferences for learning and cultural nuances, it is important to note
that studies on Generation Z college students and learning are sparse. Thus, understanding this
generational cohort in higher education is paramount for both informing and supporting individual
pedagogical practices and shaping training initiatives on teaching and learning in higher education. In
addition, given the impact of globalization on technology, commerce, entertainment, and information,
uncovering the similarities in how young people from different cultures perceive learning may have
global implications on research, training, and individual instruction in a more macro and universal way.
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1. Introduction

Regardless of geographic location, the primary purpose of higher education is to foster learning
and development (Delbanco, 2012). But, is there a difference in how today’s young people prefer to
learn based on their country of residence? This article compares the perceptions of U.S. and Brazil
Generation Z students born 1995-2010 (Sparks & Honey, 2014) as to what makes learning
enjoyable.
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Contextual factors such as technological advances, political climate, social issues, and economic
conditions can impact generational cohorts in different ways. The Pew Research Center (2015)
further explains this phenomenon as the cohort effect, where individuals who experience similar
events at similar times in their lives can end up with similar worldviews. This is particularly true if
those events occur during one’s adolescence and young adulthood (Pew Research Center, 2015)
because those events can significantly shape the collective peer personality of the generation while
coming of age (Seemiller & Grace, 2019). But, does one’s culture and geography create differing
peer personalities that may affect perceptions of learning in unique ways?

1.1. Purpose

The purpose of this study was to better understand what makes learning enjoyable for Generation
Z students in both the U.S. and Brazil. The term, “enjoy,” means “to have for one’s use, benefit, or
lot” or “to take pleasure or satisfaction in” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). Thus, this study aims to
uncover what students in both countries find enjoyable about the process, content, or outcome of
learning. In addition to uncovering the discrete findings for each country, being able to compare
those findings may illuminate the aspects of learning enjoyment that reflect both universal and
culturally unique peer personality characteristics.

1.2. Literature Review

While research on Generation Z-aged populations is sparse, global literature related to learning
enjoyment, in general, can provide some insight. According to Griffin (2005), David Manson’s
eighteenth-century concept of “pedagogy of enjoyment,” asserts that learning should be fun,
playful, purposeful, and offer “enjoyable work imbued with creativity” (Griffin, 2005, 1). Thus,
learning and enjoyment are closely related and intertwined (Lumby, 2011). There are a number of
factors, described in the literature, that can contribute to enjoyable learning experiences, including
feeling a connection to the content, having an effective instructor, participating in active learning,
and engaging in learning achievement.

1.2.1. Connection to the Content

The connection between interest and learning dates back in the U.S. to the early 1900s with
scholars such as Dewey (Schiefele, 1991). While interest is associated with other factors like
meaning-making and motivation, Scheifele (1991) asserts that “feelings of enjoyment and
involvement are most typical of interest” (303). Hidi and Renninger (2006) also found that interest
in a topic, especially one that comes from an individual connection, can affect one’s learning
enjoyment.

In addition to interest, relevance also plays an important role in learning. Fredrickson (2001)
affirms that cognitive processes can be enhanced when the topic is relevant or offers “a personally
meaningful connection to the individual” (Priniski et al., 2018, 12). Goldman et al. (2016) found
that among a list of behaviors U.S. students believe are most important for instructors to engage in,
making content relevant was in the top three.

From the lens of utility, learning may be enjoyable because education can lead to a variety of
future benefits. For example, as of 2017, those who completed a bachelor’s degree in the U.S.
earned earn on average nearly $30,000 more per year than those who only graduated from high
school (The College Board, 2019). In addition, those with a college degree also tend to be healthier,
more involved with their families, and more civically involved than those who do not attend
college (The College Board, 2019).

1.2.2. Effective Instructor

The characteristics and behaviors of the instructor are also paramount for learning enjoyment.
Students want their instructors to have expertise (Goldman et al., 2016; Delaney et al., 2010;
Onwuegbuzie et al., 2007), know how to effectively teach (Delaney et al., 2010), demonstrate
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professional behavior (Delaney et al., 2010; Onwuegbuzie et al., 2007), and be student-centered
(Onwuegbuzie et al., 2007). Students also believe it is important that instructors are enthusiastic,
good communicators, and able to make connections (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2007). Many of these
characteristics hold true across discipline and modality, particularly in the U.S. In a study of
nursing students, for example, participants indicated that interpersonal connections were crucial to
effective instruction (Tang et al., 2005). And, in a distance learning study, participants asserted that
effective instructors should be involved and connected to students and the learning environment
(Young, 2006).

How much an instructor “can bring a subject to life” is also critical to teaching excellence
(Revell & Wainwright, 2009, 214). In a study of New Zealand college students by Kane et al. (2004),
the most reported personality characteristic of an instructor desired by students was enthusiasm;
other characteristics included passion, being approachable, and being humane. Revell and
Wainwright (2009) found that UK college students believe that a lecture is unmissable when the
educator is funny, excited, charismatic, motivated, passionate, and enthusiastic. A study by Konig
(2018) found that college students in Germany who listened to an enthusiastic version of an
instructor podcast compared to those who listened to a non-enthusiastic one found greater
enjoyment in the learning experience as well as motivation to continue learning about the topic.
And, a study of effective college teaching in Brazil points to the importance of having instructors
who like what they do and who can stimulate an interest in the subject matter with students
(Feldens & Duncan, 1986).

If used appropriately and intentionally, humor can also positively influence the learning
experience (Baid & Lambert, 2010; Powell & Anderson, 1985). In particular, one U.S. study found
that students enjoy humor, especially funny stories or funny comments, from their professors
(Torok et al., 2004). Researchers, Hernik and Jaworska (2018) from Poland, found that humorous
delivery of content leads to greater student satisfaction and more positive feelings. And, college
students in New Zealand report wanting their instructors to have a sense of humor (Kane et al.,
2004).

1.2.3. Active Learning

Active learning, which involves students engaging in both “doing” and ‘reflecting,” has been found
to be a critical factor related to effective instruction (Millis, 2012, 1). Active learning includes
critical thinking and problem-solving activities, as well as experiential learning (Millis, 2012),
which Kolb (1984) asserts is grounded in reflection, observation, and experimentation. Silva et al.
(2018) found that engaging in problem-based learning with management students in Brazil
positively contributed to students’ learning motivation and meaningfulness. Revell and
Wainwright (2009) found that students in the UK identified their best lectures as being those that
include activities, discussions, role plays, and other interactive learning pedagogies.

In addition, gamification, which involves incorporating game structures and mechanics into
learning experiences, has been found to make learning more enjoyable (Khaleel et al., 2015). An
exhaustive global literature review of 18 different countries by Subhash and Cudney (2018) found
that game-based learning had a positive effect on learning enjoyment. In Brazil, specifically, Silva
et al. (2017) found that a large majority of students in an engineering course had a positive view of
game-based learning after participating in it.

1.2.4. Learning Achievement

There is also a connection between cognitive development and enjoyment. Studies have shown
that the ability to implement newly acquired skills is associated with increased levels of pleasure
(Kashdan et al., 2004) and that when faced with different and varied tasks, feelings of enjoyment
can be triggered (Watson & Tellegen, 1985). For example, Sheldon et al. (1996) found that U.S.
college students defined good days as those when they felt more competent in doing their day-to-
day activities.
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In addition to enjoyment creating learning motivation, motivation to set and achieve goals and
tasks can also create learning enjoyment. For instance, students” ability to achieve goals has been
found to be associated with satisfying student experiences (Astin, 1999; Braxton et al., 2014). In
particular, mastery goals, or those undertaken for the purpose of learning and not performing,
have been linked to higher levels of enjoyment (Daniels et al., 2009). Further, students enjoy
pursuing tasks they believe are challenging and require effort, yet are achievable (Lumby, 2011), as
well as useful for accomplishing their goals - now and in the future (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002).

2. Method

To better understand Generation Z college students’ learning preferences in both countries, the
following research question was posed: How do Generation Z college students in the U.S. and
Brazil describe what makes learning enjoyable for them?

2.1. Research Context

Comparing students from the U.S. and Brazil presents a broader opportunity for understanding
Generation Z than simply looking at a singular context. It's valuable then to compare both
countries’ overall culture and higher education landscape as well as perceptions and attitudes of
those in Generation Z to better understand the context of this research study.

2.1.1. Comparison of the U.S. and Brazil: Overall Culture

In one sense, the U.S. and Brazil have great similarities. Both countries are comprised of some of
the largest populations in the world, with the U.S. ranked 3rd with over 329 million citizens, and
Brazil ranked 5th with over 212 million citizens (World Population Review, 2019). Economically,
both countries are among the top 10 nations with the largest gross domestic product, with the U.S.
ranked 3rd and Brazil ranked 9th (Central Intelligence Agency, 2017). In addition, the two
countries have the largest economies in the Western Hemisphere (U.S. Department of State, 2018).
Politically, in recent years, both countries experienced major presidential elections closely watched
by the global population. Both candidates elected around the same time identified as right-leaning
with similar viewpoints. BBC News referred to Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro as “Trump of the Tropics”
(BBC, 2018). Socially, both nations are discussing, debating, and addressing issues around police
brutality, freedom of speech, women’s rights, immigration and asylum-seeking, sexual orientation
rights, gender identity inclusion, and environmental and land-related conflicts (Human Rights
Watch, 2017). Both countries have widespread access to the Internet, with 70% or more of both
populations having broadband Internet access (The World Bank, n.d.) and around 80% owning a
smartphone (Deloitte, 2017). These high rates of connectivity allow for expansive access to global
news, entertainment, and communication.

Despite the similarities, both countries have their own unique histories, cultures, languages,
and laws. And, regardless of their large economies, there are income disparities between both
countries, in that the net-adjusted household income per capita was $45,284 in the U.S. and $12,701
in Brazil (OECD, 2011). In addition, there are vast differences in the societal norms and
expectations within each culture. According to Hofstede’s GLOBE study, which examined a
variety of cultural dimensions across multiple countries, Brazil ranks higher in power distance (an
accepted hierarchy of unequal power distribution), uncertainty avoidance (having structure and
formal procedures in place), and long-term orientation (embracing an adaptive mindset for societal
change). The U.S. ranks higher in individualism (taking care of oneself over the collective group),
masculinity (having a desire for competition, achievement, and rewards), and indulgence (seeking
gratification, pleasure, and fun) (Hofstede Insights, n.d.).

2.1.2. Comparison of the U.S. and Brazil: Higher Education Landscape

The U.S. and Brazil have several similarities in terms of their higher education systems. First, they
both have high numbers of institutions, with the U.S. having 4,313 (Statista, 2017) and Brazil
having 2,448 (Brazil Ministry of Education, 2018). In addition, higher education serves a large
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population of students in both countries, with the U.S. enrolling more than 18 million students
(National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2017) and Brazil enrolling 8.3 million (Institute
of National Education Studies and Research, 2017). Brazil also has a higher percentage of the
general population of 18-24 year-olds who are attending college at 58.5% (Government of Brazil,
2017) compared to 41% in the U.S. (National Center for Education Statistics, 2018c). And, with 58%
in the U.S. (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2018) and 57.1% in Brazil (INEP,
2018), the majority of students in higher education are women. Face-to-face learning, versus
distance learning, has also been more popular in both countries with 71% in the U.S. (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2018b) and 76.8% in Brazil taking in-person courses pre-pandemic
(Brazil Ministry of Education, 2017). The percentage of students with loan debt is also similar with
the U.S. at 38% (National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2018) and Brazil at 37.8% (Brazil
Ministry of Education, 2017).

One of the main differences between both countries involves institutional type. The U.S. has
two-year, four-year, vocational, non-profit, for-profit, public, private, and religiously-affiliated
colleges and universities, offering a variety of educational options (Schloss & Cragg, 2013),
whereas, in Brazil, only 197 of the 2,448 institutions are universities but enroll 53.7% of all students
(Brazil Ministry of Education, 2017). In addition, 75% of students in Brazil are in private
institutions (Institute of National Education Studies and Research, 2017), with Catholic institutions
playing an important role in the Brazilian educational system. In the U.S., only 21% of students are
enrolled in private institutions (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2018).

In the U.S,, public institution tuition during the 2017-2018 year was $20,050 on average; for
private institutions, it was $43,139 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2019). In Brazil, tuition
at public institutions is free, whereas, for private institutions, it varies between $1,880 and $9,690
per year (WENR, 2019). Given the income disparity between the two countries (OECD, 2011), the
cost of private tuition in Brazil is more similar to the cost of public tuition in the U.S.

2.1.3. Comparison of the U.S. and Brazil: Generation Z Perceptions and Attitudes

In looking specifically at perspectives of those in Generation Z, some similarities span both
countries. For example, in a global study by the Varkey Foundation, similar rates emerged
between those in Generation Z from the U.S. and Brazil on feeling fulfilled in one’s study or work,
overall happiness, anxiety about school, engagement in “good relationships,” and importance of a
job/career and developing skills when thinking about the future (Varkey Foundation, 2017). In
addition, a study by Pearson Education on global learners found similar rates of those in
Generation Z from both countries believing “education systems are not doing a good job keeping
up with workforce trends” (Pearson, 2019).

In terms of differences, those from Brazil have higher rates of believing in the importance of
“making a contribution to society” (Varkey Foundation, 2017), believing their “education has
played an important role in shaping who [they] are as human being[s]”, and believing “formal
education is important” (Pearson, 2019). On the other hand, those from the U.S. had higher rates of
believing that “higher education did not prepare [them] for [their] career[s]” (Pearson, 2019).

2.2, Instrument Design

The U.S. data was drawn from a qualitative measurement from a larger instrument, the Generation
Z Stories Survey. Likewise, the Brazil data was drawn from a qualitative measurement within a
larger survey, the Generation Z in Brazil Survey. In the U.S. study, the question asked was, “What
makes learning enjoyable for you?” In the Brazil study, the question was worded as “O que faz
estudar ficar divertido para vocé?” which translates to “What makes learning fun for you?” The
researchers in Brazil confirmed this wording provided the closest translation to the wording in the
U.S. question in order to avoid construct bias and elicit similar responses from the Brazil students.
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2.3. Participants

For both surveys, a call for participating institutions notice was shared with higher education
listservs and social media groups as well as sent to the researchers” professional networks. Once a
list of interested professionals was formed, a follow-up email was sent that included email text and
a survey link to forward to undergraduate students. In the Brazil study, the survey link was also
posted on social media so students could access it directly. This method of participant recruitment,
therefore, elicited a non-random sample.

Sample sizes were relative to each country’s number of college students. For example, in 2017,
more than 8 million students were enrolled in higher education in Brazil (Brazil Ministry of
Education, 2017), and the sample size was 775. But, with 18 million college students in the U.S.
(National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2018), it makes sense that the U.S. sample of
1,282 would be larger than that of Brazil. Both samples were similar in terms of gender, with 69.3%
female in the U.S. and 69.5% female in Brazil. Due to different conceptualizations of race/ethnicity
in each country, racial demographic data were not comparable, and thus not reported. In addition,
major/program of study information was not collected from the Brazil students, resulting in the
inability to compare at a disaggregated programmatic level.

For the Brazil sample, the majority of the undergraduate students were enrolled in private
universities (51 of 62 institutions were private 4-year). In the U.S., the sample was drawn primarily
from public universities (25 of 42 institutions were public 4-year). However, it is important to note
that structurally and cost-wise, public institutions in the U.S. are somewhat comparable to private
institutions in Brazil (Marcus, 2015). The U.S. sample, however, also included students from 15
private universities. Table 1 outlines the details of both studies.

Table 1

Study Information
UsS. Brazil
Generation Z Stories Survey Generation Z in Brazil Survey

Survey dates Dec 2016-Apr 2017 Apr - May 2018

States 21 of 50 3 of 26

Institutions 25 public 4-year; 10 private 11 public 4-year; 49 private
secular 4-year, 5 private religious  secular 4-year; 2 private
4-year, 2 community colleges religious 4-year

Survey N 2,241 1,481

Measurement N 1,282 775

While generalization is typically not an intended outcome of qualitative research, naturalistic
generalization (Stake 1990) occurs when the population and circumstances are similar. The more
similar; the more generalizable. In this study, both samples included students in the same age
range (born 1995 through 2010) who were attending college during a similarly situated point in
time.

Despite any naturalistic generalization that may have occurred, given the use of a non-random
sample, variation between institutional types in each country, and limited comparative
demographic information available, this study would not be generalizable to the entire higher
education population in the U.S. or Brazil. However, the themes that emerged could help shape
instructional practice as well as be more fully explored in future studies.
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2.4. Data Analysis

The process of qualitative data analysis for the U.S. study involved conventional content analysis
where there were no pre-set categories or theories used to code content, but themes emerged
naturally describing a phenomenon using participants” own words (Hsiu-Fang & Shannon, 2005).
The U.S. responses were analyzed using open coding, which calls for clustering similar concepts
within the data to form categories situated in a larger classification system (Saldafa, 2013).
Concepts may be associated with several categories simultaneously, and multiple categories can be
grouped together to form a larger abstract heading (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). Demuth (2013) asserts
that open coding has the benefit of seeing what emerges in the data rather than what is expected to
emerge. For consistency in comparison, however, the Brazil responses were analyzed using a
keyword search from the themes derived from the U.S. study, along with open coding to account
for any culturally specific emergent categories.

As Corbin and Strauss (1990) refer to concepts in the data as being the basic units of analysis,
themes are determined based on the frequency of responses coded to a particular category. Those
categories with the highest number of coded responses within each study yielded the themes
discussed in this article.

While each research team used narrative analysis to better understand the views of their
respective participants (Thorne, 2000), constant comparative analysis was used between the two
sets of survey responses. Constant comparative analysis is the process of “taking one piece of data
(one interview, one statement, one theme) and comparing it with all others that may be similar or
different in order to develop conceptualisations of the possible relations between various pieces of
data” (Thorne, 2000, 69). Further, comparative research involves describing the similarities and
differences between separate entities (Esser & Vliegenthart, 2017). In this study, the researchers
compared themes from each country to better understand similarities and differences.

2.5. Reliability

Two specific forms of reliability were considered for this study: inter-rater reliability and cross-
cultural reliability. First, to reduce inconsistencies in coding and enhance inter-rater reliability,
only one researcher from the U.S. team and two from the Brazil team coded the survey responses.

To address cross-cultural reliability, consideration of native language was paramount. Demuth
(2013) discusses that good qualitative research is grounded in patterns of text that emerge in the
data and that reporting on those patterns should include examples of quotes from study
participants. Unlike the U.S. survey, which was in English, the Brazil survey was in Portuguese.
The Brazil research team first coded the data in Portuguese allowing them to explore themes in
their native language. The themes and the supporting participant quotes were then translated into
English by the Brazil research team to allow for an easier comparison of patterns across the
findings.

Golafshani (2003) points out the importance of rigor in qualitative research. To demonstrate
rigor, there must be a means for readers to critically evaluate the research (Thorne, 2000). In this
study, including participant quotes allows readers to assess the extent that the selected narratives
fit with the themes within which they have been placed.

2.6. Validity

Three aspects of validity were considered for this study. First, while there were not multiple forms
of data collected (e.g. interviews, survey responses, etc.) to triangulate, data was validated by
comparing participant responses using codes and keywords, after initial open coding occurred.

Second, to assist with interpretive validity, at the time of analysis, all researchers on both the
U.S. and Brazil teams worked with Generation Z-aged college students, giving them familiarity
with both the content and context of the participant responses. Being able to understand the
participants’ perspectives is critical to accurate reporting and analysis (Johnson, 1997).
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Third, to address consensus validity, overall results from the study were discussed among all
members of each research team to ensure accuracy. Any inconsistent interpretation was addressed
by the team and reinterpreted more accurately.

3. Results

Four of the five most prominent themes that emerged from the responses about what makes
learning enjoyable were the same between both sets of participants. These include being interested
in the topic, learning content applicable to their career and life, having an effective instructor, and
learning through interactive pedagogies. One U.S. participant sums up all of these themes by
saying that learning is enjoyable “when I am passionate or interested in the subject; if the
professor/instructor is charismatic and makes the learning interesting/enjoyable; if I'm able to
apply the concepts to real-world projects in a hands-on way.” An additional theme around content
mastery emerged in the U.S. data but did not readily show up in the Brazil data. While there were
many parallels conceptually at the macro-level, each culture’s student population reported
nuanced views of the themes on a micro-level, creating an essence of simultaneous similarity and
difference.

3.1. Interest in the Topic

Interest in the topic was a prominent theme for both groups of participants. For the U.S.
participants, their notion of interest centered on caring about the topic, reflected by comments such
as, “curiosity of the subject,” “subjects I care about,” “want to learn about it regardless of whether
or not I am required to do so,” “make[s] me feel connected to the bigger world around me,” and
being “able to relate the curriculum to your personal life.” Many discussed how new knowledge
helps expose them to “different views,” “opens [their] mind up to new things,” as well as helps
them learn “how people think and operate” and “how things can be improved or recreated
entirely.” One participant said, “I think learning is the most rewarding when you discover
something about the world that you never knew existed; it makes you appreciate all the
knowledge that is still out there for you to work towards.” Another participant in the U.S. study
sums up the importance of interest by saying,

/ai

I enjoy just expanding my horizons or proving my own preconceived notions wrong. I find it
exhilarating to learn more about a topic that I originally knew nothing in and to make connections
with information I did already know. Knowing that learning is just about building onto previous
knowledge makes it almost addicting to see what else I can learn and add onto.

The Brazil participants” notion of interest also focused on the enjoyment of discovering new
ideas as well as wanting to learn about content that keeps their attention, feeling challenged, and
having fun. They made comments like, “Generally, I only have fun studying things I like; when
something is not as interesting to me, I try to see it in a way that grabs my attention,” and “Its
important to be challenge[d] and like the subject. Discovering new things about something that
makes sense to me is what make study[ing] fun.”

3.2. Applicable to their Career and Life

Many participants from both countries indicated that learning is enjoyable when the content can be
applied to their personal and professional lives, now and in the future. In the U.S., some
participants enjoy being able to connect what they learn in the classroom with real-world
examples, describing that they like learning to be more than just conceptual. For example, one
participant noted that enjoyment is “the feeling I get when I used something I've learned in the
real world,” whereas another said, “my overall curiosity and excitement to gain something new
that I can use in my life. I find learning [as] essential as eating.” Many also discussed how they
enjoy learning something they know they will use in the future, with comments such as
“something that I'll actually use in my career” and “things that I will use later in life.” One
participant expressed, “It is important to me that what I am learning will not go to waste.”
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The Brazil participants expressed a similar sentiment around real-world applicability,
particularly in believing that their learning is enhanced when they understand the purpose of the
content. One participant noted the importance of “dynamic content that is presented in a simple
and direct way and that show[s] what people can do with it.” In addition, several Brazil
participants highlighted the importance of being able to apply what they learn to their lives. One
noted that learning is enjoyable when “discussing and reflecting on what I learn, while relating the
content/topic to day to day things / daily life.” Others commented that what makes learning
enjoyable is “knowing that I will use what I am learning in something in my life” and “the
possibility of articulating knowledge with professional experience.” Another said, “Studying
becomes more interesting and fun to me when I think about the importance some material has in
the professional context I intend to pursue.”

Specifically, with U.S. participants, learning is also enjoyable when they are able to use their
learning to educate or help others, with phrases such as “educate others,” “help others,” and
“make a change in the world,” describing what contributes to their learning enjoyment. One
participant said, “If I can learn something that I can use to help another person, create something
new, solve a problem, or expand my own self, I enjoy learning it.”

In the Brazil study, but not in the U.S. study, some participants pointed out that the ability to
dialogue with peers as being critical for applying knowledge. One participant said, “Videos,
discussing materials with a few and good friends, learning by applying the content in a context in
which I don't feel intimidated if I need to ask for help” makes learning enjoyable.

3.3. Effective Instructor

Having a good instructor is also important for learning enjoyment for participants in both
countries. One U.S. participant sums this up for both groups by saying, “As I've quickly
discovered in higher learning, it is beneficial to take professors, not classes.”

First, enthusiastic and passionate instructors make learning enjoyable for both groups. Many
U.S. participants described becoming energized when their instructors express excitement about
teaching. One participant noted that learning is enjoyable with “professors who genuinely like
teaching (MAKES A BIG DEAL).” Another said, “When they are excited to teach, I become excited
to learn!” Some participants discussed the importance of passion. One shared, “If you are fortunate
enough to have a professor that is truly passionate about what they do, learning will be a breeze,
even for the hardest/ most boring class.” Another noted,

Learning is most enjoyable when the person teaching me is passionate about the subject. Getting to
see a person in their element, talking about something that gets them excited is what gets me excited
to learn it.

Many Brazil participants also discussed how they enjoy having passionate and enthusiastic
educators. One participant said, “We need professors with passion for what they teach [to]
captivate me a lot. You can see their eyes shining because of happiness every time they speak.”
Others added, “Studying is great when we recognize the love, dedication and enthusiasm of the
professors,” and “It is really enjoyable [to] study when a teacher shows his/her happiness in
be[ing] there, teaching us.”

In addition, both groups enjoy learning when their instructors incorporate humor. The U.S.
participants expressed sentiments such as “Learning is enjoyable when the professors are funny,”
have “a humorous mood,” and are “witty.” One Brazil participant said, “We need an inspired
professor that believes what he/she does and is not teaching because he/she is obliged to do so; a
professor with a good sense of humor.”

Some responses solely from U.S. participants focused on wanting instructors who have strong
teaching skills and experience in the field. Factors like being “intelligent,” “know[ing] what and
how to teach,” and “having real world experience in said subject” are critical factors for them in
making learning enjoyable. Specific teaching skills mentioned include “explain[ing] clearly,”
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“know([ing] how to cater to various teaching needs,” “teach[ing] in a way that you are able to
understand,” and “tak[ing] the time to make sure you know what you are learning.”

Another factor that emerged primarily for the U.S. students is wanting to have respectful,
relatable, and personable instructors. For example, “Being able to create a relationship with the
professor makes learning enjoyable. When professors share their lives with you, it opens up an
entire[ly] new point of view.” One U.S. participant said, “When I can connect to the teacher, I
connect to the subject easier.” It isn’t just professors sharing about themselves; students want their
instructors to “take the time to get to know each student” as well. Although one Brazil participant
discussed the importance of having “a professor that understands his/her students, and talks and
interacts with them,” this theme emerged to a much lesser extent in the Brazil responses than it did
in the U.S. responses.

3.4. Interactive Pedagogies

Another theme that emerged in the U.S. and Brazil data was the desire for learning through
interactive pedagogies. U.S. participants noted their preference for “visual aids,” “interactive and
creative assignments,” “games that involve learning,” “watching videos or movies, acting out or
participating in simulations and labs, participating in debates and discussions,” “any active
discussions, art related projects, technology based type of learning,” and “service activities.” They
equated these ideas with “less lecturing” and “physically moving around.” One participant even
pointed out a desire for learning outside of the classroom by saying, “I love hands-on internships,
projects and field work. It's even better when I can get outside for these things, because I love
being outside.”

The same sentiment was shared by the Brazil participants. One noted, “When a teacher uses
innovative methodologies, a subject that I believe previously that was really hard to learn becomes
possible.” Another identified enjoyable learning as “anything that does not involve reading
slides,” and another noted that learning is enjoyable when “the study habit is not traditional (open
the book and read to exhaustion).” Brazil participants also discussed instructional strategies they
enjoy like “mind maps or even music,” “music, debates, field trips, assignments that involve
creativity and interaction,” and “mobility, activities, talks/discussions, interesting and visually
enjoyable topics, music.”

3.5. Content Mastery

Some U.S. participants, in particular, discussed liking the process of learning; “I love the journey of
discovering. I learn much more even though if what I find is not what I wanted or hoped for.”
Another said, “If I weren’t constantly learning, I would be standing still.” For some, there was an
element of challenge that made learning enjoyable. One participant said, “The best part about
learning is when you suddenly are able to understand something that you've been struggling
with,” whereas another said, “I love when things are interesting but you have to work for them so
they become rewarding as well.” While this did not emerge as a prominent theme in the Brazil
data, some Brazil participants noted that they “like to learn,” reflecting enjoyment in the process of
learning.

Many U.S. participants also expressed enjoying learning when it can help them become more
informed. They shared thoughts such as “knowing every new thing I learn helps me understand
the world around me a little bit better,” “I feel accomplished when I learn or master a new skill,”
or “being able to have informed, conscious discussions with others about the topics I am learning.”
One participant said, “I just like the idea of acquiring knowledge. It's fun to develop as a person.”
And another said, “I always want to improve myself and learning is a big part of that.” This factor
did not emerge in the Brazil data.

There were also many references made by the U.S. students about wanting to increase their
intelligence and/or be perceived as smart. Participants noted that learning is enjoyable because it
contributes to the “outcome of being smarter than the average human” or “being perceived as
‘knowledgeable.”” Another said, “For me, learning is about taking in all the things you don't know
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and blowing other people's minds.” Others just want to be able to keep up in conversations. One
participant said, “I love being able to learn about different things so I can have intellectual
conversations with people,” and another noted, “I do not like to be left out of intellectual
discussions, and because of that, I aim to know as much as possible about as many different

subjects as possible.”

3.6. Summary

Table 2 highlights the primary themes from each country’s respective data.
Table 2

Summary Findings

Theme U.s. Brazil

Interest in the Topic
“Learning should...”

Applicable to their Career
and Life
“Learning should...”

Effective Instructor
“Instructors should...”

Interactive Pedagogies
“Instructors should use...”

U

Content Mastery

Pique curiosity, create a
connection to the larger
world, expand perspectives,
and be an enjoyable process.

Be relevant, apply to their
current lives and future
careers, and reflect content
that helps others.

Be enthusiastic, passionate,
humorous, competent, and
relatable.

Diverse approaches to
learning and interactive
pedagogies.

Helps expose them to

Be fun, challenging, and be
about an enjoyable subject.

Be relevant, apply to their
current lives and future
careers, and involve
working with peers.

Be enthusiastic, passionate,
and humorous.

Diverse approaches to
learning and interactive
pedagogies.

N/A

different views, foster self-
development, learn about
societal issues, and increase
their intelligence.

“New knowledge...”

4. Discussion

The findings from each country’s data point to both similarities and differences regarding learning
and enjoyment. In terms of similarities, both groups want learning to be interesting, inspired,
relevant, and engaging. The differences that emerged include the desire to learn for knowledge
acquisition and societal impact, the role of peer learning, and the importance of instructor
competence and relatability.

4.1. Similarities

First, both U.S. and Brazil students expressed enjoying learning about concepts they are interested
in, aligning with previous research connecting learning and enjoyment (see Litman & Jimerson,
2004; Kashdan et al., 2004; Sheldon et al., 1996). Further, a global comparative study by the Varkey
Foundation (2017) found that 86% of those in Generation Z in the U.S. and 92% in Brazil indicated
feeling fulfilled in their studies or work lives, which may be reflective of seeking fulfillment, and
ultimately interest, in their educational lives.
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Second, both groups want instructors who are enthusiastic, passionate, and humorous,
supporting existing research that asserts the importance of these behaviors in general (see
Onwuegbuzie et al., 2007; Tang et al., 2005) and in a variety of national contexts (see Tang et al.,
2005 for the U.S.; Kane et al., 2004 for New Zealand; Revell & Wainwright, 2009 for the UK; Konig,
2018 for Germany; Feldens & Duncan, 1986 for Brazil).

Third, it is not surprising that both U.S. and Brazil students discussed the importance of
relevance as the findings in this study align with existing research on learning and relevance (see
Goldman et al., 2016) as well as the importance of having a personal connection to the content (see
Priniski et al., 2018; Yeager & Bundick, 2009). In comparing both countries, a study by the Varkey
Foundation (2017) found that around one-fifth of Generation Z respondents in both the U.S. and
Brazil noted that “developing skills is the most important factor when thinking about a future
career.” But, 46% of U.S. and 43% of Brazil respondents indicated “education systems are not
doing a good job keeping up with workforce trends.” Both groups’ desire for skill development,
along with their feelings that education can do more, may help explain why students in both
countries want their learning to be relevant.

Finally, both U.S. and Brazil participants indicated their preference for learning through
diverse, engaging, and interactive pedagogies, which is in alignment with previous research
highlighting college students” desire for engaging learning (see Revell & Wainwright, 2009; Silva et
al., 2018; Khaleel et al., 2015; Subhash & Cudney, 2018). Further, both U.S. and Brazil populations
have widespread access to technology and interactive smartphone apps (The World Bank, n.d.;
Deloitte, 2017). With the ability to stream videos, interact on social media, play games, and use a
variety of interactive tools and platforms, students have engagement at their fingertips 24 hours a
day, likely setting the expectation that their educational environments are equally as engaging.

4.2. Differences

First, Generation Z students from the U.S. focused more on learning as a means to broaden
perspectives, enhance intelligence, and develop themselves, than did those from Brazil. With a
desire for meaning-making (Yeager & Bundick, 2009) and to quell feelings of deprivation or
discomfort of not knowing (Litman & Jimerson, 2004), it makes sense that learning for the sake of
developing competence is important. However, this finding emerged primarily with U.S. students,
likely due to cultural differences between the two countries. For example, the U.S. has higher
levels of individualism (focusing on oneself over the group) and masculinity (focusing on
achievement and competition) (Hofstede Insights, n.d.), which may reflect, to some extent, the
desire by some in the U.S. to engage in educational pursuits as an individual, achievement-
oriented activity.

Second, the U.S. students expressed an interest in wanting to learn about societal issues and use
that learning to “make a change in the world.” This finding aligns with Yeager and Bundick (2009)
who assert that having a purpose that reflects personal meaning and community contribution is
associated with learning. However, this finding did not emerge in the Brazil data. Perhaps the
US/’s lower level of power distance, meaning there is less acceptance of unequal power
distribution in society, (Hofstede Insights, n.d.) compared to that of Brazil serves as a motivator for
U.S. students to strive to address inequality and disrupt current systems and structures because
they believe those are more malleable. In addition, Brazil’s higher level of uncertainty avoidance,
in which formalized processes and structures are in place (Hofstede Insights, n.d.), may shape the
type of impact Brazil students may feel they can make in society.

Third, the Brazil students, but not those in the U.S., expressed a desire for peer learning. This
distinction may be more culturally embedded, however, in that Brazil has higher rates of
collectivism than the U.S. (Hofstede Insights, n.d.), meaning that culturally, there is more of a focus
on working together to benefit the whole. This is vastly different than the higher levels of
individualism in the U.S., where the focus is more on oneself (Hofstede Insights, n.d.).
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Fourth, research has shown that students want instructors who have expertise in the content
they are teaching and know how to effectively teach (see Delaney et al., 2010; Goldman et al., 2016,
Onwuegbuzie et al., 2007). This specific finding emerged in the U.S. data but not in the Brazil data
in this study. However, previous research has found that students in Brazil want their instructors
to “demonstrate assured understanding” and “have a profound knowledge of the content”
(Feldens & Duncan, 1986, p. 645). More research may be required to uncover the reasoning for the
absence of this theme among the Brazil students in this study, given previous research findings.

Finally, it was clear from the findings that U.S. students want instructors who are personable,
relatable, and take the time to create relationships with them. Previous research has demonstrated
the value of instructors being able to connect with their students (see Onwuegbuzie et al., 2007).
However, this finding did not present itself as readily among the Brazil students’ responses. This
may be explained by cultural differences in that in the U.S., which has lower uncertainty
avoidance, meaning there are fewer structures and formalized processes in place (Hofstede
Insights, n.d.), than Brazil, it may be more acceptable to create a relationship with an authority
figure, such as an instructor.

5. Limitations

The most significant limitation centers on the language differences between the two populations
studied. The U.S. surveys were administered and analyzed in the country’s primary language,
English. The Brazil surveys, however, were translated from English to Portuguese, administered
and analyzed in Portuguese, and then findings were translated back to English, offering the
opportunity for mistranslation or misinterpretation to occur.

In addition, survey responses were coded by each country’s research team. Although the coding
sheet from the U.S. study was provided to the researchers in Brazil to attempt to increase inter-
rater reliability, there may be some inconsistencies with qualitative interpretation when different
people analyze and code data.

Finally, for both studies, the sample sizes were small and included student samples
representing different institutional types, which may account for a variance in learning
preferences. Also, the data in this study was not disaggregated by demographic group like race or
those in a particular program of study, making the findings broad and not generalizable across
higher education as a whole.

6. Implications and Recommendations

There are practical and research implications for this study that can have both a micro and macro
effect on student learning in higher education.

(1) Through the findings of this study, educators in both the U.S. and Brazil are able to
understand more about what makes learning enjoyable for a new demographic of college
students in their respective countries. This can help them adapt their learning
environments and experiences to align better with this generation in each cultural context.

(2) Identifying similarities in learning preferences that span two cultural contexts can highlight
elements of learning that may be more universal for this generation.

(3) While this study offered a comparative analysis of only two countries, it can serve as a
foundation for expanding research across a multitude of additional nations to gain a more
holistic perspective of the global nature of student learning and discern similarities and
differences in learning enjoyment.

7. Conclusion

While in some respects, there appear to be nuanced differences between Generation Z students
from the U.S. and those from Brazil, there also seem to be similarities. Both groups are seeking
passionate, enthusiastic, and engaging instructors who can use interactive pedagogies to help them
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learn about subject matter they are interested in and that is useful to their lives now and in the
future. With knowledge about this generation’s learning preferences, instructors in both countries
can be better equipped to educate this population of students, while cross-cultural educators can
integrate teaching methods that may have more universal appeal.
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