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Abstract

Recent data from the Higher Education Statistics Agency shows that Chinese
students constitute the largest proportion of the non-EU student population in UK
(HESA, 2018). Just like all international students, Chinese students are
experiencing a significant transition into the UK higher education institutions, which
emphasise on the ability of being autonomous and reflective, meaning students
are expected to understand, interpret and explore knowledge independently. This
paper introduces a longitudinal study following 19 Chinese Master’s students at a
Scottish University for a whole academic year (2016-7) with 3 individual interviews,
in order to identify and compare the students’ individual transitions in different
stages of their studies. As the data analysis is still on-going, this paper presents
the story of one participant — Rachael, for readers to have a close taste of her
fluctuated experience and how it reshaped her identity during transitioning in,
struggling to adapt to the new learning environment and requirements, and her
frustration when re-contacting the Chinese society especially during her job
hunting.

Keywords: Chinese international students, academic transition, higher education

Background

Many researchers in recent years have made a lot of effort to explore the transition experiences
of Chinese students, trying to understand the challenges they encounter, the adjustments they
make, and what significant factors may have impact on this process. Existing research has
suggested that many Chinese students in Western Higher Education Institutions realise the
differences between their previous learning experience in China and the new teaching and
learning environment, the most noticeable being the obvious mismatching expectations on
both the teachers’ and students’ roles (e.g. Cross and Hitchcock, 2007; Quan et al., 2016),
teaching and learning communication approach (e.g. Durkin, 2011; Li, 1999) and assessment
methods (e.g. Turner, 2006). Many students acknowledge that they are expected to be more
autonomous learners in Western universities, and they are aware of their personal transitions
during their study, for example, increased self-confidence and more involvement in class
interaction (Gu and Maley, 2008) and the emergent sense of independence and self-
determination (Turner, 2006). Furthermore, research also shows that Chinese students are
capable of and willing to make adjustment according to the new requirements in host country
(Cross & Hitchcock, 2007; Rastall, 2006).
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However, few research has paid close attention to the development of Chinese students’
identities as learners during the transition. “Learners who accept responsibility for their learning
are more likely to achieve their learning targets; and if they achieve their learning targets, they
are more likely to maintain a positive attitude to learning in the future” (Little, 1995, p.176).
When Chinese learners are exposed to a different learning community, how do they construct,
develop, or even transform their learner identities via internal struggle, and negotiation
between self and environment? In order to answer these questions, my research is designed
to follow up a group of Chinese Masters students at a Scottish University for a whole academic
year (2016/7) with three individual interviews and two focus groups in order to explore their
personal experience and their individual and collective transition regarding their learner
identities in different stages of their study.

Chinese students’ adaptation

Intercultural adaptation is essentially a process of learning and integration into not only an
“alien” society, but also a “foreign academic culture” (Gu and Maley, 2008, p.236). In the
experiential learning process, Chinese learners gain concrete experience, engage in active
reflection, resulting in abstract conceptualisation and then more experiments to practice new
understandings (Kolb, 1983, cited in Jackson, 2015). Therefore, they are likely to broaden
themselves through the formal intercultural education accompanied by the experience abroad.
According to (Mezirow, 1991) transformative learning theory, critical reflective thinking is a
crucial trigger for personal transformation in the process of adapting into a new learning
environment. “In this reiterative learning process, new or revised interpretations of the meaning
of one’s experience can bring about deeper understandings of intercultural interactions and
more awareness of Self and Other” (Jackson, 2015, p.93).

From the western perspectives, Chinese students, compared to students from other areas
worldwide, are sometimes caricatured as being passive non-participants (Chalmers & Volet,
1997) and largely extrinsically motivated (regarded negatively in the western context) (Kember,
2000); and they are sometimes described as lacking the ability of independent and critical
thinking, being insufficient in autonomy in learning practices, and that the classroom
communication is difficult since they normally have “no indications of understanding or lack of
understanding”, according to some lecturers (Gieve and Clark, 2005, p.262). “Paradox of the
Chinese learner” proposed by Watkins and Biggs (1996, 2001) also mentioned that Chinese
students appear to be rote learners that mainly use memorisation (considered to be a surface
learning approach in the Western context) as the learning approach, and yet are able to attain
high achievement. However, Watkins and Biggs and many researchers point out the
misunderstanding of Chinese students’ learning style and that Chinese students are as
competent as local students, flexible to and express the willingness of adapt to the new
learning environments (Cross & Hitchcock, 2007; Rastall, 2006).

Many scholars try to explain the phenomenon by comparing the two teaching and learning
systems. Kolarik (2004) described this phenomenon as “the dichotomy which can result from
the differences in cultural perspectives between learner backgrounds and teacher beliefs and
pedagogy” (p.1, cited in Cross and Hitchcock, 2007, p.2). Catterick (2006) also refers the
conflict as “philosophical dissonance”, which implies a psychological activity of discomfort and
frustration perceived by people when participating in the host culture that is essentially
conflicting with their inherent values and educational culture. Active learning, reflective
practice, collaborative learning and group interaction, and autonomous learning all rooted in a
cognitive constructivist tradition (Fox, 2001, cited in Catterick, 2006), which indicates the
stereotype of Chinese students’ learning styles, e.g. rote learning, silent learning and passive
learning, may be identified according to the western criteria in the western learning context
(Sit, 2013). According to these researchers, Chinese learners actually value active and
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reflective thinking, deep understanding and the spirit of inquiry, but may appear differently
according to the western criteria (Cross & Hitchcock, 2007; Wong, 2004).

Methods

In the study, | am particularly looking at how learner identities are influenced during the
transition through the personal experience and how students make meaning of their
transitions. Identity is largely based on human memories, and is mainly described by language,
however, these two carriers are sometimes ambiguous and unreliable (Bakhurst, 2001; Bruner,
1990). | believe itis necessary to use longitudinal case studies throughout the whole academic
year to capture the potential changes during the participants’ Master’s studies rather than only
taking their one-time conclusions about the learning experience by the time they finish,
because participants may present themselves as how they expect them to be, or skip details
of the process after they complete the adventure.

25 Chinese participants were recruited from different disciplines at a university in Scotland for
the first interview. They are all from Master’s programmes with Chinese international students
as the majority. | believe it would be interesting to have a general comparison of the different
areas and examine whether they may lead to distinctive learning experience due to the
different nature of the subjects. The participant number dropped to 19 at the last interview. The
participants were interviewed three times: the first interviews were arranged when they first
arrived in UK and started to have a taste of the Master's or EAP (English for Academic
Purposes) study — July to October 2016; the second ones were conducted at the end of the
second semester — April and May 2017; the last ones were after the students had submitted
their dissertation/project — September and October 2017 — so they could have an overall
description and reflection on their whole year study. | was aiming to capture the critical
incidents and the significant influential factors during their study, and furthermore, how the
students make sense of the experiences. These data may help us develop deep understanding
of the students and may even reveal some provisional solutions and suggestions that may
benefit both the educators and future Chinese international students studying in UK and other
countries with similar educational environment.

The research interview is far from a neutral tool enabling the researcher to acquire information
and determine the truth. When asking and answering questions, language, as the
communication medium, has unavoidable limitations in exchanging and interpreting views, for
there is always an ambiguity in the meaning co-construction and reporting process Fontana
and Frey (2000). Therefore, the researchers’ position should also be problematised in
representing and interpreting data, as Errante (2000) concerns that the participants may be
portrayed as how the researchers want them to be seen. Furthermore, given the reason that
the research interview is seen as a dynamic and dialogic formulation of meaning, the
researcher will not make any judgement or decisions unless the whole picture is revealed. This
means the research data will be analysed over time, based on the three interviews; moreover,
the data and researcher’s interpretations will be sent back to the participants so that “they can
confirm the credibility of the information and narrative account” (Creswell and Miller, 2000,
p.127). As a researcher and an international student who went through the transition during
my Master’s study, | am aware of the necessity to be cautious about my judgment based on
my own values, sociocultural perspectives and research orientations, for my role in this
research is to co-construct and interpret the data rather than creating and presenting what is
already in my mind (Holmes, 1998, cited in Saldana 2003).

Rachael’s story

I met Rachael (a nickname for confidential purposes) from a workshop at her school and she
agreed to meet me soon afterwards to have the first interview. We kept up a good relationship
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during her one-year study in UK, so she trusted me and spared no effort to be responsive and
to offer thick description (Geertz, 1973) during the interviews. She appreciated my research
for it recorded her special life experience from a different angle, so she also contacted me a
month after she went back to China and told me her frustration in making the re-contact with
the Chinese society, especially in job-hunting. The interviews and the contact with her provided
rich data of her transition process.

Rachael was a teacher in China and decided to give up her previous life to pursue a Master’'s
degree in Education area in the UK for her career reached a bottleneck, as she was required
to mimic a senior teacher and was not allowed to develop her own teaching methods and style.
She felt it limited her personal development and working there was a waste of time. While
many of her classmates were fully funded by their parents, moving on directly from
undergraduate to postgraduate study, Rachael gave up her work in China and went back to
school, invested all her savings on this decision and spontaneously expected an immediate
and promising payback. Therefore, her adaptation process in the transition-in and transition-
out were amplified due to her significantly higher expectation and motivation, leading to a more
rugged and dramatic journey: how she was overwhelmed by the disappointment and frustration
at the beginning; and how she made the best from what was available in the new environment
and developed her social responsibility and the sense of citizenship. These make Rachael’s
story typically representative among her peers. Furthermore, she was very sensitive to her
new learning and living environment and provided rich description. She was also able to
interpret her transition experience from her own understanding, which offers the story an
insightful meaning from the participant’s perspective.

| have a particular strong empathy for Rachael due to our similar experience. The compassion
and deep understanding are another reason to choose Rachael’s story to tell. When
representing and interpreting her story, | am also creating a self — a self that longs for the
recognition of others, stemming from my own culture background and my experience.
Therefore, the selection of the narratives from the interview transcripts is to convey a particular
impression to the readers in my own interests to convey (Goffman, 1969). However, my
readers must have different interpretations from the story, as meaning “arises out of a process
of interaction between people: self, teller, listener and recorder, analyst, and reader”
(Riessman, 1993, p.15).

Rachael’s resistant, disappointment, frustration and attempt to understand

Rachael had multiple stress from her life and study upon the entry of the new learning
environment. She was a student who paid a massive tuition fee, and had to live on her parents
during her study. She gave up her job and life in China, feeling guilty for leaving and living on
her elderly parents and concerned about her aging and losing the privilege in the dating market
in China when she went back after her study. Unavoidably, she expected highly on the product
she had paid a high price for but soon regretted her decision and started to consider whether
she should drop out.

Rachael described that her frustration and disappointment on her study experience were
mainly in four aspects: 1. her failing to understand the reading; 2. tutors’ poor delivery in
teaching; 3. pressure to engage in the classroom discussion; and 4. the unsuitable learning
contents. However, in her explanation, she might have had a mismatching expectation with
the tutors.

3. Her failing to understand the reading.
Rachael: | thought the hand-outs must have been the key points in the
assessment, otherwise why did the tutor hand them out. Also we have
two reading lists for each session, essential and additional. | couldn’t
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even understand the essential ones. How am | going to pass the
assessment? So | panicked. (Transcripts from 3rd interview)

Rachael was stressed at the beginning of the study because she was not familiar with the new
learning and assessment system. She had no clue about how much effort was enough to pass
the assessments or how much not knowing was still sufficient to survive in her study. She was
hoping the content tutors could help but soon found out it was not possible.

1. Tutors’ poor delivery in teaching

Rachael: | thought that the tutor was supposed to teach us so we could fully
understand, but they apparently didn’t. Then | thought | should give it
another try for the second session, but | got even more confused. It
was such a stressful time for me. (Transcripts from 1st interview)

To Rachael, the terminology of teaching means that it is the tutor’s responsibility to make the
delivery explanatory and detailed enough for the students to understand. However, she felt
that the tutors were guiding the students to think instead. She could not completely blame the
tutors because she was not sure what expectation she should have had on the tutors as a
Master’s student, and she was not sure if the language barrier might be the reason of her
confusion since many students with English as their mother language seemed to be more
engaging and active in the classroom.

2. Pressure to engage in the classroom discussion

Not being able to be involved in the classroom discussion aggravated her stress and self-
blame. Speaking in the classroom and expressing personal opinions were apparently the new
rules she had to live with but it was difficult for her to respond to an English topic in such a
short time, especially to prepare a speech that was to her satisfaction.

However, being silent does not mean having an empty mind. Rachael is actually a very active
thinker and has her opinions and understandings on many issues. Given enough time, she is
also not afraid of expressing herself. For example, at the beginning of the first semester, a
tutor asked the students to have a discussion in the class and to question a certain policy in
the class. Instead of questioning the policy, she was questioning the task itself because she
thought the discussion was unnecessary and pointless, based on what was available in her
previous working context. Here | quote and translate Rachael's own description of her
conversation with the tutor.

Rachael: Why do | have to question something | don't care?

Tutor: Why do you say so?

Rachael: What difference does it make? What can | do? Questioning doesn't fit
in the context in China.

Tutor: It's not that it doesn't fit, it's because you haven't thought about how to
change it.

Rachael: Why do | want to change it?

Tutor: You don’t believe you can do anything maybe because you don't feel

you have power.

Rachael: Yeah, what power have | got? Policies are always made and changed
by those who have the power.

Tutor: The whole course is designed to help the students in Education
Programme, the future educators to realise everyone has power and
has the ability to make a change. (Transcripts from 1st interview)
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In terms of the tutor’s perspective, Rachael had her doubts and still believed they were wasting
time on meaningless practices but she did not carry on the discussion with her tutor. However,
if we understand her previous working environment in China, we may understand why Rachael
did not believe she had power and was not interested in policy making. During her work as a
teacher in China, Rachael was never encouraged to make any professional decisions on her
teaching, instead, she was usually assigned specific tasks by her supervisor and was required
to follow the school rules to serve one purpose — helping the students achieve higher marks in
the assessments.

Despite her doubt, the concept of power was successfully seeded and had grown and
expanded unstoppably in her mind. By the last interview which was conducted after the
submission of her dissertation, Rachael had developed a sense of a social self or rather
citizenship with social responsibility and strong awareness of her power in the society, which |
will illustrate in the next section.

3. The unsuitable learning contents.

Rachael could understand the tutors’ guiding, the discussion activities required in the
classroom, and the assignments are consistent and exist as a system, serving the purpose of
encouraging the students to think and to connect the new information with the existing ones
and thereby to apply flexibly in the practice. However, the three elements did not exist in line
with Rachael’s opinion. She could understand and try to adapt to thinking and expressing
critically and representing ideas in the essays following the academic rules, which seemingly
are what a Master’s study is all about. However, Rachael constantly felt what was taught and
practiced, i.e. many theories and the ability of challenging, questioning and discussing were
not transferable when she was back to China. This made the stressful learning meaningless
and she started to lose hope. However, she did not try to get help from her peers, tutors or the
school counselling service. For her peers, she felt they could not understand her because they
were generally younger and had no work experience, so they would not understand her
situation and stress; for the rest of the potential support, she was hesitating because of
language barriers.

She eventually decided to stay through the study and found that the only way to conquer those
abovementioned problems is to neglect them and try to only focus on the positive side. For
instance, she started to divert her focus from feeling sorry about the money she spent on every
hour of school time to what she could gain from the new life she chose to live and stay.
Therefore, she started to make friends and to enjoy her life in this foreign country.

Rachael’s adjustment and adaptation

If I may continue the story of Rachael’s confrontation with her tutor in terms of the discussion
of a policy, | would say her straightforward and sharp questioning of the task surprised me.
From my culture, a tutor is generally considered as a superior and questioning them in the
public could be an awkward conflict. From what | observed from Rachael’s appearance and
tone, she gave me the impression that she was a gentle and tender woman who would prefer
to avoid such a confrontation. The later contacts proved that my initial guess was correct when
she admitted that she started to express a lot of opinions in a direct manner only after she had
arrived in this country. Like my inference, she confirmed during the interview that she had
never had any argument or expressed any discontent with her tutors in her undergraduate
study in China.

It appears that the new availabilities in the new environment released her certain potentials
and provided her opportunities to practice. Furthermore, she started to accept and value the
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new teaching methods, or if | may quote Rachael’'s wording, guiding methods, and had
considered it as one of the most important attainment she had during her learning. Rachael
was saying towards the end of the second semester that:

Rachael: | think the most important thing I've acquired here is that the teachers
are pushing us to think all the time. But it's the change of thinking
methods, not something I've learnt. It has huge impact on me.

Researcher: So you mean what you have acquired here is a new way of thinking
rather than new information or knowledge.

Rachael: Yeah.

(Transcripts from 2nd interview)

Another achievement she believed she had made was a significant change of the awareness
of her role as a social being and her interaction with others, which | referred to as social
responsibility and she agreed. At the last interview, when she has already handed in her
dissertation, she was trying to conclude her achievement during the one-year study in UK:

Rachael: | think I've become a more independent person, with many thoughts of
my own. | used to be ok to follow others. Furthermore, | realised my
previous life and behaviour in China were mainly decided by the
context and environment | used to live in.

Researcher: It feels like you've developed further awareness and understanding of
yourself.

Rachael: Yes. For example, sexist and racist. Before | didn’t realise language
could be so powerful. I've also paid more attention to politics, the
difference between the social systems in China and in other countries.
Also | rarely noticed any effect language could bring before. | thought
it didn’t matter. Now | would be more careful of what I’'m about to say.

Researcher: | think you sort of have developed a sense of social responsibility.
What do you think?

Rachael: Yeah, | think so.

Researcher: It feels like you start to care about what role you are playing...

Rachael: Yes! My role in the society. Like before | wouldn’t care about the right
to vote. | thought well | wasn’t a candidate, why would | care? Now |
feel, my voice is not heard, and my voice is important. | didn’t believe |
had the power before, but now | tell people, in fact you do have the
power and you need to believe in it. Yeah, like you said, a social
responsibility. | used to believe the society tends to be more stable and
peaceful when everyone’s following the majority. Now | think everyone
should think independently and make their voices heard when they
want something different.

(Transcripts from 3rd interview)

Re-contact with the Chinese society

With these changes and the new qualities gained, Rachael graduated and left the country,
feeling her achievement and experience are not measurable by money. She was slightly
concerned during the last interview about her re-contact with the mother land and whether
there would be a necessity to adapt in again. A month after she went back, she contacted me
again and told me about her awkward position in her current living community: as a UK
Master’s degree holder, she was being envied and had to stay low, but also felt lonely for her
conceptions of voice and power were rarely resonated with her friends and family; on the other
hand, during the job hunting, none of her skills of essay writing, active questioning and
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discussing, or critical thinking were valued, although these were what she was trained for and
made a lot of effort to gain during her Master’s study.

Rachael: Everything beautiful 1 had in UK will only exist in your interview
recordings now.
(Transcripts from a further contact two months after the last interview.)

Conclusion

The sample of the research is small, and the narrative of Rachael depicted merely fragments
of her transition experience and is far from representing the Chinese international students.
Nevertheless, the paper paid close attention to Rachael’s individual transition experience and
how she makes sense of it, thereby the shifted identity and perspective are revealed in the
narratives. Furthermore, for my readers, both the Chinese international students or students
in similar situation and the educators, reading Rachael’s struggle, resistance, adaption and
frustration may provide a chance to make a deep contact and even to intrigue a further
understanding of this group.

In the longitudinal study, the 19 participants are from different social and family backgrounds,
have different personalities, motivations, a variety of learner identities and distinctive transition
experiences. There is a possibility that Chinese international students may be stereotyped in
the previous research and in the educators’ mind. As the research continues, the findings will
be richer and is expected to give the readers a more detailed depiction and implication of the
Chinese international students’ lives and study in the UK.
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