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Introduction: This phenomenological study explored international Chinese students’ 

academic experiences at a rural public university in America to identify factors with a 

perceived impact on student academic experience and persistence. 

 

Problem of Practice: How can Rural Public University in the U.S. effectively engage 

international Chinese students academically who come from a different culture and 

education system?  

 

Research Method: This was a qualitative study that used the phenomenological 

approach. Purposive sampling and snowball sampling were adopted to identify the 

participants, which included seven undergraduate and five graduate Chinese students. 

Seidman’s (2013) three-interview approach was used to collect data, and the three-

phrase procedure described by Miles and Huberman (1994) was used for data analysis. 

 

Summary of Findings: Findings indicated that positive academic factors included 

immersion in American higher education, practical knowledge, and application. 

Academic challenges include language barriers, unfamiliarity with the U.S. classroom 

culture, and unfriendly people. Results also showed that learning-related interactions with 

faculty, peers, and self contributed to their positive academic experiences. Interactions 

with faculty were experienced as most impactful. 

 

Limitation(s) of Study: First, the samples were not randomly selected, and the findings 

cannot be generalized. Second, the insider’s role may add subjectivity to this study. 

Third, since English is a foreign language to both the participants and the researcher, the 

meaning may not be fully expressed. Finally, participants’ family and social-economic 

backgrounds in China were not taken into consideration. 

 

Implications/Significance of Study: As a consequence of the analysis, a practical action 

plan that highlights the integration of the three types of interactions centered on the 

interaction with faculty was proposed. It is offered as a guide for suggested actions by 

both the university and the international Chinese students to improve students’ academic 

experiences and persistence at this university. 

 



INT’L CHINESE STUDENTS’ ACADEMIC EXPERIENCES         

International Chinese Students’ Academic Experiences at a U.S. Public University 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

Background  

University students today are more globally mobile than ever before, resulting in 

an unprecedented level of cultural, economic, and intellectual exchange. International 

student exchange facilitates personal and academic development, contributes to scholarly 

environments, enhances campus diversity, and assists with institutional research 

productivity and perception of academic competitiveness (Altbach & Knight, 2007). For 

these reasons, more than 4.3 million university-level students studied outside of their 

home countries (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2019). The 

United States remains the most popular study destination for international students 

(OECD, 2019); however, the percentage of international students choosing the United 

States as a place of study has been decreasing since the 1990s (Bhandari & Chow, 2007; 

Chin & Bhandari, 2006). From 1999 to 2005, international student enrollment in the 

United States rose by 17%, but international student enrollment rose in Great Britain by 

29%, in Australia by 42%, in Germany by 46%, and in France by 81% (Wildavsky, 

2010). The United States is not the only nation attracting international students, and 

competition for those students continues to grow. The most recent data from the “Open 

Doors” survey revealed declines in total numbers of enrolled international students in the 

2018-19 academic year and continuing declines in new enrollments at American colleges 

(Redden, 2019). 

As opposed to the declines in the number of new international students in the 

United States, the good news is the overall number of students seeking to study abroad is 
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growing. According to the Wall Street Journal, there are 85 percent more international 

students enrolled today in U.S. schools than 10 years ago (Belkin & Purnell, 2017). 

According to the U.S. Department of Commerce, in 2017-2018, international students 

contributed over $42.4 billion to the U.S. economy through tuition, room and board, 

books and supplies, health insurance, transportation, and support for accompanying 

family members, among other living expenses (Institute of International Education, 

2018). In addition to the positive economic effect, international students bring new 

perspectives to U.S. classrooms. American students and professors benefit academically, 

culturally, and socially from interaction with international students and the experiences 

they bring (Andrade & Evans, 2009; Wildavsky, 2010). The presence of international 

students and faculty allows domestic students to interact with other cultures without 

studying abroad and learn about the perspectives that international students and faculty 

bring and, in so doing, build bridges between cultures and countries (Andrade, 2009). 

Given the economic, social, and cultural benefits that this population brings to U.S. 

schools, one would expect that higher education in the United States would be concerned 

about the experience of this population in U.S. institutions (Smith, 2015).  

According to the Open Doors Report (2019), the number of international students 

attending colleges and universities in the United States in 2018-2019 was 1,095,299, 

making up 5.5% of all students in U.S. higher education. The number of international 

Chinese students has kept growing in the past ten years. In 2009, only 14.6% of 

international students come from China, but in 2019 nearly 369,548  (or 33.7% of 

international) students came from China alone, and students from China and Taiwan in 

total accounted for 35.8% of all international students. Chinese students represent the 
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largest single group among these students, and globalization has played an important role 

in impacting Chinese students’ perceptions of what it means to study in the United States 

(Saul, 2018).   

 By participating in studying away from their home countries, more students than 

ever are volunteering for a significant transition between countries, cultures, and 

institutions. Cultural competence in education has increased in importance and value, 

which is one reason rates of students enrolled in higher education outside their home 

countries has increased (Smith, 2015). The United States and China have dissimilar 

cultures and systems of higher education. Chinese culture is hierarchical, procedure-

oriented, and collective (Hofstede, 2001). Over the past two decades, higher education in 

China has undergone reform and massification, a move that has granted access to 

millions more students and increased public and private colleges and universities (Zha, 

2011). Chinese higher education is centralized, marked by authoritative professor-student 

interactions, with an emphasis on rote memorization and evaluation by examination 

(Bakken, 2000; Li 2009; Kipnis, 2011). By contrast, American culture is collaborative, 

highly individualistic, and indulgent (Hofstede Center, 2015). American higher education 

is decentralized, and two and four-year, public and private, comprehensive and tailored, 

non-profit and proprietary institutions of all sizes compete to educate American students 

(Komives & Woodard, 2003).  

The differences in culture and education systems in China and the United States 

are important, in that they mean international Chinese students who move to the United 

States for study have dramatically different experiences during their education than they 

would if they studied in China. The importance of cultural influences on students’ 
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learning styles cannot be underestimated. As Eilisha (2007) pointed out, learning styles 

are often culturally based and students from different cultures have different ways or 

patterns of learning, thinking, and behaving.  Current research and studies indicate that 

Asian students tend to be dependent learners relying on their teachers to provide content-

dense materials, which would support the findings of the present study that student-

faculty interaction is critical to the persistence of international Chinese students. This is, 

however, in contrast to the prevailing styles used in the countries they choose to pursue 

their education, which encourage more independent learning. Murphy (1987) and Chan 

(1999) pointed out the Chinese students tend to be passive learners who seldom ask 

questions in class. Students also depend more on teachers for information and reply more 

in the use of rote learning and memorizing; they value only the instructor’s opinion, not 

the opinion of peers, and they highly value group harmony (Chan, 1999).  

If this portrayal of the Chinese learner is accurate, it will provide particular 

challenges in the Western school classrooms where pedagogical tools focus on 

participation, inquiry, and experiential learning. It is contended that within western 

schools there are sound pedagogical reasons for using teaching tools such as case studies, 

group work, in-class discussion, and student presentations. This is a significant departure 

from the traditional academic engagement and learning style of most Chinese students. 

Although we should not dismiss the “Chinese student’s ability to adapt to the 

expectations of the new education system” (Chan, 1999, p.15), an understanding of their 

needs, their learning experience and challenges, and the most helpful teaching practices 

may help faculty members address these issues without replacing well-established, 
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successful, student-centered methods of teaching courses (Liu,1999; Qian, 2002; Jiang, 

2017).  

The purpose of understanding the motivations and learning styles of Chinese 

students within the context of cultural and educational differences is to help these 

students achieve academic success by promoting the retention and persistence of 

international students at universities in the United States. While college retention rates 

are measured as the percentage of first-time students returning the following fall, college 

persistence refers to student behaviors that lead them to continue toward the goal of 

degree completion (Arnold, 1999; Hagedorn, 2012). Both college retention and 

persistence are complex and significant issues that affect students, institutions, and 

society (Tinto, 2010). Although several factors contribute to first-year student 

persistence—including student characteristics, academic preparedness, psychological 

components, socioeconomic status, financial stress, and institutional elements (Braxton et 

al., 2004; Styron, 2010; Tinto, 2010)—researchers have suggested that academically 

engaged students who participate in educationally purposeful activities are more likely to 

persist and complete college than disengaged students (Christenson et al., 2012; Kuh, 

2007; Soria & Stebleton, 2012; Tinto, 2004, 2010; Trowler, 2010). Studies have also 

shown that how well a student integrates into the college environment, both academically 

and socially, can significantly affect their outcomes, including their persistence (Tinto, 

2010). 

The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE, conducted by Indiana 

University) adopts ten Engagement Indicators to measure various aspects of the 

undergraduate students’ engagement organized within four themes: Academic Challenge, 
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Learning with Peers, Experiences with Faculty, and Campus Environment. Researchers 

measure academic engagement as the frequency with which students interact with 

faculty, contribute to course discussions, engage with peer study groups or tutoring, and 

exhibit effective study skills (Kuh, 2007; Soria & Stebleton, 2012). Several studies have 

found strong correlations between positive student-faculty interactions, academic 

performance, and persistence (Kim & Sax, 2009; Kuh & Hu, 2001). Academic study 

skills, such as effective test preparation, strong time management skills, and efficient 

study habits, have also been found to be essential predictors of student success (Tuckman 

& Kennedy, 2011) including the improved academic performance and persistence (Hoops 

et al., 2015). Studies have also found that collaborative learning and peer tutoring can 

improve students’ persistence and their academic outcomes (Chickering, 2005; Kuh, 

2008).  

Both the academic literature and higher education practice suggest that 

researchers in international education need to pay attention to international students, 

especially international Chinese students who were socialized in non-Western cultures 

and who typically face language barriers. As a result, this study helps educators to 

understand international Chinese students’ academic engagement experiences, 

challenges, and needs with an aim to better support those students through their years of 

study at international, post-secondary institutions. This study uses a student lens to 

examine the most helpful academic engagement factors for Chinese students in adapting 

to a highly interactive and participatory Western classroom, and how those engagement 

factors impact international Chinese students’ persistence at one American public 

university.  
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Statement of the Problem 

In order to attract the world’s top students, universities in the United States spend 

time and money recruiting international students (Wildavsky, 2010). Admissions 

counselors from individual institutions travel worldwide to attend admissions fairs, and 

institutions hire overseas recruiting agents to draw students to the United States 

(Wildavsky, 2010). However, matriculation at an institution does not guarantee that the 

student will persist until graduation (Tompson & Tompson, 1996). 

Research suggests that a lack of academic engagement can negatively influence 

the students’ college experience, from their dissatisfaction to lower rates of persistence 

(Estell & Purdue, 2013; Kuh, 2007). Challenges and deficiencies in academic behaviors, 

collaborative learning, and learning strategies are amplified for underrepresented 

minority students (Soria & Stebleton, 2012). Some of the negative outcomes of low 

academic engagement, specifically for young adults and at-risk students, include 

delinquency, aggression, and risky behaviors (Estell & Perdue, 2013). Institutions have 

addressed persistence and graduation rates through increased efforts towards academic 

engagement of domestic students by promoting programs and courses that improve and 

increase learning strategies, collaborative learning, and student-faculty interactions (Cho 

& Karp, 2012; Robbins et al., 2004). However, most of the researchers did not pay 

attention to how to effectively engage international students academically.   

According to Mori (2000), international students have received little attention in 

student persistence studies and related first-year experience research and programming. 

These students face not only many of the transitional challenges of traditional college 

students, but they also have to adjust to a new language, culture, educational system, 
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immigration regulations, and, sometimes, financial difficulties. According to Rajapaksa 

and Dundes (2002), international students are also more likely to feel lonely and 

homesick, and they have greater adjustment challenges and less social support than their 

American counterparts. 

Evans (2001), in his unpublished dissertation, interviewed Polynesian students 

from a particular freshman cohort at one institution and found six reasons for their 

departure: a cultural background that did not prepare them for the freedom they 

experienced at the university, an emphasis on relationships with friends rather than 

academic studies, family crises at home, lack of focus due to unfamiliarity with higher 

education, college as a reason to leave home rather than to obtain a degree, or 

misunderstandings about general education requirements.  

Academic engagement has a big influence on students’ institutional experience. 

Students’ learning experiences are the collective effort of faculty, staff, and students 

(Tinto, 2011). Tinto suggests that the classroom is the primary place for students to 

engage with their peers and with faculty. This is particularly applicable for non-

residential students and students working part-time or full-time while earning their 

degree, who may not engage in other campus activities, events, or organizations. For 

them, the classroom is the one, and perhaps the only, place where they meet with faculty 

and other students and engage in learning activities. Their success in college is built upon 

classroom success, one class and one course at a time. If the University’s efforts do not 

reach into the classroom and enhance student classroom success, they are unlikely to 

substantially impact college success. As such, Tinto argues that the classroom should be 

the starting point for retention initiatives.  
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The National Student Satisfaction and Priorities Report (NSSPR, 2014), 

conducted by the education firm Ruffalo Noel Levitz, examined the attitudes of over 

600,000 college students nationwide. The report found that of the respondents, more than 

half (51%) of the undergraduate students enrolled in four-year institutions expressed 

dissatisfaction with faculty, including their lack of availability and untimely feedback. 

Students also conveyed disappointment with the low frequency of faculty interactions 

inside and outside of the classroom (Ruffalo Noel Levitz, 2014). Additionally, the first-

year Higher Education Research Institute (2014) survey suggested that more than one-

third of students have difficulty establishing study skills and adjusting to the academic 

rigors of college (Eagan et al., 2014). Almost half of college students reported difficulty 

managing their time and said they spent less time studying or doing homework than 

previous cohorts (Babcock & Marks, 2010). Moreover, 46% of supervisors in workplaces 

suggested that new graduates need to improve their communication abilities and 

workforce teamwork skills (Payscale, 2016). While institutions strive to improve their 

academic engagement and persistence rates, international Chinese students’ perspectives 

cannot be neglected. More research and assessment are required to better understand 

International Chinese students’ academic experiences and the most helpful strategies for 

academic engagement to impact their success.  

Academic engagement refers to the observable behaviors that students engage in 

to become academically integrated into the college environment (Fredericks et al., 2004). 

In the educational context, academic engagement can be understood as established ways 

of knowing, doing, and being that constitute academic tasks (Kettle, 2011). Academically 

engaged students report high interest in coursework, productive study habits, and strong 
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time management skills (Astin, 1984). Students who are academically engaged also tend 

to seek faculty guidance and support; they actively and frequently interact with academic 

advisors and study groups (Flynn, 2014). What is most important is that academic 

engagement is socially and culturally sensitive. Different academic engagement in 

different cultures shows an emphasis on different features. For example, according to 

Kettle (2011), Western educational systems place a greater emphasis on thinking and 

prioritize critical thinking skills. Asian academic cultures facilitate hardworking students 

and prioritize mastery of discipline knowledge. In the institutional cultural context, 

student academic engagement can be viewed differently in terms of mental preparation 

and learning expected. For international students, this may mean that getting to know 

academic engagement in the new cultural environment may be an important step in 

academic well-being. 

Works by Liu (1994) portray the Chinese students as a mainly homogeneous 

group of passive learners who rely on rote learning and memorization; they lack critical 

thinking skills and are not “deep” learners. More recently, perspectives that tend to 

stereotype international Chinese students as “surface” learners were questioned by Biggs 

(1991) and Cortazzi and Jin (2001), who emphasized the need for lecturers to create a 

student-centered learning environment that encouraged students to ask questions and 

participate in class, to actively engage in the learning process. Biggs (1991) suggested 

that when international Chinese students performed poorly on academic tests, teachers 

correlated this to the learners’ limited language ability instead of looking at how they 

approached teaching. Differences in cross-cultural value systems can also cause different 
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expectations of student and teacher roles in Eastern and Western settings (Cortazzi & Jin, 

2001). These differences can affect classroom communication and student learning styles. 

According to the most recent data of National Center for Educational Statistics, 

Rural State University (pseudonym, hereafter RSU), located in a rural town in Northern 

New England, has an enrollment of 4,222 undergraduate students and 837 graduate 

students. RSU does not have many International Chinese students; however, RSU desires 

to become more internationalized over the next three to five years. Increasing enrollment 

of Chinese students has become a key feature of internationalization for many Western 

universities, since international Chinese students form the largest group among all 

international students at U.S. post-secondary institutions. Therefore, attracting more 

Chinese students to come to RSU for study is part of its global strategy.  

Presently, there are 30 international Chinese students (both undergraduate and 

graduate) who graduated from RSU in the past five years and 10 international Chinese 

students (both undergraduate and graduate) currently enrolled at RSU. Given the small 

number of international Chinese students, the researcher collected data from the 

Admissions Office, the Global Engagement Office, and social media interactions. The 

present study will seek to explore students’ experiences and perceptions about the 

academic engagement factors that best support international Chinese students’ 

persistence in studying at RSU.  This will begin to fill a gap in the literature related to 

how best to support international students’ academic learning experience. Through this 

study, an academic teaching strategic plan may emerge to enhance learning and 

persistence for international Chinese students studying at RSU, and the University may 
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begin a broader conversation about effective strategies for designing learning experiences 

to reach this group of students.  

Rationale and Purpose 

There are significant cultural barriers and education differences between the 

students from the United States and the students from other countries. As stated above, 

there is a dearth of studies that help us truly understand the international Chinese 

students’ academic experiences in America. This study seeks to begin to fill this gap in 

the literature. The purpose of this study is to describe the academic experiences of 

international Chinese students who are studying at one American university in order to 

better understand how to improve efforts to help retain those students. 

The study took a phenomenological approach to first explore the similarities and 

differences in academic culture among Chinese and American educational settings from 

the Chinese students’ perspectives. Then, Chinese students’ general academic 

experiences in the United States were examined, followed by exploring what students 

found to be the most helpful academic engagement factors to support their persistence. In 

the end, specific recommendations were offered for international Chinese students 

studying at RSU. The recommendations will inform faculty and staff about perceived 

best academic engagement practices to help cultivate a good learning environment for 

this group of students. 

Measurement Approach 

The purpose of this study is to describe international Chinese students’ academic 

experience and to better understand the most supportive academic engagement factors 

and how they may function to support international Chinese students’ persistence in a 
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U.S. public university. The methodology for this study is qualitative; it takes an 

interpretive, naturalistic approach to study a problem that is presently not well understood 

(Creswell, 2014). This study’s phenomenological approach aims to explore international 

Chinese students’ lived academic experiences in America and reveal their perceptions 

and interpretations of these experiences.  

According to Creswell (2013), a phenomenological approach “describes the 

common meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a 

phenomenon” (p.76).  The purpose of this current phenomenological study is to expand 

the understanding of how international Chinese students perceive their college academic 

experiences and how that experience impacts their persistence at an institution in the 

United States.  The data in the study will be collected through a series of in-depth 

interviews from the individuals who have experienced the phenomenon. Data analysis 

procedure will use thematic coding to explore and organize data, along with matrix 

tactics to display data, drawing and verifying conclusions by making comparisons, 

factoring, noting relations between variables, and ultimately achieving 

conceptual/theoretical saturation and coherence (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

Context of the Study 

 It is important to include some information about why I chose to deeply explore 

the experiences of a small population of students.   

 When I was a child, I dreamed that one day I would study abroad. Fortunately, my 

dream came true. More than five years ago, I became a doctoral student in the United 

States after earning my master’s degree in China. Looking back at my days in graduate 

school, I still recall many moments when I was struggling for certainty, confidence, and 
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competence as well as questing for my identity. My experience was not unique to many 

Chinese students in the United States. Chinese students have to overcome a number of 

barriers in order to achieve success in a foreign land. Among the small number of studies 

focusing on Chinese students, most discussed difficulties faced by Chinese students, 

while very few looked at Chinese students’ academic experiences and perceptions of the 

best academic practices and teaching structures through an instructional design 

(behaviors of the teacher) perspective. In the last three years, I have also had the chance 

to teach classes in Chinese to U.S. domestic students, further bringing differences to 

light. Therefore, I aimed to conduct an in-depth study exploring Chinese international 

students’ academic experiences and their perceptions and interpretations of their lived 

experiences. I presently play the role of researcher, but I will filter what I hear through 

the lens of my own experiences. 

Research Questions 

Previous research on international Chinese students examined their academic 

stress, English deficiency, leisure experience, and psychological well-being, with most 

studies focusing on the negative experiences and academic performance of Chinese 

students (Liu, 1994; Chan 1999; Qian, 2002; Jiang, 2017). In addition, Chinese students’ 

attitudes toward academic experiences has not been widely discussed. This study, 

however, intends to examine the academic experiences of international Chinese students 

and their perceptions of the academic engagement factors that support(ed) their 

persistence.   
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The main questions this study will address are these:  

1) How do international Chinese students qualitatively describe their academic 

experiences in the United States?  

2) What are the academic engagement factors that international Chinese students 

identify as supportive to their persistence at RSU?  

3) How do international Chinese students at RSU understand these academic 

engagement factors as well as their effect on ability to persist in their 

academic program on campus? 

Conceptual and Theoretical Framework of the Study 

To answer the research questions listed above, this study will be informed by 

extensive theoretical and empirical research on student engagement and the related 

theories of student involvement (Astin, 1984, 1993), student interaction (Tinto, 1975, 

1993, 2010), and their interpretations in research practice.  

Tinto’s (1975) interactionist theory of student departure stressed that although 

pre-college characteristics are significant predictors of academic persistence, academic 

engagement also plays a paramount role in the student’s likelihood of acclimating to and 

staying in college. Several scholars have created revisions to Tinto’s theories, including 

the addition of behavioral measures to better capture additional social and academic 

integration variables (Berger & Milem, 1999; Kuh, 2006; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1983; 

Tinto, 1975, 1993, 2010).  

Astin’s (1984) Theory of Student Involvement is focused on the observable 

behaviors of students as they relate to student investment in and effort towards academic 

engagement, especially student-faculty interactions, study skills (student self-interaction), 
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and collaborative learning (student-student interaction). Pascarella & Terenzini (1991, 

2005) developed their own theory on how college affects students by using part of 

Astin’s theory of student involvement.  

The central concept of this study is academic engagement. Although the 

theoretical approaches to engagement in institutions of higher education may differ in the 

terminology used, conceptualization, and emphasis, they share a common understanding 

of the critical role engagement plays in college student development and educational 

outcomes. Broadly, Astin (1984), and Tinto (1975) linked student involvement in 

academic, social, and extracurricular campus activities to student outcomes in many 

different forms, be it academic performance, degree attainment, persistence toward the 

achievement of educational goals, or satisfaction with college experiences. In addition, 

the proponents of student engagement believed that students best learn by doing and 

participating (Astin, 1984). Based on a review of literature focused on academic 

engagement and student persistence, Tinto’s (1975) and Astin’s (1984) conceptual 

models will guide my study.  

Summary 

Despite the extensive research on students’ academic engagement and persistence 

in college, research on international and minority students’ academic experiences and 

persistence is limited. Little in the literature has focused on the academic engagement of 

Asian students in general, and Chinese students in particular. Therefore, we do not know 

those students’ academic experiences or what academic engagement factors support their 

persistence in college in the United States.  
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To summarize, this dissertation explores international Chinese students’ academic 

experience in one American university. The study aims to find out how international 

Chinese students describe their academic experience and their perceptions of the 

academic engagement factors that support their persistence. The study fills a gap in the 

current literature that describes international Chinese students’ academic experience in 

American universities. This study may also inform researchers, educators, and students at 

American higher education institutions about factors that may provide academic-related 

support to help Chinese students’ academic success and persistence in the United States.  

In the next chapter, three themes of research, literature, and theories for the study 

will be reviewed. Extensive research in literature that is closely related to the study will 

be presented. By comparing results from previous studies and listing the implications and 

limitations of those studies, the researcher will illuminate research gaps in the current 

literature that future researchers can investigate.  

Definition of the Key Terms 

Definitions adopted by this research follow those used in the relevant literature. 

Definitions that apply to the federal government regulations of students may be different. 

For the latter, readers are referred to the FAFSA website for details. 

Academic Engagement/Integration  

 Academic engagement is the amount of time and effort students intentionally and 

consciously invest in meaningful interactive and non-interactive academic activities and 

practices that contribute to their intellectual development and attainment of educational 

goals (Kuh, 2001).  
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 Academic engagement refers to the observable behaviors that students engage in 

to become academically integrated into the college environment (Fredericks et al., 2004).  

In the educational context, academic engagement can be understood as 

established ways of knowing, doing, and being that constitute academic tasks (Kettle, 

2011). 

Academic Practice  

In the educational context, academic practice can be understood as established 

ways of knowing, doing, and being that constitute academic tasks (Kettle, 2011). What is 

most important is that academic practice is socially and culturally sensitive. Different 

academic practices in different cultures emphasize different features. 

Four-Year College or University  

 An institution that offers baccalaureate degrees that usually are completed in four 

years of full-time study (Kuh et al., 2006).  

Learner Interaction Patterns  

Learner interactions play a critical role in the learning process. Ritchie and 

Hoffman (1997) reported that purposeful interaction increases learners’ knowledge. 

Learning interactions are categorized into three types: Learner-Content, Learner-

Instructor, Learner-Learner (Moore, 1989; Hillman et al., 1994). Learner-Content 

interaction is also characterized as interaction with self (Astin, 1984). The three are most 

often used to evaluate learning interactions.  

International Student 

According to the U.S. Department of State’s definitions of world regions and 

states, an international student refers to a student who was born and raised outside of 
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United States. The country classification system that is used in this study is based on the 

U.S. Department of State’s definitions of world regions and states (Andrade, 2005). 

International Retention 

Retention related activities focus on providing a campus environment where 

students successfully complete their academic program/certificate/diploma or graduate 

from an institution (Andrade, 2007).  

Persistence 

Persistence refers to the act of continuing towards an education goal, such as 

earning a bachelor’s degree (FAFSA, 2001). 

Persistence is the motivation and ability to continue on from year to year through 

an academic program at a single university, concluding with matriculation and eventually 

successful completion of a degree program resulting in degree conferral (Reason, 2006).  

Retention 

Retention is how well universities keep students progressing from year to year 

(Tinto, 1975). 

“Retention rate” is the percentage of a school’s first-time, first-year undergraduate 

students who continue at that school the next year. For example, a student who studies 

full-time in the fall semester and keeps on studying in the program in the next fall 

semester is counted in this rate (FAFSA, 2001). 

Social Engagement/Integration 

Social engagement/integration means a strong affiliation with the college social 

environment both in the classroom and outside of class; includes interactions with 
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faculty, academic staff, and peers but of a social nature (e.g., peer group interactions, 

informal contact with faculty, involvement in organizations; Nora, 1993, p. 237).  

Student Engagement 

 Student engagement is the amount of time and effort students intentionally and 

consciously invest in meaningful academic, social, and extracurricular activities, and 

practices that contribute to their intellectual development and attainment of educational 

goals (Kuh et al., 2006; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).   
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  

The purpose of this study is to gain a better understanding of international 

Chinese students’ academic experiences at Rural State University (RSU), a small, public 

higher education institution located in a rural town in northern New England. More 

specifically, the purpose is to explore those experiences to uncover student perceptions of 

academic engagement factors that supported their persistence.  

The relevant research and literature on this topic will be reviewed below in three 

themes. The first theme reviews research directly related to international Chinese students 

in American higher education. The second theme reviews research and literature on 

college students’ persistence. The third theme reviews research on academic engagement 

factors and college students’ persistence. 

International Chinese Students in American Higher Education 

 Changing higher education demographics, the demographic information of 

Chinese students, and Chinese culture and the learning styles of Chinese students will be 

discussed in this section.  

Changes in Demographics in Higher Education  

Historically, students in developing countries pursue further education by going 

abroad rather than staying in their own countries for developed and advanced educational 

opportunities, which allows them to differentiate themselves from other peers in their 

home countries (Liu, 2016). This idea is supported by Hegarty (2014), who found that 

international learners travel for the simple reason that they feel they can get a better 

education abroad, which will differentiate them from their peers upon returning home. 
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Thus universities in developed countries have increasing populations of international 

students.  

Because of the increasing enrollment of international students, educational 

institutions have begun to view international students as a source of additional revenues 

(Hegarty, 2014). Economically, in 2017-2018, international students contributed over 

$42.4 billion to the U.S. economy (Institute of International Education, 2018). Moreover, 

it is predicted that international students will contribute more after they graduate, which 

will have a continuous benefit for the U.S. economy. Because many countries 

increasingly benefit from educational globalization, the competition to attract and retain 

students is a common concern of higher educational institutions, particularly those 

located in countries such as Britain, Australia, Canada, and the United States (Liu, 2016).  

International students from diverse cultural backgrounds bring their indigenous 

knowledge, values, and culture to higher educational institutions in the United States. 

Hegarty (2014) argued that international students were an essential part of the higher 

education system, contending that university administrators must ensure they meet all the 

academic needs of international students. Otten (2003) identified that the objectives of 

intercultural education are to expand people’s knowledge about their own and other 

cultures, influence their attitudes concerning foreign culture, and develop their 

interpersonal skills so that they are better able to interact effectively with people from 

other cultural backgrounds.  

Changing demographics in education requires more acceptance of diversity, 

multicultural competence, and social equity and justice among educators. Gay (1995) 

argued that democratic and human rights demand that existing educational program 
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structures and practices need to be reformed in order to make them more accessible and 

responsive to groups that historically have been oppressed, silenced, and disenfranchised 

educationally, economically, and politically.  

Demographic Information of Chinese Students 

 Research found that the Chinese student population in American higher education 

was relatively small until the 1960s and 1970s when second generation Chinese 

immigrants began to attended college and new Chinese immigrants from Hong Kong, 

Taiwan, and other parts of Asia came to America to seek business opportunities, 

professional development, and degree programs (Chu, 1972; Qian, 2002; Tong, 2000). 

These new immigrants were from higher socio-economic statuses than the first 

immigrants. They helped to change the public’s perceptions of Chinese immigrants and 

contributed to the increase of Chinese students in higher education (Tong, 2000). While 

the population of Chinese students slowly increased in American higher education, 

researchers became interested in learning about Chinese students and started conducting 

research involving Chinese students (Chang, 1973; Chu, 1972; Sue & Kirk, 1972). 

 Huang (1997) reported the demographic information of Chinese students and 

scholars in American higher education. In the late 80s and early 90s, the large majority of 

Chinese students and scholars were government-supported or sponsored. They were 

exchange students and scholars with various backgrounds and ages, whose English 

proficiencies differed. Since the late 1980s, the number of non-government sponsored 

Chinese students has rapidly increased and now represents the large majority of Chinese 

students on campus.  
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Understanding Chinese Culture and the Learning Style of Chinese Students 

 As the number of Chinese students increased in higher education, their issues and 

concerns began to be addressed to a larger extent by researchers. Research found that 

Chinese culture had great impact on the ideas, values, and behaviors of Chinese students 

(Huang, 1997). Even though Chinese students go abroad for post-secondary studies, 

Chinese culture and pedagogical expectations often differ greatly from those of their host 

nations, presenting challenges to their ability to persist (Tweed & Lehman, 2002).  

Hofstede (1980) defined culture as the collective programming of the mind that 

distinguishes members of one group of people from others. Kennedy (2002) provided 

further behavior descriptions of culture as not just a matter of overt behavior, but also 

includes social rules, beliefs, attitudes and values that govern how people act and define 

themselves. Chinese culture has an essential influence on Chinese students’ learning 

styles. Learning style is defined as a set of cognitive and emotional characteristics and 

psychological factors that serve as relatively stable indicators of how learners perceive, 

interact, and respond to the learning environment (Keefe, 1979). Yeap and Low (2002) 

defined learning style as an individual, typical, and preferred way of perceiving, thinking, 

solving problems, drawing references, and remembering. Eilisha (2007) pointed out that 

learning styles are often culturally based and students from different cultures would 

therefore have different ways or patterns of learning, thinking, and behaving.  Thus when 

Chinese students come to American universities, they bring their Confucius-oriented 

thinking to their studies, while their instructors and peers may have Western styles of 

thinking.  
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Culture plays a fundamental role in influencing the way Chinese students learn, 

particularly regarding Confucian values. In the Confucian ethic, strict discipline, proper 

behavior, and filial piety provide an explanation of why Chinese students in class seldom 

asked questions of teachers. Confucian values lead to the unquestioning acceptance of 

teachers’ knowledge (Murphy, 1987). Asking questions is considered challenging the 

authority of teachers. Students are therefore quiet and passive in class, as questioning in 

class is not encouraged (Chan, 1999). Asking questions in class is also considered to be 

wasting other students’ time, as fellow students want to gain as much knowledge as 

possible (Chang & Holt, 1994). In some instances, due to Chinese modesty and self-

consciousness, students do not consider asking questions in public as a good habit 

(Cheng, 2000). Chinese students therefore play a passive role in class, where they are not 

encouraged to speak out for fear of being incorrect. In addition, they are “face 

conscious,” or feel embarrassed especially when questions posed may reveal knowledge 

gaps (Tsui, 1996).  

For example, according to Liu (1994), an American professor questioned why 

Chinese students in his classes always answer “yes” when he asks them whether they 

understand the requests or not. He said he can tell from their assignments that they are 

not really clear on the material. Researchers informed him that in China it would be 

embarrassing or shameful to admit one’s ignorance in public. This was not an isolated 

case and happens quite often. The Chinese international students are unfamiliar and may 

be uncomfortable with American culture, especially the culture in an American academic 

environment, which makes their learning experiences challenging.  
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However, contrary to perceptions that Chinese students engage only at a surface 

level, not asking questions does not mean students are not paying attention or mentally 

active. According to Cortazzi and Jin (1996), students can be mentally active by 

cooperating with teachers and actively listening to teachers. Moreover, in a collective-

oriented culture, students find comfort and security by engaging in discussion in small 

groups rather than asking questions or voicing their opinion openly in class (Cortazzi & 

Jin, 1996; Littlewood, 2001).  

Attitudinally, Chinese students often emphasize learning from others with 

modesty and humility (Upton, 1989). Upton (1989) claimed that Chinese students had a 

negative reaction towards American students’ behaviors in classes, such as when they 

challenge instructors, make jokes, or are tardy, as these behaviors are regarded as rude 

and disrespectful in Chinese culture. Chinese students also complained about American 

peers’ self-centeredness. Upton (1989) reported that one international student said that 

domestic students come to classes as unique individuals studying whatever courses 

interest them, and they do not care about public opinion. In contrast, Chinese students do 

care what teachers and other students think of them. Upton (1989) pointed out that in 

North America, teachers work as facilitators of learning rather than academic authorities. 

They value independent thinking, critical opinions, innovative ideas, and group 

discussion. However, Chinese students are indifferent to participation in class discussion 

since they just want to listen to what the teacher says and take notes. Other literature on 

Chinese students has recorded their polite, submissive classroom behavior (Durkin, 2008; 

Jones, 1999), which tends to be attributed to their value of social harmony. This is likely 

true in their home university classroom, because both the teachers’ authority and the 
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students’ subordination have long been institutionalized. This concept directly influences 

their performance in class, even when they are studying abroad in drastically different 

pedagogical and ideological educational settings.  

Biggs and Watkins (2001) explained that in Chinese culture, teachers are well 

respected and credited with having wisdom. Therefore, the knowledge and wisdom of 

teachers are taken for granted and should not be questioned. Respect for age, rank, 

hierarchy, and maintenance of harmonious relationships are the values upheld by Hong 

Kong students, while self-assertiveness is discouraged (Bond, 1992). Bond (1996）

further emphasized that being conscious of oneself is important and that one should not 

cause someone else to be put to shame. As such, the individual should be modest. Hwang 

(1987) highlighted that books contain much knowledge, and wisdom and truth and are 

rarely questioned, unlike in Western society where knowledge is subjected to different 

interpretations and opinions, since diversity of views is highly valued.  

In terms of learning, Chinese students prefer a teacher-centered style, expecting 

teachers to be well prepared for lessons and have mastery of knowledge, presenting 

content knowledge in a coherent, systematic structural manner and being competent to 

answer questions posed by students (Xiao, 2006). Teachers are not only expected to 

provide detailed course materials to enhance learning, but also to be a role models, 

cultivating good morals to transform students into persons with highly developed social 

consciousness (Hu, 2002). They are expected to guide students in their learning (Cortazzi 

& Jin, 1996). Teachers control much of the learning environment and are expected to 

provide students with a clear outline, with information arranged in a systematic and 

consolidated manner. Since the main form of assessment is examination, acquiring as 
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much knowledge as possible places higher priority on listening than questioning content 

(cite?). 

Thus when compared with Western education, Chinese education is considered 

teacher-centered, content-based, and exam-oriented (Cortazzi & Jin, 1996). Thus Chinese 

international students are usually seen as assiduous, but also impassive and uncreative, as 

well as excessively focused on memorization and repetition (Hu, 2002). Most Chinese 

students view learning as a process of constant revision and reviewing (Xiao, 2006). 

They believe that repetitive learning is necessary in order to deepen their understanding 

of a subject. Some participants quoted a phrase from the Analects of Confucius to 

emphasize this point, noting that they “gain new insights by reviewing old materials.”  

Chen (2007) and Zeng (2006), however, note that while Chinese students seldom 

ask questions in class in order to maintain harmony, students do approach teachers after 

class. Biggs (1996) believed that Chinese students were more active in one-to-one 

interactions with teachers outside class and engaged in peer discussion outside instead of 

within class itself. The group-society norm of relationship extends beyond the classroom. 

Cortazzi and Jin (2001) disagreed that Chinese students are passive; rather, they argued 

Chinese students are reflective learners, as demonstrated by their asking thoughtful 

questions after sound reflection. This also reinforces the view of a collectivist society 

where members in society maintain a family-like atmosphere. Teacher-student 

relationships are highly valued and viewed on a long-term basis. This is very different 

from in the Western education system, where knowledge is gained through active 

learning, and which is characterized by active participation in class and sharing of one’s 

opinion with other learners. As noted by Hofstede (2011), individualistic societies 
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emphasize individual development, and independent and critical thinking, whereas in 

collectivist societies there is much conformity to group norms. 

College Students’ Persistence 

 The changing demographics and a desire for increased diversity have made 

educators more and more aware of the problem of student retention in the United States. 

The institution finds losses in revenue, reputation, and the ability to make a difference in 

students’ lives when they are not able to retain students (Kuh et al., 2010).  

There are many reasons why students do not persist to graduation. In some 

situations, students may not be intellectually ready or cognitively prepared for the 

rigorous challenges of college. For others, it may be social or personal obstacles that keep 

them from continuing their education.  

The following sections offer a review of the literature on domestic students, 

international students, and academic issues related to persistence.  

Domestic Students’ Persistence 

As persistence factors of domestic students at U.S. institutions have been studied 

extensively, and only a few international student persistence studies exist, it is useful to 

briefly review the literature and research on domestic student persistence in order to gain 

an understanding of what we know regarding their persistence and to compare it to what 

we know about international student persistence. Regarding domestic student persistence, 

Kuh et al. (2010) declared that “what students do during college counts more for what 

they learn and whether they will persist in college than who they are or even where they 

go to college” (p. 8). This raises the question of whether this also held true for 

international students. 
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While persistence studies of domestic students vary widely in terms of 

independent variables (institutional type used, number of institutions studied, and 

subpopulations of students included, etc.), many have found that academic and social 

engagement factors influence persistence despite variables (Astin, 1993; Berger, 1997; 

Cabrera et al., 1993; Thomas, 2000). For example, Cabrera et al. (1993) examined many 

identified persistence variables at one institution. They sought to create a model of 

retention through surveying almost 2,500 first-year American students at one large 

institution in the United States. Institutional data were used to determine GPA and if the 

student persisted to the second year of college. Students who persisted to the second year 

were invited to complete a survey regarding academic and social involvement, 

perceptions of the campus, and satisfaction. Findings from 466 responses (an 18% return 

rate) indicated that such items as intent to persist, GPA, support of friends and family, 

goal commitment, academic integration, and social integration were related to persistence 

(Cabrera et al., 1993). 

Astin (1993) conducted a more extensive longitudinal study on involvement and 

retention to graduation of students at over 200 institutions. The study included two 

student surveys on involvement and personal characteristics; a faculty survey regarding 

faculty attitudes, values, and teaching methods; and institutional data on academic 

performance, retention, college admissions test scores, and graduate and professional 

admissions test scores. Only one part of the study investigated persistence to graduation, 

which will be discussed here. The first survey administered was the Cooperative 

Institutional Research Program (CIRP) survey given in 1985 to first-year students in the 

United States. A sample of 95,406 students who completed the CIRP survey were 
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selected to complete a follow-up questionnaire in 1989-1990, and their names were sent 

to their institutions for enrollment and graduation data. Of the over 75,000 responses, the 

sample was narrowed down to include students at four-year institutions with reported 

SAT or ACT scores who completed both surveys and graduated in four years, totaling 

11,097 students. Regarding the influence of involvement on retention, findings included 

that talking with faculty outside of class, hours spent socializing with friends, receiving 

vocational or career counseling, and giving class presentations correlated positively with 

persistence. Factors that negatively influenced retention included working off-campus 

part-time and reading for pleasure (Astin, 1993). 

 Thomas (2000) also investigated persistence at one institution but examined both 

academic and social integration of 322 first-year students at a private four-year college in 

the western United States. Data examined in the study included student responses to a 

survey administered to students during freshman orientation in summer 1992; responses 

to the First-Year Experiences Survey administered in April 1993, which included 

questions regarding social interactions and conversations with fellow students; and 

institutional data regarding GPA and enrollment in the second year of school. Findings 

included that academic integration impacted persistence, and students who maintained 

broad, connected networks of social groups outside of their own peer group were more 

likely to persist than those who only had social ties within their own peer group (Thomas, 

2000). 

 In addition to research conducted across different settings, some studies have 

investigated social and academic integration factors and various subpopulations of 

students, such as first-generation college students (Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Nava, 2010; 
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Terenzini et al., 1996), African American male students (Spradley, 1996; Chambers & 

Poock, 2011), and non-traditional students (Sorey & Duggan, 2008). For example, 

Lohfink and Paulsen (2005) examined persistence factors from a national data sample of 

first-generation and continuing-generation students who first enrolled in four-year 

institutions in the 1995-1996 school year. Responses from the Beginning Postsecondary 

Students Longitudinal Survey were used, including responses of 1,167 first-generation 

students (those whose parents had no schooling at all beyond high school) and 3,017 

continuing-generation students. The survey included questions regarding demographic 

information, pre-college achievement, college choice reasons, institutional variables, and 

social and academic involvement. Regarding social and academic involvement, it was 

found that academic integration, particularly faculty-student interaction, was positively 

related to persistence to the second year of study for first-generation students, while this 

had no relationship to persistence for continuing-generation students. In contrast, for 

continuing-generation students, social involvement in clubs was found to be positively 

related to persistence, but there was no significant relationship between engagement in 

clubs and persistence for first-generation students (Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005). 

Spradley (1996) investigated the persistence factors of 10 African American male 

students who graduated between 1991 and 1995 from a four-year college in the 

northeastern United States. Interviews and one focus group were conducted in order to 

determine the relevance of six variables on the persistence of these alumni. The variables 

investigated included academic (e.g. course availability, absenteeism), environmental, 

psychological, background and demographic, GPA, and intent to leave, and all were 

reported to be important to persistence. However, while social integration was not 
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included in the six variables being investigated, Spradley (1996) found that seven of the 

10 participants indicated that peer interactions and social integration were influential in 

their persistence (Spradley, 1996). Chambers and Poock (2011) conducted a quantitative 

research study on the engagement pattern of female African American students in U.S. 

colleges using NSSE 2009-2010 data. A descriptive account of the engagement of 

African American women college students nationwide was provided, but the relationship 

between student engagement and positive outcomes was not addressed by Chambers and 

Poock (2011). 

 The persistence studies reviewed here show that academic integration and social 

integration have been found to influence the persistence of domestic students in a variety 

of settings, no matter the institution type, number of institutions involved, or size of the 

population investigated. Different subpopulations of students have also reported social or 

academic integration to influence persistence, if not both. 

 There are also many other factors that contributed to students’ persistence, 

including student characteristics, academic preparedness, psychological factors, 

socioeconomic status, financial stress, social and academic integration, and institutional 

factors (Astin, 1975; Bean, 1982; Tinto, 2010).  

Examples of background characteristics include gender, race, socioeconomic 

status, and level of high school preparation (Astin, 1984; Tinto, 1975). Goldin et al. 

(2006) found that female students outperform male students in high school grades and 

academic preparation towards college. Similarly, women outpaced men in bachelor’s, 

master’s, and doctoral attainment, earning 57%, 60%, and 52% of these degrees, 



INT’L CHINESE STUDENTS’ ACADEMIC EXPERIENCES                                       34 

 

respectively (Kuh, 2006). Therefore, researchers have found that women overall are more 

likely to persist in college after their first year than men (Kuh, 2006; Tinto, 2010). 

There is also substantial evidence of differences in college persistence when 

considering race and ethnicity (Kuh, 2006). Compared to White and Asian students, 

Hispanic and Black students are more likely to leave college after their first year and are 

less likely to graduate (Kuh, 2016).  

Kuh (2006) suggested that racial and ethnic differences are amplified by 

socioeconomic status. Students who experience financial stress are more likely than their 

peers to drop out of college, and low-income students are more likely to leave college 

than their upper-income counterparts (Tinto, 2010). Conversely, scholarships, grants, and 

merit aid awarded to students are positively correlated with student persistence (Kuh, 

2009). 

High school academic achievement, as measured by grade point average, is 

positively correlated with student persistence (Kuh, 2001). Similarly, parental educational 

attainment affects college attrition: first-generation students have lower persistence rates 

than students whose parents completed a bachelor’s degree (Kuh, 2001). Institutional 

factors such as type and size have been analyzed in relation to student persistence (Astin, 

1996; Chen, 2012). Descriptive studies show that private colleges and larger institutions 

tend to have higher student persistence rates than public or smaller institutions (Kim, 

2007). Moreover, descriptive studies show that institutions with more selectivity and high 

research activity have greater rates of student persistence than their counterparts with 

lower selectively and less research emphasis (Kuh, 2009). 
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Students’ perceptions of the campus environment also influence their persistence 

(Astin, 1984; Kuh, 2001; Tinto, 2010). A campus that has a supportive, collaborative, and 

welcoming climate is more likely to have higher persistence rates than a campus that does 

not exhibit these characteristics (Kuh et al., 2008). Institutions that promote first-year 

experience programs, academic support, and active collaborative learning inside and 

outside of the classroom also have higher levels of student persistence than their 

counterparts (Kuh et al., 2008).  

International Students’ Persistence 

According to Skinner (2002), international students, also referred to as foreign 

students, are students from abroad who are enrolled in courses at American schools, 

colleges, or universities and admitted under a temporary visa. 

International student retention rates are similar to that of the domestic student 

population, yet the retention of the international student population has rarely been 

considered in research (Andrade, 2009).  It has only been within the past few years that 

studies investigating international retention have been conducted. Of the limited number 

of studies that exist, many are narrow in scope and differ in their findings (Smith, 2015).   

 Evans (2001) interviewed and conducted focus groups regarding retention factors 

of Polynesian students at the same religiously affiliated institution in the western United 

States at which Andrade (2005; 2008) later conducted her studies. The 89 individuals 

who participated in the study included faculty and staff at the institution, Polynesian 

students who entered the university in 1996, and Polynesian students who entered the 

university prior to 1996. The Polynesian students were divided into two groups: persisters 

and non-persisters. Students reported that factors influential to leaving the institution 
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included difficulty coping with the freedom that college provided, homesickness, lack of 

focus as to why the student was at the institution, general education requirements, and 

difficulty balancing work and study. Factors influencing retention included strong 

English language skills and support from faculty (Evans, 2001). As shown later on, the 

findings of this research reinforce those of Evans (2001). 

Andrade (2005) conducted interviews and focus groups with 12 international 

students from Asia and the Pacific Islands in their senior year at one private, religiously 

affiliated four-year institution in the United States. Questions regarding academic and 

social experiences at the institution, especially related to their first year of study, were 

asked of the participants in order to identify factors related to their persistence. 

International students comprised 45% of the total student population of 2,400 students at 

the institution. The findings revealed that the students who had persisted experienced 

challenges both inside and outside the classroom, but they discovered ways to adjust so 

that they could persist to their senior year. Challenges included difficulty with the English 

language, unfamiliarity with the American education system, difficulty participating in 

classroom discussion, and the lack of time for involvement in social groups. Strategies 

students used that assisted in their persistence included interacting with friends and 

professors, setting goals related to completing assignments, setting the goal of graduation, 

utilizing campus support services, and involvement in student clubs and religious 

activities (Andrade, 2005).  

To expand on her previous study, Andrade (2008) conducted a study at the same 

private, religiously affiliated institution in a search for how student backgrounds, 

university experiences, and personal characteristics influenced international student 
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persistence. Seventeen individual interviews were conducted with senior international 

students from Asia and the Pacific Islands. She found that student retention appeared to 

be influenced by a personal motivation to graduate; support and encouragement from 

family, friends, professors, campus staff, and church leaders; and engagement in social 

activities and in the spiritual life of the institution. Students viewed the faculty at their 

institution as role models, valued the support given to them, and saw building 

relationships with American students as beneficial to their persistence in numerous ways: 

by allowing them to have the opportunity to practice and perfect their English language 

skills and to learn more about the culture by observing firsthand the customs and 

practices and by asking questions about the culture. International students also became 

more aware of university organizations and practices through interacting with fellow 

American students, and making adjustments and understanding were easier to achieve as 

interaction with American students increased (Andrade, 2008). 

While the works of Andrade (2005; 2008) and Evans (2001) are helpful to our 

understanding of international student persistence, their studies are extremely limited in 

scope, as only a small number of students from Asia and the Pacific Islands were 

interviewed at the same private, religiously affiliated institution. In addition, the findings 

conflicted, since family relationships and social involvement led to retention in 

Andrade’s (2008) study, but to departure in Evans’ (2001) study. 

Two studies have investigated retention factors for international students at other 

institutions using quantitative methods (Kwai, 2009; Mamiseishvili, 2012). 

Mamiseishvili (2012) investigated persistence factors of 200 international first-year 

students who completed the Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study in 
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spring 2004 and participated in follow-up survey interviews in 2006. Using logistical 

regression, he examined how selected factors influenced students who remained or did 

not remain enrolled in any U.S. higher education institution at the end of the second year 

of study. Similar to the findings of Evans (2001), and in contrast to those of Andrade 

(2008), too much social integration was found to negatively influence persistence.  

Kwai (2009) focused on one type of institution, investigating international student 

persistence at 11 public, four-year institutions. Institutional data provided information 

regarding pre-entry attributes, institutional experience, and on-campus integration of new 

freshmen and new transfer degree-seeking students. On-campus integration included the 

number of appointments with the institution’s International Student Office, on-campus 

employment, and on-campus housing. Stepwise binomial logistic regression was used to 

determine factors predicting persistence to the second year. Findings included that second 

semester GPA and first and second semester credit hours attempted significantly 

influenced retention to the second year, but the majority of other variables investigated, 

such as the TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language) score, on-campus 

employment, first semester GPA, and on-campus housing did not yield statistically 

significant results (Kwai, 2009). 

Kitsos (2012) and Kontaxakis (2011) each investigated retention variables of a 

subpopulation of international students: athletes. Kitsos (2012) surveyed and interviewed 

20 academic support staff for athletes at six NCAA Division I institutions to identify 

academic support practices that led to retention as well as explanations for the persistence 

of their student-athletes. Kitsos (2012) found that supporting international athletes 

through academic advising and counseling, specialized tutoring, and English language 
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support led to success and persistence. Kontaxakis (2011) interviewed and observed six 

student athletes from three institutions in Indiana regarding experiences that impacted 

their retention. He found that English language proficiency, the ability to adjust to the 

new culture, good time management in being an athlete and student, and getting through 

homesickness influenced their experiences and ultimately their retention (Kontaxakis, 

2011). While both of these studies added to the literature on this population, it is 

important to consider that not all international students are athletes and the findings may 

not be applicable to the entire international student population. 

Academic Challenges Related to International Students’ Persistence 

 The U.S. academic system differs from the academic systems in most countries 

(Evans, 2009). The major academic challenges for international students in the United 

States include mastering the English language, adjusting to the classroom environment, 

and understanding plagiarism (Liberman, 1994; Tompson & Tompson, 1996). 

Language  

Understanding the English language is a concern of international students 

(Andrade, 2006; Tompson & Tompson, 1996). Tompson and Tompson (1996) 

investigated both professor response and student response to questions of adjustment at 

two business schools at universities in the southeastern United States. Through surveys, 

faculty were asked about international student behaviors that negatively affected 

academic performance, and students were asked about adjustment factors and the coping 

strategies they used to help with adjustment. After analyzing survey results, focus groups 

were conducted with the students to gain a deeper understanding of their experiences. 

Some students reported that although they scored well on the TOEFL and spent many 
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years studying English, they did not always fully understand class lectures or discussion. 

One student reported understanding the language but not the meaning of questions asked 

by the professor, or what an appropriate response would be, until other students 

responded first (Tompson & Tompson, 1996). 

Understanding the English language, idiomatic phrases, and accents are all critical 

to success at a U.S. university, and it may take time for students to feel comfortable with 

their language skills. Language proficiency must be acquired quickly in order to be 

successful in the classroom, but not all international students are able to acquire the 

necessary proficiency quickly. 

Classroom Environment   

The U.S. classroom environment differs from the classroom environment in many 

countries. Classroom participation and student-faculty interaction are two areas in which 

international students report difficulty adjusting to U.S. classrooms (Liberman, 1994). 

Studies have found that international students, in particular, perceive U.S. 

classrooms to be quite different from those at home (Liberman, 1994; Tompson & 

Tompson, 1996). Liberman (1994) conducted small group interviews with 680 

international students at one large public university over a period of seven years. Students 

indicated that classroom discussion and faculty-student interaction in the United States 

were new challenges. In their home countries, students are expected to respect the teacher 

and agree with all the teacher says. Critical analysis and reflection are not required; 

students are to memorize the lessons taught by the professor and not challenge the 

professor’s views. This was in sharp contrast to what was expected of them in the U.S. 

classroom. International students reported that being in a U.S. classroom was sometimes 
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uncomfortable, as students would question the professor’s comments, which is 

considered disrespectful in their home country. It took the international students time to 

adjust to speaking in class and asking for clarification on assignments (Liberman, 1994). 

In addition, Tompson and Tompson (1996) found that the majority (77%) of the 

professors surveyed in their study reported that international students did not fully 

participate in class discussions, even when the syllabus stated that class participation was 

a part of the final grade. This lack of participation in class negatively affected the 

students’ grades (Tompson & Tompson, 1996). 

The concept of thinking for oneself has also been reported as a difficult transition 

issue for international students. In many cultures, the repetition of material is required; 

students are not taught to be creative and express original thought, and altering another’s 

words is considered disrespectful. In addition, helping friends in need is not viewed as 

cheating in many countries. As a result, plagiarism and cheating are issues that 

international students may struggle with at U.S. institutions. In the study by Tompson and 

Tompson (1996), 24% of the faculty surveyed indicated that they had international 

students who had “violated ethical guidelines regarding scholastic integrity” (p. 55). 

Academic Environment 

  International students are often surprised at the freedom given to students in 

choosing majors, changing majors, and taking classes completely unrelated to the major 

finally selected at U.S. institutions. In China, for example, students must take a university 

entrance exam and select their top three choices of university. Students are admitted to a 

university based on their exam scores and placed in a cohort of students with whom they 

take the same classes until graduation. As students are placed according to major and 
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exam score, changing majors is not a consideration (Chow, 2010). In addition, students in 

many countries only take courses in their major field in college; general education is not 

a component of their education. As a result, international students have described general 

education coursework in the United States as frustrating, especially as this coursework is 

often completed early in one’s college years (Andrade & Evans, 2009; Liberman, 1994). 

These academic differences from the way in which international students have been 

raised and instructed to be students are factors in their adaptation to the U.S. academic 

culture. Thus the factors are likely to influence their persistence as well. 

Academic Engagement and College Students’ Persistence  

 In this study, academic engagement is viewed as both unseen cognitive and 

metacognitive efforts, and observable actions and behaviors that students engage in while 

learning and for the purpose of academic pursuit.  A review of the theory of academic 

engagement and persistence along with specific academic engagement factors and 

persistence will be offered in this section.  

Defining Academic Engagement 

 Academic engagement of students in higher education is often viewed within the 

broader framework of student engagement. It is understood in terms of cognitive 

functions and self-regulatory strategies to pursue learning tasks (Butler, 2011) or in terms 

of actual actions students undertake to enhance their learning (Astin, 1984; Kuh, 2009; 

Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Another perspective indicated that academic engagement 

also occurs when “students take advantage of learning opportunities their institutions 

provide outside the classroom” (Reason et al., 2006, p. 155). Furthermore, when Kuh et 

al. (2008) defined student engagement as “the time and energy students invest in 
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educationally purposeful activities” (p. 542), they were noting the engagement that 

enhances learning rather than supports the social well-being of students. 

 Academic engagement is defined in three ways (Fredericks et al., 2004). First, 

behavioral engagement focuses on the concept of participation, including involvement in 

academic and social experiences that are imperative to achieving positive academic 

outcomes (Fredericks et al., 2004). Behavioral engagement includes involvement in 

academic tasks regarding persistence, effort, attention, and participation in classroom 

discussions (Fredericks et al., 2004). Second, emotional engagement reflects students’ 

attitudes and motivation towards faculty, classmates, and coursework (Fredericks et al., 

2004). Finally, cognitive engagement encompasses the investment and commitment of 

devoting time and effort to mastering difficult academic tasks and skills (Fredericks et al., 

2004). Researchers examining cognitive engagement have focused on student learning 

strategies, self-regulation, and use of metacognitive skills to accomplish tasks (Fredericks 

et al., 2004). 

Through the students’ lens, academic engagement is categorized by Moore (1989) 

into three Leaner Interactions Patterns. Learner interactions play a critical role in 

students’ learning process. Ritchie and Hoffman (1997) reported that purposeful 

interaction increases learners’ knowledge. Learning interactions are categorized into three 

types: Learner-Content, Learner-Instructor, and Learner-Learner (Moore, 1989; Hillman 

et al., 1994), and these are most often used to evaluate students’ academic learning 

experiences. 

According to Moore (1989), learner-content interaction reveals how learners are 

using course material such as text, simulation, and audio or video clips. When a student 
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reads a text and engages in an internal dialogue about its content, a student practices 

guided didactic conversations or interaction with content (Moore, 1989). The present 

research uses learner-self interaction in its coding (Astin, 1984), and the learner-content 

interaction here is a form of self-interaction with the content/learning materials.  Learner-

instructor interaction shows how learners approach their instructor for subject matter 

queries. It also refers to the organization that the educator provides to guide learning 

throughout the course (i.e. curriculum development) and the role that the educator plays 

in motivating and supporting students’ learning (Moore 1989). Learner-learner 

interaction is both cognitive and social in nature and refers to communication between 

and among peers with or without the teacher present (Moore, 1989). 

The more students are academically engaged in “educationally purposeful 

activities, the more likely they are to persist through college” (Kuh, 2007, p. 1). The 

concept of educationally purposeful activities, meanwhile, stems from a combination of 

student practices that are positively related to the desired outcomes of academic 

engagement or activities inside and outside the classroom that contribute to positive 

outcomes and personal development (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Educationally 

purposeful activities include students’ “level of involvement, quality of effort, the amount 

of energy, and time on task that students devote” to their academic performance and 

coursework (Kuh et al., 2008, p. 542; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  

Academic educationally purposeful activities include asking questions in class 

and contributing to discussions, explaining course material to classmates, group study, 

and applying study skills strategies. Study skills strategies include identifying the main 

topics in reading assignments, reviewing notes after class, and summarizing concepts 
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from class lectures or supplemental materials (Kuh et al., 2008; Pascarella & Terenzini, 

2005).  

Theories of College Engagement and Persistence: Tinto and Astin 

 Over the past four decades, researchers have tried to provide further insights into 

what Braxton et al. (2004) described as the “student departure puzzle” (p.62). 

Researchers have found that several factors contribute to college students’ persistence, 

including student characteristics, academic preparedness, psychological factors, 

socioeconomic status, financial stress, social and academic integration, and institutional 

factors (Astin, 1975; Bean, 1983, Tinto, 2010). To better understand academic 

engagement and international Chinese college students’ persistence, I will use two critical 

theories to ground my study: Tinto’s (1975) interactionist theory of student departure and 

Astin’s (1984) theory of student involvement.  

Tinto’s Interactionist Theory of Student Departure 

Tinto’s (1975) interactionist theory of student departure includes three main 

dimensions that influence student persistence: pre-college characteristics, student 

commitments and goals, and institutional experiences. Within each dimension, Tinto 

(1975) explained, there are specific attributes and measurements of student behavior 

before and throughout the college experience. Pre-college characteristics include such 

attributes as family background, socioeconomic status, demographic factors, high school 

achievement, and student dispositions. These pre-college attributes can be measured 

using the highest level of parental education attained, gender, race, motivation, self-

efficacy, and high school grade point average (Tinto, 1975). Goals and commitments 

include such attributes as intentions and aspirations, which are measured by the level of 
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dedication and attaining educational goals in the institution (Braxton et al., 2004). 

Finally, institutional experiences include the attributes of college academic performance, 

including interactions with faculty, staff, and peer groups. Tinto (1993) measured the 

outcomes of these attributes using grade point average; the frequency of interactions with 

staff and faculty inside and outside of the classroom; and the frequency of and 

satisfaction with social experiences, extracurricular activities, and outside commitments.  

In addition to examining student attributes, Tinto (1993) identified two main 

constructs—academic and social integration—that play a substantial role in student 

satisfaction and in whether or not a student becomes acclimated to the institution. In 

Tinto’s student integration model he did not use the term engagement, but his research 

focused on academic and social integration and its link to persistence and retention. 

Several researchers have utilized Tinto’s constructs of academic and social integration to 

study the impact of engagement on student outcomes for diverse student populations in 

different educational settings. Tinto proposed that students’ experiences at an institution, 

and how socially and academically involved they become, have a direct impact on their 

commitment to educational goals and the institution, and consequently, retention. 

Academic integration is understood as students’ satisfaction with their experiences with 

the academic systems at the college or university and the way they perceive their own 

intellectual development. Academic integration is also determined by the students’ view 

of their interpersonal relationships with faculty and peers on campus as promoting 

intellectual growth and development. Social integration is defined by the extent of 

students’ interaction with the social institutions at colleges and universities, including 

peer groups, faculty and administrators, and extracurricular activities. According to Tinto, 
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the level of social integration is determined by the extent to which students perceive 

others in the campus environment as caring about them and having interest in them as 

individuals. The integration model Tinto created assumes that students who are more 

integrated and feel more accepted and valued in the institutional environment are more 

likely to persist and achieve their educational goals. Likewise, Tinto asserted that leaving 

college occurs because students are insufficiently integrated into different aspects of 

college or university life.  

Because Tinto’s (1975) model stresses the significance of academic and social 

integration to students’ persistence, while Pascarella and Terenzini (1983) focused on 

academic engagement, it is important to distinguish between academic integration and 

academic engagement. Examining college student departure, Tinto (1975) introduced the 

concept of academic integration as how the students interact with the campus 

environment. Later, Pascarella and Terenzini (1983) operationalized academic integration 

with the following variables: first-year grade point average, student perception of 

intellectual development, student observation of faculty concern, and frequency of faculty 

contact. Kuh et al. (2005) and Stage (1989) furthered this operationalization of academic 

integration to include credits hours earned and hours spent involved in extracurricular 

academic activities, including professional clubs and organizations. Additionally, Kuh 

(2006) suggested that student satisfaction with academic progress and choice of major 

could be included in the concept of academic integration.  

Academic engagement refers to the observable behaviors that students engage in 

to become integrated academically into the college environment. It is a 

“multidimensional, multifaceted meta-construct” that occurs when students make an 
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intentional investment in learning (Kuh et al., 2008, p. 1). For instance, Kuh et al. (2008) 

found that academically engaged students actively address academic issues, including 

interacting with faculty and academic advisors and participating in study groups. 

Academically engaged students report elevated interest in coursework, productive study 

habits, and strong time management skills (Astin, 1984). The more students are 

academically engaged in “educationally purposeful activities,” the more likely they are to 

persist through college (Kuh et al., 2008, p.1).  

Focusing on academic engagement instead of academic integration allows 

researchers to measure and understand how students approach behaviors that encourage 

persistence, including interacting with faculty, demonstrating strong study skills, and 

engaging in collaborative learning and peer tutoring.  

Astin’s Theory of Student Involvement 

 Based on Tinto’s (1975) study of college attrition, Astin (1984) created his theory 

of student involvement, which suggests that how much students invest in the academic 

and social aspects of college life determines their learning outcomes, development, and 

persistence.  He believed that student’s learning and development are directly 

proportional to student engagement in the academic, social, and extracurricular college 

experiences. Astin (1984) described student involvement as “the amount of physical and 

psychological energy that students devote to the academic experience” (p. 518). Students 

who are highly involved or engaged in college are more likely to spend much of their 

time studying, actively participating in student organizations on campus, and frequently 

interacting with peers and faculty members (Astin, 1984), and involvement is related to 

the concept of student behavior. Astin (1984) explained, “it is not so much what the 
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individual thinks or feels, but what the individual does and how he or she behaves, that 

defines and identifies involvement” (p. 521). Astin’s theory suggests that student effort 

and investment of energy are paramount to producing desired outcomes, and students 

need to be active participants in the learning process. For that reason, Astin (1984) 

encouraged educators to focus on “how motivated the student is and how much time and 

energy the student devotes to the learning process” (p. 522).  

 Astin (1984) included five underlying assumptions, or postulates, in his theory of 

student involvement. First, Astin (1984) suggested that involvement requires an 

investment of “physical and psychological energy,” both generally and specifically 

(p.519). A student may be invested physically in the campus environment, spending 

several hours on campus, or a student may be engaged psychologically, preparing for an 

exam. Second, involvement works on a continuum, with different students expending 

different levels of energy. Third, the characteristics of involvement can be measured both 

qualitatively and quantitatively (Astin, 1984). Therefore, involvement in studying can be 

measured by the number of hours the student studies and the methods the student uses to 

study. Fourth, there is a direct relationship between the quality and quantity of student 

involvement and the benefits realized. That is, if a student puts forth more effort 

interacting with a faculty member, that student will receive more benefit from the 

interaction. Lastly, a direct relationship exists between the level of student involvement 

and effort put in by an institution to increase the effectiveness of educational practice and 

policy (Astin, 1984).  

 Astin’s (1984) theory of student involvement is rooted in the concept that a 

significant factor in college student learning and personal development is students’ 
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academic and social engagement. Several studies, meanwhile, have provided evidence of 

a positive relationship between student engagement and college persistence (Davidson et 

al., 2013; Hu, 2011; Hu & Kuh, 2002; Kuh et al., 2008). Conversely, studies have found a 

correlation between students leaving college and lower engagement (Hu & Kuh, 2002; 

Kuh et al., 2008).  

 Astin (1984) defined academic engagement as a complexity of “self-reported 

traits and behaviors, including the extent to which students work hard at their studies, the 

number of hours they spend studying, the degree of interest in their courses, and good 

study habits” (p.525). Davidson et al. (2013) found that students who were more 

academically engaged and experienced higher academic achievement were more likely to 

persist in college than their counterparts after their first year. Researchers have found that 

the amount of time a student devotes to studying, interacting with peers and faculty 

members, and utilizing institutional resources such as tutoring centers or the library has 

positive effects on academic outcomes (Astin, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzin, 1991). 

Academically engaged students were also more likely to interact with faculty members, 

participate in peer study groups and collaborative learning, and exhibit behaviors that 

improved their academic achievement, including implementing learning strategies and 

study skills, devoting adequate time to studying and reviewing material, and participating 

in active learning (Kuh, 2007). Testing his theory empirically, Astin (1993) concluded 

that student engagement with academics, faculty, and peers is positively associated with 

students’ cognitive development, learning, academic performance, and retention.  
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Academic Engagement Factors and College Students’ Persistence  

The importance of academic engagement has been found in student persistence 

research as well as college student experience literature for domestic students in the 

United States and in other countries (Arambewela & Hall, 2009; Webber et al., 2013). 

Academic engagement encompasses interactions with faculty, interactions with peers in 

curricular and cocurricular activities, and the effort and time investing in studying in and 

outside of classes.  

 Academic engagement can be challenging for international students, particularly 

those from non-English-speaking countries. Zhao et al. (2005) found that Asian 

international students had fewer interactions with faculty than black international students 

and that Asian international students were less engaged in collaborative learning 

compared with black and white international students. Rienties et al. (2012) also found 

that non-Western international students were less involved academically compared with 

domestic students or international students with some degree of Western background. 

Both researchers mentioned that this is due to the lack of confidence in English language 

proficiency and the emphasis on respect in Eastern culture.  

Student-Faculty Interactions and Persistence  

 Researchers have found several benefits to student-faculty interactions in college, 

including higher academic achievement, more satisfaction with college, increased 

engagement, social and personal development, and greater career and educational 

aspirations (Astin, 1993; Bean, 1985; Kuh, 2003; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1978; Tinto, 

1975). Similarly, several studies have found connections between student-faculty 

interactions inside and outside of the classroom and student persistence. Trosset and 
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Weisler (2010), for instance, used longitudinal data from the Wabash National Study of 

Liberal Arts Education to understand how academic experiences inside and outside the 

classroom influenced student outcomes at a small liberal arts college in the northeastern 

United States. The study found that frequency and quality of faculty interactions outside 

of the classroom were reliable predictors of first-year persistence.  

Similarly, Flynn (2014) utilized multivariate analysis of the Beginning 

Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study to measure the frequency of such student 

behaviors as time spent interacting with faculty members inside or outside of class, the 

number of meetings held with academic advisors, and frequency of participating in study 

groups. Flynn (2014) concluded that while both academic and social engagement are 

positively related to persistence for first-year students, social engagement was found to 

be a stronger predictor of student persistence than academic engagement.  

To determine what relationships might exist between specific factors of student 

academic engagement and persistence from the first to the second year, Hu (2011) 

analyzed data from the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), focusing on 832 

at-risk students who participated in scholarship program in the northwestern United 

States. To measure academic engagement, Hu (2011) used factors that included 

discussing ideas with faculty members and working hard to meet class expectations. Hu 

(2011) found that those first-year students who reported more student-faculty interactions 

were more likely to persist into their second year.  

Similarly, Mitchell and Hughes (2014) found that students who reported a higher 

frequency of working with faculty members inside and outside of the classroom were 

more likely to indicate that they intended to persist at the institution. These findings 
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support previous literature on the benefits of student-faculty interactions to academic 

performance and student satisfaction (Cotton & Wilson, 2006).  

Self-Learning Skills and Persistence  

Self-learning skills, or academic study strategies, are learner-content interactions 

and the core study habits meant to improve behavioral outcomes (Hoops et al., 2015; 

Tuckman & Kennedy, 2011). Several institutions have implemented Student Success 

Courses (SSC) or learning strategies workshops to help first-year students improve their 

academic performance and foster student motivation (Cho & Karp, 2012; Greenfield et 

al., 2013; Tuckman & Kennedy, 2011; Wingate, 2006). Some institutions have opened a 

learning strategies course as an elective to all students, while others make the course a 

requirement (Hoops et al., 2015; Barefoot & Gardner, 2018). Effective course design in 

SSCs should include cognitive, metacognitive, and affective elements (Hattie et al., 

1996). Cognitive skills include note taking, test taking, reading comprehension, and 

presentation skills. Metacognitive skills include time management, assessing mental 

health and career options, and learning styles (Hoops et al., 2015). Affective skills 

include goal setting, self-advocacy, motivation, and attitude (Wingate, 2006). Many of 

the existing studies examined have focused on outcomes from learning strategies 

embedded in SSCs.  

Tuckman and Kennedy (2011) analyzed the effects of a learning strategies course 

on the academic outcomes of grade point average, persistence, and graduation rates for 

702 first-year students at a large Midwestern university. Over four terms, the researchers 

compared results of 351 course takers to 351 non-course takers, matching students based 

on gender, ethnicity, academic profile, and entry date. While controlling for demographic 
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and academic profiles, the study showed that course takers had statistically higher-grade 

point averages than non-course takers. Course takers were six times more likely to persist 

year-to-year and graduated at a 50% higher rate. The results indicated that enrollment in a 

learning strategies course could help first-year students to achieve and persist in college.  

Some researchers have argued that because learning strategies are a dynamic and 

complex concept to measure, studies that focus broadly on academic interactions do not 

accurately portray students’ “actual engagement behaviors” (Handelsman et al., 2005; 

Svanum & Bigatti, 2009, p.120).  To address this issue, Svanum and Bigatti (2009) 

analyzed data from 225 students in an undergraduate psychology course at a large, 

commuter public institution. To isolate learning strategies factors, the researchers 

examined variables including the number of textbook readings for the course, lecture 

attendance, and hours reported studying for exams. Svanum and Bigatti (2009) found a 

statistically significant relationship between high levels of learning strategies and 

semester-to-semester persistence. Furthermore, academic course engagement was an 

indicator not only of degree completion but also of using self-reported learning strategies 

in subsequent courses.  

Student-Student Interactions and Persistence   

Researchers define student-student interactions as student interactions with peers 

regarding academic matters, including working in study groups and tutoring (Maher, 

2005; Leung, 2015; Topping, 2005). Hu and Kuh (2002) suggested that peers have a 

significant influence on how students spend their time and their level of satisfaction with 

the institution. 
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In a study of classroom cohort groups, Maher (2005) noticed that group members 

provided academic support to peers and saw value in helping each other by passing along 

information, critiquing papers, and forming study groups. Groups also indicated an 

increased initiation of and involvement in class discussion compared to non-cohort 

classes they had previously participated in. 

Peer tutoring, in particular, is rooted in the Vygotskian perspective, which holds 

that students achieve mastery and establish cognitive skills by learning from more 

knowledgeable learners who provide differing viewpoints (Vygotsky, 1978). The 

academic benefits of tutoring include positive effects on college academic engagement 

(Kuh et al., 2008), and a decrease in stress and test anxiety (Topping, 2005). Students 

participating in peer tutoring have also reported increased social motivation and an 

enhanced sense of integration and course satisfaction, while expressing fewer feelings of 

isolation in the college environment (Kuh et al., 2008).  

All students seem to benefit from tutoring, most especially those who are 

academically at-risk. Fowler and Boylan (2010) studied 887 academically at-risk students 

in at a public, two-year rural institution in the southern United States. They found that, 

along with intentional advising, intensive tutoring and mandatory study hall hours both 

increased the likelihood of first-year persistence for at-risk students. With an increased 

emphasis on student success, peer tutoring is an essential and effective academic 

intervention strategy implemented in higher education to promote collaborative learning 

(Topping, 2005).  

The literature supports a positive correlation between student interactions with 

peers and persistence (Bowman-Perrott et al., 2013, Leung, 2015; Topping, 2005). 
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Academic Engagement and International Students  

 A growing body of quantitative research has focused specifically on the factors 

related to engagement of international students and the impact of engagement factors on 

international student outcomes. However, very few research studies both quantitatively 

and qualitatively focus on international Chinese students’ perceptions of their academic 

experiences.  

 For example, in an empirical study comparing international student and American 

student academic engagement and its link to academic and personal development, Zhao 

et al. (2005) developed a theoretical framework utilizing Pascarella and Terenzini’s 

(2005) ideas of the impact academic and social interactions may have on student 

outcomes, along with related research by other authors. They looked to establish the 

importance of student engagement, both social and academic, for college success of 

international students. Though the primary goal of the study was to compare the levels 

and types of engagement in academic and social activities of international students with 

those of domestic students, the research results confirmed the correlations between higher 

levels of engagement in active and collaborative learning and student-faculty interaction 

and higher levels of academic and personal gain for both domestic and international 

students (Zhao et al., 2005).  

 A number of recent studies share empirical evidence on the correlation between 

the levels of academic engagement and student outcomes for international students. 

Kwon’s (2009) quantitative study identified needs of international students and factors 

influencing their transition to higher education in the United States from the perspective 

of the Office of International Students at an American Middle Eastern university. The 
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findings of Kwon’s research highlighted, among other things, the impact of classroom 

involvement and student-faculty and peer interaction on international students’ college 

experiences and suggested that higher levels of academic engagement lead to more 

positive experiences (Kwon, 2009). Based on a qualitative study of senior students at a 

faith-based university, Andrade (2008) provided evidence that the academic and social 

engagement of international students was an important factor pertaining to international 

student persistence in American colleges and universities.  

 However, in discussing engagement factors of diverse student groups, Krause 

(2005) pointed out that some subgroups of students, including international students, 

older students, and students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds, perceive 

their experience with academic engagement in higher education institutions negatively. 

Krause’s conclusion, along with the implications of many empirical studies on 

adjustment issues and barriers to international students in American higher education, 

suggested that international students may experience unique problems when attempting to 

engage in academic activities. Furthermore, patterns of meaningful engagement of 

international students may differ from those of other student populations. Although 

researchers have been unanimous on the positive role engagement plays in student 

success, research on engagement patterns, mediating effects of culture, and the impact of 

cultural background on international student engagement appears lacking.  

Summary of Academic Engagement and Persistence 

Several studies have found associations between academic engagement and 

student behaviors, learning strategies, tutoring, and college persistence. Some of these 

studies have focused on extensive national surveys such as the NSSE, while others have 
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focused on self- reported behaviors at specific institutions or classrooms. The relationship 

between student-faculty interactions inside and outside the classroom have been analyzed 

using institutional longitudinal data (Trosset & Weisler, 2010), national data sets (Flynn, 

2014), the NSSE (Hu, 2011), and individual courses (Svanum & Bigatti, 2009). The 

majority of these approaches have yielded similar positive results. Students who engaged 

in student-faculty interactions––including classroom attendance, increased interactions 

with faculty members inside and outside of the classroom, and more hours studying––

were more likely to persist than those who did not (Flynn, 2014; Hu, 2011; Svanum & 

Bigatti, 2009; Trosset & Weisler, 2010). Since there is a wide range in the amount and 

type of interactions students can have with faculty members inside and outside of the 

classroom, it is difficult to find a causal relationship between student-faculty interactions 

and student persistence (Hu, 2011). 

In the same way, the research shows a positive relationship between self-learning 

skills and improved academic achievement and college persistence (Hoops et al., 2015; 

Robbins et al., 2004; Tuckman & Kennedy, 2011). Researchers have used various 

methods to analyze the relationship between learning strategies and outcomes, including 

meta-analysis (Robbins et al., 2004), logistic regression (Hoops et al., 2015; Tuckman & 

Kennedy, 2011), and qualitative analysis (O’Gara et al., 2009). The majority of studies 

reviewed focused on the impact of SSCs on college persistence at individual institutions. 

While various studies of Student Success Courses have shown positive associations 

between learning strategies and persistence (Hoops et al., 2015; O’Gara et al., 2009; 

Robbins et al., 2004; Tuckman & Kennedy, 2011), there are differences in their design, 

delivery, and content. Since there is not a single standard in SSC curriculum 
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development, it is difficult to find a relationship between learning strategies and 

persistence. 

Placing an increased emphasis on academic interactions amongst peers, group 

study and tutoring programs have also been found to have strong influences on academic 

outcomes, including persistence. The research concludes that semester-to-semester 

persistence was correlated with the frequency of peer tutoring visits (Colardarci et al., 

2013; Cooper, 2010).  

It is clear that international students face academic challenges at U.S. institutions, 

but only a very limited number of studies have been focused on the academic engagement 

and persistence factors of international students. It is important to gather their stories of 

their academic experiences. It is also important to know their perceptions of the academic 

engagement factors that support their persistence in U.S. higher education institutions. 

While some studies have indicated that academic engagement may influence international 

student persistence, the limited number of studies, the narrow scope of many of these 

studies, and the lack of agreement among existing studies inspired us to investigate this 

population further. Tinto’s (1975) interactionist theory and Astin’s (1984) student 

involvement theory will provide the framework that guide this phenomenological 

qualitative study.   
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Chapter 3: Method 

The purpose of the study is threefold: 1) to gain a deep understanding of the 

phenomena of international Chinese students’ academic experiences at RSU, 2) to 

explore academic engagement factors that Chinese students perceive as supporting their 

persistence at RSU, and 3) to examine how these academic engagement factors seem to 

affect their academic experience in the campus community as it relates to their 

persistence and progress in their academic program. A qualitative method is used to 

answer these questions, based on the belief that a qualitative approach should be used to 

obtain a deep understanding of the research problem because it offers opportunities for 

in-depth probing to obtain participants’ perceptions and views (Creswell, 2003).  

The research questions that this study addressed are these: 1) How do 

international Chinese students describe their academic experiences at RSU?  2) What are 

the academic engagement factors that support Chinese students’ persistence at RSU? 3) 

How do these academic engagement factors affect Chinese students’ academic 

experiences as they relate to progress in their academic programs on campus?  

This study uses a phenomenological approach in explaining international Chinese 

students’ academic experiences in a higher education institution in America. This chapter 

describes the research approach and design that was used to achieve the purposes of the 

study.  

Rationale for a Phenomenological Qualitative Research Approach 

A qualitative research approach for this study was chosen because qualitative 

methods are especially useful in discovering the meaning that people give to events they 

experience (Merriam, 1998). This research utilizes a qualitative design to allow for a 
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deeper understanding of the academic engagement experiences of international Chinese 

students at RSU and how participants perceived these experiences had impacted their 

persistence at RSU. Specifically, the phenomenological method was used to understand 

how participants make meaning of the phenomenon being studied, i.e., the impacts of 

academic engagement factors on their persistence in a college. Phenomenology is 

effective in studying a small number of subjects to identify the core of their experiences 

with the phenomenon (Creswell, 2014) and to produce patterns and identify relationships 

of meaning that build new knowledge (Miles & Huberman, 1994).   

A qualitative research design provides useful and in-depth understanding of the 

human experience. This method offers the researcher the opportunity to explore social 

phenomena by using inductive reasoning, which refers to the belief that data drives 

theory (Creswell, 2014). The importance of context in qualitative research refers to 

understanding “how participants create and give meaning to social experience” (Hayes & 

Singh, 2012, p.6). This research will help people understand how international Chinese 

students at RSU generate and give meaning to their academic engagement experiences. 

The phenomenological approach assumes that human experiences are reliable, providing 

insight into the human phenomena rather than a theory to explain the phenomena. 

(Creswell, 2014).  

Phenomenological Approach  

 Phenomenology was first developed by Husserl (1964), who believed that truth 

was uncovered through directed experiences. Husserl advocated the idea of uncovering 

truth through direct experiences, claiming that truth can only be found through conscious 

attention. Bursch (1989) believed the theoretical task of phenomenology is to understand 
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lived experience in its truth. Creswell (1997) added that phenomenological study 

describes the lived experiences of individuals of a phenomenon.    

Utilizing a phenomenological approach allows the researcher to explore the lived 

truth of the everyday academic experiences of international Chinese students and how 

they perceived these experiences. Tesch (1984) defined phenomenological research as 

descriptive research that deals with inner experiences of individuals. Dukes (1984) 

suggested that for phenomenological research, the researcher should spend sufficient time 

with the subjects. Creswell (1997) discussed the major issues of phenomenological study 

step by step. He suggested that in order to conduct in-depth interviews, a maximum of 10 

participants could be interviewed. He recommended long interview protocols, prolonged 

engagement, and clarifying research biases (member checking) for the data collection. 

For data analysis, Miles and Huberman (1994) stated that the researcher should carefully 

read the transcripts and initially code to identify significant statements of individuals’ 

experiences in order to grasp the meaning of statements. Researchers can develop themes 

of meanings for individual experiences and then group statements into meaningful units 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

As a way of doing qualitative investigation, phenomenology has been adopted by 

more and more researchers (Zhang, 2005; Alexander, 2004; Jiang, 2017; Schuemann, 

2014; Blount, 2018).  

Jiang’s (2017) phenomenological study explored the educational technology 

experiences of 10 international Chinese students at an American university. It describes 

their technology experiences and the influence on their technology self-efficacy and 

acculturation to the university culture in America. The findings of the study call for 
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technology support from the international student service offices, departments, and 

educators in higher education to improve Chinese students’ technology competence and 

facilitate their acculturation in American universities.  

A phenomenological comparative study of Chinese students’ academic and social 

integration in both Chinese and U.S. higher education institutions was conducted by 

Zhang (2005). It explored the academic and social experiences of Chinese students at  

universities in China and America. The researcher interviewed ten Chinese students in 

total; five students studied at a public university in China, and the other five studied at a 

public university in America. This study found that academic integration had more 

impact on Chinese students’ intent to persist in their programs than the social integration. 

On the other hand, social integration seemed be unrelated to their persistence intention. 

Despite the fact that most Chinese students reported a lack of social support and social 

interactions, they did not view this as important as their academic integration.  

Schuemann (2014) utilized phenomenological methodology to form the 

qualitative study of how students experience and understand the university presidency. In 

this study, the researcher interviewed 10 college students who self-identified as being 

involved with extracurricular activities and having, at minimum, occasional interaction 

with their president. Participants were selected from two small public Midwestern 

universities where their presidents had served for five or more consecutive years. The 

study found that encouraging interactivity between students and presidents benefits 

students by further motivating their campus involvement, enhancing their connection to 

the university, and inspiring their student leadership aspirations.  
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In Alexander (2004)’s qualitative study, the phenomenological method was used 

to understand the impacts of a 1:1 laptop initiative on participants’ college readiness. The 

researcher interviewed 15 first-year college students. It concluded that a 1:1 laptop 

program in high schools does seem to promote college readiness for their graduates, at 

least from the perspective of the graduates themselves.  

Blount (2018) also used phenomenological methods in his research study. This 

qualitative study identified factors that led to the academic success of first-generation 

African American students from predominantly white institutions. The researcher 

interviewed 10 students and found that first-generation African American graduates 

succeeded by being involved in clubs and student government, and being an athlete or a 

resident assistant. The interviewed graduates suggested institutions do more 

programming geared towards creating a sense of belonging and provide their 

administrators with the resources to support them throughout all four years.   

As the research related to the academic experiences of international Chinese 

students is limited, the phenomenological method could help U.S. better understand 

international Chinese students’ in-depth academic experiences, and the use of a 

qualitative design is appropriate for this study. A description of the phenomenological 

qualitative research approach used in this study follows. It includes the areas of setting 

and sampling, data collection, and data analysis procedures.  

Research Design 

Procedures for selecting study participants, collecting and analyzing data are 

described in this section. 

 



INT’L CHINESE STUDENTS’ ACADEMIC EXPERIENCES                                       65 

 

Setting and Sample 

This study was conducted at a four-year, rural public university in rural Northern 

New England, U.S.A. RSU is a regional comprehensive university and is part of a state 

university system. It offers 60 undergraduate degree programs, 30 graduate degree 

programs, 20 certification programs, and 16 state educator certification programs. RSU 

has been undergoing changes in the last few years. Beginning in fall of 2017, the 

university switched to a cluster model with seven interdisciplinary areas instead of 

academic departments or colleges. The cluster approach is designed to encourage 

collaboration and communication between and among disciplines in the application of 

solving problems and innovating for the digital age. 

RSU attracts students mostly from New England; it has an enrollment of 

approximately 4,222 undergraduate students and 837 graduate students on campus, 

according to the most recent data of National Center for Educational Statistics. It is a 

tight community, both in terms of relationship and space. There are approximately 30 

international Chinese students (both undergraduate and graduate) who graduated from 

RSU in the past five years and nearly 10 international Chinese students (both 

undergraduate and graduate) who are currently enrolled at RSU. It is practical to use a 

qualitative research method to learn through the students’ lens about their academic 

experiences and their perceptions of the academic engagement factors to support the 

Chinese students’ persistence at RSU. 

Purposive sampling and snowball sampling were used in this study. These 

sampling strategies are common in qualitative inquiry (Creswell, 2013). A purposive 

sample is a non-probability sample that is chosen by the researcher and selected based on 
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characteristics of a population and the objective of the study. Snowball sampling 

identifies cases of interest from people who then network with others who know what 

cases are information-rich (Seidman, 2003). The participants in this study were the 

international Chinese students who either 1) successfully graduated from RSU in the last 

five years, or 2) were currently enrolled at RSU as a student for at least one semester. The 

researcher requested the original participants to recommend the study to the potential 

participants they knew that met the sampling criteria. These original participants 

forwarded the invitation email to new, potential participants. Participants were selected 

among the volunteers who contacted the researcher and met the inclusion criterion.  

Creswell (1997) suggested that in order to conduct in-depth interviews in a 

phenomenological study, a small number of participants could be interviewed. The 

sample of this study included 12 international students who studied at, or are currently 

enrolled at, RSU for at least one term.  

Data Collection Procedure 

This study of international Chinese students’ experiences relies upon in-depth 

interviews. Creswell (2013) concluded that in-depth and multiple interviews with 

participants are used to collect data most often. Patton (2002) suggested that “one must 

undertake in-depth interviews with people who have directly experienced the 

phenomenon of interest” to gather data (p. 104). Using “lived experience, through 

interviews, one is able to explore how social experience is created and given meaning” 

(Patton, 2002, p.104).  

In particular, Seidman’s (2013) three-interview approach was used to present 

participants’ academic experiences, as well as their interpretations of the phenomenon. 
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Seidman’s (2013) three-interview approach was adopted in a number of 

phenomenological studies to explore the essence of phenomena in education (Crandall, 

2015; Treadwell, 2015; Zhang, 2005). This approach “focuses on the experiences of 

participants and the meaning they make of that experience” (Seidman, 1991, p. 16).  

According to Seidman (1991), the three-interview approach allows both the 

interviewer and participants to explore the participant’s experience, place it in context, 

and reflect on its meaning (p. 20). This approach involves three interviews with each one 

exploring more deeply into the topic. The first interview establishes the context of the 

participants’ experiences by letting them “tell as much as possible about themselves in 

the light of the topic up to the present time” (Seidman, 1991, p. 21). The second interview 

allows participants to reconstruct the details of their lived experiences in the topic areas 

of the study. The third interview focuses on the participants’ reflections and 

understanding on the meaning of their experiences. The combination of exploring 

participants’ past and describing their present experiences “establishes conditions for 

reflecting upon what they are now doing in their lives” (Seidman, 1991, p. 21). 

Therefore, the third interview can only be productive when the first two interviews 

establish a solid foundation. Seidman’s (1991) three-interview approach was used to 

collect data in this study.  

The researcher knew most of the international Chinese students at RSU because 

the researcher is an international Chinese student who also works as a Mandarin Chinese 

teacher at RSU. Purposive sampling and snowball sampling were used in this research 

study, and an invitation email (Appendix A) was sent out to the students, in which they 

were provided with the protocol of interviews (both the first online written interview and 
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the second face to face interview). The email described the purpose, procedure, and 

questions they will be asked, along with an informed consent form (Appendix F) that 

outlined what they were expected to do and their rights as a participant. After students 

read through the informed consent form and agreed to participate in the study, they were 

asked to do their first individual interview by completing an online written interview. A 

link to the online written interview was attached in the invitation email sent out to the 

participants. In all, 12 students agreed to participant in the study. They were asked to 

return their signed informed consent form, and then complete the first written interview.  

The first interview was conducted through an online written interview (Appendix 

B), and it surveyed participants to collect basic information and inform them about the 

following two interviews. It included demographic questions and academic engagement 

experience questions. The idea of the written interview originated from the researcher’s 

review of literature, especially the models of Tinto (1975; 1993) and Astin (1984) that 

formed the theoretical foundations for the directions and themes of questions to be 

included in the interview, in order to collect important information on different aspects of 

the international Chinese students’ experiences. The researcher also referred to two 

important national surveys, namely the NSEE and the NSSPR, for information and 

guidance on the design of interview of questions. Inspired by the findings of related 

literature and national surveys, the researcher composed the list of questions in Appendix 

B.  

Participants finished the written interview in English in approximately 30 

minutes. Responses of the written interviews (also in English) were collected and 

analyzed before the second interview. That interview was conducted face to face or via 
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Skype (second interview), depending on participants’ availability. It was scheduled after 

the first interview responses were collected and analyzed. Five participants did the face to 

face interview and the other seven did the interview via Skype. Some of the second 

interview questions were modified based upon participants’ first interview responses. The 

interview questions list (Appendix C) for the second interview was sent out to the 

participants in advance through email. The list of guiding questions provided guidance on 

the topic that would be discussed during interviews to help participants’ preparation for, 

and comfort with, the interviews.  

The second interviews lasted about 60-90 minutes each, during which participants 

were asked to further explain their academic experiences and to explore their perceptions 

of these experiences. Notes were taken, and the conversations were recorded. The 

interview conversations for all participants were mainly in Chinese, which is the native 

language for them. After the second interview, taped conversations were carefully 

transcribed word for word to draft the final report, which includes responses gathered 

from the first two interviews. 

 The third interview (Appendix D), was used as a means to establish accuracy of 

translations and credibility of the findings. Called “member checking,” the process is 

used to validate themes with respondents to enhance the trustworthiness of outcomes 

(Patton, 1990). Member checks were conducted via a 20-30 minute phone call with each 

participant. The researcher went over the data of the first and second interviews and the 

themes derived from the analysis of the interview results. Participants confirmed the 

themes and, when indicated, helped the researcher update translations when the words 

chosen did not fit their intended meaning.  
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Seidman (2013) recommended that researchers and interviewees experiment in 

the ways of talking with each other to find the language that most authentically reflects 

their thinking. Because English is not the native language for international Chinese 

students, during the second interview, the researcher first asked each question in English, 

then translated each question to Chinese. Participants were encouraged to use their native 

language (Chinese) to answer questions. Their authentic perceptions and conversations in 

Chinese were recorded and transcribed. Due to the difficulties with capturing the nuances 

of meaning in translation, the researcher did not translate the full transcripts from Chinese 

to English. The Chinese versions of transcripts were used in the coding and data analysis 

process.  

Corban and Strauss (2008) pointed out that foreign students report additional 

difficulties in trying to code in English. One such difficulty is that often there is no 

equivalent word in English capable of capturing the subtle nuances of the word in the 

original language. “Meanings” become “lost in translation” (Corban & Strauss, 2008, p. 

320). After themes were generated from coding the original transcripts in Chinese, the 

researcher translated the themes, along with participants’ descriptions, from Chinese to 

English. During the third interview (member checking), the researcher explained the 

themes to each participant and accepted participants’ suggestions on words or themes 

translated from Chinese into English. The overall goal in member checking is to establish 

the accuracy and trustworthiness of the findings with the participants (Birt et al., 2016). 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis in qualitative research has a two-fold purpose: (a) to understand the 

participants’ perspective, and (b) to answer the research question(s). Marshall and 
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Rossman (1999) defined qualitative analysis in terms of organizing and attributing 

meaning to the data. To accomplish these tasks, the researcher followed the three-phrase 

procedure described by Miles and Huberman (1994), which includes (a) data exploring 

and describing, (b) data display and explaining, and (c) conclusion drawing and 

verification.  

Regarding data exploring and describing, data induction is the first phase of 

qualitative data analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Data induction involves the process 

of selecting, simplifying, and extracting themes and patterns from written field notes, 

transcripts, and other available resources. To accomplish this task, the researcher 

carefully read through the interview transcripts while searching for similarities and 

differences in themes. This process of analysis is also known as coding. According to 

Miles & Huberman (1994), coding involves reviewing a set of field notes, transcribed or 

synthesized, and dissecting them meaningfully, while keeping the relations between the 

parts intact. Codes are tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to the descriptive or 

inferential information compiled during a study. Codes usually are attached to words, 

phrases, sentences, or whole paragraphs, connected or unconnected to a specific setting. 

Strauss (1987) suggested coding for conditions, interactions among actors, strategies and 

tactics, and consequences. 

A preliminary list of codes was created before the three interviews. This list 

comes from the conceptual framework, list of research questions, hypotheses, problem 

areas, and/or key variables the researcher brings to the study. This list helped the 

researcher tie the research questions or conceptual interests directly to the data (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). The codes were subject to be redefined or even discarded when 
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inapplicable, overbuilt, or overly abstract, etc. The researcher took an iterative approach 

to coding transcripts through the whole study, aiming for best fit with the data (Patton, 

1990).   

Data displaying and explaining are identified by Miles and Huberman (1994) as 

the second phase of data analysis, and data displays are tools for presenting the results of 

data categorization. According to Miles and Huberman (1994), the displays incorporate 

and summarize information in a way that facilitates the drawing of conclusions.  Display 

techniques include matrices and networks. Matrices are rows and columns of data that 

have been extracted from the coded transcripts and are organized according to themes, 

complete with supporting quotations in support of the themes. Networks provide a 

visualization of the data by providing a picture created with summarized information that 

shows essential relationships within the data.  

This research used matrices as the main data display technique to analyze both 

online-survey responses and interview conversations. Specifically, a checklist matrix, 

role-ordered matrix, and conceptually clustered matrix were used to display the data 

(Appendix E for matrix display example). A checklist matrix is a format for analyzing 

data on a major variable or general domain of interest. A role-ordered matrix sorts data in 

its rows and columns that have been gathered from or about a certain set of data 

reflecting the participants’ views. Because this study was designed to answer several 

research questions and the study group was small, the conceptually clustered matrix was 

used as the display technique to bring together questions that belong together (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). 
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Conclusion drawing and verification is the final phase of data analysis, according 

to Miles and Huberman (1994), and consists of drawing initial conclusions based on data 

displays and then subjecting these initial conclusions to verification procedures. 

Interview three served this function. These procedures were intended to verify that 

findings were appropriate before they were labeled as conclusive results.   
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Chapter 4: Results 

This chapter presents the findings of this phenomenological study of international 

Chinese students’ academic experiences at an American university. Data was collected 

from 12 participants by using a series of three interviews (Seidman, 1998). The interview 

protocol provided a venue for rich depiction of students’ academic experience. The 

research framework of this study was based on three primary questions:  

1. How do international Chinese students qualitatively describe their academic 

experiences?  

2. What academic engagement factors gave them positive experiences?   

3. How do academic engagement factors and their positive academic experiences 

support their persistence at RSU?  

The method in this study was to carefully analyze the interview transcriptions by 

putting the findings (both the emergent themes and participants’ experiences) around 

each research question. Themes were organized and presented after each question. The 

results represent a composite document of the emergent themes and participants’ 

experiences to create an “exhaustive description of the phenomenon” (Creswell, 2007, p. 

160). Data analysis and data display (matrix display) of this research was conducted 

under the guidance of Miles and Huberman’s (1994) analysis tactics. 

In many sections, participants’ elaboration upon the emergent themes was 

presented. The participants were given pseudonyms to maintain confidentiality.  

Demographic Information of Participants 

All of the participants either studied or are studying at a single, regional 

comprehensive public university in the United States. Criterion sampling helped define 
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the population of this study. The participants were international Chinese students that 

either successfully graduated from RSU in the last five years or are currently enrolled at 

RSU for at least one semester. Table 1 displays the demographic information of 

participants.  

As indicated in Table 1, at the time of interviews, seven participants had 

successfully graduated from RSU and five were still enrolled at RSU. Seven participants 

were in undergraduate programs and five were in graduate programs. Eight students 

graduated from public (international) high schools or universities, and some went to 

intensive language schools before coming to RSU. Their majors include Accounting (n = 

2), Athletic Training (n = 2), Computer Science (n=2), Clinical Mental Health 

Counseling (n =2), Communication (n = 1), Finance (n=1), Marketing and Sales (n = 1), 

and MBA (n = 1).  The sample was well represented by the involved students with a 

diverse range in terms of both the academic programs and the demographics. As 

mentioned above, there were around 40 international Chinese students in total who 

studied or are studying at RSU. Nearly 30% of the population participated in this study. 

They came from different parts of China (mainland, Hong Kong, Taiwan).  

Table 1  

Demographic Information of Participants 

Name Gender Location of 

hometown 

Major Academic 

class status: 

Current/Alum

ni 

(year 

graduated) 

Type of school 

attended before 

RSU 

Cici F Mainland/ 

Chengdu 

Marketing 

and Sales 

Alumni/2015 Public high 

school / 

Intensive 

language school 
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Wendy F Mainland/ 

Hubei 

MBA Alumni/ 

2015 

Public 4-year 

university/ 

Intensive 

language school 

Yuxia F Mainland/ 

Beijing 

Finance  Current/ 

Junior 

Public high 

school/ 

Intensive 

language school 

Peng  F Taiwan Athletic 

Training 

Current/ 

Graduate  

Public 4-year 

university/ 

Intensive 

language school 

Zitai M Mainland/ 

Shanghai 

Computer 

Sciences 

Current/ 

Freshman 

International 

high school 

Jessie F Mainland/ 

Chengdu 

Communicat

ion 

Alumni/ 

2019 

International 

high school 

Tim M Mainland/ 

Chengdu 

Clinical 

Mental 

Health 

Counseling 

Alumni/ 

2017 

Public 5-year 

university/Inten

sive language 

school 

Sijia F Mainland/ 

Shenzhen 

Clinical 

Mental 

Health 

Counseling 

Current/ 

Graduate  

International 4- 

year university 

Rob M Mainland/ 

Chengdu 

Computer 

Science 

Alumni/ 

2018 

International 

high school 

Kris M Taiwan Athletic 

Training 

Current/ 

Graduate  

Public 4-year 

university/Inten

sive language 

school 

Shirley F Mainland/ 

Chengdu 

Accounting  Alumni/ 

2016 

Public high 

school/Intensive 

language school 

Fay F Mainland/ 

Chengdu 

Accounting  Alumni/ 

2016 

Public high 

school/Intensive 

language school 

 

International Chinese Students’ Description of Academic Experiences in America  

The following section reports data on the first research question: How do 

international Chinese students qualitatively describe their academic experiences in the 
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United States? Participants’ descriptions of their positive academic experiences during 

their study at RSU and their academic challenges or difficulties are presented.  

Descriptions of Chinese Students’ Positive Academic Experiences 

 Participants described three major positive academic experiences at RSU: 1) 

Experienced high-quality immersion in American higher education. 2) Learned practical 

knowledge, which is different from their education in China. Not only did they learn 

knowledge from textbooks, but they also learned how to apply the textbook knowledge 

into real life.  3) Developed skills at RSU.  

1. Experienced High-Quality Immersion in American Higher Education  

When responding to the question of why they chose RSU as their study abroad 

destination, all participants mentioned that RSU can provide a good learning environment 

in the sense that it has few Chinese students, so they could have deep interactions with 

the American professor and students. They believe they had an authentic American 

higher education experience. This finding supports Flynn (2014), who found social 

engagement a stronger predictor of student persistence than academic engagement. 

Therefore, the foremost positive academic experience at RSU by most participants was 

that they experienced high-quality immersion in American higher education. A brief 

profile of each participant is established below in conjunction with his/her descriptions of 

this experience. 

 Cici. Cici successfully graduated from RSU and received her bachelor’s degree in 

Marketing and Sales in 2015. She described that she experienced high quality immersion 

in her American education at RSU. She explained that 
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I was the only international student in my program. Due to this, I have a lot of 

opportunity to interact with American professors and students. I felt I experienced 

authentic American culture. 

 Wendy. Wendy successfully graduated from RSU and received her master’s 

degree in Business Administration in 2016. She shared her experience: 

There were very few international Chinese students at RSU, even sometimes I felt 

lonely, but generally I think I had very good experiences. Because my purpose to 

study abroad in the U.S. was to get a better and different education from my peers 

in China. So, having few Chinese students helped me to be more engaged with 

American people. Through this engagement, I can focus my study on learning the 

American higher education and culture. Right now, I am working at a big 

international company in China. I do value my educational experience at RSU. 

Yuxia. Yuxia is a junior in the Finance major. She changed her major from 

Psychology to Finance due to some negative course experiences in her first year. She felt 

that having few Chinese students means few distractions from studies as there were not 

many interpersonal relationships to attend to. She explained, 

I am not very good at making friends and communicating with other people. If 

there are many international Chinese students at RSU, I will not be able to focus 

on my study. I feel I will spend a lot time and energy on dealing with complicated 

personal relationship with other students. That is why I stayed at RSU, even I had 

not good course experiences in my first term. 

Peng. Peng is a current graduate student majoring in Athletic Training. She had 

already received a master’s degree in Athletic Training in China. She noted that her 
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purpose in coming to the U.S. was to learn high quality American advanced knowledge in 

athletic training. She said,  

I worked for one year in sports field after I received my master’s degree in 

athletic training in China. However, I did not feel very confident about my 

knowledge studied at school in China. I thought I need to study abroad to learn 

more and better knowledge in the U.S. I am very satisfied on my academic 

experience at RSU. I learned a lot different and advanced knowledge here. And 

due to having few international Chinese students, I made American friends. We 

help each other on study. 

 Zitai. Zitai is a freshman majoring in computer science. He is satisfied with his 

academic experience at RSU so far, although his description was not specifically tied to 

experiencing immersion in American higher education.  

 Jessie. Jessie successfully received her bachelor’s degree in Communication and 

graduated from RSU in 2019. She also confirmed that  

American students are the main group on RSU campus. In this environment, I had 

more chances to work with American students. And professor can give me one on 

one help. I experienced pure American culture and education. 

Tim. Tim successfully received his master’s degree in Clinical Mental Health 

Counseling and graduated from RSU in 2017. Tim went to a five-year medical University 

in China. He came to RSU wanting to learn high quality and advanced knowledge. He 

noted that in his program, the professors were very supportive to international students. 

He shared his experience:  
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I was the only international student in my program. My academic advisor and the 

courses instructors gave me a lot of care. They were willing to meet with me in 

person and talk about my academic progress and helped me on my learning 

challenges. I think becaus.e I was the only international student, they gave me 

enough attention. I learned very professional counseling skills which is different 

from my previous education. 

Sijia. Sijia was a current graduate student majoring in Clinical Mental Health 

Counseling. She went to a four-year international university in China. Sijia graduated 

from RSU in May 2020 and was interviewed while still enrolled at RSU. She came to 

RSU because RSU offers high-quality, professional, and advanced counselling major 

courses. She explained,  

RSU’s psychology and counseling major is very highly ranked among other 

universities. Not only I learned a lot of knowledges in psychology and counseling, 

but also RSU offered very authentic American higher education to me. I knew 

after learning at RSU, I will be ready to apply to the doctoral degree in 

Counseling and I knew American culture very well, these experiences will help 

my success in the future.  I always believe that U.S. has the best education. And 

after three years of study at RSU, I become more confident in my field and on 

myself. 

 Rob. Rob received his bachelor’s degree in computer science and graduated from 

RSU in 2018. Rob also confirmed that having few Chinese students at RSU forced him to 

have more interactions with American students:  
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There are too many small groups in other American universities made up by the 

international Chinese students. Compared to them, RSU’s environment was very 

fit for learning. Having few Chinese students forced me to emerge into the pure 

American culture. I learned how to interact and work with people from different 

cultures.  

Kris. Kris is a current graduate student majoring in Athletic Training. Before 

coming to RSU, Kris already had a master’s degree in Athletic Training in China. He 

mentioned that he wanted to learn advanced and more professional knowledge in athletic 

training. He is very satisfied with his academic experience at RSU so far and said,  

In China, Athletic Training major is not very popular and not fully developed. 

This major is at the beginning stage. I really love this major and I hope I can work 

in this field after I graduate. RSU offered many courses that are very professional 

and teaching me advanced knowledge, many of which I never learned before. 

Because there are only two Chinese students in my program. My professors could 

give us full attention and help us on what we need. 

 Shirley. Shirley successfully received her bachelor’s degree in Accounting and 

graduated from RSU in 2017. She mentioned that  

When I look back at my general experiences at RSU, I am very satisfied, because 

there were very few international Chinese students. After graduating from RSU, I 

went to another school to pursue my master’s degree. However, there are a lot of 

Chinese students and I did not have any chance to interact with American students 

and professors. I spent a lot of time hanging out with other Chinese students. I 
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miss the time when I was at RSU. I had excellent immersion academic 

experiences at RSU. 

Fay. Fay successfully received her bachelor’s degree in Accounting and 

graduated from RSU in 2016. She had very high GPA while studying at RSU. She also 

mentioned that she experienced very authentic American education:  

Basically, at RSU professors know most of the students in the class. If I have any 

questions or concerns, I can directly contact professors and receive their help. 

Because RSU has very few Chinese students, I spent a lot of time studying with 

American students. Through the interactions with them, my English skills got 

improved, and I learned a lot pure American culture. 

2. Learned Practical Knowledge  

Most participants shared that during their positive academic experiences at RSU 

they learned a variety of advanced, practical knowledge that is different from their 

previous education in China. Practical knowledge means students not only learned the 

knowledge in the textbook, but also learned how to apply content knowledge in the real 

world and make connections with real life. Their skills in problem solving, critical 

thinking, and multicultural perspective thinking have been developed. They became 

ready for and confident in their future careers. Each participant’s comments on this 

experience is elaborated below. 

 Cici. Cici described her academic experience as a very positive one because she 

learned practical knowledge which is helpful for her current career development: 

I am very satisfied with the learning experience at RSU. Because at RSU, I was 

not only learning the knowledge of books, but also learning more practical things, 
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and learning how to apply knowledge to practice. Especially in my Professional 

Sales class, the teacher let us imitate the sales scene in the real-world setting in 

the classroom, and also invited the executives or sales directors of well-known 

companies to the classroom to guide us learn the sales skills in practice. This 

method of teaching is of great help to me. 

 Wendy. Wendy shared her academic experiences in learning the practical 

knowledge at RSU:  

I am very satisfied with my learning experience at RSU. In the one and a half 

years of RSU, I have learned a lot of courses and knowledge that I had not learned 

before. For example, I learned how to use Excel to analyze data and make graphs 

in class. Some teachers combined the classroom knowledge with their own work 

experiences during the teaching process and used examples from the actual work 

to explain the knowledge point. I have learned a lot of practical knowledge at 

RSU, which greatly helped me understand the society and work. 

 Yuxia. Yuxia is satisfied with her academic experiences at RSU so far. She also 

mentioned that she learned practical knowledge here:  

In the classroom, professors shared objective views from various angles, and give 

many practical examples to explain the problem from multiple angles. The teacher 

also inspired me to plan my future life and career through the field interviews and 

field trips. 

 Peng. Peng also expressed satisfaction with her experience: 

I am very satisfied with the current learning experience. Although I have been 

studying Athletic Training in my undergraduate program for four years, after I 
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came to the United States, I found many things are different. In China, most of us 

just try to memorize the knowledge in books, and there is not much opportunity 

for practical practice. The United States pays more attention to practical operation 

exercises. I think the American way is more helpful for my future career.   

Jessie. Jessie described her academic experiences as very positive because of the 

practical learning method used:  

A teacher at RSU has a great influence on me. I took her class in the first semester 

of freshman. In this class, she taught me a lifelong learning method: how to 

combine the knowledge of the textbook with actual life. Every time this professor 

taught a knowledge point in the class, he asked us to write a reflection paper in 

the homework. This reflection paper required us to connect the knowledge points 

with real life. For example, the concept of "fake news" was talked about in class 

and we would write about our understanding of "fake news" in life based on what 

I have seen and how my own experiences relate to this concept. 

 Tim. Tim commented on his positive experiences in learning practical 

knowledge: 

The teachers of RSU taught me a lot of practical counselling knowledge. 

Teachers' teaching methods related to the reality. For example, teachers would set 

the course like the process of counseling and let us discuss in the classroom what 

kind of problems will occur in the real-world process of counseling and how to 

solve various problems, etc. It's not just learning the rigid knowledge in 

textbooks. 
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 Sijia. Sijia is very satisfied with her experience at RSU because of the practical 

internships she conducted here:  

RSU's course schedule exceeded my expectations. Because my major places great 

emphasis on practice, RSU provides many good practical opportunities for every 

student, including the international students like me. The place of our internship is 

a very formal psychological consultation clinic. As an intern, we need to be like 

other regular consultants in the clinic. This practical learning experience gives me 

the opportunity to apply the knowledge learned in the classroom to the real life. 

 Rob. Rob also commented on his positive experience in learning the practical 

knowledge at RSU:  

The courses that I have a deep impression in RSU were those in which the 

teachers not only taught the textbook knowledge in the class, but also used 

practical examples to help us understand the content. They let us grasp the 

knowledge through practice. 

 Kris: Kris explained that he feels the practical knowledge he learned at RSU 

made him very confident about his future career: 

I learned very professional practical knowledge that I didn't learn before at RSU. 

Teachers at RSU not only covered the principles, but also guided us on how to 

operate. We usually took classes in the morning and participated in the trainings 

with different sports teams in the afternoon. This model allows us to apply the 

knowledge learned in the classroom to real life. I am more and more confident in 

myself now. 
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 Shirley. Shirley also confirmed that she learned very professional and practical 

knowledge at RSU: 

I was impressed that some classes at RSU will provide many practical 

opportunities, and some classes will teach a lot of practical knowledge, such as 

the application of Excel. It is especially helpful for my current job. 

 Fay. Fay mentioned that she learned practical knowledge from some of her 

professors who have real business experience, and from practicing the book knowledge 

by doing case studies. She appreciates the practical knowledge she learned at RSU:  

The RSU learning experience made me feel that American education is different 

from Chinese education. Teachers incorporate a lot of practical training in the 

classroom or use real-life examples to explain knowledge points. I find this way 

very helpful for my current work. For example, I have a class that taught the 

simulation of the U.S. stock market. The professor let us learn the knowledge of 

stock market stocks by simulating the real investment market. I felt this approach 

particularly novel and interesting. 

3. Developed Skills During Study at RSU  

The majority of the participants shared another important aspect of their positive 

academic experiences at RSU: they developed a set of skills that are critical for their 

future career and life. As shown in Table 2, participants picked up and developed a wide 

range of skills during their study at RSU, including the habits of mind, language, 

diversity awareness, and data analysis, etc.  
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Table 2  

Positive Academic Experience – Skills Developed During  Study at RSU 

Skills Number of students  

Academic writing 8/12 

Creativity 7/12 

Problem solving 12/12 

Critically analyzing the content in course readings 7/12 

Ability to work in academic groups/teams 7/12 

Ability to work with people of different cultural 

backgrounds / multicultural perspectives 

12/12 

Ability to apply information from course to real life  12/12 

English skills  12/12 

Self-learning or self-exploration skills 3/12 

Communication  6/12 

Resilience 1/12 

Curiosity /inquisitiveness  1/12 

Data Analysis   1/12 

 

Table 2 also presents the numbers of students who expressed developing each 

skill during their study at RSU. The frequencies reveal that all participants developed the 

following skills at RSU: problem solving, ability to work with people of different cultural 

backgrounds and having multicultural perspectives, ability to apply information from 

course to real life, and English skills. These skills are consistent with and contribute to 

the other two themes of participants’ academic experiences at RSU: (1) immersion in an 

American education experience, and (2) practical knowledge acquisition.  

Participants were asked to share their perceptions on one or two skills that were 

most developed while at RSU. Their responses are presented in Table 3. A healthy level 

of variety is seen in the responses across participants, and a total of 10 skills were chosen 

by the respondents as the most developed skills, in various combinations. The most 

developed skills with the highest frequencies include application of information from 

course knowledge into real life (n=6), problem solving (n=5), and communication (n=4). 
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Table 3  

Positive Academic Experience - Most Developed Skills  

Participants Skills Most Developed 

Cici:  Application of information from my courses to real life 

 Communication  

Wendy  Application of information from my courses to real life  

 Data Analysis  

Yuxia   Multi-cultural perspective 

  Problem solving  

Peng  Problem solving  

 Application of information from my courses to real life  

Zitai   Problem solving 

Jessie  Application of information from my courses to real life 

 English skills   

Tim   English skills  

 Self-learning skills  

Sijia  Problem solving 

 Resilience 

Rob  Self-exploration and self-learning  

 Problem solving  

 Multicultural communication   

Kris  Application of information from my course to real life 

 Communication  

Shirley  Application of information from my course to real life  

 Communication  

Fay   Problem solving  

 Communication  
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Descriptions of Chinese Students’ Academic Challenges and Difficulties  

 During the interviews, participants were also asked about the academic challenges 

and/or difficulties they each experienced during their study at RSU. Their responses 

revealed three major themes on this topic, namely: 1) language, 2) being unfamiliar with 

the American higher education system and teachers’ teaching methods, and 3) unfriendly 

environment created by teachers and/or classmates. 

1. Language  

All participants pointed out that a language gap was the biggest difficulty and 

challenge to them. Table 4 presents participants’ narratives on the language difficulty and 

challenge. Their descriptions are presented in tables and synthesized paragraphs in order 

to avoid repetition of data presentation.  This data display method is a convenient way to 

compare the data and arrive at conclusions. 

Table 4  

Academic Challenge and Difficulty - Language 

Participant  Narrative  

Cici My grades in the first semester of my freshman year were particularly 

bad, because I could not understand a lot of things in English, so the 

exams were not good. It made me unconfident about the future. 

 

Wendy Graduate courses need to read a lot of literature materials, but because of 

my language skills, I could not finish reading all the materials assigned 

by the teacher. The pressure was huge. It was also one of the reasons why 

I gapped a semester later. It took me about 3-5 times longer than 

American students in reading. 

 

Yuxia Language is the biggest difficulty I encountered in my learning process. 

Because the textbook is very difficult to read, there are many English 

words that are obscure and difficult to understand. Even if I look up the 

dictionary to know its meaning, it has different meanings in different 

contexts. I spent a lot of time looking up the Chinese meaning of the 

vocabulary to help me understand. 
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Peng I needed a lot of time to compare and convert between Chinese and 

English. In addition, I can not 100% understand and absorb the 

professional English vocabulary during the class. So, I spent 2-3 times 

more time in preparing and reviewing than American students did . . . 

In addition, my professional internship needs to communicate with 

athletes and ask them about their situation and feelings. During my 

intern[ship] in the first semester, because of limited language 

communication skills, I often did not know how to answer their 

questions. 

 

Zitai The language challenge made me unable to participate in class 

discussions very well. There are many things that I hardly understand to 

keep up with the pace of the class. 

 

Jessie Language is the biggest challenge. I used to study in Chinese in China, 

and a lot of knowledge was easy to understand. However, learning major 

courses in English as a second language added a lot of difficulty and 

challenges. Sometimes there is no way to understand the deep meaning 

of language. 

 

Tim When I was in the first semester of my first year of the graduate school, 

my English vocabulary was not enough. It was difficult to read a lot of 

materials. It took me more than ten minutes to read a page. This also 

caused me no time to interact with other students. I could not finish 

reading the materials and books, not to mention interacting with 

classmates. 

 

Sijia Language barriers prevented me from being well integrated into the class. 

When doing projects with American classmates, they often ignored me 

and sometimes discriminated [against] me. 

 

Rob Because of the language barriers, during the first semester of university, I 

could not understand what the teacher was talking about or how to do the 

homework. Sometimes I didn’t even know where to start to ask 

questions. 

 

Kris During the class, the teacher asked questions. Because of the language 

barrier, even though I knew the answer, I couldn't express it well. My 

English ability to express cannot bear its desire to express. In this case, 

the teacher felt that I am not actively speaking. I seemed to understand 

nothing, but in fact, I couldn’t express myself well in English. 

 

Shirley When I was a freshman, language was a big problem, especially in the 

writing class, because I didn’t have enough language skills. I was even 

scared of writing. 
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Fay The gap of language skills, especially in the first semester of freshman 

year, made me unable to understand the class content, and not sure how 

to communicate with teachers and classmates. Every time I asked a 

question, I was particularly nervous because my English was not good. In 

class, I was also afraid of making mistakes and thus joked by other 

students. 

 

 As shown in Table 4, the language gap is the foremost aspect of the academic 

difficulty/challenge for the international Chinese students in the United States. This 

challenge limited academic performance both in and out of the classroom, especially in 

the first year of study abroad.   

2. Unfamiliarity with the Classroom and Academic Environment of the U.S. Higher 

Education System and Teachers’ Teaching Methods  

In addition to language barriers, being unfamiliar with the classroom and 

academic environment of U.S. higher education is another big challenge for international 

Chinese students. Table 5 presents participants’ narratives on this challenge. 

Table 5  

Academic Challenge and Difficulty – Unfamiliar with the U.S. Classroom and Academic 

Environment  

Participant Narrative  

Cici American teachers are not like Chinese teachers in class. They don’t just 

talk about everything in the book, nor do they fill up the entire 

blackboard with notes. American teachers mainly use examples to spread 

out the knowledge points from the books. Because I was not used to the 

teaching method here, I only knew to read books in preparation for 

exams but didn’t know how to study and review, so my first semester 

grades were really poor. 

 

Wendy I didn’t know the American culture, the undergraduate education or the 

graduate education. During the lectures at RSU, I didn’t have the cultural 

background or the professional background of the United States. There 

was no relevant content in the textbook to help me understand either, so 
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sometimes when the teacher gave relevant practical examples, I could not 

understand well, and didn’t know how to learn either. 

 

Yuxia There are many practical examples and group projects in the business 

classes. Because of the lack of understanding of the American culture 

and university classroom, I often cannot keep up with the pace of 

teachers and other students. In some group projects, I simply did not 

know how to do it.  

 

Peng I already had a master's degree in China, but I found even many courses 

have the same name, the content and the assessment requirements of the 

professors are different. In the first semester, in order to adapt to the 

teaching environment and classroom requirements in the United States, I 

constantly adjusted my learning methods. This caused some extra 

stresses. 

 

Jessie The teaching methods and examination methods of American teachers 

are very different from that of China. I need to spend time after class to 

constantly ask questions and communicate with teachers before I slowly 

adapted to the teaching methods. 

 

Tim During my three years at RSU, I spent the first two years trying to find 

out how to learn effectively and adjust my learning style to suit the new 

environment. When I was an undergraduate in China, my academic 

performance was very good, and had a set of my own learning methods. 

But when I came to the United States, I found that the entire teaching 

system, classroom environment, and curriculum requirements are very 

different. It was not easy to spend a lot of energy in constantly changing 

and adjusting myself to the new environment. 

 

Sijia The difference in the learning environment and culture between U.S. and 

China made me feel very stressed. Sometimes I just didn’t know how to 

express myself or to meet the teacher's requirements. 

 

Rob I didn’t understand the way American teachers teach. American teachers 

only talk about some key knowledge points in class. It takes students 

time to do a lot of research after class to complete the homework. I didn't 

understand this and was confused at the beginning. 

 

Kris American classes require a lot of on-site interactions, preview and 

reviews, which is not the same as when I was studying in China. I felt a 

lot of pressure when taking classes. 

 

Shirley  I didn’t get used to the teaching methods and the curriculum systems in 

the United States. 
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Fay The classroom teaching model in the United States is very different from 

that in China. I was very uncomfortable at first. For example, after 

coming to the United States, I learned to carefully study the syllabus, 

while teachers in China would not provide syllabus to students. 

 

  

As revealed by Table 5, the unfamiliarity of the academic environment and 

requirements is caused by the differences in the education systems between China and the 

United States. It makes it challenging for the international Chinese students to follow the 

pace of the class. The Chinese students have to spend at least one term adjusting to the 

learning environment of the U.S. University by learning the new rules and requirements.  

3. Unfriendly Environment Due to Some Faculty and Student Biases  

The language barrier and the unfamiliarity with U.S. culture and higher education 

systems (classroom and academic environment and requirements) tend to cause 

misunderstandings between Chinese students and American professors and students. 

Some course instructors, academic advisors, and domestic students are experienced as 

lacking tolerance for differences by international Chinese students. This becomes the 

third common theme of difficulty/challenge experienced by the participants in this study. 

Because of the language difference and lack of understanding of American culture 

and higher education environment and requirements, international Chinese students find 

it stressful to maintain progress in their studies. At the same time, participants described 

encounters with some narrow-minded and non-inclusive teachers, academic advisors and 

American students, which made for another learning challenge for Chinese students. 

However, not every participant had experienced a biased or non-welcoming environment 

at RSU. Table 6 presents the narratives of the 6 participants who unfortunately had this 

negative experience.  
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Table 6  

Academic Challenge and Difficulty – Biased and Unfriendly Teachers and Classmates  

Participant Narrative 

Yuxia I chose the psychology major when I was a freshman. My experience 

with a major course in Psychology was very bad so I changed my major 

in the sophomore year. The teacher in that class was particularly 

disrespectful to me. He thought I didn’t speak in class, and my 

homework did not meet his requirements. Without any communication 

with me, he directly emailed many teachers of RSU to reflect my 

learning problems. He felt that I should not appear in his class. He 

criticized my homework for grammar problems. Later I sent email to this 

teacher to talk about it, but there was no feedback. I was forced to drop 

this course. After that I became not sure about studying Psychology. I 

changed my major to Finance, and the teachers of this program are so far 

pretty nice.  

 

Zitai I didn’t like to do group projects, because the pace, ideas, and schedule 

of each group member are different. My communication with Americans 

was not smooth. I once did a group project with other four students, and I 

was the only Chinese. The other four Americans were chatting, but I 

could not join them because of the language issues. I was responsible for 

the collection of related content and materials, which I spent a lot of time 

to do. But they chose to ignore me later on. This experience made me 

very uncomfortable for a long time. 

 

Jessie I had a teacher who did not give me a good experience. I feel that this 

professor is very conservative. At that time, when China and the United 

States started a trade war, he expressed his radical views in the classroom 

by constant criticizing China and Chinese people. His radical comments 

also triggered many American classmates to be dissatisfied with China. I 

was sitting in the classroom as the only Chinese, and I felt particularly 

uncomfortable. Compared to this teacher, I had another teacher who 

mentioned the China-U.S. trade war in the classroom but put forward his 

views objectively. I felt that some teachers of RSU are somehow narrow-

minded and exclusive, or even discriminatory. My experience with them 

was very poor. 

 

Tim In my interaction with classmates, if American students are open and 

tolerant and willing to give me the opportunity to express myself, I 

would find the group project interesting to do. But if the American 

classmates in my group are not friendly and will not give me the 

opportunity to speak, I would feel anxious and not want to do the project 

anymore. In general, I prefer the group discussion and group project 
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where the teacher is present, because the teacher’s encouragement and 

affirmation to me will let other students not to ignore me. 

 

Sijia  Sometimes I like to do the group project but other times I don't. If the 

group members are friendly and tolerant, I will definitely like it. If the 

team members neglected my efforts or did not give me the opportunity to 

express myself due to the language differences, I will dislike doing that 

project. 

 

Rob I think it is very important for the teachers to support and encourage me. 

The teachers of my general education courses during my freshman year 

were very good. But professors in my major (computer science) were not 

very nice to me. When I have problems and difficulties to ask them, they 

seemed perfunctory to deal with me. My academic advisor only 

contacted me during the course selections. If I had problems for him at 

other times, his responses were not timely, nor did it help me solve the 

problem. The reason I stayed in this major at RSU was my good 

interactions with several American classmates who gave me a lot of help. 

  

The participants suffered these academic difficulties and challenges severely in 

their first term or first year in the United States. Although they managed to adapt to the 

American higher education environment eventually, they still continuously faced  

language challenges, unfamiliarity with the American higher education system, and 

unfriendly/biased teachers and students throughout the entire stay.  

Six participants shared their negative experiences at RSU, among which three 

(Yuxia, Zitai, Sijia) reported unpleasant experiences in doing group projects and four 

(Yuxia, Tim, Rob, and Jessie) shared their experiences in the biased, unfair treatment by 

instructors. The academic advisors of Rob and Yuxia, respectively, did not care about 

their difficulties and challenges. Rob later had a girlfriend who was from China and she 

encouraged him to go through the difficult time. Due to the negative experience in group 

projects and in the Psychology courses, Yuxia changed her major and academic advisor, 

and then she started to have good experiences. On the contrary, although Sijia, Tim, and 
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Jessie had negative experiences, their academic advisors gave them a lot of support and 

encouragement and helped them solve problems. So, these students were willing to stay 

and continue their study at RSU. 

The other participants (Cici, Wendy, Peng, Kris, Shirley, Fay) basically did not 

feel isolated or discriminated against during their study at RSU. The reasons are found to 

be the following. First, their teachers were open-minded and tolerant, and willing to help 

students. Second, their academic advisor gave them a lot of support, encouragement, and 

help. Another reason is that, under the coordination and affirmation of teachers, these 

students established good interactions with American students in the classroom. 

Therefore, there was no discrimination or isolation by other students after class either. 

The analysis here demonstrates the important role that faculty plays in the learning 

experiences of international Chinese students at U.S. universities.  

Most Impactful Academic Engagement Factors on Chinese Students’ Learning 

Experience 

 This section presents data collected to answer the second research question: What 

academic engagement factors have great impacts on the learning experiences of 

International Chinese students. During the data analysis, academic engagement activities 

are identified and categorized into three themes: a) interaction with faculty; b) interaction 

with other students; c) interaction with self (Tinto, 1975; Astin, 1984). Under each of the 

three big themes, there are different small themes. In the following section, participants’ 

interview data on the most impactful academic engagement activities are discussed and 

presented in tables.  
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Interaction with Faculty  

Under this theme, the interactions with faculty that helped with international 

Chinese students’ learning experiences are summarized into three sub-themes: a) teacher 

is open minded and has positive attitude towards the international students; b) good 

teaching methods and in-class engagement activities; c) after class faculty and students 

interaction activities.  

1. Teachers Are Open-Minded and Easygoing and Hold a Positive Attitude that Made 

Students Feel Welcomed in Class  

All participants mentioned this very important factor during the interviews. Table 

7 presents the narratives of participants’ opinions on teacher’s positive attitude and open-

minded and easygoing personality. 

Table 7  

Academic Engagement Factor – Interaction with Faculty: Teacher’s Personality 

Participants Teacher’s Positive Attitude and Personality 

Cici The teacher who had the biggest influence on me was the teacher of my 

sales course. His mental state was always good every time in class. He 

always encouraged us to express our views. 

 

Wendy The teacher of two MBA core courses during my freshman year. Every 

time in the class, he explained the knowledge points patiently and gave 

students a lot of space for thinking. I could study with peace in mind and 

not to be afraid of making mistakes and errors when asking questions. 

 

Yuxia  I like a class in which the teacher was very interesting and humorous. 

This teacher was one of the few American professors who are willing to 

communicate with students. The teacher created a very relaxed learning 

atmosphere, in which the students can [be] accommodating and [have] 

open discussions. 

 

Peng During the class, the teacher gave each student chance to speak. As an 

international student, my English was not very good. Sometimes I need 

to think for a long time to answer the questions. This teacher was very 

patient to listen to me and give me support and encouragement. 
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Zitai I like a teacher who was very nice, humorous, not rigid, and used many 

interactions in class, making the class a happy learning environment. 

 

Jessie The teacher of my Public Relation course was open-minded. She let me 

select the chapters of interest from the textbook during the class, and then 

study and discuss the chapter with her and classmates. I felt that she 

respects students." 

 

Tim  The two foundations courses I take in the first year of graduate school 

had a great impact on me, because the teachers of these two courses were 

very charismatic, have good personalities, and cared about students. 

They mobilized the enthusiasm of each student and were tolerant of 

different views. I just came to RSU during that period and was still in the 

stage of culture shock. These two courses calmed me down. 

 

Sijia  One course that I liked the most is the foundations course I took in my 

first year of graduate school. The teacher was humble and 

accommodating.  In the classroom and after class, the teacher actively 

encouraged me to express my opinions, and gave affirmation to me for 

bravely expressing my opinions. 

 

Rob I like the teacher of the macroeconomics course I took in the first 

semester of my freshman year. He is Chinese. I just came to RSU at that 

time. There were big language barriers. I directly asked questions to the 

teacher and he always patiently addressed my questions and even 

explained things to me again in Chinese. He is also very nice and 

friendly. 

 

Kris As an international student, I especially like the teachers who encourage 

each student to express their opinions in class and offer feedback that 

welcomes different opinions. 

 

Shirley The teacher cared about us and gave us a lot of room to action, and 

supported us with different expressions in class, which makes me feel 

respected. 

 

Fay  I like a teacher who was very humorous. He used jokes to introduce the 

knowledge and created a very relaxing interactive classroom 

environment. 

 

As shown in Table 7, participants in this study all pointed out that teachers’ 

positive attitude and open-minded, easygoing personality play a very important role in 
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their positive academic experiences. Teachers’ welcoming attitude to international 

students is the basis for Chinese students to study in American schools. It creates a safe 

and engaging environment, in which students can relax and are happy to learn and accept 

the new knowledge without anxiety or tension. 

2. Faculty’s Academic Engagement Activities  

All of the participants listed several class teaching methods/activities of the 

faculty that contributed to their positive learning experiences at RSU. Table 8 below 

presents the specific faculty academic engagement activities along with the number of 

participants who recommended it for each activity. 

Table 8  

Academic Engagement Factor – Interaction with Faculty: Faculty Engagement Activities 

Faculty engagement activities   Number of participants 

who voted for it 

My professor indicated that they valued my input in 

class and  

encouraged me to share my opinions 

12/12 

My professor reached out to me as an international 

student to make sure I was doing okay in class 

8/12 

Clearly explained course goals and requirements and 

taught course sessions in an organized way 

9/12 

Used examples or illustrations to explain difficult points 12/12 

Provided detailed feedback on my writing, project, 

presentation, tests or completed assignments 

12/12 

Encouraged class discussion on intercultural aspects of 

course topics and incorporated their own intercultural 

experiences into classroom learning 

11/12 

Encouraged students to share their own cultural 

knowledge 

7/12 

Invited international guest speakers to share their 

expertise 

4/12 

 

The frequency data in Table 8 reveals three academic engagement activities that 

contributed to the positive academic experiences of all international Chinese students at 
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RSU: (1) professor indicated that they valued my input in class and encourage me to 

share my opinions; (2) professor used examples or illustrations to explain difficult points; 

(3) professor provided detailed feedback. Another important faculty classroom 

engagement practice is to encourage class discussion on intercultural aspects of course 

topics and incorporate their own intercultural experiences into classroom learning, which 

is voted by 11 out of 12 participants as the most helpful academic engagement activity 

for students’ learning. This data highlights the importance of interactions with faculty. 

 The following section will talk about the most helpful faculty in- and out-of-class 

teaching methods or academic engagement activities. Table 9 lists the most helpful in-

class faculty engagement activities by participants.   

Table 9  

Academic Engagement Factor – Interaction with Faculty: Most Helpful In-class 

Engagement Activities 

Participants Most helpful teacher academic engagement activities  

Cici Used examples or illustrations to explain difficult points 

Wendy Incorporated their own intercultural experience into classroom learning 

Yuxia  Encouraged class discussion on intercultural aspects of course topics 

Peng Used examples or illustrations to explain difficult points 

Zitai Used examples or illustrations to explain difficult points 

Jessie Encouraged class discussion on intercultural aspects of course topics 

Tim  Incorporated their own intercultural experience into classroom learning 

Sijia  Provided detailed feedback on tests or completed assignments 

Rob Clearly explained course goals and requirements 

Kris Used examples or illustrations to explain difficult points 

Shirley Used examples or illustrations to explain difficult points 

Fay  Used examples or illustrations to explain difficult points  

 

Participants named five faculty in-class engagement activities that helped their 

academic experiences the most. The five activities, ranked by the times of nomination, 

are: (1) Used examples or illustrations to explain difficult points (n=6); (2) Incorporated 
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their own intercultural experiences into classroom learning (n=2); (3) Encouraged class 

discussion on intercultural aspects of course topics (n=2); (4) Provided detailed feedback 

on tests or completed assignments (n=1); (5) Clearly explained course goals and 

requirements (n=1). 

Table 9-1 through Table 9-5, respectively, display the narratives of participants’ 

responses to each of the five faculty in-class engagement activities that are identified 

above as the most contributing factors for the positive learning experiences of the 

international Chinese students. 

Table 9-1  

Most Helpful In-Class Faculty Engagement Activities: Used Examples or Illustrations to 

Explain Difficult Points 

Participants Narratives 

Cici My Sales class teacher was very innovative. After learning the basics, he 

will invite many executives of well-known companies, such as the sales 

director of DHL, to help us as the Course Consultants. Teachers and 

Course Consultants cited many cases that have occurred in the actual 

workplace to help us understand and master the difficult knowledge 

points. 

 

Wendy My Finance class teacher impressed me very much. In the class she 

combined the textbook knowledge with practical examples from her 

work experience, so her courses were particularly interesting, and I 

learned a lot. 

 

Yuxia  The business school curriculum needs to be combined with reality. The 

teachers who give me a good experience are all able to explain 

knowledge points and explain problems with very fresh and practical 

examples. 

 

Peng My major is athletic training. The courses I currently take at RSU are 

satisfactory. The main reason is that every time a teacher teaches the 

knowledge, he/she will intersperse with practical examples and practical 

operations to help us understand and remember the knowledge point. 

This method allows me to master the knowledge content. 
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Jessie The teacher of my Public Relation course gave me a good learning 

experience, because the teacher collected many real-life cases during the 

teaching process, analyzed these cases, and extracted useful knowledge 

points, and then let us write an analysis report. I learned a lot of practical 

knowledge. 

 

Tim  The teachers of my Counseling class prepared a lot of scenes that will be 

encountered in the real-world counseling settings and used them in the 

class, which helped us extract knowledge points and matters needing 

attention from these scenes. 

 

Rob I think it is particularly useful for teachers to help us understand the 

knowledge points by analyzing the practical examples. 

 

Kris I actually learned a lot of theoretical knowledge of physical therapy in 

China, but I don't have a thorough understanding of this knowledge, and 

I don't know how to use them. After coming to RSU, teachers here will 

intersect many practical examples in class, so I immediately know how 

to use a lot of theoretical knowledge learned before. 

 

Fay  My major was accounting, and many Accounting professors have a lot of 

real business experiences. They let us do a lot of practical exercises and 

case studies in the class, giving me a good learning experience. 

 

  

As illustrated in Table 9-1, nine participants found it most helpful when teachers 

used examples or illustrations in class to explain the concepts. The examples and cases, 

especially those from the real-world, facilitated their learning of the class content and 

thus played an important role in the students having positive learning experiences.   

 Due to the language gap and cultural difference, the international Chinese 

students typically lack confidence and shy away from expressing themselves. If 

professors could indicate they value the input of Chinese students in class and encourage 

them to bravely share their opinions, it will boost the sense of importance and self-

confidence of these students. During the interviews, eight participants highlighted this 

factor as the most helpful in-class engagement activity. Table 9-2 provides their 
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comments on how professors’ affirmative recognition and encouragement contributed to 

their positive academic experiences at RSU. 

Table 9-2  

Most Helpful In-Class Faculty Engagement Activities: Professor Indicated They Valued 

My Input in Class and Encouraged Me to Share My Opinions  

Participants Narratives 

Cici I was particularly grateful for the teacher of my sales courses. After his 

Sales Management course, the outstanding students were selected to 

participate in the college sales competitions across the United States. 

Although I am an international student, this teacher did not treat me 

differently. He affirmed me and encouraged me to show myself bravely 

in the classroom. More than thirty students were in the class, but he 

finally selected me and five other students to participate in the 

competition. I was the only international student. This course greatly 

enhanced my self-confidence. 

 

Wendy I attach great importance to my performance in the class, and it is 

particularly important for me to be affirmed and recognized by the 

teacher. 

 

Peng Most of my courses are taught in small classes, usually 4-5 people. In 

the small classes, teachers gave us enough attention. In the classroom, 

teachers affirmed the contribution of every student and patiently 

encouraged me and another international student to express my opinion 

with another international student. 

 

Tim  When a teacher taught us the critical thinking strategy class, she didn't 

simply criticize what we didn’t do well, but first affirmed our ideas, 

and then let us think about what we need to improve our homework. 

 

Sijia  At the beginning of one class, I found it particularly difficult. I was also 

very nervous when I took the class. There is a part of class that 

everyone shared a counseling book that he/she likes. After I shared my 

book, the teacher pointed out that it was also his favorite book. In many 

subsequent lessons, he still quoted the words of this book and affirmed 

my sharing. This made me less nervous in class.  

 

Rob The senior project I took in the last semester of my senior year 

impressed me. Because the teacher just gave us a big frame and let us 

choose all the designs based on what we like. I was once confused in 

the process, but the teacher gave affirmation of what I did and 
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encouraged me to continue. I think this project was very successful in 

the end.  

 

Kris The teacher asked me to answer questions in class. She listened to me 

with patience and affirmed my views. I became more and more 

confident about answering questions in the classroom. 

 

Fay  When I was taking the investment class, the teacher organized 

discussions in every class. He encouraged each student to come on 

stage and express his views on investment and gave suggestions. 

Especially helpful.  

 

  

 Learning and living in a different country can be challenging, although it can also 

be an advantage of the international Chinese students due to the intercultural background 

and experience. Therefore, they appreciate the international awareness of the American 

professors and classmates. If professors could encourage students to discuss the 

intercultural aspects of course topics, or even incorporate their own intercultural 

experiences into the course topics, the international students are given opportunities to 

share their viewpoints and insights. This also greatly contributed to the positive learning 

experiences of the participants and eight of them named it as the most helpful in-class 

academic engagement activity. Table 9-3 below presents the narratives in detail.  

Table 9-3 

Most Helpful In-Class Faculty Engagement Activities: Encouraged Class Discussion on 

Intercultural Aspects of Course Topics and Incorporated Their Own Intercultural 

Experiences into Classroom Learning  

Participants Narratives 

Cici Sales major needs to have an international perspective. My teacher 

invited Sales directors of large international companies to explain to us 

how to expand sales in the context of global economy/market. 

 



INT’L CHINESE STUDENTS’ ACADEMIC EXPERIENCES                                       105 

 

Wendy When I was studying Global Economics, the teacher explained the 

course knowledge within the context of the international market and 

shared his own intercultural experience. 

 

Yuxia  The teacher's objective rather than preferential analysis of the 

similarities and differences between Chinese and American cultures in 

a class made me feel valued and have a strong sense of belonging to the 

classroom. 

 

Zitai I like courses that have a lot of international students, because teachers 

of this course will pay more attention to international students and will 

also organize students to share the culture of their respective countries. 

I was particularly relaxed and had a greater sense of integration in this 

class. 

 

Jessie As an international student, I don’t like courses with a large number of 

people, because the teacher will not notice me, and I will easily get lost. 

But if the teacher can increase the discussion of the cross-cultural 

topics from time to time, I will take the class and have a strong sense of 

integration. 

 

Tim  I had a teacher who mentioned in his class that his favorite book was 

the Dao Te Ching written by Chinese Lao Tzu. In class, he also asked 

students to read this book and discussed and analyzed each person's 

experience and experience. This has increased my cultural identity and 

self-confidence.  

 

Sijia  The courses I had good experiences are those that teachers would ask 

everyone in the class take turns to introduce their backgrounds, hobbies 

and specialties. The teacher gave affirmative comments on the analysis 

of each student. This positive sharing will eliminate the cultural 

differences. 

 

Rob The teacher in one of my freshman classes is Chinese. From time to 

time, he shared his intercultural experiences and perspectives, 

especially the Chinese perspectives, with the whole class, which gave 

me a strong sense of integration and belonging. 

 

    

 The majority of the participants, 9 out of 12, pointed out that if a teacher gives 

them clear course learning objectives and assignment requirements, and teaches the class 

in an organized way, then they could closely follow the progress of the class and 
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complete the assignments on time. This in-class engagement factor would greatly 

contribute to the positive academic experiences of the international students. Table 9-4 

below presents the narratives on the importance of having clearly explained goals and 

teaching the course in an organized way. 

Table 9-4 

Most Helpful In-Class Faculty Academic Engagement Activities: Clearly Explained 

Course Goals and Requirements and Taught Course in an Organized Way  

Participants Narratives 

Yuxia  That the teacher provides a particularly clear and organized PPT is very 

important, because the knowledge points on the textbooks are very 

complex. The PPT of the professor can refine the key knowledge 

points, and the learning will be more efficient. 

 

Peng I especially like teachers who are well-organized and logical in their 

lectures. In this way, I will be particularly targeted when I am 

previewing and reviewing, and it will be of great help to me. 

 

Zitai The mathematics class I took in my freshman year was very different 

from the mathematics class I took in China. The teacher gave a very 

organized lecture. In addition, the grading standards for this class were 

very clear, and Grade rubric was very clear. The very clear course 

requirements allowed me to have a clear-cut direction on learning. 

 

Jessie I had a large course with more than 70 people at RSU. Although I do 

not like courses with a large number of people, the teachers of this 

course had clear logics and detailed notes on the knowledge points 

during the lectures. The course PPT was well made. So, I thought my 

learning experience was good. 

 

Tim  The teacher divided the actual process of psychological counseling into 

several parts to learn and write homework step by step. The teacher's 

overall macro-thinking was clear, and this made me particularly 

efficient when studying. 

I didn’t take notes in class, and I didn’t know much about recording the 

lecture, because the content of the class was all on the PPT. So, the 

teacher’s PPT is particularly important. 

 

Sijia  I had a teacher who was very unclear about her course requirements 

and homework. When I handed in the homework based on my 
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understanding, she was very dissatisfied. But I didn’t know what she 

wanted, I was very frustrated and confused. So, I think the teacher’s 

course requirements and homework requirements must be very clear, so 

as not to cause difficulties to students in learning. 

 

Rob The course that impressed me the most, first of all, was the one that had 

meticulous teaching method which clearly explained the knowledge. If 

the teacher's thoughts were confusing and the course requirements were 

not clear, I will be lost. 

 

Shirley Although some teachers did not come in the order of the textbooks, 

they had their own clear ideas/logics and lectured accordingly. I think it 

is better than copying the textbooks. 

 

Fay  As an international student, I dislike the most when a teacher was kind 

of the stream of consciousness in class. The teacher did not have clear 

logics and inserted many irrelevant things from outside of the class. It 

has been difficult to learn in a non-native language, if the teacher had 

no logic, then I will not be able to keep up with the class. 

   

 Learning is continuous process that extends from the class lectures to the 

assignments. Assignments are critical for students to practice or apply what they learned 

from the lectures to solving various real-world and/or hypothetical problems. The 

international Chinese students took the faculty feedback on their assignments very 

seriously and found it highly helpful in having a positive academic experience at a U.S. 

university. As demonstrated by the narratives of five participants in Table 9-5, they 

highlighted this helpful faculty engagement activity at some point in the interviews. 

Table 9-5  

Most Helpful In-Class Faculty Academic Engagement Activities: Provided Detailed 

Feedback on Tests or Completed Assignments 

Participants Narratives 

Jessie The teacher gave me detailed feedback, and this made me feel valued. 

 

Tim  The teacher's detailed feedback from teacher will let me know how to 

adjust myself in the study. 
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Sijia  I prefer emailing teachers to ask questions, because I think in emails, 

teachers' feedback would be particularly detailed and clear. 

 

Rob Compared to the American students, I feel that sometimes I need 

teachers to give me especially clear advice and detailed feedback. 

Because of the gap in language, my understanding of things may be 

different from what it is supposed to be. 

 

Kris Athletic Training requires special observation and practice. When I 

observe and practice in the classroom, I especially need teachers to 

provide me with a lot of positive detailed feedback, because these 

practical knowledges cannot be found in the textbooks.  

 

  

3. Students’ Activities to Interact with Faculty (After-Class Reaching Out to Teacher) 

which Helped Their Learning Experience  

The student-faculty interaction occurs not only in class, it also happens after class. 

The international Chinese students are more likely to feel lost during the class or 

confused about the course materials than the American students, because English is not 

their native language. Also, the class time is limited, and Chinese students are in general 

shy to ask questions in front of the crowd due to their oriental culture. Therefore, they 

utilize the opportunities to talk with the teachers and/or advisors after class during the 

office hours and/or appointments. The topics during these after-class conversations 

included academic progress, questions about courses, and even career planning. As 

presented by Table 10, after-class reaching out to faculty activities are preferred by 

almost all participants and have positively impacted their academic experiences.  
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Table 10 

After-Class Student-Faculty Interaction 

After class reaching out to teacher Frequency 

mentioned by 

students 

Discussed my academic progress with an instructor or academic 

advisor  

11/12 

Discussed my future career plans with a course instructor or academic 

advisor  

9/12 

Asked questions with my course instructor  12/12 

Visited instructor’s office hours 10/12 

 

Although the participants all like to interact with faculty during the after-class 

time, different people expressed different choices regarding which way they think is the 

most helpful for their positive academic experience. Table 11 lists the specific after-class 

student-faculty interaction activities that were chosen by each participant as the most 

contributing factor to their positive learning experiences at RSU. 

Table 11 

Most Helpful After-Class Student-Faculty Interaction Activities 

Participants Most helpful after-class student activities  

Cici Ask questions with my course instructor after class (one on one, in 

person) 

Wendy Discuss my academic progress with instructor and academic advisor 

Yuxia  Ask questions with my course instructor after class (write email) 

Zitai Ask questions with my course instructor after class or visit faculty’s 

office hour 

Peng Ask questions with my course instructor after class (one on one, in 

person) 

Jessie Ask questions with my course instructor after class (one on one, in 

person) 

Tim  Ask questions with my course instructor after class (one on one, in 

person) 

Sijia  Discuss my academic progress with instructor and academic advisor 

Rob Ask questions with my course instructor after class (one on one, in 

person) 
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Kris Ask questions with my course instructor after class (one on one, in 

person) 

Shirley Ask questions with my course instructor after class (one on one, in 

person) 

Fay  Ask questions with my course instructor after class or visit faculty’s 

office hour 

It is interesting to see that 10 (out of 12) participants indicated that the most 

helpful after-class interaction with faculty is “ask questions with my course instructor 

after class.” Among these students, almost everyone (9 out of 10) pointed out that they 

prefer one on one face-to-face/in person meetings with faculty members or academic 

advisors. In general, this is because they felt that face-to-face meetings have more 

privacy and thus security than asking questions in front of the class. Table 11-1 below 

presents the participants’ descriptions of their perceptions about how the face-to-face 

after-class interaction with faculty helped build up their positive learning experiences.  

Table 11-1 

Most Helpful After-Class Student-Faculty Interaction Activities: Descriptions 

Participants Narratives 

Cici I rarely ask questions in class. On the one hand, I think that everyone 

else may know the answer to my question, so it may wastes everyone’s 

time. On the other hand, everyone else is American but I am Chinese, 

and I am afraid that other students already knew the answers to my 

questions. They will think I am stupid. I'm afraid of being judged by 

them. 

 

Wendy When I have any questions that I don’t understand, I will ask the teacher 

after class, for example, when the teacher has just finished the class or 

during the teacher’s office hour and communicate face-to-face. I don’t 

like emails very much, because I don’t know when the teacher will read 

it, so I don’t know when the problem can be solved. 

 

Yuxia  I don’t like to go to the teacher’s office hour because I ’m not so 

confident in my language. When I talk face-to-face, I am embarrassed to 

record. If some words are missing, it will affect my understanding. But 

when there are difficulties and problems, I will send e-mail to the 

teacher to ask questions. Because e-mail communication can be archived 

and the e-mail are more detailed, I have a sense of support. 
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Zitai I especially like to go to the teacher's office hour, because the teacher 

can explain things to me in a much clearer way. 

 

Peng The advantage of asking questions in class is that the teacher can help 

me solve them immediately. But the class time is too short, sometimes 

the teacher's answer is not understood, so I am embarrassed to ask again. 

So I think asking questions after class is the most helpful to me, because 

the one-to-one interaction can help me understand. If I still feel 

confused, I can continue to ask. 

 

Jessie I don't like to ask questions in class, because in front of too many people, 

I don't think there is a way to interact and communicate with the teacher 

well, and I will be judged by other students. 

 

Tim   I think I will be under a lot of pressure to ask questions in class, but I 

will be much less stressed during the office hour or one-to-one meeting 

after class. 

 

Sijia  I rarely speak or ask questions in class. I prefer to talk with teachers after 

class, and I send e-mails to teachers quite often. 

 

Rob I don’t like to ask teachers questions because I feel that I cannot express 

my questions well when communicating with teachers in a second 

language and sometimes the teacher can’t answer my questions. 

Sometimes the teacher’s answer will make me more confused. There are 

also a few teachers who have no patience to listen to me or answer my 

questions. 

 

Kris I like to meet face-to-face and communicate one-on-one with the 

teacher, because the after-class communication allows me to get more 

useful information than in class. 

 

Shirley I like to ask the teacher questions after class during the one-to-one 

communication. First of all, I think the class time is very short, the 

teacher cannot solve my problems in time. I feel that the interaction with 

the teacher after class is more helpful. 

 

Fay  The one-to-one communication during the after-class time will help me 

more and help solve some of my practical problems. 

 

 

All of the participants mentioned somewhere during the interviews that after-class 

interaction with faculty is their preferred way to seek help with questions. The narratives 



INT’L CHINESE STUDENTS’ ACADEMIC EXPERIENCES                                       112 

 

cited in Table 11-1 further reveal the rationale behind their behavior: because the after-

class, one-to-one communication can eliminate the tension and pressure of students, and 

at the same time reduce the communication barriers caused by language. In addition, the 

after-class interaction is also the education and learning habit that Chinese students 

received in China. Students are not allowed to speak in class, and they have to ask 

teachers questions during the after-class time to show their respect to teachers. 

Interaction with Other Students 

 As mentioned earlier in this study, one of the positive academic experiences of 

the international Chinese students at RSU is the immersion high-quality American 

education. The participants highlighted that having very few Chinese students is a 

comparative advantage of studying at RSU because they were able to experience 

authentic American education and culture by having many interactions with teachers and 

domestic students. This research then takes a deep look at the participants’ interactions 

with other students and finds that it is a major engagement factor for the positive 

academic experiences. Details are provided and discussed in this section. 

1. Peer Interaction Activities Helped Their Learning 

Table 12 reports the participants’ choices of the peer interaction activities that 

contributed to their positive academic experiences at RSU. Three activities were chosen 

by all of the participants, namely (1) Meet with students outside of class to study in an 

informal group, (2) Participate in small group (not large group) discussion in class, and 

(3) Visit the writing center. I further categorize the three activities into two sub-themes: 

a) work in a group project/study with other students in an informal study group, and b) 

visit the writing center (not tutor program).   
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Table 12 

Peer Interaction Activities Helped Participants’ Learning 

Peer interaction activities helped Chinese student learning  Frequency 

mentioned by 

students 

Ask a student from your own country for help 9/12 

Ask an international student from a county other than your own for 

help 

4/12 

Ask an American student for help 11/12 

Explain course material to another student 5/12 

Work with international students on a group project  4/12 

Work with American students on a group project 8/12 

Meet with students outside of class to study in an informal group 12/12 

Join a formal study group for a course 7/12 

Visit RSU tutor program 2/12 

Visit writing center 12/12 

Giving a presentation individually not in a group 10/12 

Participate in small group (not large group) discussion in class 12/12 

Participate in large group discussion in class 0/12 

 

2．Most Helpful Peer Interaction: Group Project and Informal Group Study  

Participants were asked to name the most helpful peer interaction activity for their 

academic experiences. As shown in Table 13, their answers interestingly concentrate 

around two activities: Meet with students outside of class to study in an informal group, 

and work with students in a group project. Both activities emphasize teamwork within a 

small group. 

Table 13 

Most Helpful Peer Interaction Activities on Participants’ Learning  

Participants Most helpful peer interactions activities  

Cici Meet with students outside of class to study in an informal group 

Wendy Meet with students outside of class to study in an informal group 

Yuxia  Work with students in a group project 

Peng Meet with students outside of class to study in an informal group 

Jessie Work with students in a group project 
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Tim  Meet with students outside of class to study in an informal group 

Sijia  Work with students in a group project 

Rob Meet with students outside of class to study in an informal group 

Kris Meet with students outside of class to study in an informal group 

Shirley Meet with students outside of class to study in an informal group 

Fay  Work with students in a group project 

 

 Table 13-1 below elaborates the participants’ descriptions on how and why 

working on a group project and meeting in an informal group is helpful for having 

positive learning experiences at RSU.  

Table 13-1 

Most Helpful Peer-Interaction: Work with Other Students on a Group Project and Meet 

with Students Outside of Class to Study in an Informal Group 

Participants Narratives 

Cici I studied the Sales major. I needed to practice writing with many 

classmates, and to continuously practice the sales skills. I can't rely on 

just my personal hard work. So, I think that doing group project /group 

study with my classmates, especially American classmates is 

particularly helpful. Because the feedback that my classmates give me 

is sometimes more targeted and more relevant, I could more easily 

accept it. Peer review can also bring me closer to other classmates. 

 

Wendy I like to study with other classmates, help other international students, 

or group study together. Even if we didn’t discuss problems together, 

but just studied together, it made me feel that I am not alone, and have 

a sense of integration and belonging to the entire environment. 

 

Yuxia  I like and also don't like to do group projects. If the group members get 

along well and accept me more, I will have a good experience and 

learn more. But some students are not very open, so I will feel 

excluded and couldn’t get in, then my enthusiasm for learning will be 

hurt. 

 

Peng I like to do group project and group study after class with classmates. 

Because the interaction is after class, our time and space are very open, 

and we can discuss many issues more in-depth and more detailed. 
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Jessie I like group projects the most because group members have different 

cultural backgrounds and I can learn different things from different 

people. 

 

Tim  My interactions with classmates were mainly concentrated in the 

classroom. If the interaction in class was good, we will form a study 

group after class. Not only can we discuss the knowledge from class, I 

also learned the American way of thinking and culture. 

 

Sijia  Because of my counseling major, almost all American classmates have 

their own jobs, so I rarely study privately with classmates, but I like the 

Discussion Board on the Moodle course. There was discussion board in 

almost all courses and teachers let us write reading reflection notes and 

share with each classmate. Each of us was asked to write our own 

opinions and feedback on the reflection notes of others, which is an 

informal discussion. This network-based discussion between my peers 

is of great help to me, because I have almost no pressure in the entire 

process, and I don’t care about my grammar problems. At the same 

time, I can see the views of other students. 

 

Rob I like to study with American students in my major, because I can find 

out the questions that I didn’t realize, and I can learn more knowledge 

in a relaxed situation. 

 

Kris I think it's very helpful for me to do group discussion/group project 

with other students, or to form a study group after class. Because of the 

discussion between the group and the students, I dare to express my 

opinion and it is easier to do so. I think it would be both helpful and 

challenging to form a study group with American students, but I can 

learn more different perspectives. 

 

Shirley I like to form an informal study group with Chinese students. Because 

the group members can discuss and learn from each other, it is very 

helpful to me. 

 

Fay  The interaction with peers that helped me the most is Group study/ 

group project/group discussion. This form is particularly helpful for my 

future work. The Group study /group project can improve my skills in 

communication, teamwork, and the ability to solve problems. Work in 

the real world is not one person’s business, it must be done in 

collaboration with others. 
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The majority of the participants mentioned that they love doing group projects 

and joining study groups with other students. However, many also noted that it depends 

on other students’ attitudes towards them, and some participants had both positive and 

negative experiences. In general, if the group partners hold a positive attitude towards 

them, they would feel the group project and informal study groups have large positive 

impacts on their learning experiences. Table 13-1-1 presents the selected descriptions of 

the participants on how group members’ different attitudes towards them influenced their 

group project experience.  

Table 13-1-1 

Impact of Peer Students’ Attitude on Chinese Students’ Group Project Experience 

Participants Narratives 

Yuxia  I had both really good and really bad group project experiences. The 

good experience was because 1-2 members of the group at that time 

took special care of me. After each group discussion, they would ask if 

I totally understand. This kind of care makes me feel warm and not 

overlooked or pulled down. But I also had a particularly bad 

experience, in which 5 people were in the group and the other four 

were all boys. I was isolated, and they didn’t care about me when 

assigning tasks and choosing the topic. I didn’t have any say. In the 

end, they gave me a very low score during the peer evaluation and 

blamed me for not participating in the discussion. 

 

Rob I both like and dislike to do the group project. It depends on the 

attitude of other team members towards me as an international student. 

Some American classmates were tolerant and friendly to me, then my 

experience was much better than the case in which some classmates 

ignored me. They formed a small group by excluding me and they 

were unwilling to talk to me, which made me very uncomfortable. 

  

Participants also mentioned that the smaller sized group usually worked better for 

them than the bigger groups. All of them described that they do not prefer the big group 

discussion or doing projects in a big group. Their experiences further revealed that having 
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two or three members in a study group or group project worked the best for them.  Table 

13-1-2 displays the narratives of the selected participants on how small group size is 

better for their learning experience.  

Table 13-1-2 

Small Group Size Works Better for International Chinese Students’ Learning Experience 

Participants Narratives  

Wendy I especially like the group project and study group of 2 members, so 

that I can interact with the partner one-on-one and the effectiveness 

was good. 

 

Jessie  I was impressed with the good group experience when there were 

relatively few team members, about 2-3 people, so I communicated 

with them quite well. Because the group size is small, they will also 

care about my point of view. 

 

Rob It is difficult for a group project with more than 4 people to have good 

communication. I was often the one being isolated. But a group project 

with 2-3 people was much better. 

   

Even for student group projects or study groups, the participating international 

Chinese students would hope that instructors help them by assigning them into an 

appropriate group in which at least one group member holds a positive attitude toward 

them. In addition, they hope the instructors could leave some time in class for students 

work together on the group project. This will help students become familiar and 

respectful toward each other. Also, doing the group project in class allows students to 

remain focused on the topic, rather than chatting off the topic among the American 

students and excluding the international students, which usually happens in the after-class 

discussion. Due to the disadvantage of Chinese students in the English language, many 

American students seem to prefer not to spend a lot of time talking with Chinese students 

after class.  
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In all these scenarios, teachers’ assistance is both needed and important, as 

perceived by the participants of this research. Table 13-1-3 presents the quotes of some 

participants who highlight the important role of faculty in facilitating a positive 

experience with group project assignments.  

Table 13-1-3 

Faculty Assistance in Group Project Assignments  

Participants Descriptions on faculty’s role in group project assignment 

Yuxia  If the teacher reserves some time in the class for students to discuss the 

topic selection and task assignment of the group project, it will be 

great, because everyone will not chat off the topic or ignore me during 

the discussion in class. After all, the teacher is observing and 

monitoring the class.  

 

Tim  I hope that teachers can take into account the needs of international 

students when assigning students to do group projects. It’ll be good if 

they assign one (or more) friendly and open-minded American student 

to do the project with international students, because the active and 

open-minded classmates can help international students. 

 

Shirley In a class I took, when the teacher assigned the group to do a project, 

he specifically assigned a classmate to let her help me integrate into the 

group. My experience at that time was particularly good. 

 

  

 The second most helpful peer-interaction activity for the positive academic 

experiences of international Chinese students is visiting the writing center. Table 13-2 

presents the participants’ descriptions on the writing center, which they indicated greatly 

contributed to their learning experiences at RSU.  

Table 13-2 

Most Helpful Peer Interaction: Visit Writing Center, Not Tutor Program（Only Applies 

to Undergraduate Students） 
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Participants Narratives  

Cici I went to the writing center every week. Because I was studying Sales, 

I had to write papers every week. As a foreigner, my grammar is more 

or less problematic, so when I went to the writing center for help. They 

not only helped me correct the grammar problems of my paper, also 

told me where the problem is and how to improve it in the future. 

Sometimes when I got the paper topic and didn’t know what to write, 

they will also help us to do the brainstorm and give ideas, teach us 

writing ... but I did not go to the tutor program very much. 

 

Wendy The writing center helped me a lot. The students and teachers in the 

center not only helped to revise the paper, but also chatted with me and 

talked about the American culture. 

 

Yuxia  I often went to the writing center, as long as I had homework. Because 

writing is too difficult for many foreigners. I rarely went to the tutor 

program, because I will directly ask the professor about any curriculum 

issues. 

 

Peng "Writing center is very useful because graduate students need to write a 

lot of papers. I am not sure if there is any grammar problem in my 

paper. I would go to the staff and students at the Writing Center for 

help to modify and polish the paper. 

 

Jessie I went to the Writing Center almost every week and it helps me a lot. 

Later on, when I applied for graduate schools, the staff of writing 

center taught me how to write a Personal Statement and wrote a 

recommendation letter for me. 

 

Tim  The staff and student workers of the Writing Center were very friendly, 

and I feel like I have to go there once a week. 

 

Sijia  I went to the writing center almost every week, sometimes 3-4 times a 

week, because in the writing center you can ask any questions about 

the language (listening, speaking, reading and writing). Later on, their 

help went beyond just writing. When I was preparing for an interview 

during my doctoral program applications, they gave me a lot of advice 

and help. 

 

Rob As long as I had paper assignment, I will ask the writing center to help 

me revise it. 

 

Kris My current courses mainly focus on testing the memory of knowledge 

points, so I rarely go to the writing center, but I have used it a few 

times, and the experience was very good. After receiving the help from 

the writing center, I become more confident of my paper. 
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Shirley I went to the writing center almost every week. I rarely went to the 

tutor program, because I thought the students in the tutor program do 

not understand some of the knowledge, so they can’t answer some 

questions. So, I rarely went there, and the experience there was not 

good. 

 

Fay  I went to the writing center almost every week, but never went to the 

tutor program, because I think if there is a problem, I should first ask 

the teacher, or find a familiar classmate to discuss. I hardly knew the 

tutor or saw them before, so the communication was particularly 

unsmooth. I already had problems about the class, then I also had to 

spend energy and time on communicating with the tutors whom I 

didn’t know. So, I didn’t want to spend energy on the tutor program 

anymore. 

 

 

As revealed by the descriptions of participants in Table 13-2, the writing center is 

more helpful for international Chinese students than the tutor program. When visiting the 

writing center, Chinese students have active interactions with the staff and student 

workers who not only help the international students with any language programs, but 

also help them with graduate program applications and interviews, etc. They, on the 

contrary, prefer to seek direct advice from the teachers (rather than tutors) on course 

related questions. In addition, due to the language gap and cultural difference, the 

international Chinese students usually choose to not share their weakness and 

disadvantages with tutors who are not familiar with them. 

Interaction with Self  

A great portion of the learning process involves the learner’s interaction with 

himself/herself and with all of the relevant materials. Participants in this study chose from 

a list of self-learning activities that helped their learning as shown in Table 14. The self-
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interaction activity with the highest frequency is “Review course materials/notes after 

class,” followed by “Complete suggested reading for class.” 

Table 14 

Self-Interaction Activities Helped Participants’ Learning  

Self-interaction activities helped Chinese student 

learning.  

Frequency mentioned by 

students 

Asking questions in class 3/12 

Taking notes during class 6/12 

Audio record a class lecture and listen to it later 2/12 

Reflective writing assignments related to course topics 5/12 

Complete suggested reading for class (beyond minimum 

required readings and identified key information from 

reading assignments 

8/12 

Write more than one draft of a writing assignment 3/12 

Earn extra credit when it was offered 7/12 

Review course materials/notes after class 9/12 

Seek out additional resources (i.e., articles, study guides, 

on-line resources) related to your coursework 

7/12 

Summarized what you learned in class or from course 

materials  

7/12 

 

Furthermore, each participant named one self-interaction activity that contributed 

the most to his/her academic experiences. Their answers are displayed in Table 15. A 

closer review of Table 15 shows that under the theme of “Interaction with Self,” the 

activities that are found to be most helpful for the international Chinese students’ positive 

academic experiences can be put into three categories: a) preview and review; b) seek 

additional source to help learning the class content/context; c) earn extra credit when it is 

offered.  

Table 15 

Most Helpful Self-Learning Skills 

Participants Most helpful self-interactions activities  

Cici Summarize what you learned in class or from course materials 
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Wendy Complete assigned readings for class 

Yuxia  Complete assigned readings for class 

Peng Review course material/notes after class 

Jessie Review course material/notes after class 

Tim  Complete assigned readings for class 

Sijia  Complete assigned readings for class 

Rob Earn extra credit when it was offered 

Kris Review course materials/notes after class 

Shirley Earn extra credit when it was offered 

Fay  Complete assigned readings for class 

 

1. Preview and Review  

Table 15-1 presents the narratives of participants on the first most helpful self-

interaction activity for their positive learning experiences. All participants mentioned that 

preview and review are very helpful for their self-learning interaction experience. Many 

of them explained that the preview and review help them mitigate the stress and difficulty 

in understanding of the course content due to the language and cultural gaps.  

Table 15-1 

Most Helpful Self-Interaction: Preview and Review 

Participants Narratives 

Cici I think review is the most important, and preview is also very 

important. Because English is not our native language, to learn new 

knowledge in English, we need to spend more time and energy than 

others. Especially in the sales profession, although many American 

students are native speakers of English, they still need to put a lot of 

effort into learning and training sales skills. As an international student, 

I should put more effort into it, so previewing before class and 

reviewing after class is a must-do for me. 

 

Wendy Preview before the class is the most important, otherwise I won’t 

understand the class content. Especially as an international student, 

studying in a non-native language, preview is too important. When I 

was studying in China before, I didn’t think that preview was so 

important. When I came to the United States, I found that this is a 

must-do before class.  
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Yuxia  Preview is the most useful. I will read through the textbook before the 

class, read the table of contents and frames, and look up the dictionary 

for words I don’t know. This will allow me to have a holistic and 

systematic understanding of the course. When I was in China, I didn’t 

preview the textbook very much. Because there is no vocabulary that I 

don’t know, I just listen to the teacher in class. After I came to the 

United States, I picked up the habit and awareness of previewing and 

reviewing. 

 

Peng My learning method has both prepare and review. I spend 4-5 hours 

before each class to preview and review. I will find the professional 

English words in the reading materials requested by the teacher before 

the class. Translation helps me understand. After class, I will 

summarize the knowledge points in the class to help the next class. 

Review takes a large proportion. I think that preview and review are 

particularly important for international students.   

I rarely take notes in class, because taking notes will distract me and I 

can't follow the lecture. 

 

Zitai Reviewing the materials covered in class is important. 

 

Jessie I will preview the resources and materials provided by the teacher in 

advance, and also review and summarize the teacher's PPT, complete 

the reading and homework assigned by the teacher. I will try to follow 

the teacher's instruction. 

 

Tim  I will carefully read all the pre-reading required by the teacher in each 

class and translate the unfamiliar words into Chinese. I will read 

teacher's PPT at least 1-2 times. 

 

Sijia  Review course material/notes after class is especially helpful for the 

exam. 

 

Rob Preview can reduce the difficulty of learning while attending a class. In 

addition, I think that you must listen carefully to the class and you must 

know what you have learned. Doing the homework after class will 

greatly help my study. 

 

Kris Preview and review are particularly important for international 

students, because we may not understand the content and background 

of some knowledge and need to spend time to find information in 

advance or after class to understand. 

 

Shirley Both the preview and review are particularly important for learning. 

 

Fay  The most effective way of learning for me is preview and review. 
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2. Seek Out Additional Resources Related to Course Work  

The second most helpful self-interaction activity for the international Chinese 

students’ positive learning experience is to seek out additional resources related to course 

work. Five participants elaborated on this activity and their narratives are provided in 

Table 15-2. Their efforts to utilize the additional resources beyond the course materials 

provided by the instructors contributed to their learning outcomes.   

Table 15-2 

Most Helpful Self-Interaction: Seek Out Additional Resources Related to Course Work 

Participants Narratives  

Cici In addition, I will also find materials and videos related to the course to 

help me practice English and understand the knowledge points. 

 

Wendy I will summarize the class materials and seek additional resources to 

help me deeply understand these knowledge points. 

 

Sijia  During the graduate school, my major required a lot of writing paper, 

and there were very few exams. I feel that the constant revision of draft 

was very helpful for getting a high score on my paper. I will also find 

many additional materials or papers to help me write. For example, 

teacher may ask us to read 5 paper[s], but I might read 15 papers.  

 

Rob I think I can't be constrained within the knowledge in the textbooks. I 

found many resources and materials on the Internet to help me learn. I 

think the Internet has all the resources and answers. 

 

Kris I feel that looking for additional resources (articles, study guides, 

online resources) related to coursework outside of the classroom has 

not only exercised my ability to review the literature, but also exercised 

my own self-learning ability. 

 

3. Earn Extra Credit When It Was Offered  

The international Chinese students are eager for academic success and they are 

usually motivated by the incentives to improve their academic performance. Four 
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participants named “earn extra credits when offered” as the most helpful self-interaction 

activity for their positive learning experience, and quotes from their narratives are 

presented in Table 15-3 below.    

Table 15-3 

Most Helpful Self-Interaction: Earn Extra Credit When It Was Offered 

Participants Narratives 

Jessie Review course material/notes after class and earn extra credit have 

great incentive effects on my study. 

 

Tim  Earn extra credit is also very useful for learning and can motivate me to 

study hard. 

 

Rob Earn extra credit when it was offered is very helpful for improving my 

academic performance. The higher your academic performance, the 

more motivated you are to study. 

 

Shirley Earn extra credit when it was offered is of great incentives to me. 

   

Summary of the Three Interactions 

 Among the three types of interactions that comprise the academic engagement 

factors that contribute to the positive academic experience of the international Chinese 

students, the most significant type of interactions seems to be with the teacher/faculty. 

Table 16 presents participants’ descriptions on the most helpful interaction during their 

learning experiences at RSU.  

Table 16 

Most Helpful Interaction - Interaction with Faculty 

Participants Narrative 

Cici Interaction with faculty and academic advisor is the most important, 

because the most important thing for me to come to the United States is 

to study and get a degree. I had good interactions with teachers, 

especially the teacher in my sales class and the academic advisor of my 

four-year college. They understood my personality, offered to provide 
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various help. My good interactions with them made me feel the 

learning experience at RSU is very good. 

 

Wendy Interaction with faculty and academic advisor is the most important. 

Because there were not many students in each course of my graduate 

program, and they also had their own jobs, so as a whole, the 

interaction with the teacher happened the most and was the most 

helpful to me. Because I came to study in the United States, the role of 

teachers was very great. In addition, my academic advisor understood 

me and helped me adjusted the courses when I had difficulty in taking 

courses, so that I could survive successfully. 

I especially hope to have more interactions with other students, because 

sometimes I felt that I am lonely, and I can't continue in the study. 

 

Yuxia  Interaction with faculty is the most important. Because the interaction 

with faculty directly determines the learning situation of my course, I 

especially hope to be recognized and affirmed by the teacher. If the 

teacher makes me feel uncomfortable, I will not want to learn anything. 

So, the interaction with teachers determines my overall experience of 

studying at RSU. 

 

Peng Both the interaction with students and the interaction with faculty are 

important. The above two points are the ones that I feel are the most 

rewarding for me in my learning process. But the good interaction with 

my classmates makes me feel supported by besides the teacher. When I 

study and discuss problems with my classmates, I am more relaxed, the 

pressure is not too large, and I can learn different learning methods and 

thinking angles from other classmates. I think the good interaction with 

classmates and that with teachers are complementary and both 

important. 

 

Jessie Interaction with faculty, especially the teachers of my communication 

major, has helped me the most. I especially like to talk with teachers 

and ask questions after class or during the office hour. During the chat, 

I learned about the teacher's personality and lecture ideas. The teacher 

also continuously inspired and encouraged me to think, which is 

especially helpful for my study. 

In addition to doing group projects together, I had few interactions with 

other students. But I also hope to have more opportunities to have more 

and more effective and good interactions with the American students. 

 

Tim  Interaction with faculty and academic advisor is the most important, 

because the teacher’s attention to me rather than neglecting me is very 

important to me. My academic advisor was clear about my situation, 

including my language level, the status and the difficulty of the 

courses. She also taught two of my courses. My familiarity with her 
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made me particularly comfortable and motivated to learn when taking 

her courses. 

 

Sijia  Interaction with faculties and academic advisor is the most important 

and most helpful. Because my academic advisor is also my course 

teacher, the interaction with him has a great impact on me. He will 

reach out to me every once in a while, and ask me about my situation 

and learning progress. Although I rarely speak in class, but the teacher 

knows my situation, so I don’t think I understand nothing or my 

participation in the course is very low. My academic advisor provided 

me with various suggestions and help. For example, he gave me a lot of 

advice on my application for a doctorate program and helped me 

practice the interview process. I am very grateful for his guidance and 

help. 

 

Rob My study at RSU was mainly based on the interaction with myself and 

other students, because my teachers and academic advisor were not 

very helpful to me. When I had problems at the beginning, I still went 

to the teacher, but I got very perfunctory feedback, and the teacher had 

no patience to help me solve the problem. So later I had to find a way 

to solve it by myself. I would also discuss with other students and seek 

help from them. In general, the teacher’s help was not great, the 

classmates have helped me a lot, but the most important thing is that I 

have found an effective self-study method through the continuous 

exploration. 

 

Kris Interaction with faculty and academic advisor is the most important. 

My academic advisor is also the coordinator of my graduate program. 

This teacher also teaches us courses. She helped us a lot in both study 

and life. When I first came to RSU, she heard we rented an apartment 

without any furniture, she helped me, and another student find some 

used furniture and give it to us for free. In addition, she would meet us 

every month to talk about the progress of our schoolwork and also give 

us a lot of information to help us learn. When I have writing grammar 

problems during the email, she would point it out and help me grow in 

English. The support and help of this teacher made me feel integrated 

into this program and into RSU.  

 

Shirley Interaction with faculty and interaction with other students are very 

important. The teachers taught me a lot of knowledge, the mutual help 

with other students (including Chinese, American and other 

international students) make me feel more at home and thus more 

active in learning. 
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Fay  Interaction with faculty and academic advisor is the most important. At 

the same time, the mutual help with my classmates is also very helpful 

for my study. 

 

  

As seen from Table 16, two students (namely Rob and Yuxia) disagreed with the 

finding that faculty played the most important role in their positive academic experience, 

but the majority (10 out of the 12 participants) gave affirmative responses to this finding 

during the third interview (validation). Although Rob and Yuxia disagreed with the 

finding here, it does not mean the interaction with faculty is not important. Further 

analysis of their narratives revealed that they had experienced unsatisfactory and 

disappointing interactions with either teachers or advisors, which almost affected their 

persistence at RSU: Rob shared that he almost transferred to another college and Yuxia 

switched to a different major. They both persisted to graduation. Rob said he made 

friends (both American and Chinese) who helped him go through the difficult times, and 

Yuxia received help from the supportive teachers and classmates in her new major. The 

experiences of Rob and Yuxia demonstrate that the other two types of interactions are 

also very import for persistence, perhaps especially when the interaction with faculty is 

poor.  

While positive interactions with faculty interactions seemed impactful, the 

integration of interactions with faculty, with peers, and with self are mutually reinforcing. 

They appear to complement one another, collectively fostering positive academic 

experiences of the international Chinese students. The faculty teaches knowledge and 

creates a learning-friendly environment in which students feel comfortable to discuss and 

study. At the same time, good interactions with peer students allow them to help each 
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other, which in turn motivates the international Chinese students to learn by themselves. 

The three types of interaction together, with the interaction with faculty being the 

foundation of everything, supports international Chinese student persistence.  

The importance of three types of interactions and their interrelationships are tied 

to the third research question of this study, i.e. how do the positive academic experiences 

and factors influence their persistence at RSU? How these factors work together is 

explored more fully in the discussion in Chapter 5 where the findings are intersected with 

the framing theories to propose a model that can inform future research and instructional 

practices. As Tinto (1993) originally stated: All retention must first be implemented in 

the classroom. Based on Astin’s theory of involvement (1984) and Tinto’s interactionist 

theory of student departure (1975, 1993), and this study’s findings, a model of Academic 

Integration That Supports Persistence is proposed in the next chapter to more fully 

answer the third research question.  



INT’L CHINESE STUDENTS’ ACADEMIC EXPERIENCES                                       130 

 

Chapter 5: Conclusion and Recommendations 

 The purpose of this study was to describe international Chinese students’ 

academic experiences in a U.S. public university. The study explored international 

Chinese students’ academic experiences and what factors they perceive to have greatest 

impact on their learning experiences. Therefore, a phenomenological study was deemed 

most appropriate as it centers on the concreteness of the experience, as well as the 

consciousness of that experience (Moustakas, 1994). In particular, Seidman’s (2013) 

three-interview approach was utilized to explore participants’ academic experiences. 

Conducting three interviews allowed the stories of international Chinese students’ 

academic experiences to be shared with their American peers, educators, and programs 

that work with international students.  

 With purposeful sampling and snowball sampling, the study recruited 12 

international Chinese students to participate in the study by completing three in-depth, 

semi-structured interviews. Through these interviews, the following questions were 

examined:  

1. How do international Chinese qualitatively describe their academic experience 

at RSU? 

2. What factors have positive impact on their academic experience? 

3. How do these factors influence their persistence at RSU? 

  Results of the interviews were discussed in great detail in Chapter 4. The findings 

of this study are summarized below around each question. From the findings, a composite 

theme is extracted, discussed in this chapter, and a model of Academic Integration that 
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Supports Persistence is proposed. Last, limitations of this study and its 

implications/recommendations for future research and educational practices are provided.  

Summary of Findings for Research Question 1 – Chinese Students’ Descriptions on 

Their Academic Experience 

 All of the international Chinese students that studied or are studying at RSU had 

positive academic experiences while facing some difficulties and challenges. The 

investigation of their descriptions on the positive academic experiences and the 

difficulties/challenges revealed several important themes.  

Immersion in American Higher Education  

Because RSU has few Chinese students and a small number of international 

students, the Chinese students were able to experience authentic American education and 

campus life by having many interactions with the American teachers and students.  

Practical Knowledge 

Not only did the international Chinese students pick up on the key concepts in 

their areas of study, they also practiced them in class and learned how to apply them in 

the real-world settings. This is different from the education they receive in China. 

Skills Development  

The participants of this research acquired and developed a variety of skills during 

their study at RSU. They developed skills in: (1) application of information from course 

knowledge into real life, (2) problem solving, and (3) communication. These skills are 

beneficial for their career development after leaving RSU. 
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Difficulty and Challenges  

The international Chinese students also suffered from various difficulties in their 

study abroad experiences and they had to overcome these challenges to successfully 

graduate from a U.S. university. The most notable challenges include language barriers, 

unfamiliarity with the U.S. classroom culture, and sometimes the unwelcomed/unfriendly 

attitude towards the international students held by some faculty and American students.  

Summary of Findings for Research Question 2 – Factors Have Great Impact on 

Their Academic Experience 

Under closer scrutiny of the participants’ descriptions of the academic 

engagement factors that have positive impacts on their academic experiences, important 

themes were identified related to their interactions with faculty, peer students, and self. 

Those findings are summarized below. 

Interaction with Faculty 

 The international Chinese students who participated in this research all 

highlighted that their interactions with teachers greatly contributed to their positive 

academic experiences. Specifically, they like professors who are friendly to students and 

open-minded to different opinions. During the class, teachers that gave examples or 

illustrations, incorporated their own intercultural experiences, encouraged class 

discussion on intercultural aspects of course topics, and provided detailed feedback on 

tests or completed assignments were seen as contributing to positive experiences and 

persistence. After the class, international Chinese students prefer and benefit from 

seeking the one-on-one help from the teachers during office hours or meeting 

appointments.  
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Interaction with Other Students  

In comparison to the large discussion in class, the international Chinese students 

prefer to join the discussion and projects of small groups, during which they have more 

attention from the other members and have more chances to express themselves. If some 

teammates are friendly to them, and tolerant of their language disadvantage, they describe 

feeling engaged and motivated to participate in the work. The instructors can help 

facilitate this foreigner-friendly environment by allowing the small group discussion to 

happen during the class time. The writing center, rather than the tutor program, greatly 

contributes to the positive academic experiences of international students, who very often 

receive help from the staff and student workers on things beyond English writing.  

Interaction with Self  

Valuing education is a tradition of the Chinese culture, and the Chinese students 

are willing to work hard during their study at U.S. universities. The findings of this 

research reveal some common learning habits (interaction with self) participants engaged 

in that contributed to their positive academic experiences at RSU. For example, they all 

mentioned the importance of previewing the materials before class and reviewing the 

notes after class, which helped reduce their stress and concern due to the language gap. 

Participants shared that they sought additional resources from the internet, library, and 

other channels to help understand the content and complete the assignments. Whenever 

the opportunity to earn extra credit or bonus points was provided by the instructors, the 

Chinese students felt motivated to take advantage to improve their academic 

performance.  
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Summary of Findings for Research Question 3 – Academic Integration and 

Persistence 

The third research question examines how international Chinese students at RSU 

understand these academic engagement factors as well as their effect on their ability to 

persist in the academic programs. It is grounded in two important theories. Specifically, 

Tinto’s theory of interactionist and theory of student departure (1975, 1993) proposed 

that academic engagement plays a critical role in the academic persistence in college. 

Astin’s (1984) theory of student involvement was further developed to study academic 

persistence by using the three types of interactions as the measure of students’ observable 

behaviors relating to their efforts towards the academic engagement. The figure below 

depicts the relationship between the interaction factors as they related to international 

Chinese student experiences at RSU.  

The academic experiences of the international Chinese students who participated 

in this research and their narratives of the factors that contributed to their positive 

experiences tell people that the three types of interactions are complementary and 

integrated to function as one. Specifically, the interaction with faculty plays a central, 

anchoring role in cultivating an engaging and positive learning environment for the 

international students so they can have good interactions with the peer students and 

actively engage with beneficial self-learning activities. This relationship is illustrated in 

Figure 1 below. 
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Figure 1 

Integration of the Three Types of Interactions 

  

 

Second, as pointed by the Astin’s (1984) and Tinto’s (1975, 1993) models, the 

three interactions, when integrated together, will support student persistence. Figure 2 

provides a visual depiction of this statement and offers a model from which educational 

supports can be developed. The findings of this study shed light on the application of 

these models to understand and promote the retention and persistence of the international 

Chinese students at RSU.  

Figure 2 

Academic Integration Supports Persistence 
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As an extension of this model, and in further response to RQ 3: How do these 

factors influence their persistence at RSU?, an action plan is proposed with impactful 

suggestions for both the university and the international Chinese Students at RSU. It is 

aimed at improving their academic persistence. 

The proposed plan is grounded in the academic experiences of international 

Chinese students and their persistence; it is broken out by parties. One is the receiving 

party, including the university, teachers, and the American students, and the other is the 

accepted party, i.e. the international students. First, as guests of different native languages 

and cultures, the international Chinese students want to be accepted, recognized, 

tolerated, and understood by the host. Second, as the host, the American university and its 

faculty and students need to be understanding, empathetic, and open-minded towards the 

international students.  

1. Belonging and Significance: Wants of International Students  

The international Chinese students want to be accepted and immersed into the 

environment of American higher education. It is vital for them to have a sense of 

belonging, or affiliation, to the overseas university where they are living and studying. 

With the sense of belonging, they become comfortable and confident to express 

themselves and to contribute to various projects. They feel they are respected and valued 

by teachers and peers.  

This is evidenced by the fact that all of the participants chose “My professor 

indicated that they valued my input in class and encouraged me to share my opinions” as 

the most positive factor for their academic experience, and by their descriptions during 

interviews. For example, Shirley mentioned that "The teacher cared about us and gave us 
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a lot of room to action, and supported us with different expressions in class, which makes 

me feel respected." Yuxia pointed out that "The teacher's objective rather than 

preferential analysis of the similarities and differences between Chinese and American 

cultures in a class made me feel valued and have a strong sense of belonging to the 

classroom." Jessie also mentioned that "The teacher gave me detailed feedback, and this 

made me feel valued." 

All of the academic engagement factors that contribute to the positive academic 

experiences of Chinese students are those that create a learning environment that 

welcomingly engages the international students and fosters their sense of belonging. This 

environment is also relaxing and secure for the international students to realize their self-

value and unleash their potential through the unremitting learning efforts. As a result, the 

international Chinese students stayed in the university until the completion of their degree 

programs.  

2. Connection through Empathy: Best Practice for the U.S. School 

 As the receiving party, the U.S. university and its teachers and students need to 

be empathetic, accommodating, and inclusive to international students. The interaction 

between teacher and international student is just like the interaction between child and 

parent. The parent is the receiving party and needs to give the child a positive and 

inclusive environment. Likewise, the school needs to empathize with the needs of 

international students, rather than treating the international students and the American 

students with one standard across the board without providing the necessary assistance to 

the former needed to conduct their study. Approaching supports through an equity rather 

than equal treatment model is one way to facilitate persistence. Educators of the 
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American university should reflect on why the international students behave differently 

than expected, for instance in the area of plagiarism. This may help them adopt more 

effective instruction and communication that truly make the international students feel 

accepted and integrated. 

The plan provides a framework and pathway by which schools can take action. 

For example, if the school needs to improve enrollment and wishes to do so by recruiting 

Chinese students, it is important for the receiving party to think about how to provide 

pure immersion academic experiences, the guaranteed practical teaching method, and 

smooth communications needed to attract and retain students. Further, it may help answer 

questions about actions to take to avoid negative academic experiences that hurt the 

persistence of these students as well. Specific suggestions aligned with the Academic 

Integration Supports Persistence model (Figure 2) and its three types of interactions are 

described below. 

Interaction with Faculty and Persistence 

  Interaction with teachers was found to play the most impactful role in the positive 

academic experiences, and thus the persistence, of international Chinese students 

participating in this study. To facilitate positive interactions with faculty, the university 

could develop faculty training in multicultural teaching and learning. As a minimum, a 

handout could be created for international students to bring to their instructors, much the 

way students bring documentation for other forms of accommodation. In this handout, the 

teaching and interaction methods preferred by the international students could be listed 

for the teachers’ consideration. For example, they need to actively encourage Chinese 

students to express themselves and remain cognizant of the challenges faced due to the 
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cultural and language gap of international students. Some additional recommendations 

would be for instructors to provide clear PowerPoint presentations and/or lecture notes, 

use practical examples or illustrations to explain difficult points, and give detailed 

feedback on their assignments. It would also be helpful for teachers to demonstrate an 

attitude of embracing the accepting party by incorporating their own intercultural 

experiences into classroom learning and by encouraging class discussion on the 

intercultural aspects of course topics. 

For another example, the finding that Chinese students prefer the after-class 

interactions could be part of the training and/or documentation. It may help to clarify that 

due to the language differences, they may not ask questions in class, but this does not 

mean that they do not understand the content. If teachers would seek to interact more 

with international Chinese students after class, perhaps inviting them to meet during 

office hours and/or one-on-one meeting appointments. A practice of connecting Chinese 

faculty to students as informal mentors or as academic advisors when students run into 

academic challenges could be implemented. The advisors would be expected to discuss 

the academic progress with them both on a regular basis and on demand. 

With regard to the group projects, faculty training would recommend a few 

adjustments in the way the assignments are designed and implemented in order to 

improve the experience and learning outcomes for international students. One suggestion 

is to arrange for international student groupings with more open-minded American 

students, to conduct training in group work for all students, and/or, to make 

connection/collaboration with other students an assessment item in the grading rubric for 

group projects. In so doing, the chance of international students being isolated from the 



INT’L CHINESE STUDENTS’ ACADEMIC EXPERIENCES                                       140 

 

group work will be reduced or avoided. Another preferred practice regarding the group 

project is to allot part of the class time to carrying out group discussions under the 

teacher's attention. 

Interaction with Peers and Persistence  

Although the interaction with teachers was the most important influencer for the 

academic experience and persistence of international Chinese students, interactions with 

peers also plays a role, particularly if interactions are not going well with a teacher (such 

as when the teacher is not accessible or not friendly).  Interactions with the peer students 

can play a critical role in international student academic persistence. For example, Rob 

and Yuxia did not receive enough support and help when they asked for help from 

teachers, but the good communication and interactions with other students helped them 

stay and persist at RSU.  

The findings of this study regarding interactions with the peer students inside and 

outside the classroom recommend both group project and informal study groups help 

improve international Chinese students’ learning experiences and academic persistence. 

Specifically, small-sized groups are preferred for group projects. The in-class group 

discussion/project plays a fundamental role in the sense of building a friendly and 

positive relationship among the group members, so they can work together and help each 

other during the informal study group after class. Peer’s influences sometimes are even 

higher than that of parents or teachers, but in both circumstances, the attitude of faculty 

can be influential on the attitude of American students towards the international students, 

which determines the experience and learning outcomes of international students.  
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Given the importance of peer students’ attitude, suggestions are proposed on how 

to improve it. This is tied back to the cornerstone importance of faculty in the academic 

(and even social) experiences and persistence of international Chinese students. To 

facilitate beneficial interactions, faculty or academic advisors should encourage students 

to reach out to each other (either American students reach out to Chinese students, or vice 

versa). They are also encouraged to offer extra credit to students who reach out to each 

other and have studied together. The university could offer more opportunities such as 

policy support or physical resources to facilitate such efforts.  

Interaction with Self and Persistence 

 In the process of interacting with their peers, such as during group project, the 

interaction with self is particularly important for international Chinese students. Learning 

requires introspection. No matter how much they interact with the faculty or with 

classmates, in the end international Chinese students need to digest and understand the 

materials for themselves. International students need to change their old learning methods 

and adapt to the new learning methods that fit the learning environment of the American 

university. For instance, the preview and review is relatively less important when they 

studied in China using their native language, but it becomes crucial when they are 

learning in the United States using a foreign language. Providing students with 

instruction related to learning could be beneficial. 

Moreover, international students should be encouraged to complete the assigned 

readings for class (beyond minimum required readings and identified key information 

from reading assignments) and to seek out the additional resources related to the 

coursework. Course materials could be designed to facilitate this process. Higher 
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education in the United States emphasizes the application of knowledge. This learning 

objective is beyond the basic goal of knowledge acquisition in the education of many 

developing countries. International students would benefit from extending their study to 

move beyond the minimum required readings and key concepts. 

It is also suggested that international students take advantage of extra credit 

and/or bonus points when they are offered by teachers. These opportunities are offered 

under the Fair Grading Policy and are aimed at encouraging progress among students. In 

comparison to the case of no extra credit being available, Chinese students tend to 

respond to these incentives by working harder for a better academic performance and 

therefore a higher persistence ratio. 

School facilitation Program and Persistence 

 The facilitation programs provided by the university vary in their importance for 

the academic persistence of international Chinese students. The writing center was found 

to be a significant positive factor for Chinese students. Although the tutor program is 

very helpful to American students, it is not very helpful to international students, 

especially those from Asian countries, because of their cultural and language gap. 

Although the international Chinese students prefer to seek direct help from teachers on 

their course related questions, if the tutor program arranges both international tutors and 

American tutors at the same time, it may be more attractive and helpful to them. It is also 

suggested for the program to train tutors to make them more effective (like the writing 

center) in serving the needs of international students.  

With regard to the academic advising program, it is important for the university to 

realize that international students are subject to both academic requirements and 
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immigration regulations. Most faculty are experts in the curriculum only, while the staff 

that are trained specifically for immigration purposes do not advise students 

academically. A possible solution to this problem is to have the university adopt a more 

targeted method such as a double advisor approach, when assigning the advisors to 

international Chinese students. This method assigns both a program coordinator and an 

international advisor to an international student. The two advisors work jointly and 

regularly to provide advising information that tackles both angles and paves the way for 

the positive experiences and the persistence of international students at RSU. 

Implications and Recommendations 

 This qualitative research provides additional evidence to the literature that finds 

universities play an important role in helping international students successfully 

overcome various challenges and adapt to the American society (Gulliette, 2007) and 

they have an obligation to “welcome, serve, retain, and involve international students” 

(Hammons et al., 2004, p. 26). It further contributes to this literature by focusing on the 

Chinese students who study abroad in a public university in the U.S. The study showed 

that during the process of acculturating themselves to the academic environment in 

America, the Chinese students need understanding and support from the university, 

teachers, and peer students. Although the participants in this study described many 

positive academic experiences, additional efforts are still needed from the school where 

the research was conducted. Focusing on the engagement factors that improve Chinese 

students’ academic experiences will facilitate their persistence. The practical model 

described earlier in this chapter frames the recommendations that are specific to RSU, 

although they may be useful for schools that are similarly situated. 
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Recommendations for RSU to Provide Academic Support to International Students  

 1. Promote global awareness among the faculty. Instructors and academic 

advisors play a central role in the international students’ interactions with teachers, peers’ 

and other learning resources. If the faculty and advisors are aware of the challenges for 

international Chinese students, caused by the language gap and cultural shock, and are 

willing to accommodate these challenges by purposefully engaging students both in class 

during the group discussion and after class during office hours, they will greatly benefit 

and respond by being more motivated and confident in learning. 

 2. Implement and improve the project-based, hands-on curriculum and pedagogy. 

The international Chinese students want to learn the advanced and practical knowledge of 

the United States. Their positive academic experiences include the development of 

critical skills such as problem solving and applying the textbook knowledge to the real 

world, etc. Professors who bring their own real experiences and/or invite professionals 

from industries allow the international students to gain precious understanding of the real 

economy and they become more career ready.  

 3. Provide student support resources that are multiculturally relevant. The 

international Chinese students have different needs from their American peers. Because 

English is not their native language, they would need a lot of help with the English 

writing and speaking. Meanwhile, due to the differences between Eastern and Western 

cultures, the Chinese students are afraid of making mistakes and thus not comfortable 

with speaking in front of a big group or speaking with people whom they are not familiar 

with. So, they visit the writing center very often and their experiences there are positive 

because the staff and student workers in the Writing Center are friendly and patient to 
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students with diverse cultural backgrounds. Chinese students do not feel embarrassed to 

show their weakness and receive help from this resource.  

Recommendations for Future Research  

 This study provides a beneficial exploration of the academic experiences of the 

international Chinese students at a public university in the United States. The angle of the 

research is purposefully focused on the Chinese students only, in order to offer specific 

information for this targeted group. Extensions of this research include (but are not 

limited to) the following. 

First, a further study could consider collecting information (even anecdotal) from 

the international Chinese students who did not persist on what caused them to leave, and 

compare findings between the two groups. Second, retention/persistence ideas often 

include keeping parents informed. An extension of this study could include discussion on 

how Chinese students interacted with their family and if that interaction is important to 

their persistence. Third, a similar study could be conducted to study the academic 

experiences of other groups of international students based on nationality and/or 

economic region.  

Fourth, quantitative studies are recommended for investigating the causal 

relationship and the magnitude of the influence of the academic engagement factors on 

their academic persistence Finally, this study focuses on the academic experiences of the 

international Chinese students and their academic persistence in American universities. 

Future research could extend this by including the non-academic experiences (such as 

their residence life experience) within the American community in order to gain insight 

from a broader perspective. 
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Limitations  

 This study has a few limitations; some are shared by the generic qualitative 

methodology while the others are specific to this research. First, the samples were not 

randomly selected so they may not be representative of all international Chinese students. 

Though the purposeful sampling and snowball sampling included a maximum variety of 

participants, it may not include all variants among Chinese students at RSU. Therefore, 

the findings cannot be generalized to all Chinese students there or to other U.S. 

institutions.  

Second, the researcher herself is an international Chinese student studying in the 

United Staes, so the insider’s role may add subjectivity to this study. Although the 

researcher made every effort to become aware of her own understanding and assumptions 

of the research question during the data collection and data analysis process (Creswell, 

2003), the presumptions and understanding might be biased to the degree that they 

impacted the validity of research findings. Validation steps were taken to minimize such 

bias. The researcher bracketed personal assumptions during the interviews and the data 

analysis process by writing down over 100 reflective notes of her own academic 

experiences before the study and keeping memos and notes in a reflective journal during 

the interviews. However, as in all other qualitative studies, it is inevitable that some 

amount of personal assumption may be involved during the process. 

Third, the interviews were conducted in either Chinese or English depending on 

participants’ preference for the language. In most cases the participants mixed English 

and Chinese together during the interview. The meaning may not be fully expressed by 

participants speaking English and may not be accurately interpreted by the researcher 
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during the translation process, since English is a foreign language to both the participants 

and the researcher. Fortunately, the third interview (i.e. member checking) helped the 

researcher validate the information and thus mitigated this concern to a large degree. 

Finally, participants’ family and social-economic backgrounds in China were not taken 

into consideration. This information may be important in explaining participants’ original 

habits of learning. 

Summary 

 The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore international Chinese 

students’ academic experience at a rural public university in America. The study further 

examined international Chinese students’ perceptions on their academic experiences and 

factors that had a great impact on their academic experience and persistence at RSU. The 

results of the study revealed four main themes: 1) their perceptions of the academic 

experiences include immersion of American higher education; practical knowledge has 

been learned and communication and other skills have been developed; 2) their academic 

challenges mainly come from language barriers, unfamiliarity with the U.S. classroom 

culture, and the unwelcoming/unfriendly people; 3)  their interactions with faculty, peer 

students, and self are identified as positive factors for their academic experiences; and 4) 

the integration of the three types of interactions, with the interaction with faculty playing 

the central role, leads to positive academic experiences and thus high persistence.  

 The findings of this study and the international Chinese students’ descriptions 

have value for both international students, educators, and U.S. institutions. Participants in 

the study provided insights on the most impactful academic engagement factors to 

support their persistence. They also provided information on their perceptions of the 
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academic experience. This study calls for the university and educators to be more 

understanding and reflective on the international Chinese students’ academic experience. 

Academic engagement supports from the university, faculty, and other students will 

facilitate Chinese students’ faster acculturation into American college life and persistence 

at the university.  
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Appendix A 

Invitation Email to Potential Participants 

Greetings! 

My name is Hui Cao and I am a graduate student at Regional State University. I 

believe international students have an important voice at a university and I need your 

help.  

My research is about international Chinese students’ academic experiences. You 

are receiving this email because you are, or have been, an international Chinese student at 

Regional State University and I invite you to participate in my study. Your input could 

help shape the way we understand the academic experiences of the international Chinese 

students at RSU. 

With as busy as involved students or former students are, my goal is to make the 

participant experience as convenient as possible. Participants will be asked to do three 

interviews:  

- Complete a brief online written interview (30 minutes) 

- Attend one fact to face interview, either on campus or via Skype (approximately 45-60 

minutes) 

- Take part in a phone call interview to orally explain and review the first two interview 

responses to participants for accuracy and further comment 

Students participating in the study will be asked to choose a pseudonym (fake 

name) to mask their identity.  

There are no known anticipated or personal risks or benefits associated with 

participating in this study. Remember your participation is completely voluntary and you 
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can choose to stop at any point. You can contact me with questions at hcao@regional.edu. 

Information about Regional State University’s rules for research can be obtained from 

Chair of the Institutional Review Board at Regional State University: RSU-

irb@regional.edu.  

If you are interested in participating, please click the link under below and 

complete the written interview. (Written Interview protocol is attached as Appendix B) 

Link: 

https://plymouthstate.co1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks?ContextSurveyID=SV_2b

NR2gvAEyxZZZP  

 

Appreciatively,  

Hui Cao  
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Appendix B 

Written Interview  

Part 1: Demographic Questions 

Thank you for participating in this written interview of International Chinese 

Students Academic Engagement Experiences. This written interview is voluntary. No 

results or comments will be attributed to any individual. In this interview, first you are 

going to be asked to answer some demographic questions. Following you are going to 

answer some questions related to your academic engagement experiences at RSU. This 

written interview takes about 30 minutes to complete. 

To ensure interpretation of the term competency, the following definition is 

provided below:  

Academic engagement: The amount of time and effort students intentionally and 

conscioU.S.ly invest in meaningful interactive and noninteractive academic activities and 

practices that contribute to their intellectual development and attainment of educational 

goals (Kuh et al., 2006; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  

 International Student: According to the U.S. Department of State’s definitions of 

world regions and states, an international student refers to a student who was born and 

raised outside of U.S.. The country classification system that is used in this study is based 

on the U.S. Department of State’s definitions of world regions and states (Andrade, 2005) 

Retention: Retention related activities focus on providing a campus environment 

where students successfully complete their academic program/certificate/diploma or 

graduate from an institution (Andrade,2007).  

Persistence: Persistence is then the motivation and ability to continue on from year 
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to year through an academic program concluding with matriculation, or a successful 

completion of a degree program and final step concluding the collegial experience (Reason, 

2006).  

1. What is your gender? Male/Female  

2. Where are you come from? 

Mainland China/ Taiwan/ Hongkong 

3. What is your academic class status? 

Current student: Freshman/ Sophomore /Junior /Senior /Graduate student  

Alumni:  

 Previous student (alumni: successfully completing degree program and graduate 

from RSU) 

 Previous student (alumni: left RSU without completing degree program) 

4. If you are an alumnus., which year did you graduate from RSU? 

5. What is your major? __________________ any minor (if applied) _____________ 

6. What type of school did you attend the year before you enrolled at RSU? 

___ Public (national) high school 

___ Private high school 

___ International school 

___ Community college/ vocational school in the U.S.  

___ Community college/ vocational school outside of the U.S.  

___ A four-year college/ university in the U.S. 

___ Intensive language school 

___ Other (please list): ________ 
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7. Prior to enrolling at RSU, what types of language training did you receive? Check all 

that apply.  

__ I took English courses in my school 

__ I took private English classes in an environment other than my school 

__ I had a private English tutor 

__ Someone in my home spoke English fluently 

__ I have lived or traveled extensively in English speaking countries.  

__ Other (Please describe):_________ 

__ I did not have any English language training before coming to RSU.  

8. How would you rate your English language proficiency at the time of your first class 

at RSU? (from 1= less proficiency 5= highly proficiency) 

_______ Speaking _________ Reading Comprehension 

_______ Listening _________ Academic Writing 

9. How would you rate your English language proficiency after you study at RSU or at 

the end of your study at RSU? (From 1= less proficiency 5= highly proficiency) 

_____________Speaking ______________Reading Comprehension 

_____________Listening ______________Academic Writing 

10. In your first year at RSU, your academic transition to RSU was: 

____ Very easy _____ Easy _______ Moderately difficult ______ Very difficult 

11. How would you rate your generally academic experience at RSU?  

____ Not good at all ____Average Good ____Extremely Good 
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Written Interview  

Part 2 Academic Engagement Experience 

Following you are going to answer some questions related to your academic engagement 

experiences at RSU. (1-3 General Questions; 4 Students self-learning; 5 Students-Students 

interaction; 6-9 Student-Faculty interaction; 10 Campus academic services 11-12 

summary question) 

1. Which following in-class activities helped your learning during your year/years study 

at RSU? (Please check all the choices that apply to you.) 

 Participating in a group project  

 Giving a presentation individually 

 Giving a presentation in a group 

 Participating in a small group discussion in class 

 Participating in a large group/whole class discussion  

 Asking questions in class 

 Taking notes during class  

 Audio record a class lecture and listen to it later  

 Reflective writing assignments related to course topics 

 Other, please specify____________________ 

2. Which following in-class activities did not help you to learn during your year/years 

study at RSU? (Please check all the choices that apply to you.) 

 Participating in a group project  

 Giving a presentation individually 

 Giving a presentation in a group 
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 Participating in a small group discussion in class 

 Participating in a large group/whole class discussion 

 Asking questions in class 

 Taking notes during class  

 Audio record a class lecture and listen to it later? 

 Reflective writing assignments related to course topics 

 Other, please specify____________________ 

3. Which following abilities have been met your expectation of development after your 

year/years study at RSU?  

 Academic writing 

 Creativity 

 Problem solving 

 Critically analyzing the content in course readings 

 Ability to work in academic groups/teams 

 Ability to work with people of different cultural backgrounds 

 Application of information from courses to other areas of study 

 Application of information from my courses to real life 

 Other, please specify____________________ 

4. In your year/years of study at RSU, which following activities has been required by the 

course instructor that helped your self-study? Please check all the activities that apply 

to you.  

 Require completing assigned readings for class and identifying key information 

from reading assignments? 
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 Require writing more than one draft of a writing assignment 

 Require reviewing course material/notes after class 

 Require seeing out additional resources (i.e., articles, study guides, on-line 

resources) related to your coursework 

 Require summarizing what you learned in class or from course materials. 

 Other, please specify____________________ 

5. Which following peer interaction activities helped your learning at RSU? Please select 

all the activities that apply to you.  

 Ask a student from your own country for help?  

 Ask an international student from a country other than your own for help? 

 Ask an American student for help? 

 Explain course material to another student? 

 Work with international students on a group project? 

 Work with American students on a group project? 

 Meet with students outside of class to study in an informal group? 

 Join a formal study group for a course? 

 Visit RSU tutor program  

 Other, please specify _________________ 

6. Which following interaction activities with faculty/instructor helped your learning at 

RSU? Please select all the activities that apply to you.  

 Discuss your academic progress with an instructor? 

 Discuss your future career plans with a course instructor?  

 Ask questions with your course instructor 
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 Visit instructors’ office hours 

 Other, please specify________________ 

7. Please select the following statements that apply to you. During my years study at 

RSU_______________: 

 My professors knew my name. 

 My professors made me feel welcome in the classroom. 

 My professors indicated that they valued my input in class. 

 My professors encouraged me to share my opinions. 

 My professors reached out to me as an international student to make sure I was 

doing okay in class. 

 Other, please specify________________ 

8. Which following instructor’s/professor’s in-class teaching activities/teaching methods 

helped your learning at RSU?  

 Clearly explained course goals and requirements? 

 Taught course sessions in an organized way? 

 Used examples or illustrations to explain difficult points? 

 Provided feedback on a draft or work in progress? 

 Provided detailed feedback on tests or completed assignments? 

 Encourage class discussion on intercultural aspects of course topics? 

 Incorporate their own intercultural experiences into classroom learning? 

 Encourage students to share their own cultural knowledge? 

 Invite international guest speakers to share their expertise? 

9. Please talk about 3 courses which you enrolled giving you the great academic 
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experience and having the greatest impact on your persistence at RSU. 

10. Which following academic resources helped your learning at RSU? Check all that 

apply to you.  

 Meet with academic advisor to talk about my academic progress 

 Visit Writing Center 

 Talk with librarian 

 Visit Tutor Program  

 Other academic resources________________ 

11. Which following interaction activities (1. interactions with student, 2. interactions with 

academic advisor, 3.interactions with faculties, and 4.interactions with student 

academic services staff) play the most helpful/supportive role to your learning at RSU? 

Please elaborate why it is helpful to your learning at RSU? 

12. Generally speaking, are you satisfied with your learning experience at RSU? Yes/No 

Thank you for your participation! 
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Appendix C 

Individual Second Interview Questions 

Note: The following questions may change after analyzing the responses of the first written 

interview. 

1. What attracted you to pursue a college degree at RSU? And how did you decide to 

choose your current program (major) of study?  

2. Please describe your academic experiences, are you satisfied with your academic 

experience at RSU? And what academic engagement experiences would you identify 

as having the greatest impact on your intent to persist at RSU? Please explain. 

3. When thinking about your academic experiences, please describe any academic 

challenges you have faced as an international Chinese student. 

4. You mentioned that the following in-class activities (varies from different students, 

depends on students answer in Q1&2 of the written interview) helped/not helped your 

learning, please elaborate why you think this activity was so helpful/not helpful.  

5. You mentioned that the following abilities (varies from different students, depends on 

students answer in Q3 of the written interview) have been met your expectation of 

development after your year/years study at RSU. Please elaborate.  

6. Describe your in-class and outside class interaction with the course content (your 

learning habit or strategies). You mentioned that the following activities (varies from 

different students, depends on students answer in Q4 of the written interview) has been 

required by the course instructor that helped your self-study at RSU. Please elaborate.  

7. Did you interact with other students in class and outside class? Was this by choice or 

because the instructor asked you to do so (e.g. through partner or groupwork)? You 
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mentioned that the following peer interaction activities (varies from different students, 

depends on students answer in Q5 of the written interview) helped your study at RSU. 

Please elaborate why this activity was so helpful. 

8. What in-class and outside-class interaction with faculty have a great impact on your 

academic experiences? You mentioned that the following interaction activities (varies 

from different students, depends on students answer in Q6&7 of the written interview) 

with faculty/instructor helped your study at RSU? 

9. You mentioned that the following instructors’ teaching activities/methods (varies from 

different students, depends on students answer in Q8 of the written interview) helped 

your learning at RSU. Please elaborate why it was so helpful.  

10. How often do you use campus academic facilities and resources, such as the library, 

academic advising, writing center, tutor program, etc? Which campus academic 

facilities and resources have the great impact on your academic experiences?  

You mentioned that the following academic resources (varies from different students, 

depends on students answer in Q9 of the written interview) helped your learning at 

RSU. Please elaborate why it was so helpful.  

11. How would you rate the quality of your interactions with faculties, staffs and other 

students? You mentioned that the following interaction activities (varies from different 

students, depends on students answer in Q10 of the written interview) play the most 

helpful/supportive role to your learning at RSU? Please elaborate why it is helpful to 

your study?  

12. What skill did you develop/enhance after taking (varies from different students, 

depends on students answer in question Q11)? Why these courses had the greatest 
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impact on your overall experiences at RSU? 

13. Any comments? 
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Appendix D 

Third Interview Protocol 

The third interview was conducted through phone call, skype or other social media 

technologies by the researcher after the first two interviews are finished. A written report 

which based on the responses of two previous interviews was orally explained by the 

researcher to participants.  

Through the third interview, report was reviewed and verified by the participants. 

Wrong information was correct and new comments was collected. After participants 

approved all the information. Researcher analyzed all the collected data and then find out 

the patterns/ themes of the results. 
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Appendix E 

Matrix Example: Conceptually Clustered Matrix 

Written Interview Questions 

 

 General: 

In-class 

activities 

helpful 

on 

students 

learning  

General:  

In-class 

activities 

not 

helpful 

on 

students 

learning 

Academic 

activities 

helpful on 

student’s 

ability 

development 

Activities 

helpful 

on 

students’ 

self-

learning 

Peer 

interaction 

Activities 

helpful on 

students’ 

learning 

Faculty 

interaction 

activities 

helpful on 

students’ 

learning 

Student 

1 

      

Student 

2 

      

Student 

3 

      

Student 

4 
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Appendix F 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM  

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 

VOLUNTARILY IN A RESEARCH INVESTIGATION 

REGIONAL STATE UNIVERSITY 

INVESTIGATOR(S) NAME: Hui Cao, a doctoral candidate at Regional State University 

STUDY TITLE: International Chinese Students Academic Engagement Experience at 

Regional State University. 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

 The purpose of this study is to find out international Chinese students’ academic 

experiences at RSU. Through this study to gain a better understanding the most helpful 

academic engagement factors for international Chinese students’ study at RSU. I am being 

asked to be a participant in the study because I am currently an international Chinese student 

at RSU. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY 

 This study will explore international Chinese students’ academic experience in 

American universities. The study aims to find out how international Chinese students 

describe their academic experience and their perceptions on the academic engagement 

factors to support their persistence.  

 This study includes three interviews: a written interview, a face to face or skype 

interview, and a phone interview. The amount of time required to participate in the study is 

about 3 hours in total. There are no costs associated with this study.  

RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS  
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 As a participant in this study, I understand there are no risks as the subjects’ material 

relates to current teaching practices. 

BENEFITS  

 There may be no direct benefits of participating in this study; however, the 

knowledge received may be of value to international Chinese students at RSU 

ALTERNATIVE PROCEDURES 

 The alternative would be not to participate in the study. 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

 All documents and information pertaining to this research study will be kept 

confidential in accordance with all applicable federal, state, and local laws and regulations. I 

understand that data generated by the study may be reviewed by Regional State University's 

Institutional Review Board, which is the committee responsible for ensuring my welfare and 

rights as a research participant, to assure proper conduct of the study and compliance with 

university regulations. If any presentations or publication result from this research, I will not 

be identified by name.  

 My confidentiality will be also protected by not identifying me as a participant by 

name in research reports and restricting access to the raw data to those conducting the study. 

The recordings from the interviews serve for the transcription purposes only. Original 

recordings will be destroyed within six months. The transcripts and remaining information 

collected during my participation in this study will be kept for five years and then deleted.  

TERMINATION OF PARTICIPATION  
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 I may choose to withdraw from this study at any time and for any reason. If I choose 

to drop out of the study, I will contact the investigator and my research records will be 

destroyed.  

COMPENSATION 

I will not receive payment for being in this study. Participation in this study is 

strictly voluntary. There will be no cost to me for participating in this research. 

INJURY COMPENSATION  

 Neither Regional State University nor any government or other agency funding this 

research project will provide special services, free care, or compensation for any injuries 

resulting from this research. I understand that treatment for such injuries will be at my 

expense and/or paid through my medical plan. 

QUESTIONS  

 All of my questions have been answered to my satisfaction and if I have further 

questions about this study, I may contact Hui Cao, at hcao@regional.edu. If I have any 

questions about the rights of research participants, I may call the Chairperson of the 

Regional State University’s Institutional Review Board  

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 

I understand that my participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and that 

refU.S.al to participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits to me. I am free to 

withdraw or refuse consent, or to discontinue my participation in this study at any time 

without penalty or consequence.  

 I voluntarily give my consent to participate in this research study. I understand that I 

will be given a copy of this consent form. 
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Signatures: 

________________________ 

Participant’s Name (Print)  

________________________    ____________ 

Participant ’s Signature     Date 

  

 I, the undersigned, certify that to the best of my knowledge, the subject signing this 

consent form has had the study fully and carefully explained by me and have been given an 

opportunity to ask any questions regarding the nature, risks, and benefits of participation in 

this research study.  

Hui Cao, MA_____  

Investigator’s Name (Print)  

_Hui Cao____________________________________  1.8.2020_ 

Investigator’s Signature      Date 

 

Regional State University’s IRB has approved the solicitation of participants for the study 

until January 7th, 2021. 
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