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ABSTRACT 

Of the more than 400,000 Chinese students who now study abroad; 235,000 came to the US; 25% of University of 

Washington Undergraduate enrollment for Spring 2013 were Asian. Other countries share this upward trend also. 

Chinese nationals comprised the largest percentage of international students at UW – my research location. In 2015 on 

the UW Seattle campus - 3,845 international Chinese students enrolled.  The study was designed to help create more 

useful and enlightened programs for Chinese students pursuing degrees abroad as well as for those striving for voca-

tions within global industries - by identifying best practices and support programs for Chinese students, universities 

and other institutions. This study employed a qualitative research method and in-depth interviews designed to examine 

the academic and overall experience of Chinese international students, domestic students, faculty and staff members at 

the University of Washington (UW). Research revealed five major obstacles influencing Chinese students’ perception 

of their academic and overall well-being on campus: language, loss of filial emotional support, lack of critical and 

creative thinking skills, culture shock and time management inadequacies. This study recommends to both countries 

toward developing a more holistic approach in preparing Chinese international students and those seeking global vo-

cations. More intensive language, emotional intelligence and inter-cultural training is vital. Partnership programs be-

tween American students and Chinese students should be established to assist in these goals.  
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1. BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

Of the more than 400,000 Chinese students who 

now study abroad; 235,000 came to the US; 25% of 

University of Washington Undergraduate enrollment 

for Spring 2013 were Asian. Other countries share this 

upward trend also. 

Historically, there has long been an assumption 

that studying abroad inherently, and almost automati-

cally, creates a transformative educational experience. 

But anecdotal evidence abounds that shows some 

study abroad experiences may be more valuable edu-

cationally than others. Much depends both on how 

students prepare and engage, encompassing their pre-

study abroad orientations, understanding of goals, and 

active engagement to achieve those goals during the 

in-country experience. Additionally, much depends on 

how universities and other partners structure learning 

experiences for students. 

2. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

How do Chinese students report preparing for 

study at the UW? What expectations do they have 

about studying abroad? Do they have an expectation 

of extensive integration into the UW generally? How 

are they coached for their UW experience? 

How do Chinese students perceive their academic 

and emotional well-being in the first month of their 

UW experience? How do they negotiate the cultural 

changes they face? How do they learn to negotiate a 

large public American university's institutional cul-

ture, academic, and social norms?  
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3. RESEARCH METHOD 

3.1. Qualitative Methods 

I choose to use qualitative methods for this re-

search instead of quantitative methods because this 

method can serve a unique opportunity for the mar-

ginalized or disadvantaged groups to have their voices 

heard, which provides an opportunity to raise people's 

awareness of social problems (e.g., Bloor 2012).  

3.2. In-depth Interviews 

I spoke English to English native speakers and 

spoke both in English and Mandarin when describing 

the consent process with Chinese international stu-

dents. And the Consent form for Chinese students also 

was in both Mandarin and English. Questions to Chi-

nese International students whose native dialect is 

Mandarin will be in Mandarin, and for those Canton-

ese speakers will be in English, so that nothing can be 

lost in translation. 

4. PARTICIPANTS AND DATA 

COLLECTION 

4.1. The Research Includes Four Groups of 

Participants 

There are 39 Chinese undergraduate students (25 

undergraduates and 14 graduates) from almost 25 ma-

jors, 9 American domestic students (4 females and 5 

males), 10 UW faculty and 20 UW staff members all 

throughout the campus. 

4.2. Data Collection 

According to the mandatory and approved IRB form, I 

used a digital voice recorder to record conversations 

and took notes while interviewing. The data collection 

period lasted from March 2015 to February 2016. This 

research included a variety of data, including the fol-

lowings:  

5. FINDINGS  

The goals and expectations are varied from student 

to student and they are influenced by many aspects. 

There are mainly six key responses from these 39 par-

ticipants and they are listed in the order of the most 

common to the least common ones. Moreover, differ-

ences still exist between Chinese undergraduates and 

graduates when talking about their goals of studying 

in US. Most undergraduates are concerned more about 

their parents directives and some of them are unfo-

cused about the exact goals for learning in a foreign 

country, while all of the graduates are very clear about 

their own dreams here and tend to make their decision 

very carefully independently, believing this experi-

ence will be a critical step for them to enhance their 

future career and they tend to have a much stronger 

desire to stay in the US after graduation. When I ask 

them the question "Why you choose UW specifical-

ly?" Among these multiple choices answers, the top 

three reasons are highly ranked university, reasonable 

tuition, and perfect location (short distance from Chi-

na and famous for advanced industries). 

Most of the Chinese international students (includ-

ing undergraduates and graduates) are very positive 

about their coming life on US campus and more than 

half of them have an expectation of extensive integra-

tion into the UW generally. In the interviews, nearly 

95 percent of the students believe that US has the best 

educational system in the world and 85 percent of 

them would love to be involved in this wonderful 

learning environment on their first step to UW cam-

pus. 

There are five major obstacles influencing Chi-

nese students' perception of their academic and overall 

well-being on campus: 

5.1. Cultural Difference  

In the interviews, nearly all of the Chinese interna-

tional students indicated that cultural differences are a 

major source of their difficulties  

living in America at first.   

Chart 1. Chinese International Students Group Division - Genders and Ages 
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One of the participants whose preference is to keep 

everything very tidy lives together with American 

roommates on campus. She shared a very interesting 

story: "Americans seems to wash everything in the 

washing machine together, such as underwear and 

sneakers together, which is really weird to Chinese 

people, because we think it's not sanitary to wash them 

together.  Once I washed my underwear in the public 

sink which is very common habit in China and it's 

considered to be a good personal hygiene. But my 

roommate was furious at me and said that I shouldn't 

do it because it polluted the sink which she was really 

concerned about. God, can you believe it?"   

5.2. Social Habits 

"Here everyone tends to make appointments and 

keeps strict schedules. If you want to meet someone, 

you have to email them to make the arrangement first.  

And I find punctuality is very important here."  

"I always prefer to eat Chinese food. Whenever I 

go to the restaurants on campus, I don't know how to 

order the food. Americans seem to eat too much cold 

and raw food here like raw broccoli and cabbages, 

which I cannot accept at all. I miss Chinese food a lot. 

Even the Chinese food here is not like the Chinese 

food at home. Especially for girls, for better health hot 

food is much better."  

5.3. Relationships with Others 

"I'm so happy that I found the Chinese students as-

sociation here (refers to CSSA) so I can make friends 

very quickly and easily. I can find my hometown fel-

lows here and we usually go out together, speaking in 

our own dialect. I like this because it helps me to re-

lease my homesickness a lot. " 

"For me, the Chinese student group is a small cir-

cle or pack. We have many different individual groups 

like cliques on campus, which you cannot imagine. 

Sometimes, it's very difficult for me to face conflicts 

with someone here because everyone seems so inter-

connected through these cliques. And I won't want to 

hurt our relationship so I chose to attend another asso-

ciation making more foreign friends to avoid that po-

tential problems."  

5.4. Language Barriers 

When Chinese students first arrive in America, 

language was a major problem they encounter imme-

diately. According to the interviews, language is a 

barrier in both their academic and non-academic lives. 

So from the first step they arrive on campus, it be-

comes a very serious problem for them, including both 

undergraduates and graduates.   

"When I first came into the classroom here in UW, 

I could not follow what the professors were saying in 

the class. I did not know what to do or what to say - I 

just kept taking notes with a few simple words I could 

understand. After each class, I had to borrow my 

classmates' notes to catch up and I had to go to the 

library or stay at home to work on those materials I 

missed in class and try to learn by myself. The lan-

guage pressure was so heavy in that first semester." 

5.5. Homesick & Independence 

Most Chinese international students are used to 

living simple lives in China where academic study is 

the number one priority in their lives. And it's very 

common for parents to control and manage everything 

else for their children in order for them to focus com-

pletely on academic pursuits. When they come to 

America, they are suddenly aware that they need to 

learn how to live independently, such as washing 

clothes, cooking meals, managing their own times, or 

even planning their future. For some of them, it's the 

first time going to another country and living on their 

own, despite their academic acuity - their life-skills 

and emotional intelligence skills are seriously lacking.  

"I never imagined I would suffer from homesick-

ness before I came here. But I miss my family a lot, I 

seem to think constantly about my mom's cooking and 

Chart 2. Expectations of Chinese Students about Studying Abroad in the US 
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of course her doing my laundry, I miss the crowed 

streets in my hometown and here the life seems so 

boring. I need to learn how to live independently 

which I seriously didn't consider before. " 

5.6. Cultural Understanding 

Most of the Chinese international students in my 

interviews are from mainland China, and only three 

came to America in their second year of Senior high 

school before entering UW. Without question, stu-

dents who are in America longer find it easier to un-

derstand and adapt to this different culture.  

"It's embarrassing when a professor tells a joke in 

the class and everyone starts to laugh except you be-

cause you don't understand it. I used to laugh with 

them, but actually, I didn't catch the meaning at all." 

"I like this environment of racial diversity. 

You can witness more cultures and you can 

make more friends from many different places 

and with many different beliefs. In China, eve-

ryone wants to pursue the same goals and tend 

to be envious if you have achieved what they 

want. Here they stick to their own rules and they 

Chart 3. For Undergraduates: Main obstacles for Chinese international undergraduates on UW campus  

The main obstacles for Chinese international undergraduates on UW campus 

Content Number of Times Mentioned /  

Students Total Number 

Ratio of Frequency 

Language (Reading, writing, listening, speaking)  23 / 25 0.92 

Cultural Understanding 22 / 25 0.88 

Open Discussion / Presentation 14 / 25 0.56 

Difficulty of Content 12 / 25 0.48 

Homework  10 / 25 0.4 

Interactions with Professors and Local Classmates 9 / 25 0.36 

Critical Thinking Skills 7 / 25 0.28 

Plagiarism 6 / 25  0.24 

Time Management 2 / 25 0.08 

Resources on Campus 1 / 25 0.04 

 
Chart 4. For Graduates: Main obstacles for Chinese international graduates on UW campus  

The main obstacles for Chinese international graduates on UW campus 

Content Number of Times Mentioned /  

Students Total Number 

Ratio of Frequency 

Language (listening, speaking, reading, writing)  12 / 14 0.85 

Difficulty of Content 10 / 14 0.71 

Independence  10 / 14 0.71 

Cultural Understanding 8 / 14 0.57 

Homework  7 / 14 0.50 

Interactions with Professors and Local Classmates  7 / 14 0.50 

Plagiarism 4 / 14 0.29 

Resources on Campus 2 / 14 0.14 

Time Management 1 / 14 0.07 
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are not easy to change because of other influ-

ences." 

6. CONCLUSION 

How can American universities improve support 

services for Chinese international students? One of the 

primary problem issues for undergraduates is making 

the selection of a major for their first year of study. 

The curriculum paradigm in China differs in that eve-

ry freshman begins his/her university learning experi-

ence with a pre-arranged major.  

Suggestions for American universities are mainly 

related to the following aspects: 

To enhance the academic aptitude of Chinese stu-

dents: consider providing more training opportunities 

in English reading and writing; providing more aca-

demic direction in critical thinking by giving them 

more fundamental materials to discuss; encouraging 

them to give more presentations on the topics that they 

are more familiar with; allowing them more time to 

think about the questions posed in class and encourag-

ing them to express themselves. 

In order to improve the Chinese students’ experi-

ence on campus: consider providing a workshop in-

forming Chinese undergraduates at the very beginning 

with specific details (written in Chinese for future 

reference) of the services and helpful resources on 

campus; if possible, setting up a networking system 

that encourages American students to partner with 

Chinese students one-to-one so whenever they have 

specific questions, they can have an immediate indi-

vidual resource; encouraging them to pay more atten-

tion to their psychological and emotional status and 

offer instruction in coping more effectively with high 

pressure situations. There is a critical need for them to 

feel more comfortable when it’s necessary to ask for 

help. 

In preparation for language proficiency, academic 

performance and independent living skills: it is sug-

gested that schools provide more intensive training in 

English communication, notably in listening, speak-

ing, reading and writing; encouraging greater self con-

fidence, more cultural tolerance and understanding 

diversity, with an emphasis on critical and creative 

thinking; learning cross-cultural conflict resolution 

methods and more intensive intra-personal communi-

cation skills. 

For Chinese students, they should strive to learn 

more about what is involved in studying in the U.S. 

educational system and try to get familiar with the 

academic policies and requirements of American uni-

versities before they arrive. Besides English language 

study, understanding and embracing cultural differ-

ences, improving study habits, emotional control 

skills, debating skills, life-management skills and rela-

tionship skills are also very important. Additionally, 

methods of self-analysis about the true feasibility and 

inherent obstacles of studying abroad should be clear-

ly understood prior to arrival in the foreign country. 

Studying abroad should be not only a happy adven-

ture, but also a critical landmark in personal develop-

ment for Chinese students.  
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