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Abstract. This study employed a qualitative research method and in-depth interviews research de-
sign to examine the academic experience of 25 Chinese undergraduates in the University of Wash-
ington. The study investigated five obstacles (language barrier, independence, critical thinking, pla-
giarism and time management) that influenced Chinese students to perceive their academic well-
being on campus of American Universities. Recommendations for American professors and Chi-
nese international undergraduates are discussed. 

Background Information 
According to Kun and David (2010), “Traditional Chinese culture places well-educated scholars 

in the highest social rank. Academic achievement is also an honor to the family. Dedication to scho-
larship becomes not only a personal goal but also a cultural goal for Chinese international students.   

In the US, about 304,467 (2013/14) university students studied abroad every year and in Spring 
2014 about 9,204 Asians with 5,779 Internationals enrolled at the University of Washington (UW). 
Other countries see similar popularity in study abroad programs. For instance, more than 400,000 
Chinese students study abroad every year; 235,000 came to the US; 25% of UW Undergraduate 
enrollment for Spring 2013 fell in the category of Asian/Native Hawaiian/ Pacific Islander. 

At the institutional level, Chinese students have composed the largest portion of international 
students in the university where my research is located.Historically, there has long been an assump-
tion that studying abroad inherently, and almost automatically, creates a transformative educational 
experience. But anecdotal evidence abounds that shows some study abroad experiences may be 
more valuable educationally 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 universi-
ties and other partners structure learning experiences for students. 

Some find the university a welcoming educational institution and flourish; others may avoid 
broader engagement with US students and seek to deal primarily with other Chinese students. The 
result can be a study abroad experience only in the geographical sense, without the broad cultural or 
intellectual growth that are intended goals of a study-abroad experience. 

Research Question 
1. How do Chinese students perceive their academic in the first month of their university expe-

rience? How do they learn to negotiate a large public American university’s institutional academic?  
2. In their academic work at the university, how do Chinese students approach this active learn-

ing environment? What is the nature and extent of their interactions with faculty and other universi-
ty students? What do faculty do (or what could they do) to help these students participate in class 
and in group assignments?  
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Research Method 
Qualitative Methods 
I choose to use qualitative methods for this research instead of quantitative methods because this 

method cannot only give voice to those who have been marginalized (e.g., Hammersley & Atkinson, 
2010).  

In-Depth Interviews 
According to the approved IRB form, I used a digital voice recorder to record conversations and 

took notes while interviewing. I spoke English to English native speakers and spoke both in English 
and Mandarin and the Consent form for Chinese students also was in both Mandarin and English. 

Participants and Data Collection 
The Research Includes Four Groups of Participants. 
There are 25 Chinese undergraduate students from almost 25 majors, 9 American domestic stu-

dents, 10 UW faculty and 20 UW staff members taking part in my research throughout the campus. 

Question Design 
There are 63 questions for each Chinese undergraduate students concerning study habits, such as 

language, taking notes, team project, interactions with professors, cheating/plagiarizing, etc. And 26 
questions for domestic students, 26 questions for UW faculty, 23-36 questions for different staff 
and advisors. The data collection period lasted from March 2015 to February 2016. 

Data Analysis 
The initial interview transcripts and probing session notes were analyzed as data. The data analy-

sis went hand in hand with the process of data collection, starting from the beginning of data collec-
tion. I transcribed interviews and coded audio-recordings, online-related documents, and field ob-
servation notes. After data were analyzed, they were all translated into English. Each voice record-
ing file was downloaded to a disk, double checked for clarity, and transcribed. 

Results  
The first month seems to be very difficult for most Chinese international students. Although very 

curious about everything at the beginning, soon they experience homesickness commonly after the 
excitement wears off. As time passes, most of them tend to settle into a routine when they find that 
they are starting to be an accepted member here, but there are still a significant part of them who 
aren’t used to studying habits and living in an American environment. 

The factors that causes greater pressure on Chinese undergraduates’ academic pursuits than those 
of local students are as followings: 

Language Barrier 
The English language remains number one on the list of obstacles. “Culture and education dispar-

ities between China and America, together with Chinese students’ language deficiencies contribute 
to their difficulty in having effective communications with American faculty members.” (Yan & 
Berliner, 2009) In my interviews, most of the undergraduates came from normal high schools in 
China which tend to have 10-12 hours English classes a week. For a few of the participants who 
came from foreign language schools, these students usually spend at least 23 hours a week learning 
English. One third of the participants took the extra English Training courses before they came to 
the US.  

A participant with a History major mentioned: “My English level was just so-so in China, so I 
took a summer training class before I came to America. I know my IELTS score only shows that 
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I’m qualified in the form of a test certificate, but I know I gained this score by concentrating on 
testing proficiency courses. ” For some of the students who come from the foreign language schools, 
they tend to acclimatized to the English environment much easier, but still have problems in cultur-
al background issues and interpersonal communication.  

When asking how some students attempt to solve the issues occurring due to poor English skills, 
a senior student told me “Reading more after class, creating study groups with other Chinese stu-
dents and having discussions with other Chinese students seems to work for us.  Some of Chinese 
classmates are brave enough to go and ask professors for explanations and they share it with other 
students in the study group. We find this method also to be very effective.” 

Critical Thinking 
Most of the participants in this interview mentioned that they need to improve their abilities in 

critical thinking, which is not a very strong point in Chinese education. Chinese education is based 
on the ancient Confucius system of learning which has strongly influenced our society - it empha-
sizes that respect must be shown to the teachers always. While in American education, it uses the 
art of debate and open discussion in order to stimulate critical thought in its students.  

“Sometimes I am so afraid of writing because I don’t know how to make myself think in a criti-
cal way. I am not very used to challenging, criticizing or debating.”  

One very experienced advisor of Chinese international students stated :“I meet a lot of Chinese 
students who say that they find it hard to change from simply memorizing to really thinking about 
what they have learned. That’s a huge challenge. Yesterday, a student came to me agonizing with 
an assignment she was beginning because she had not learned how to write a paper where you are 
asked to critique other persons written opinion. Critical papers were very hard for her because she 
has the problem of writing about issues she must look at from her own point of view and possibly 
disagree with.” 

Independence 
Most Chinese families dedicate their entire life to the advancement of their children. This is up to 

and including decisions about what to study and which career path should be taken that assure a ac-
ceptable future within Chinese society. Once in school the Chinese student follows the instructions 
of their teachers. In the daily of life of the Chinese student, life necessities are always handled by 
the 2 prior generations usually living together. Americans seem to encourage greater independence 
from a very early age. And the educational system is designed to meet a wide range of academic 
interests which is very different from China. 

“American professors tend to give more space to the students and encourage independence in studying. 
Chinese teachers are more like baby-sitters, and seem to control too much: like behavior in the class. Amer-
ican professors will rarely initiate help because here you should seek them out if you have problems. Chi-
nese teachers seem to do everything for their students.” 

“When I come to my professor asking help for my master program, the common response is al-
ways ‘ it is up to you’, or ‘what do you think or what do you want to do’. I felt overwhelmed and 
stressed because there were so many choices for me which just made me feel really lost here. In 
China, my goal is good performance in the class and getting higher scores in the exams, but here I 
suddenly became aimless without any goal or direction. I don’t know what to do. ” 

Plagiarism 
Plagiarism is really a difficult issue for Chinese international students. Attitudes towards cheating 

and plagiarism appear to be more serious here than in China. Many international students may have 
trouble understanding the meaning of academic integrity within the U.S. academic culture; and 
while they may know it in theory, they may not take it seriously or understand it totally. Additional-
ly, the levels and abilities of Chinese students at UW are so different from each other. Some of 
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them are very intelligent, while others are not very strong in their academic background. Some of 
them have just come here because they cannot go to a good university in China or they want to es-
cape from it because we experience very serious competition in our country. And some of them 
have no choice but to come here because they have very weak learning abilities but the family finds 
the money so that they come only for the degree. For them, homework becomes a serious burden 
and they tend to require more help to solve this problem, such as paying the money online or find-
ing someone else to do the homework for them. 

“Well, I don’t mean to plagiarize because I didn’t realize the behavior is considered to be that 
bad. I’m really nervous when my professor asked me to come to the office and showed me the co-
pied work, I felt so depressed and wanted to dig a hole and hide myself in it (an idiom in China 
means losing face and escaping far away).” 

“I know that American student also have the same problem, but it is a more serious problem with 
our Chinese students. It’s a problem in the undergraduate group here on campus. And most of us 
don't have this consciousness level, and we don’t realize that this is a very serious behavior.  When 
professors discover this problem the methods to resolve it rest with the individual professor. Some 
of them will give a zero mark, but others may give the student a second chance.” 

Time Management 
For most of Chinese students, they are used to finishing the class assignments from teachers 

within designated hours at a designated location on campus. And teachers are patrolling the areas to 
assure the work is being done. Their time is totally scheduled and filled with many course hours, 
homework, and extra tutoring or training classes. Students must simply follow the schedule to be 
regarded as a good student. When they come to America where education is highly focused on in-
dependent choices, they usually don’t know what to do and how to manage the time here.  

“Time arrangement is really challenge for most of the Chinese students. You know while we 
were in China, our whole days are so structured from morning to night that teachers tell you what to 
do and where to do it. But when I came here, I usually have three or four hours class and then, I am 
free and I have to structure my own study time.  That is very hard, you know that we tend to have 
crazy schedules with almost 15 or 16 hours of class time in China. If nobody tells me what to do 
next, I will feel very lost and have no sense of achievement.” 

From the perspective of a UW advisor: “Sometimes, they focus singularly and too much on the 
major they’re studying; for our American students, co-curriculum and experiential learning which 
are outside your classroom environment is also very important. So it’s not just your major, it’s more 
than that. How do you develop yourself as a whole person, and simply thinking that study is job 
training time is an ineffective method for learning how to learn. And I absolutely think they have a 
very hard time understanding this concept of balanced personal and academic development.” 

Discussion 
How to improve the academic experience of Chinese undergraduates on America campuses? The 

main problems and complaints from undergraduates are concentrated in choosing majors for the 
first year. Since the paradigm in China is that every freshman starts his/her university learning ex-
perience with a pre-arranged major. Here most of them don’t understand at first and always feel lost 
when choosing majors. More than that, they also need a way to know the resources for collecting 
the information about services on campus. This is especially important to explain how certain ma-
jors can feed into different career choices.  

One goal for conducting this study was to support the perception that we can find some ways to 
help Chinese international students to improve the academic efficacy of Chinese international stu-
dents on the basis of the research. There are some strategies for American universities to think 
about: 

Providing more training skills on English reading and writing.  
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Providing more academic training on critical thinking by giving them understandable materials to 
discuss.  

Encouraging them to give more presentations on the topics that they are more familiar with. 
Giving them more time to think about the questions in class and encourage them to express them-

selves. 
For Chinese students, they should learn more about what is involved in studying in the U.S. and 

try to get familiar as much as possible with the academic requirements of American universities be-
fore they come to America. Besides English language study,  understanding cultural differences and 
improving study skills, debating skills, life-skills and relationship skills are also very important. 
More than that, it’s will be very great to have a self-analysis about the feasibility of studying abroad 
firstly. Studying abroad is not only a happy adventure, but also a challenge for most of the Chinese 
students
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