
 

 i   

  

 

 

It’s More Than A Piece of Paper 
 Chinese students’ experience of learning in Australia 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 A thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

in the Faculty of Education, Health and Science, Charles Darwin 

University, NT, Australia 
 

 

 

 

  
 by Qinjuan (Jane) Zhang 

 Diploma of Teaching (Nanjing Teachers College, China),  

 Graduate Diploma of Applied Linguistics (NT University, Australia), 

 Master of Education (NT University, Australia) 

 

March  2005 

 
 
 



 

 ii   

 

    DECLARATION 

 
I hereby declare that the work herein, now submitted as a thesis for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy by research of Charles Darwin University, is the result of my 

own investigations, and all references to ideas and work of other researchers have 

been specifically acknowledged. 

 

I hereby certify that the work embodied in this thesis has not already been accepted 

in substance for any degree, and is not being currently submitted in candidature for 

any other degree.  

 

 

 

 

Name:  Qinjuan (Jane) Zhang 

 

 

 

Signature:  .............................. 
 
 
 
Date:    ……………………..



 

 iii   

  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
 

 

This study is dedicated to the memory of my father, for whom learning was always a 

part of his life’s experience, and to my mother, who always encourages me to strive 

for the best. This study is also dedicated to my Australian mother Joy Irvine, without 

whose help and support my dream of getting a higher qualification in Australia 

would not become true so soon.  

 

Many thanks go to my colleagues and friends both at Charles Darwin University and 

Batchelor Institute who showed in many little ways how much they care for me. 

Many thanks also go to Dr Diane Szarkowicz for sharing her expertise with me, 

to Dr Jim Cameron for his insight and constructive advice at the beginning stage of 

my writing, and Professor Ian Falk for his critical comments at the final stage of my 

writing.  

 

My particular thanks go to my supervisors Dr Allan Arnott and Dr Greg Shaw for 

their invaluable contributions to this thesis. Not only did they offer me expert advice 

and guidance, they also provided their time generously whenever it was required. 

The interest they both showed to the work and their constant encouragement has 

provided much motivation to the completion of the study. Their dedicated 

supervision and guidance kept me on the ‘right track’ and helped me to achieve my 

goal.  

 

While accepting responsibility for any errors or inconsistencies that may exist, I wish 

whole-heartedly to thank the participants in this study who spent hours with me in 

interviews and individual conversations. Without their support and involvement this 

study would not have been possible.    

 

Last but not least, I would like to thank my husband Zhaojun and my son Liang for 

their love and support which saw me through the course of study.  

 

 



 

 iv   

 
Table of Contents 
 
        Page 
Declaration  i 

Acknowledgments ii 

Table of contents iii 

List of figures viii 

Abstract  ix 

Preface  x 

 
 
Chapter 1    The research and its context 1 

 1.1 Introduction 1 

 1.2 Overview of the study 2 

 1.3 Background of the informants in the study 4 

  1.3.1 The informants and their familiar context 4 

  1.3.2 The “going-abroad fever” in China 6 

 1.4 The learning context in Australia 8 

 1.4.1 The natural environment as context of learning 9 

 1.4.2 The institutional settings as context 9 

 1.4.3 Culture as context 11 

 1.4.4 Personal learning as context 13 

 1.5 The significance of the study 13 

 1.6 The structure of the thesis 15  
 
 
Chapter 2    Conceptual background and issues 19 

 2.1 Introduction 19 

 2.2 Studies on overseas Chinese students 20 

 2.2.1 Selected studies on overseas Chinese students 20 

 2.2.2 Common themes emerged from those studies 26 

 2.3 Different social norms between the Chinese and Western cultures 33 

  2.3.1 Modesty versus assertiveness 35 

  2.3.2 Shame versus guilt 38 

  2.3.3 People’s relationship patterns in China 39 



 

 v   

 2.4 Confucian philosophy and adult learning in China 40 

  2.4.1 Educability for all and perfectibility for all 43 

  2.4.2 Personal effort and will power in learning 45 

  2.4.3 Achievement motivation in learning 47 

  2.4.4 Reflective thinking and inquiry in learning 47 

 2.5 Adult learning theories in Western cultures 49 

 2.5.1 Self-directed learning 49 

 2.5.2 Transformative learning and reflection in learning 52 

 2.5.3 Theories on learning from and through experience 55 

 2.6 Perceptions on adult learning and adult teaching 61 

 2.6.1 Perceptions on learning 61 

 2.6.2 Perceptions on teaching 63 

 2.7 Conclusion 70 
 
 

Chapter 3    Methodology and research design 72 

 3.1 Introduction 72 

 3.2 Qualitative research in social inquiry 72 

 3.3 Naturalistic ethnographic approach in this study 76 

 3.4 The structure of the study 78 

 3.4.1 Participants must be from mainland China 79 

 3.4.2 Participants should be 30 years of age or older 80 

 3.5 Data collection strategies in the study 82 

 3.5.1 Gaining access and entry 82 

 3.5.2 The interviews 84 

 3.5.3 Conversations between interviews 86 

 3.6 Data analysis  87 

 3.7 Ethical issues 88 

 3.8 Conclusion 89 
 
 

Chapter 4  Confronting a new culture 90 

 4.1 Introduction 91 

 4.2 Reasons for studying abroad 92 

  



 

 vi   

4.3 Confrontation with the new culture 99 

 4.3.1 Psychological impact of the new context on the informants 100

 4.3.2 Physical impact of the new context on the informants 103 

 4.4 Frustrations in the Western institution 108 

 4.4.1 Exceptions and requirements in the Western institution 108

 4.4.2 Teacher’s care for students 111 

 4.4.3 Western teachers’ appearance 115 

 4.4.4 Different models of teaching and learning 117 

 4.5 The sense of loss 125 

 4.6 Conclusion 128 
 
 

Chapter 5 Taking up new challenges in Australia 130 

 5.1 Introduction 130 

 5.2 Various ways to cope with the anxiety in Australia 131 

 5.3 Learning the new culture in Australia 136 

 5.3.1 Observing cultural differences 137 

 5.3.2 Experiencing cultural differences 141 

 5.4 Studying an academic subject in Australia 143 

 5.4.1 Common difficulties regarding study 144 

 5.4.2 Changing study patterns and thought process 149 

 5.5 Approaches to studying a subject in Australia 152 

  5.5.1 Memorisation and repetition as learning methods 152 

  5.5.2 Previewing method and taking notes in class 154 

  5.5.3 Using their first language skills as a way to cope 157 

  5.5.4 Taking advantage of every opportunity to learn 160 

  5.5.5 Learning new technology by practicing on computers 162 

 5.6 Conclusion 163 
 
 

Chapter 6   Experience of learning in Australia 166 

 6.1 Introduction 166 

 6.2 Interaction and learning 167 

  6.2.1 Networking and learning 167 

  6.2.2 Interaction and learning outside of university 170 



 

 vii   

  6.2.3 Interaction and learning within university 174 

 6.3 Self reflection and learning 183 

 6.3.1 Becoming tolerant to differences 184 

 6.3.2 Becoming aware of their own culture 184 

 6.3.3 Strengthening self concept 186 

 6.3.4 Becoming more assertive 189 

 6.4 Conclusion 194 
 
 
Chapter 7    Outcomes of the study 197 

 7.1 Introduction 197 

 7.2 Reviewing the learning contexts of the informants 199 

  7.2.1 The interconnected domains of the learning context 199 

  7.2.2 Two major problems facing the informants 203 

   7.2.2.1 The state of ‘running out of experience’ 203 

   7.2.2.2 Ethnocentric attitude to other people 204 

 7.3 Reviewing the informants’ learning in the new context 207 

  7.3.1 Gaining knowledge and understanding through networking 208 

  7.3.2 Using the ‘trial-and-error’ approach to cope with the cultural  

   differences and overcome study difficulties 210 

  7.3.3 Observing and interacting in the lived world 213 

  7.3.4 Engaging critical reflectivity as a key mechanism in learning  

   from experience 215 

 7.4 Connecting critical reflection with the theories of situated learning 

  and self-directed learning 218 

 7.4.1 Critical reflection and situated learning 218 

 7.4.2 Critical reflection and self-directed learning  221 

 7.5 Implications of the study for adult learning in cross-cultural contexts 224 

  7.5.1 How adults learn in cross-cultural contexts 224 

  7.5.2 The nature of adult learning processes in cross-cultural contexts 226 

 7.6 Conclusion 228 

 

Chapter 8    Ramifications emerging from the study 230 

 8.1 Introduction 230 

 8.2 Learning characteristics as they arose from the study 232 



 

 viii   

  8.2.1 Most learning in the study occurred informally  233 

  8.2.2 Most learning occurred in an ad hoc manner 233 

  8.2.3 Critical reflection was constantly engaged by the learners 

   in maintaining the control of their own learning 235 

 8.3 Revisiting the problems facing the informants in Australia 235 

  8.3.1 The problem of social-cultural adjustment 236 

  8.3.2 The problem of language acquisition 237 

  8.3.3 The learning-teaching problem in the Australian context 238 

 8.4 Possible ways to support student learning and enhance cross-cultural 

  communication 240 

  8.4.1 Possible ways to help new students in the new environment 241 

  8.4.2 Possible ways to enhance cross-cultural communication in the 

   context of teaching 245 

 8.5 Conclusion 248 

 

Chapter 9  Conclusion 250 

 9.1 Introduction 250 

 9.2 Connecting outcomes to the initial research propositions 250 

 9.3 Further research 254 

 9.4 Conclusion 255 

 

 

References 257 

Appendix 1  Letter of invitation 285 

Appendix 2  Consent form for participation in the research 287 

Appendix 3  Second letter to the participants 288 

Appendix 4  Questions used in the first round of interviews 289 

Appendix 5  Questions used in the second round of interviews 290 

 

 

  

 
 



 

 ix   

 
 
   LIST OF FIGURES 
 
 
        Page 
 
Figure 1: General information of the participants 78 
 
Figure 2:  The Informants' learning context                          200 
 
 
 



 

 x   

 
 
  

      ABSTRACT 

 
This study is an investigation on overseas Chinese students’ experience of learning in 

Australia. It is a search for an understanding of the processes and actions that some 

Chinese students underwent in a foreign environment where their first language and 

culture became subordinate.  

 

The research involves a group of nine Chinese students from mainland China who 

undertook post graduate studies at a university in Northern Australia. By using 

naturalistic and ethnographic approach, the study explores the informants’ 

experience of learning to cope, survive and develop within a new cultural 

environment with a focus on their academic processes by examining their approaches 

to study and learning. It also examines the inner world of the informants in how they 

reacted to conflict caused by cultural difference and how they made sense of their 

new experience in Australia. 

 

The informants’ learning is examined from different perspectives, specifically: 

learning to learn in the foreign environment, learning a new culture through 

interaction with local people and studying a new academic discipline in a second 

language within the culture of the second language. 

 

The research identifies the important characteristics and issues related to adult 

learning in cross-cultural contexts. Moreover, it reveals the significant role of 

informal learning of the informants which is largely overlooked by other research on 

Chinese students, and the importance of critical reflection in situated learning and 

self-directed learning processes which has had little discussion in the literature. This 

study provides unique information that has a personal touch and that is not available 

in other research reports on Chinese students in Australia.  
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    Preface 
    “Are You OK?” 

Jenny drove me to see her workplace. I’m almost 400 kilometres away from 

the university and I am now in her two-bedroom flat...  

This is my first experience of having a ride on a country road in Australia 

where you don’t see anybody walking on the roadside, no farming fields, 

either, nothing except bush on both sides of the road. Occasionally you see a 

few cars passing you. After about two hours’ drive, Jenny suddenly stopped 

the vehicle on the road side and said “Damn, we’ve got a flat tyre.” A flat 

tyre? My head exploded. I looked around, no sight of any shop or any living 

soul around except us two. “Oh, what can we do now? There’s no garage 

here.” I panicked. “Don’t worry. We have our spare tyre in the boot. I will 

change the tyre in a minute” “You... ?” I doubted in my mind, “Does she 

really know how to change a tyre? What if ...?” I got out of the car, standing 

aside and watching her taking the spare tyre out of the boot. Suddenly, a 

station wagon coming from the opposite direction stopped on the other side 

of the road. Two men came out of the vehicle and walked across the road 

towards us. One of the men has tattoos on his arms. My heart missed a beat. I 

tried to warn Jenny, “Two men are walking towards us.” “Aha, that’s good.” 

Jenny said cheerfully. I could not understand her. What if the men were 

robbers? One of the men said loudly to us, “Got a flat tyre, ladies? Do you 

need a hand?” Jenny said, “Yep, that’ll be great.” Two men took over the job 

that Jenny was doing and got the tyre changed in no time while chatting with 

Jenny. They also checked the other tyres before nodding satisfactorily and 

said, “Now. You can hit the road again, mate. Have a nice day.” They left. 

Jenny turned to me and said, “OK, let’s...” she stopped abruptly when she 

saw my pale face in sweats. “Are you OK?” She was concerned about my 

physical health. In fact I was scared when our car broke down with no other 

people around, and scared even more when I saw two strangers walking over 

to help... 
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The above story is found in my diary that I wrote two weeks after I arrived in 

Australia as a self-funded overseas student. It manifests the psychological impact of 

being confronted by another culture that I experienced in a new country due to my 

lack of knowledge of the cultural ways of Australians. I had, in fact, learned before I 

came to Australia that people usually experience culture shock when they travel to 

another country where they find many new and strange things. I had an understand-

ing that the ‘strangeness’ was mainly to do with language differences and unfamiliar 

places. As I had a local friend to help me around the place, and I did not have much 

difficulty in communicating with local people in English, I thought I would not 

suffer culture shock as others did, until that day when our car broke down in the 

middle of nowhere. When I saw two strangers in this new environment, I had many 

‘what if...’ questions in my mind, but I could not answer any of them, nor could I 

predict the future event in that circumstance, which caused my psychological 

confusion and fear. 

 

About six months later, my Australian friends Jenny and Judy both observed that I, a 

Communist Party member from China had ‘blossomed’ in this capitalist country 

Australia. I asked fewer ‘what if ...’ questions; I became less critical to my friend’s 

‘petty bourgeois behaviour’. I started to understand and appreciate the ‘easy-going’ 

life style in Australia ...  In those days, as the only overseas Chinese student from the 

mainland China in a Master’s course at this Australian university, I received much 

help and support from many lecturers who have a good understanding of ‘culture’ 

and ‘cultural diversity’, but also endured racist attitudes from some lecturers and 

suffered stereotyped judgement from a few lecturers on my classroom performance 

and academic achievements. While trying so hard to cope with all sorts of 

unexpected difficulties in academic study as well as in daily life, I had little time to 

reflect on my own experience of learning in this country. But I always wondered how 

many other people went through a similar learning journey to mine. I suppose that 

this is my first source of interest in the present research.  

 

In the years following my arrival, there were more and more Chinese students 

coming from mainland China to the university where I was studying full time as an 

overseas student and working as a part time instructor. Inevitably I acted as a 

voluntary interpreter and counsellor for many of these students once they got to 
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know me or after being introduced to me. As I had been in Australia longer than 

them, they naturally assumed that I knew more about the Australian system than they 

did. They also believed that because of my background as a Communist Party 

member and a university teacher in China, I would be able to understand their 

worries, frustration and be able to point out directions for them. They shared with me 

many stories of their experiences they had had in Australia. Many were sad stories 

because their encounters with Australian cultures often showed conflict with their 

existing frames of references and beliefs. As a matter of fact, many of their stories 

echoed with my earlier experiences as the frustration and unhappiness stemmed from 

similar anxieties. Their stories frequently reminded me that learning in a foreign 

environment is often an emotional experience. Their stories also made me want to 

understand more about adult learning in a foreign context. That is the second source 

of interest in this research. 

 

Another source of interest has been the attempt to join the discussion concerning 

overseas Chinese students’ learning in Western countries. In recent years, as a 

consequence of China’s ‘open door’ policy, more and more Chinese intellectuals and 

scholars have gone to Western countries to pursue university qualifications. As more 

and more Chinese go to study overseas, more and more academic staff and adult 

educators in Western countries come into contact with overseas Chinese students. 

Most of these Westerners want to better understand overseas Chinese students so that 

they can offer adequate help and support. The increased interest in overseas Chinese 

students has generated quite an amount of research on Chinese students’ learning 

experiences in the past decade, in particular, Chinese students’ approaches to 

learning and their classroom performance. Most of those studies were conducted by 

Western researchers. Probably due to their limited knowledge of Chinese culture 

which shapes the Chinese students’ behaviour and action, or perhaps due to 

individuals’ different thought processes developed in different cultural contexts, 

some writings (for example, Ballard, 1989; Samuelowicz, 1987) displayed biased 

ideas or provided superficial analysis of Chinese students’ learning. As a former 

overseas Chinese student, I felt the need to contribute a Chinese perspective in this 

area partly to help Western educators understand more about Chinese students and 

their behaviour. This is the main source of my interest in this research. Hence, I have 
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undertaken the present study to explore overseas Chinese students’ learning 

experiences in Australia, from the Chinese learners’ perspective.  
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Chapter  1 

The research and its context 
 

1.1 Introduction 
Increasingly Chinese students are seeking study opportunities in the West for 

personal and professional development. This has come about because of the opening 

up of China to the Western world, which began, shortly after the Cultural Revolution 

ended in late 1970s. Access to information for Chinese people and processes of 

globalization has accelerated this trend. Through this open door came tens of 

thousands of students and scholars to the United States, Great Britain, Australia and 

to other developed countries. Since the early 1990s, the number of Chinese students 

pursuing university education in other countries has increased drastically. Incomplete 

statistics show that up to 1998, ‘270,000 Chinese went abroad to study, 139,000 of 

them for self-funded studies’ (Li, 1998, p.2). By 2003, the total number of Chinese 

studying abroad reached 580,000 in more than 100 countries (China Scholars 

Abroad, 2003).  

 

When Chinese students and scholars move overseas to study with Western teachers 

and students, Chinese and Western cultures interact. It is reported that many Chinese 

students experience a difficult and painful period of adjustment when they begin 

their overseas study (Sun & Chen, 1997). However, the needs and presence of these 

students have also challenged Western lecturers and administrative staff in the 

universities in which they are studying (Cho, 1990). The significant differences that 

exist at times between the Eastern and the Western cultures often cause frustration 

and misunderstandings among Chinese students and their Western lecturers. This 

clash of cultures and the consequential frustration have increased the interest of 

Western educators and researchers in gaining a better understanding of expatriate 

Chinese students’ learning approaches and performance in classrooms in order to 

facilitate better learning. As a consequence, much research on overseas Chinese 

students has been conducted in the past decade or so (for example, Ballard, 1989; 

Ballard & Clanchy, 1991; Niles, 1995; Samuelowicz, 1987; Volet & Renshaw, 1996, 

etc.). This research has provided some sharply contrasting views on the learning 
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experience of expatriate Chinese students. The present study further investigates the 

learning experience of expatriate Chinese students from their own perspective. 

 

1.2 Overview of the study 

As mentioned above, shortly after the Cultural Revolution tens of thousands of 

Chinese students took advantage of China’s open door policy to undertake university 

studies in Western countries. After China joined the World Trade Organisation 

(WTO), Chinese students who attended overseas universities became a popular type 

of human resource in China in many disciplines. For example, while delivering a talk 

in remembrance of Deng Xiao Ping’s advice on supporting overseas studies which 

Deng gave in 1978, Cao Guoxing (2003), Director of the Centre for International 

Exchange Programs from China’s Education Ministry, emphasised that the first 

challenge China faces after joining WTO is to attract Chinese students who attended 

overseas universities to return and to help China catch up with developed countries in 

all aspects. To achieve this goal, the Chinese government issued a number of new 

policies and developed new strategies, such as providing privileged working 

conditions and heavily subsidised housing to attract qualified overseas Chinese 

scholars back (Guangmin Daily, 2001; Chinese Daily, 2001, 2003). These Chinese 

students not only attracted much attention from the Chinese government, but also 

increased interest in them from educators and researchers in the countries where 

these students studied (Huang, 1997). Western educators and researchers are 

interested because of their uniqueness and significance, also because of the 

educational challenges that they present. The significance of this is not limited to 

China’s own developmental process, but has wider global implications for East-West 

interactions. Many ‘Westerners expect, if not hope, that the Chinese students will not 

only learn science and technology, but also understand, if not accept, the culture and 

ideology of their host countries’ (Zhao & Xie, 1992, p. 510). It is reasonable to 

assume that overseas Chinese students have helped develop strong links between 

East and West. 

 

This study arose in part out of my experience as an overseas Chinese student, my 

interactions with Chinese friends and colleagues, and my desire as an educator and a 

researcher to participate in the discussion concerning overseas Chinese students’ 
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learning in Western countries. The study is an attempt to help Western educators to 

better understand Chinese students. It is also an attempt to better understand adult 

learning in cross-cultural contexts. The cross-cultural context here refers to the 

context in which Chinese culture meets Australian culture and where Chinese culture 

as the minority and external culture becomes subordinate to Australian culture 

which, as the culture of the majority, is dominant to Chinese students.  

 

The present study examines in depth the experience of nine Chinese students who 

undertook post-graduate study in a northern Australian university. The general 

research question for this study is ‘how do Chinese students learn to confront and 

solve new challenges while studying in a foreign country?’ This study attempts to 

investigate adult learning processes in cross-cultural contexts by examining the 

learning experiences of these students and exploring their inner worlds as they deal 

with conflicts they encounter in Australia and the impact of this on their learning. 

 

The present study intends to address the following questions: 

• What conflicts do Chinese students experience when they enter a new 

culture?  

• How do these students react to challenges and conflicts in order to become 

cross-culturally competent in the host country so that they can achieve their 

learning outcomes?  

• What are the factors influencing their approaches to learning and changes in 

their behaviour and world view?  

• How does the impact of social forces during encounters shape their lives and 

influence their learning?  

• What are the critical factors involved in their learning and development 

within a cross-cultural context?  

• What is the process of making meaning of their new experience in a foreign 

country?  

 

There are two dominant foci in this study: to investigate adult learning processes 

within a cross-cultural environment and to review the issues related to adult learning 

and adult teaching in a cross-cultural context. By investigating the learning processes 



 4 

of these Chinese students, the study attempts to explore the way that adult learning in 

a foreign environment occurred. It also explores the link between meaning making 

and adult development and to determine by what process these people’s frames of 

reference through which they view and interpret their experience are changed in the 

foreign contexts in which they find themselves.  

 

1.3 Background of the informants in the study 

The present research was undertaken with a core group of nine self-funded overseas 

Chinese students from mainland China (six men and three women) doing 

postgraduate courses at a university in Northern Australia. Data was collected over a 

12 months period from the core informants’ group. At the beginning of the study, the 

oldest in the group is aged 41 and the youngest 30, all married. Three of them 

brought their families with them while the others did not. All the informants hold 

university qualifications obtained in China, some at specialised master’s level. All 

the informants in this group held good positions of high professional status in China 

before coming to Australia.  

 

1.3.1 The informants and their familiar context 

I noticed, through my observations and interactions with the students who 

participated in the study and many other students who were not included in the core 

informants’ group, that a change in the characteristics of Chinese students from 

mainland China has occurred since the mid 1990s, in particular, their financial 

capability and their attitudes to traditional Chinese ideology. Financially, the 

informants in the study were much better prepared than those who came to study 

abroad before the 1990s. Most of those who came out in the late 1980s and early 

1990s as self-funded students had to borrow money from sources such as from 

relatives and friends (Huang, 1997) to finance their travel, fees and expenses. 

Therefore, they were normally under a great deal of pressure to earn money to pay 

debts (Ballard, 1989a; Feng, 1991) concurrently while struggling to obtain academic 

qualifications in their host countries. The informants in this study came out at a time 

when China had experienced great social, economical and political changes. The 

rapid economic growth in China has resulted in the improvement of many Chinese 

people’s living standards, in particular, the financial situation of intellectuals and 
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scholars in mainland China has greatly improved. Therefore, the informants in the 

study had much stronger financial capability than their predecessors when they 

studied overseas. This financial capacity guaranteed their life in the host country 

without the need for them to worry too much about their living expenses at least for 

the first year, which gave them enough time to settle in the host country. That is not 

to say, however, that such well-qualified, able and financially self-supporting 

informants come from wealthy families although a couple of them are from socially 

privileged and economically well off social groups in China. It is indicative of the 

very high value placed on education by their parents and the students themselves 

who are thus willing to make the great sacrifices required. As we will see in later 

chapters, this is also a significant factor in their intense drive to complete their 

studies.  

 

One point that needs to be mentioned here is that the globalization of capital and the 

information revolution in the world has affected Chinese education, especially higher 

education (Zhang & Vaughan, 1996). Zhang and Vaughan’s description of their 

research survey in Chinese universities revealed diverse trends in the change of 

behaviour and attitudes of Chinese students as a result of information assimilation. 

Many university students’ behaviour and attitudes often conflict with Chinese 

tradition and customs as well as with official Chinese government ideology. A major 

change that they noticed is the change in students’ self-interest and values. 

According to Zhang and Vaughan’s report, more Chinese students now are willing to 

tout their own accomplishments compared to those in the past. Some of them said, 

‘We are not willing to be chosen by society as passively as we were in the past. We 

wish to pursue a goal of our own choosing’ (cited in Zhang & Vaughan 1996, p.11). 

Their survey in Beijing showed that ‘54 percent of the students thought that when 

one’s interests conflicted with another’s, one should operate by the principal of self-

interest so long as others are not harmed’, and that ‘18 percent of the students 

thought that the individual should be the starting point for all considerations’ (Zhang 

& Vaughan, 1996, p. 12). The new attitudes are not in the spirit of traditional 

Chinese ideology which praises self-sacrifice for the social cause. This change 

indicates a move from collectivism to individualism which is opposite to the drab 

uniformity of the Mao era. It also reflects an influence of Western cultures and 

thinking on Chinese people.  
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However, an important fact that can not be ignored here is that all mature informants 

in the study have spent at least 30 years in mainland China. During this significant 

period of socialization in mainland China, the informants developed their political 

and ideological beliefs in the Chinese cultural context. This is to say that, even with a 

change towards self-interest and values because of the influence of Western cultures, 

some Chinese beliefs may still be strong and stable. For instance, although they 

know that humans are equal no matter what their vocations, the informants still 

perceive people who are doing physical work as ‘humble’, a perception that they 

may not wish to have but may not be able to avoid because of the impact of deep-

rooted Chinese ideology on them during their development. It is from this ideological 

context and era where it was preserved that the informants came to study in 

Australia. Many beliefs that they developed in their home culture may be strong and 

stable enough to survive pressures to change that come from living for a time in a 

different culture. 

 

1.3.2 The ‘going-abroad fever’ in China 

Since the Sino-US relationship normalised in 1979, China has established its open 

policy to allow cultural exchange between its people and people from other 

countries, in particular, people from Western countries such as the United States, 

United Kingdom and Australia. As a consequence, more and more Westerners are 

invited to work in China as ‘foreign experts’ to teach in Chinese universities. On the 

other hand, more and more Chinese scholars with government sponsorship or under 

exchange programmes have had opportunities to experience life in other countries. 

Since the late 1980s, international education has seen increased numbers of private-

sponsored or self-funded Chinese students going overseas to pursue higher 

education. This has become popularly known in China as ‘going-abroad fever’. 

 

The reasons for this ‘going-abroad fever’ in China are mixed. Some of the students’ 

personal goals coincide with China’s, that is, to learn advanced science, technology 

and management skills that are relevant to China’s efforts for modernisation. Some, 

especially those who came out in the 1980s and early 1990s as self-funded students, 

came out for political reasons to seek freedom and a peaceful life that they believed 

they could find in other countries. Other personal goals can include financial gains 
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and benefits. Such financial gains may be two-fold: firstly, when they go back to 

China with foreign qualifications, they are considered ‘gold-coated’ which means 

they have better job opportunities than a person who has not studied abroad. This is 

especially the case recently when many foreign investors have established their 

business in China and are looking for personnel with proficiency in English and 

understanding of Western cultures. The other way for financial gains and benefits for 

some overseas Chinese students is to seek jobs and/or permanent residency in their 

host countries. There are still some others who may want to change their career path 

by gaining foreign qualifications because they have difficulty in getting into higher 

education courses in Chinese universities due to the age limit. Not without prejudice, 

people often refer to those who go for studies abroad as ‘gold-diggers’ because of the 

above mentioned possibility of financial gains and benefits. However, during in-

depth investigations, Li (1998) found that the constant rise in temperature of the 

going-abroad fever has been prompted by economic, social and political factors. One 

of the four other reasons that Li identified is most relevant to this study, that is, the 

scientific research standards in China are too low to satisfy the thirst for knowledge 

among young scholars. Since 1950 successive political movements have severely 

impacted China’s education and research contingents and widened the gap in 

research standards between China and other countries. Therefore, many people who 

have ambitions to engage in scientific research turn to foreign universities for further 

education instead of going to Chinese universities. 

 

For whichever reason, the ‘going-abroad fever’ in China is growing wave by wave. 

The informants in the study came out in one of these waves. Some of the informants 

had contact with Western people in various ways, and had learned some aspects of 

Western culture before they came to Australia. However, when they finally arrived in 

Australia, they realised that their previous experience with Westerners and their 

strong intentions of studying overseas did not reduce the gaps that existed between 

their familiar learning context and the unfamiliar one they found themselves in. The 

social and psychological realities of the new situation had a profound impact on 

them. Because of the language and cultural differences that exist between their home 

and their host country, every informant, at the beginning of their stay, was to some 

extent bewildered by the unfamiliar demands and expectations that he or she faced in 

the new milieu.   
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1.4 The learning contexts in Australia 

This study was done in a cross-cultural context. As the term ‘context’ may mean 

different things to different people from different cultural backgrounds, I consider it 

as important to include the discussion of ‘context’ in this introduction chapter.  

 

In literature, many writers have discussed the impact of a social and cultural context 

on learning (for example, Billett, 1996; Clancey, 1995). While Chinese ideology 

stresses contexts as vital in everyone’s learning process, Western theorists such as 

Mishler (1979) emphasised that  

 

human action and experience are context dependent and can only be 

understood within their contexts. We rely on context to understand the 

behaviour and speech of others and to ensure that our own behaviour is 

understood implicitly grounding our interpretations of motives and     

intentions in context (Mishler, 1979, p. 2).  

 

In other words,   

 

Context includes educational settings and environments for learning subject 

matter or content, and the personal learning context or orientation of the 

individual, … perhaps as significant as context is the individual’s 

interpretation of it, approaches to learning are highly context dependent. That 

is they vary within the same student between different tasks and are 

functionally related to students’ perceptions of teaching and assessment 

(Smith, 1990, p. 13-14). 

 

When the informants in the study arrived in Australia, they actually entered into a set 

of different learning contexts that were new to them. For example, they were moved 

from a Chinese context, in which a teacher-centred approach is usually used in 

educational settings, into an Australian context in which a student-centred teaching 

approach is seen as normal practice. They were moved from a context of which their 

first language, Mandarin, is the tool for communication to a context where they had 
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to use English most of the time, as it is the language for communication in 

educational and non-educational settings. In these new learning contexts, their 

familiar home culture and language became minority and subordinate in English 

speaking Australia. The informants were, therefore, faced with new demands and 

unfamiliar expectations. Thus, it is important to define the contexts in which the 

learning takes place before investigating the informants’ learning experience.  

 

1.4.1 The natural environment as context of learning 

The university where this study took place is, compared with other Australian 

universities, isolated and remote. It is located in a regional city of the tropical north 

of Australia. The region has only two seasons, dry season and wet season. The day 

time temperatures range from twenty-five to thirty-five degrees centigrade with high 

humidity in the wet season, while in the dry season, the daily temperatures range 

from nineteen to thirty with low humidity. The city where the university is located 

has a population much smaller than most country towns in China. The small 

population and the tropical weather facilitate a relaxed and friendly atmosphere that 

the informants are fond of but its remoteness sometimes makes people like the 

informants of this study feel that they have cut themselves off from the rest of the 

world by coming here. However, once they realise that there is not much they can do 

to change nature, the informants tend to accept the natural environmental condition 

and learn to cope with it.  

 

1.4.2 The institutional settings as context 

When thinking about institutional settings, it may be appropriate to stress that an 

institutional setting can imply multiple meanings and are not context free or neutral 

settings. An institution is a particular type of social setting with its own specific 

contextual effects involving socio-cultural, ethnic issues and so on. In other words, 

similar or the same institutional structure in different states may have different 

contextual effects on students, especially on international students. No institutional 

settings in the same country are exactly alike, let alone in different countries.  

In Chinese universities, students study and live on campus. Each school or faculty 

has a school representative in the student union who keeps close contact with the 

class leaders in schools. Every class then has a class leader or class monitor who 

liaises within the school activities. Each class is normally divided into a couple of 
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small groups which are coordinated by group leaders who help the class monitor in 

every activity arranged. In Chinese universities, there is no such a thing as a ‘tutorial 

session’ as it is known in Australia. However, students are quite familiar with the 

function of ‘group discussion’ which often takes place after a lecture to help each 

other understand the new concept or new ideas before they undertake individual 

tasks. Lecturers may also come to join the discussions and get feed back from the 

students. Apart from these types of academic discussions, other entertainment and 

social activities such as festival celebrations also take place on campus. This helps 

the students develop long-term relationships among themselves.  

 

However, in Australian universities, many students only see each other while 

attending classes. After class, students go back to their own accommodation or attend 

to their individual interests. Coming from a Chinese background, the informants 

expected a classroom as a place where they could meet Australian lecturers and 

students, get help or peer support from fellow students and practice their oral 

English. For the informants, a classroom is both a place to study an academic 

discipline as well as a place to establish personal relationships with lecturers and 

fellow students. When the informants attended their first university class in Australia, 

they were amazed that ‘Australian students come to campus for study only, after 

class they are all gone’. They found this strange as it is different to what they 

expected.  

 

This different patterns of student relationship and Australian students’ assertive 

behaviour in class were foreign to the informants, which may affect the informants’ 

learning approaches depending on their individual interpretations of local students’ 

behaviour. Besides, there are also many middle aged or even older aged students 

doing undergraduate studies at the university, which is rare in China. One of the 

informants met a 70-year-old lady in the library. When the old lady told the 

informant that she was studying a Bachelor degree course in architecture, the 

informant was flabbergasted and did not know what to say to this person. In Chinese 

universities, they hardly see any people aged in their thirties doing an undergraduate 

course, let alone people over seventy years old. All this constitutes different and 

unfamiliar contexts for the informants’ learning. 
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1.4.3 Culture as context 

Just as academic disciplines and subject matters reflect different ways of thinking 

and different ways of viewing the world, different cultures prepare people for 

different ways of reasoning. I have observed that ways of reasoning between Chinese 

culture and Western cultures are often very different. More than a dozen years ago a 

reader’s comment on the Chinese way of thinking was published in Lianhe Zaobao 

(The Straits Times, 1989) which presented a number of examples in maths to 

illustrate that the Chinese way of thinking is from whole to part, large to small. In 

everyday life, it is not hard to find examples indicating this Chinese traditional way 

of thinking. Let me use the arrangement of a personal name to explain this point. 

‘Zhang Qin Juan ( 张琴娟 )’ is my Chinese name. ‘Zhang’ as my family name or the 

tribal name always comes first;  ‘Qin’ is the female symbol given to all the girls of 

my generation in the family and this comes second; ‘Juan’ is my personal name and 

is always put last. This arrangement shows the status of the individual in relation to 

the family in the social hierarchy in a progression from whole-to-part, big-to-small. 

This whole-to-part progression, when used in names, seems to be in direct contrast to 

the Western arrangement of personal names where personal names are put before 

family names, for example, Richard Smith, Helen Brown.  

 

Another example to make this ‘whole-to-part’ order clearer is how a traditional 

Chinese letter is addressed on an envelope. We address an envelope in the form 

below: 

In Chinese:  Word for word translation in English:  

中国江苏省 China, Jiangsu Province, 

南京市上海路68号 Nanjing city, Shanghai Road 68 No. 

张琴娟女士 Zhang Qin Juan Ms 

 

The above examples show clearly a way of thinking in Chinese culture which is 

different from that in Australia. Many Chinese surnames in Australian Aboriginal 

and Chinese families, such as ‘Ah Kit’, ‘Fong Lim’, are in fact not family names but 

personal names of their ancestors. The mistake in recording Chinese family names is 

caused by this type of difference as Chinese and Westerners write names in exactly 

the opposite way to each other. 
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Different cultures also develop different value systems and social norms which guide 

or shape people’s behaviour and actions. Therefore, when the informants enter the 

Australian context for the first time, it is not difficult to imagine the confusion and 

frustration caused by the cultural differences. A lack of awareness of local people’s 

behaviour can easily lead to disorientation. The informants cannot be in charge of 

their own learning until they better understand the host culture and how they fit into 

it.  

 

Even teaching models in different cultures can reflect different ways of thinking. 

Biggs (1996) describes the difference of teaching models between the two cultures: 

 

In the West, we believe in exploring first, then in the development of skill; the 

Chinese believe in skill development first, which typically involves repetitive, 

as opposed to rote learning, after which there is something to be creative with 

(p.55). 

 

Being educated in a cultural context which emphasises skill development first, the 

informants were faced with a big challenge in the Australian university to adjust their 

Chinese ways of thinking so that they could adapt to the new context in which many 

university lecturers teach in the opposite way to what the informants were used to. 

 

Without judging which view is right or wrong, such a distinction fully reflects the 

fundamental difference between the traditional ways of thinking between Chinese 

and Western cultures. It is not difficult to move on from these simple examples to a 

whole series of related issues on the core values of the two cultures. Hence, it is not 

hard to imagine that the informants, when they entered the new cultural context, were 

faced with enormous adjustments including modifying their behaviour and actions, 

changes to their way of thinking or doing things in opposite ways in order to fit into 

the new context. 

 

 

1.4.4 Personal learning as context 
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Bochner (1972) observes, ‘overseas students’ status as a foreigner living in an 

unfamiliar environment is a major source of stress’ (p.65). How the informants cope 

with stress and deal with the expected and unexpected difficulties is dependent on 

individual personality and individual skills of managing stress. In this view, personal 

learning is also regarded as context. 

 

When the informants moved from their familiar home culture to an unfamiliar 

Australian culture, their existing repertoire of responses was of limited use in the 

new contexts due to the dissimilarity of the two cultures and the linguistic 

differences. This means that the informants’ assumptions of learning and their 

learning approaches are at stake. They need touchstones in their own experience to 

ground their thinking. In situations such as this, their competence for learning, 

cognitive competence, self confidence, personal persistence of new knowledge, their 

openness and flexibility, all play a major role in the process of their learning.   

 

In summary, when the informants arrived in Australia, they stepped into a foreign 

context where they found not only linguistic difficulties and cultural differences in  

‘strange’ physical surroundings, but also the unpleasant challenges to their traditional 

ways of thinking and their habitual Chinese behaviours. As almost everything they 

first encountered in the host country was new to them and had more or less impact on 

their learning, the term ‘context’ used in this thesis refers to all the factors discussed 

above and to all new learning situations that the informants found themselves in.  

 

1.5 The significance of the study 
This study is significant in a couple of ways. First, the research into mature Chinese 

students from mainland China in foreign contexts is a newer area of study. In the 

past, most studies have sampled overseas Chinese students either as a whole no 

matter which part of the world they came from or classified them as Asian (for 

example, Samuelowicz, 1987; Ballard & Clanchy, 1991), fewer studies have focused 

on students from mainland China as a group quite different from others, even 

different from Chinese students from outside of mainland China. It should be realised 

that overseas students have both common problems and problems peculiar to their 

culture. Some of the problems facing overseas Chinese students from mainland 
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China might not be the common problems that other overseas student have. In recent 

years, there has been some research on Chinese students in Australia (For example, 

Smith & Smith, 1999; Volet & Renshaw, 1996). Some writings (For example, 

Ballard & Clanchy, 1991; Samuelowics, 1987) point out the lack of participation of 

Chinese students in class. However, these studies are generally silent regarding the 

reasons why Chinese students did what they were observed to do. The rich 

experiences of learning in the host country are almost absent in those studies since 

the participants in those studies were seldom asked to explain their actions. The 

significance of the present study is to get at the underlying dynamics and help 

readers to understand how mature Chinese students from mainland China learn in 

Australia where culture and language are foreign to them. 

 

The study brings together several bodies of writing which have had little 

development in the literature, in particular, the impact of Confucian philosophy on 

Chinese students’ learning. It utilises a qualitative and ethnographic approach, in 

conjunction with a conceptual background based on the Chinese ideology in the 

informants’ home country and Western philosophy in their host country, as a means 

by which to investigate the cognitive development of adults in cross-cultural 

domains. In this way the study should add a unique perspective to adult learning 

literature. 

 

Another significant aspect of the present study is that it will generate knowledge of 

the actual learning processes and learning approaches used by the informants as they 

pursue their university qualification in a foreign country. Although there has been 

some research carried out on overseas Chinese students in Australia (for example, 

Ballard 1989; Samuelowicz, 1987; Volet & Renshaw, 1996), it mostly deals with 

their coping strategies. Detailed attentions to the visceral and emotional dimensions 

of cognitive activities, to the way it is experienced by overseas Chinese students in 

learning processes is almost absent. For example, Ballard (1989) describes: 

 

Asian students, bring very different skills and expectations to the same 

[reading] task. … The main purpose of reading is to know a text thoroughly 

and precisely, so that they could immediately answer a detailed comprehension 

test on the text. … Asian students typically attempt to meet these demands by 
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working even harder and reading in the same way but for even longer hours, 

and yet they may still be unable to discuss points raised in two different 

texts … (Ballard, 1989, p.93). 

 

This coping strategy in the eyes of some Australian lecturers is rote learning which is 

memory learning without understanding, as described in Samuelowicz’ paper: 

 

[Asian] students tend to memory learn rather than learn to understand the work. 

(Pharmacy) 

In my discipline, they all want to rote learn material rather than think. (Animal 

Science and Production) 

(Source from: Samuelowicz, 1987, p.123) 

 

It appears that there is a need to explore more to understand the varying nature of the 

catalyst of overseas Chinese students’ learning processes. This study goes some way 

to fill this gap. By investigating the whole process of learning which integrates 

learning contexts, internal monitoring and motivational issues associated with 

learning in a foreign context, this study makes a significant contribution to the search 

of the central mechanism of adult learning: meaning making processes. 

 

The outcomes of this study will be welcomed by researchers in social science, 

international educators, or by anyone who needs to know how people go about 

learning in unfamiliar socio-cultural settings, in particular, Chinese students studying 

in overseas countries. 

 

1.6 The structure of the thesis 

In terms of the structure of the thesis, it will foreground certain issues of adult 

learning in foreign contexts, and then, display the effects of foreign contexts and 

cultural differences on learning and various approaches to learning in the foreign 

contexts. Other themes which emerged out of the research are grouped and analysed 

according to the learning events identified by the informants in the context of their 

courses and learning process.  
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As this study takes place in a cross-cultural setting, it is necessary to ground it in a 

conceptual base that allows appropriate exploration and explanation, and appropriate 

understanding of the different ideologies or philosophies existing in different cultural 

systems. This is done in Chapter Two which gives a brief outline of the Chinese and 

Western views of adult learning and teaching. It highlights the major differences 

between Chinese and Western cultures by giving a general overview of the 

characteristics of a collectivist society contrasting with an individualistic society. It 

reviews different conceptions of adult learning and adult teaching held by teachers 

and students. The research covers a broad range of adult learning literature including 

self-directed learning, informal and experiential learning, critical reflective thinking, 

transformative learning and Chinese educational philosophy. Each of these has an 

influence on the informants’ learning approaches. In addition, studies of overseas 

Chinese students in the United States and in Australia are highlighted and issues 

from the literature that are related to overseas Chinese students’ learning are also 

discussed.  

 

While developing the methodological background of the study, Chapter Three 

discusses a range of methodologies that have influenced the methods used. It 

explains the approaches taken in the study. It also describes the process of the 

research and the process of data analysis. The strengths of the interviews and 

conversations used in the study are also discussed.  

 

Chapter Four begins the analysis of the data gathered in this research. It examines the 

informants’ personal reasons to study abroad. It explores their initial experience 

when they come into contact with a new culture in a foreign society. The informants’ 

psychological reaction to an unfamiliar and conflicting environment is explored. The 

frustration and difficulties that the informants experience while living and studying 

in a cross-cultural situation are described in different learning contexts, such as their 

communication difficulties caused by both linguistic and cultural differences while 

interacting with local people, and their frustration with the very different ways of 

course delivery in unfamiliar institutional settings.  

 

From the analysis of their initial reaction to the unfamiliar learning contexts, Chapter 

Five demonstrates a shift from the informants’ confusion and frustration to their 
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recognition of differences, and ways of learning in the new environment. It explores 

the informants’ different strategies of taking up new challenges in the cross-cultural 

context. The description of their various strategies to obtain academic achievements 

and their individualised ways of learning about the host culture shows how the 

informants make meaning out of their new experiences in Australia.   

 

While trying to make sense of their new learning in the host country, the informants 

also developed appropriate networking skills to seek information and help in the new 

environment. Chapter Six examines how their prior perceptions of the world and 

their ways of dealing with people are challenged through networking. Chapter Six 

also describes the informants’ new attitude towards differences and their new 

behaviour in the Australian context to demonstrate their personal growth and 

development in the new context. 

 

Drawing on the data analysed in Chapters Four, Five and Six, Chapter Seven 

continues the analysis of the study. It starts with a recapitulation of the learning 

contexts in which the informants are situated. While revisiting the Australian context, 

two major problems facing the informants in the new context are also discussed. 

Then Chapter Seven summarises the learning processes and learning characteristics 

as demonstrated in the study. It highlights the informal learning process and 

emphasises the nature of their learning, both formal and informal, as self-directed 

learning with the evidence provided in the study. Finally, Chapter Seven discusses 

the theoretical implications that emerge from the study. 

 

Drawing from the characteristics of the informants’ learning in cross-cultural 

contexts, Chapter Eight discusses some practical issues that emerged from the study, 

such as international students’ need for a ‘culture map’ to help them understand the 

social-cultural landscape in Australia in order to alleviate confusion and frustration. 

In line with the practical implications, Chapter Eight also discusses possible ways to 

help international students to settle, and suggests strategies to help lecturers to 

improve their teaching to international students. 

 

The final chapter of this thesis, Chapter Nine, reconnects the outcomes of the study 

with the initial research propositions by highlighting some points related to adult 
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learning and adult teaching. Suggestions for further research in the area of adult 

learning in cross-cultural contexts are also discussed in Chapter Nine. 

 

This thesis makes an important contribution to the literature on adult learning in 

cross-cultural contexts. It addresses a significant gap in the literature in its reporting 

of the learning experience of adult learners undertaking personal and professional 

development in cross-cultural contexts. In particular, it contributes to the adult 

learning literature focused on Chinese students’ learning in Western contexts.  

 

The conceptual foundations of the research have been briefly introduced and 

discussed in this first chapter. The next chapter will continue the discussion by 

presenting a critical analysis of the research literature that underpins the present 

study. This includes a literature review of educational philosophy of adult learning 

and adult teaching in both Chinese and Western cultures.   
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Chapter  2 

Conceptual background and issues 

 
In the West, we believe in exploring first, then in the development of skill; the 

Chinese believe in skill development first, which typically involves repetitive, 

as opposed to rote learning, after which there is something to be creative with 

(Biggs, 1996, p. 55). 

 

2.1 Introduction 

Chapter One provides an introduction to this study. It also briefly describes the 

contextual background of the informants. As such, it discusses the political, 

economical and personal reasons for studying abroad. As a consequence, overseas 

Chinese students have been a part of bringing two cultures into contact and this has 

attracted researchers’ interest in them. There has been a great deal of research on 

overseas Chinese students in the past decade. The quotation that begins this chapter 

describes different approaches to teaching in a Chinese classroom and a Western 

classroom. From this quotation and from the introduction in Chapter One, some of the 

differences between the Chinese and Western cultures can be perceived. It is not 

difficult, either, to envisage the confusion and misunderstandings caused by cultural 

differences which may affect Chinese students’ learning overseas. 

 

This study was carried out in a cross-cultural context in which Chinese culture and 

Australian culture both exist, but the informants’ Chinese culture becomes 

subordinate to Australian culture which dominates. It is helpful and important to 

understand aspects of both Western philosophy and Chinese philosophy, and how 

these impact on adult learning and teaching before we look into the informants’ 

learning experience. Therefore, this chapter, after a brief review of some studies on 

Chinese students conducted in the past years, will compare and contrast Chinese and 

Western cultures. The Chapter then moves on to a discussion of some aspects of adult 

learning philosophy as developed by Confucius and his disciples, which are closely 

related to Chinese ideology and regarded as a foundation to traditional Chinese 
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educational thought. This chapter will also review some of the literature developed in 

Western countries on and about adult learning and teaching. Finally, it will review the 

conceptions on adult learning and teaching held by people from Chinese and Western 

contexts. By reviewing Western and Chinese philosophy and their different impacts 

on adult learning and teaching, this chapter provides an overview of the elements of 

the research that underpin its conceptual basis. In particular, it reviews the 

dissimilarity between the two cultures as a conceptual ‘tool’ for understanding and 

analysing the learning process that the informants are going through in the host 

country. In this way, this section both establishes the parameters of the principle 

concepts used in the study and provides understanding for the later display and 

analysis of information gained during the research. 

 

2.2 Studies on overseas Chinese students 

As mentioned previously, there have been a number of publications over the past 

years on and about overseas Chinese students studying in Australia (for example, 

Ballard & Clanchy, 1991; Brash, 1989; Samuelowics, 1987; Niles, 1995; Smith & 

Smith, 1999; Smith, 1999; Volet & Renshaw 1996) and in other countries (for 

example, Chen, 1992; Feng, 1991; Kelly & Ha, 1998; Melton, 1990; Zhong, 1996). In 

recent years,  not only Western researchers but also overseas Chinese scholars have 

become more and more interested in looking into overseas Chinese students’ learning 

experiences and adaptation into Western cultures  ( for example, Pratt, Kelly & Wong, 

1999; Sun & Chen, 1997; Zhao & Xie, 1992). The present study explores the same 

area but with a different focus, therefore, it is necessary to briefly review the studies 

already done on overseas Chinese students and identify the common themes that have 

emerged from these and other studies. 

 

2.2.1 Selected studies carried out on overseas Chinese students 

Literature on the approach to study of overseas Chinese students in Australia 

generally consists of survey studies conducted by staff in university academic support 

services (for example, Ballard, 1989; Burns, 1991; Samuelowicz, 1987), and manuals 

for academic staff and students (Ballard and Clanchy, 1991). Ballard (1989) observes 

that many overseas Chinese students’ opportunity to study abroad often placed them 
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under great financial obligations to their families. Ballard also presents the view that 

Asian students are often  

 

… diligent, obedient, hardworking, passive and assessment-centred. They are 

anxious to cover the syllabus and they want to be sure of the correct answers.  

They seldom mix easily with Australian students and they seldom provide 

anything beyond polite feedback on the courses they attend (Ballard, 1989,  

p. 41). 

 

Such a view of Asian students’ learning is widespread among Australian academic 

staff (Volet & Renshaw, 1996), in particular, of Chinese students who are seen as 

displaying almost unquestioning acceptance of the knowledge of the teacher or 

lecturer (Murphy, 1987). 

  

Samuelowicz (1987) provides a further example of how academics teaching Asian 

students in an Australian university view these students. In that study, academic staff 

characterise overseas Chinese students as rote learners who rely on the content of 

learning rather than argument and are reluctant to discuss or express an opinion, but 

expect the teacher to give ‘correct’ answers. The following observations by Australian 

teachers are typical: 

 

Overseas students tend to memory learn rather than learn to understand the 

work. (Pharmacy) 

In my discipline, they all want to rote learn material rather than think.  

(Animal Science and Production) 

Students from Malaysia, Singapore, Hong Kong appear to be much more 

inclined to rote learning. Such an approach does not help problem solving. 

(Dentistry) (Quoted in Samuelowicz, 1987, pp 123-124). 

 

Thus, Samuelowicz reports that ‘overseas students are accustomed to be passive 

recipients of knowledge which is transmitted during the lectures’ (Samuelowicz, 

1987, p. 125). Ballard and Samuelowicz are not the only researchers viewing Chinese 

students as passive rote learners. Chinese researchers such as Song (1995) also 

describe Chinese students as ‘obedient learners’ who offer little input to the class, 
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while Liu (1998) claims it is to do with the long Chinese tradition of unconditional 

obedience to authority. 

 

Interestingly though, it is often observed that not only do Chinese students achieve at 

considerably higher levels than their Western counterparts overseas, but also in their 

own countries, being ‘obediently receptive in crowded classrooms, [Chinese students] 

have over the years consistently outperformed Westerners’ (Biggs, 1996, p. 48). 

Strebeigh (1989) reports Chinese students’ achievement thus:  

 

The excellence of Chinese graduate students in physics, for example, has led 

American professors to rely on them as teaching and research assistants and 

American students to complain that they are distorting the grade curve. 

University departments such as physics, chemistry, computer science, and 

engineering now rely increasingly on Chinese talent (quoted in Pratt 1991,     

p. 306 ).  

 

In noticing the superior performance of Chinese students in countries such as the 

United States and Australia, many academic staff may agree with the explanation 

made by Ballard (1989) that Chinese students ‘typically attempt to meet these 

demands by working even harder and reading in the same way but for even longer 

hours’ (p.93). However, some researchers such as Biggs (1991) have questioned the 

validity of this view of Chinese students. Several educational researchers in Hong 

Kong also questioned whether the Western perception of the Chinese-learner-as-rote-

learner is a valid one, and whether in fact the learning environments in the Confucian 

heritage cultures, such as China, are as dysfunctional as they might at first appear 

(Kelly & Ha, 1998). 

 

Biggs (1991) carried out a study on Chinese students’ approaches to learning and 

compared them with Australian students. The study provided him with evidence to 

challenge the view of Chinese students as rote learners. After a careful examination 

on approaches to learning, the nature of the teaching context and the interrelationship 

between teachers and students in Chinese classrooms, Biggs comments that ‘what 

some Western observers are seeing is not what they think it is’ (Biggs, 1996, p. 50). 
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Other studies on Chinese students in Australia also revealed a sharply contrasting 

view with that of Samuelowicz’ (Niles, 1995; Volet & Renshaw, 1996). In a 

longitudinal study, Volet and Renshaw (1996) found evidence supporting the view 

that the Chinese students’ approach to study, like their Western counterparts, is 

influenced by their perceptions of course requirements rather than determined by 

stable personal and cultural characteristics. In that study, Volet and Renshaw argue 

that the original observation of Chinese students by staff in the academic support 

services and academic staff of the host universities is a distorted view of Chinese 

students in Australia based heavily on the writers’ personal experiences, anecdotes 

and unique cases. It provides ‘a stereotyped, negative and static view of Southeast 

Asian students’ learning’ (Volet & Renshaw, 1996, p. 205). They claim that the 

‘assumptions about Chinese students’ learning derived from unsystematic 

observations and anecdotes may be inaccurate’ (p.206). In supporting this alternative 

view of Chinese students, Niles (1995), based on a comparative study of overseas 

Chinese students and Australian students, claims that overseas Chinese students are 

not that much different from Australian students in their approaches to learning. 

 

Some other studies have also revealed that Chinese students in fact score lower than 

Western students on Biggs’ overall measure of surface approach1 (Maron et al, 1996) 

to study (Biggs, 1991; Kember and Gow, cited in Volet & Renshaw, 1996). This led 

Biggs (1996) to conclude that Chinese students are more sophisticated in the 

strategies they use and that it is a Western misperception that Chinese students are 

rote learners. He comments that while Western observers may have been correct in 

perceiving a great deal of repetitive effort with the emphasis on accuracy of recall 

among Chinese learners, they have been incorrect in calling this approach ‘rote’ 

learning, in the sense of learning ‘without’ understanding.  

 

While researchers such as Ballard (1989), Samuelowicz (1987), and Song (1995) 

describe Chinese students’ performance in classrooms as ‘obedient, passive listeners’, 

                                 
1 'In an investigation of student learning in Sweden, Marton and Saljo identified two approaches that 
the students adopted to learning tasks, namely, "deep and surface approaches". A deep approach to 
learning is characterized by a focus on the meaning or message underlying the learning material, on 
"what is signified" by the material. … A surface approach is characterized by a focus on the learning 
material or a task in itself and not on the meaning or purpose underlying it ' (Marton et al, 1996, p.70) 
which may lead to memory learning without understanding. 
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Littlewood (2001) urges researchers and the alike to pay attention to dangerous 

stereotyping. Based on a survey study amongst 2656 students in eleven countries, 

eight in Asia and three in Europe, Littlewood found little to support the belief that 

Asian students are obedient, passive learners, except that Asian students are more 

ready than European students to accept the traditionally dominant role of the teacher. 

In another study on students’ learning attitudes, Littlewood (2000) found that there is 

actually less difference in attitudes to learning between Asian and European countries 

than between individuals within each country. The survey shows a striking degree of 

similarity in the pattern of students’ perceptions and preferences of classroom 

learning process. Therefore, Littlewood (2000) claims that students everywhere have 

the same perceptions and preferences of the classroom learning process, although 

there may be significant differences in how it is realised through the students’ specific 

reactions and behaviours.  

 

Somewhat related to learning approaches, there is some research on overseas Chinese 

students which focuses on their difficulties in language learning. Language learning 

difficulties are a great concern of both overseas Chinese students and their Western 

teachers. The report on a study done on overseas Chinese students in Canada has 

revealed the reason for the difficulty and explained the difference in approaches to 

learning (Kirby, Woodhouse & Ma, 1996). The quantitative results of the study show 

that both groups of native Chinese samples are higher on a deep approach to learning 

(please refer to the footnote on the previous page for definition) and much higher on 

achieving strategies (Biggs, 1991), which are consistent with the findings of other 

investigations. The main finding of the study shows that a reasonable level of fluency 

in English provides a basis for higher level processes. The qualitative analysis of their 

study shows that, while the subjects with fluent English appeared to apply planning 

and organisational strategies more directly to their study, less fluent informants 

frequently copy directly from the text because they were either unable to express the 

idea in their own words, or were not confident of their ability to do so. Kirby et al’s 

results are not consistent with the suggestions of some (for example, Kozminsky & 

Graetz, 1986), that second-language learners are forced to rely solely on surface 

processing, nor with those of others (for example, Ballard & Clanchy, 1991; 

Samuelowicz, 1987) who conclude that Chinese students rely heavily on 

memorisation as they are rote learners. However, their result supports Volet and 



 25  

Renshaw’s (1995) findings in their claim that when English-language proficiency is 

not an issue, Asian students tend to obtain better results in their courses (Burns, 1991; 

Volet & Renshaw, 1996) as they use whatever strategy that works for them. This 

point is particularly relevant to the present study as the informants could be perceived 

as strategic learners (Biggs, 1996) by their approaches to learning in Australia. 

 

In the past 10 years or so, there have been some studies on overseas Chinese students 

conducted by Chinese researchers in the United States. There appear to be two 

distinguishing characteristics of this type of research: the researchers themselves are 

overseas Chinese students, and their common interest is in understanding Chinese 

students’ adaptation process in other cultures. 

 

Feng (1991) interviewed three overseas Chinese students from mainland China in 

America and one American student adviser of the university. The interviews 

identified four principle areas concerning the students’ adaptation and adjustment in 

American society, namely, financial difficulty, language ability, academic concerns, 

cultural differences and social interactions with Americans. Interviews consistently 

indicated poor economic conditions in mainland China as one major reason for their 

financial difficulty which was consistent with Ballard’s (1989) finding on Chinese 

students in Australia. 

 

Similar to Feng’s study, Sun and Chen (1997) examined the difficulties that mainland 

Chinese students encountered in the American culture. They have identified three 

dimensions of difficulties that mainland Chinese students have come across in the 

United States: language ability, cultural differences and academic achievements. As 

revealed in their study, the Chinese students see their lack of language proficiency as 

the major obstacle in the process of intercultural adjustment. Sun and Chen also assert 

that the differences derived from cultural values, attitudes, and beliefs between China 

and America severely affect Chinese students’ academic and daily life. Sun and Chen 

suggest that future research may examine the strategies mainland Chinese students 

use to cope with the problems they face in the process of intercultural adjustment 

which is one of the objectives of the present research. 
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While Wan’s (1999) case study on the cross-cultural learning experiences of two 

Chinese students in American universities reveals those students’ positive and 

negative learning experiences, Huang’s (1997) investigation on six Chinese exchange 

scholars in America shows how the Chinese scholars become successful in America 

when language is no longer an obstacle. 

 

Chen’s (1992) comparative study on the self-disclosure patterns between American 

and Chinese students provides evidence that Chinese students disclose less than 

American students on different conversational topics and to different target persons 

which may be seen as the sign of the Chinese students’ intention to not socialise with 

other people. In a similar vein, Cho’s (1990) quantitative survey on Chinese students’ 

social isolation and emotional loneliness revealed that overseas Chinese students’ lack 

of social and psychological skills lead them to social isolation and emotional 

loneliness in the United States of America. Cho also suggests that the length of time 

in which overseas Chinese students have been in the host country does not affect 

social, or emotional loneliness.  

 

Zhong (1996), in an attempt to investigate the success of the adaptation of Chinese 

students in America, asked three Chinese students in the United States to rate their 

own adaptation. The study reveals that these students all rate their adaptation as 40-50 

percent and accept that there is no way they will be able to understand all about 

American culture. 

 

Through a brief review of the studies on overseas Chinese students that both Western 

and Chinese researchers have done in past years, we can see that there are some 

common concerns and interests of the researchers. This is discussed below. 

 

2.2.2 Common themes emerged from the studies on Chinese students 

The major difficulties overseas Chinese students face in their host countries, as 

discussed in the literature, include: language problems and academic concerns 

(Ballard, 1989, 1991; Sun & Chen, 1997), financial stress (Ballard, 1989; Feng, 

1991), frustration and satisfaction in the host countries (Wan, 1999), ways to cope 

with cultural differences, in particular, differences in cultural values which often lead 
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to misunderstandings among people (Sun & Chen, 1997), which may also lead to 

social isolation and emotional loneliness (Cho, 1990), and strategies used to cope with 

language inefficiency (Feng, 1991; Niles, 1995; Volet & Renshaw, 1996). All these 

difficulties can be grouped under three themes: financial stress, the adaptation into the 

new culture and the strategies to cope with learning. 

 

The financial difficulty that Feng (1991) identified in his study was similar to the 

same issue noted by Australian researchers (Ballard, 1989) on Chinese students in the 

1980s. It is noted that in the 1980s, China was at the beginning stage of its political 

and economical reform, the average living standard in China was much lower than 

that in developed countries. With little or no knowledge of other countries, many 

Chinese people imagined that life in other countries would be much better than that in 

China, and that it would be much easier to earn money in other countries. On the other 

hand, those families that suffered during the Cultural Revolution encouraged their 

children to go abroad for a ‘better’ life. Therefore, many self-funded students, with 

their family’s support, borrowed money from their relatives and friends to study 

overseas. They believed that they could find a job to support their studies as soon as 

they arrived in the host country. They blindly assured themselves that as long as they 

were prepared to work hard, they would be able to support themselves while studying 

and pay back the money they borrowed. However, with some exceptions, most of 

those students were unable to get a ‘good’ job in their host countries which left them 

in difficult financial situations. Even though more recent research does not mention 

these problems, it does not mean that they no longer exist. Given the rapid economic 

development in China, perhaps it is safe to assume that Chinese students coming out 

nowadays are better prepared financially and that their families are also in a better 

position to support their studies. 

 

Overseas Chinese students’ adaptation into their host cultures is mainly observed by 

overseas Chinese students themselves (for example, Feng, 1991; Huang, 1997; Wan, 

1999; Zhong, 1996). The cultural adaptation process has been studied in various 

forms (Zhong, 1996). The term most popularly used in intercultural studies is 

acculturation (Brown, 1986; Furnham & Bochner, 1986; Kim & Gudykunst, 1987). 

The term adaptation used in studies of overseas Chinese studies is similar to the 
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popular terms such as acculturation and adjustment of the immigrants into different 

cultures (Zhong, 1996) but with an emphasis on the ability to fit into the host culture.  

The findings of the research on overseas Chinese students seem to suggest that every 

adaptation process includes an unavoidable period of ‘cultural shock’2 no matter how 

well a person is prepared with knowledge of the host culture (Huang, 1997; Wan, 

1999; Zhong, 1996). Those studies provided evidence to support the common core 

characteristics of culture shock such as confusion, uncertainty, depression, and 

anxiety. All these factors fit into the push-or-pull elements of culture shock that 

Bochner (1994) proposed. After the ‘culture shock’ period, things become more 

settled and come to a relatively stable state. What can not be ignored in their 

adaptation process are some factors that affect the result of adaptation. One factor that 

helps them to shape their reaction to cultural differences is the degree of students’ 

willingness to stay in the host country, which tends to indicate that some overseas 

Chinese students are more motivated than others to be acculturated in the host country 

(Zhong, 1996). A second factor is language difficulty and the great dissimilarity 

between Chinese culture and Western culture which often causes disclosure of 

cultural distance between the Chinese students and local students during 

communication (Cho, 1990; Chen, 1992; Feng, 1991), and keeps them from 

participation in social activities. Therefore, overseas Chinese students tend to form 

their own community and isolate themselves from the host culture (Feng, 1991). As 

we shall see, this is relevant to the present study in that the informants in the study 

found it hard to mix with the local community due to the social and cultural distance 

between themselves and local people. 

 

The most heated debate on and about overseas Chinese students is on their learning 

strategies and their performance in classrooms. The differences in approaches to 

learning and studying between Western and Chinese students have been noted above. 

Apart from ‘deep’ and ‘surface’ approaches defined by Marton and Saljo (1984), 

Biggs (1987) suggests that there is a third type of major approach closely related or 

linked with students’ motives in learning, namely, ‘achieving aproach’ which aims to 

                                 
2 ‘Culture shock’, as observed by Furnham and Bochner (1986), is a misused phrase that Oberg 
introduced into English Language in 1954 to refer to ‘future shock’. In intercultural studies, culture 
shock has been described as the ‘uncertainty, confusion and stress suffered by people suddenly faced 
with a totally new set of contingencies’ (Bochner, 1982, p.17). It refers to a disturbing feeling of 
disorientation and helplessness resulting from experience to a foreign society.  
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pass a course, using whatever strategy that may work for the purpose. As has been 

defined earlier, a deep approach aims to understand the meaning and message 

conveyed by the learning material, whereas a surface approach normally adopts 

memory learning which ‘could implicate rote learning, in which case material would 

be reproduced without understanding’ (Biggs, 1996, p. 53).  

 

When overseas Chinese students study a text in English of which they do not have a 

good command, they tend to read the text repeatedly till they think they have a full 

understanding of it. This action of repetitive learning is viewed by Westerners as ‘rote 

learning’ without realising the language difficulties overseas Chinese students may 

have, and the reasons why they might do this. Therefore, the Australian view of 

Chinese students as ‘passive recipients of knowledge’ (Samuelowicz, 1987,  

p. 125) is widespread. What Norman (1982, cited in Pratt 1992) calls additive and 

fine-tuning learning is sometimes used here to explain what overseas Chinese 

graduate students achieve in certain subjects such as physics, chemistry, or computer 

science, maths, engineering and technical aspects of musicianship because those 

subjects are all forms of ‘additive’ learning or ‘fine-tuning’ (Ballard and Clanchy, 

1991, Pratt, 1992).  

 

By contrast, the findings of recent studies suggest that Chinese students are not 

passive rote learners (Biggs, 1992, 1996; Chalmers & Volet, 1997; Stevenson & 

Strigler, 1991; Volet & Renshaw, 1996). Kelly and Ha (1998) observed that ‘very 

often Western understanding has been married by stereotypic views of Asian learners 

and their apparently “dysfunctional” learning environment’ (p. 27). This perspective 

resonates with Volet and Renshaw’s (1996) comment that the overall picture of the 

previous literature on overseas students provides a stereotyped, negative and static 

view of Southeast Asian students’ learning.  

 

The main cues that lead some Western observers to view Chinese students as rote 

learners are ‘memory learning’ and repetition of the same learning activities such as 

reading the same text repeatedly. Biggs (1996) remarks that, if the point of learning is 

to understand, and repetition is seen as a way of coming to understand, then repetition 

becomes a deep strategy to seek for deeper understanding. ‘While Westerners may 

correctly see Asian students indulging in a high degree of repetitive work, they could 
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be quite incorrect in seeing that activity as ‘rote’ learning’ (p. 54). Biggs (1996) 

further argues that ‘it is a Western misperception arising from a mistaken 

interpretation of repetitive effort. Chinese students may be repetitive learners but there 

is no evidence that they rote learn any more than their Western counterparts’ (p. 63). 

Given that Chinese students achieve better results in their courses when English-

language proficiency is not an issue (Bourne & Devenport, 1993), Biggs (1996) 

believes that Chinese students must be strategic learners because such good academic 

achievement can not be achieved through a surface approach.  

 

However, the paradox of Chinese learners remains: ‘If the educational systems in 

Asian and particularly Chinese countries are directed to memorisation, how is it 

possible that the students demonstrate such high achievement’ (Marton et al, 1996,  

p. 70)? The findings of the study on the memory learning conducted by Marton et al 

(1996) suggest that, while in Western cultures memorisation and understanding are 

seen to be mutually exclusive, Chinese culture does not see learning, memorising and 

understanding as differing in nature. To the Chinese mind, all the pieces of knowledge 

that are learned and memorised make up understanding. That is, ‘understanding is 

seen as the sum total of all that is remembered or memorised’ (Marton et al, 1996, p. 

73). In other words, memorisation with understanding has two components: the ‘deep 

memorising’ and memorising as a route to further understanding (Hess & Azuma, 

1991), which should be distinguished from mechanical memorisation and rote 

learning (Biggs, 1996).  

 

In the same way, while supporting Kelly and Ha’s (1998) comment that ‘the 

memorising process may be but one stage in the total learning process rather than an 

end in itself’ (p. 28), Salili (1996) observes that tertiary Chinese students use an 

approach which combines aspects of both deep and surface learning as a survival 

strategy when beginning their study. She further argues that memorising with prior 

understanding of a well-defined topic may be the only way to cope with the excessive 

demands made on Chinese students, but that may not necessarily lead to rote learning. 

 

The other dimension of the debate is about the Chinese students’ performance in 

classrooms. It is observed that the perceptions of rote learners are reinforced by the 

students’ classroom behaviour, which is seen as passive and compliant (Ballard and 
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Clanchy, 1991; Samuelowicz, 1987). When asked to critically examine their beliefs, 

or the foundation for their beliefs, Chinese students seem to have a great deal more 

difficulty (Pratt, 1991) although they gained high achievement in some subjects 

(Ballard 1989). Western observers noticed: 

 

They attend all classes, taking detailed notes, but seldom contributing to 

discussions or volunteering to answer questions. They only ask questions to 

clarify something they may not have understood, and usually they wait until 

after class to ask such questions of the lecturer individually  

(Ballard and Clanchy 1991, p.17). 

 

In contrast to the above observations, the findings of Littlewood’s (2000) research 

reveals that Asian students ‘do not see the teacher as an authority figure who should 

not be questioned, they do not want to sit in class passively receiving knowledge, and 

they are only slightly on the “agreement” side that the teacher should have a greater 

role than themselves in evaluating their learning’ (p. 33). Littlewood suggests that if 

‘Asian students do indeed adopt the passive classroom attitudes that are often 

claimed, this is more likely to be a consequence of the educational contexts that have 

been or are now provided for them, than of any inherent dispositions of the students 

themselves’ (Littlewood 2000, p.33). This suggestion, in a way, supports Volet and 

Renshaw’s (1996) finding of Chinese students’ rapid adaptability in learning. 

Littlewood (2000) further argues that the view of Asian students as passive and 

obedient listeners in classrooms is a stereotyped preconception of Asian students, 

whereas Liu (1998) remarks that Western teachers, with an ethnocentric mind-set, do 

not take full account of the different educational contexts. It is suggested that teachers 

need to develop appropriate pedagogies for the specific educational traditions within 

which teachers work, rather than assuming that Western ideas must be right for every 

context (Holliday 1994; Kramsch and Sullivan 1996; Littlewood 2000). 

 

The above review of literature on Chinese students and common issues that emerged 

from those studies has generated a great deal of interest in understanding Chinese 

students from both Western and Chinese researchers. Much attention is paid to 

Chinese students’ approaches to learning and their academic performance. However, 

it is observed that when overseas Chinese students enter an English speaking country, 
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their difficulty is not only in the learning of an academic discipline, but also lies in 

other areas such as changing food habits, observing new social norms and so on. That 

is to say, their learning is not only limited to classrooms, but occurs wherever and 

whenever they interact with local people. If we assume that learning in classroom 

settings make up all their learning in their host countries, then we are ignorant of their 

rich life experience that overseas Chinese students have had in their host countries, 

and that this broader learning has an impact on their academic study. Their life 

experiences in the host countries make up an important part of their total learning 

during their stay. This learning through experiencing life in the host countries often 

makes them aware of the observable and non-observable traits of the host cultures, 

and helps them adjust their attitudes to different beliefs and norms. It may also modify 

their beliefs or value systems under the influence of the new culture. This is a deeply 

significant part of learning as will be shown in the present study. 

 

The above review of the research on Chinese students also shows that when some 

Western researchers view Chinese students, it is through the lenses of their familiar 

Western polarities. Perhaps due to the lack of knowledge of cultures other than their 

own, their focus becomes blurred and even distorted (Biggs 1996). Littlewood (2000, 

p.34) suggests, ‘we still have a long way to go in exploring the nature and extent of 

the [cultural] influence’ on Chinese students’ learning. This current study attempts to 

look at not only their academic study in universities, but also their learning 

experiences outside classrooms and how these have an impact on academic learning. 

What appears to be necessary in the writing of this thesis is to provide a conceptual 

background for understanding the Chinese attitudes towards education and learning 

which stem out of Chinese ideology and Confucian philosophy that is still very much 

a living tradition in China (Yu 1984) and still guides many Chinese people in forming 

their world view. Thus, before we move onto exploring adult learning theories, it is 

necessary to provide the readers with some basic differences between the two cultures 

that affect adult learning so that the readers will be able to understand better the 

informants’ learning behaviour in Australia. 
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2.3 Different norms of social behaviour between the Chinese and 

Western cultures 

In recent years, intercultural communication research has focused much of its 

attention on examining the differences and similarities between Eastern and Western 

cultures. One of the most important studies that need to be mentioned here is 

Hofstede’s studies on dimensions of culture. Hofstede (1980, 1986, 1990) developed a 

four-dimensional model of cultural differences, namely, Individualism-collectivism, 

Power distance, Uncertainty avoidance and Masculinity. Two of these dimensions are 

of critical importance for consideration in the present study. The first is collectivism 

versus individualism which is a widely used dimension in inter-cultural 

communication studies to explain cross-cultural differences in behaviour (Gudykunst, 

1998). Hofstede (1986) distinguishes individualism as a characteristic of a culture 

opposing collectivism in an anthropological, not a political sense. As described by 

Hofstede (1986): 

 

Individualist cultures assume that any person looks primarily after his /her 

own interest and the interest of his/her immediate family. Collectivist cultures 

assume that any person through birth and possible later events belongs to one 

or more tight ‘in-groups’, from which he/she can not detach him/herself. The 

‘in-group’ (whether extended family, clan, or organisation) protects the 

interest of its members, but in turn expects their permanent loyalty. A 

collectivist society is tightly integrated; an individualist society is loosely 

integrated (p. 307). 

 

Gudykunst observes that, similar to high context and low context cultures (Hall, 

1976), ‘individualistic and collectivistic tendencies exist in all cultures, but one tends 

to predominate’ (Gudykunst, 1991, p. 47). In other words, this concept should not be 

viewed as polarised ends but rather on a continuum similar to Hall’s (1976) theory on 

high-context and low-context cultures. Generally speaking, China is identified as a 

collectivistic culture (Bond, 1996; Hofstede, 1980, 1991; Triandis, 1986) which sees 

harmony as of the utmost importance over anything else, and Australia is seen as an 

individualistic culture ‘as the migrants from Europe who populated North America 

and Australia were by definition sufficiently individualist’ (Hofstede, 1991, p. 77).  



 34  

 

The second dimension of cultural variability which is important to this study is large 

power distance versus small power distance. As with collectivism, the dimension of 

power distance has received increasing attention from cross-cultural psychologists 

(Bond & Hwang, 1986). Again, as described by Hofstede (1986): 

 

Power distance as a characteristic of a culture defines the extent to which the 

less powerful persons in a society accept inequality in power and consider it as 

normal. Inequality exists within any culture, but the degree of it that is 

tolerated varies between one culture and another. ‘All societies are unequal, 

but some are more unequal than others’ (p.307). 

 

These two dimensions are important for consideration in the study because they will 

help the readers understand overseas Chinese students’ mind-set which influences 

their overall behaviour and approaches towards other people in Australia. They will 

also help the readers to understand the difficulty in the informants’ communication 

with the local people. In contrast to individualistic cultures which show a tendency for 

members to be more concerned with the consequences of one’s behaviours compared  

to one’s own interests, needs and goals (Hofstede, 1980; Hui & Triandis, 1986; 

Triandis, 1994), members of collectivistic cultures are more willing to sacrifice 

personal interests, needs, and goals for the group purpose as collectivistic cultures 

value ‘interdependence, reciprocal obligation, and positive-face need’ (Ting-Toomey, 

1988, p. 224). 

 

While comparing value systems between traditional Chinese and American cultures, 

Pan et al (1994) reported, ‘one item that suggests a Confucian construction of 

authority is our question about expressing disagreement with a senior person. As 

shown in Pan’s study, less than one-fourth of the Chinese respondents said they would 

do this, whereas more than three-fourths of the Americans did’ (Pan, 1994,  

p. 68). Triandis (1994) concludes that this different emphasis on the behaviour 

patterns is the contrast between collectivist and individualistic cultures. It is one of the 

most important cultural differences in social behaviour (Hofstede, 1980) as 

collectivists pay more attention to context than do individualists (Triandis, 1994).  
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Deriving from the contrast between collectivism and individualism, there are three 

major differences in people’s social behaviour that need to be discussed here. They 

are: modesty versus assertiveness, shame versus guilt, and the interdependence of 

people’s relationship patterns. In order to help the readers to understand the 

informants’ norm of behaviour as will be shown in later chapters, I will first discuss 

these three dimensions of social behaviour which sharply contrast with the social 

behaviour in individualistic cultures. 

 

2.3.1 Modesty versus assertiveness 

Modesty perhaps is a universal quality of human beings. However, Bond (1994) has 

noted that Chinese tradition gives a relatively more modest attribution than is found in 

Western cultures. Bond (1994) has also observed the different preferences for 

modesty in Chinese tradition. While the Western preferences for modesty occurred for 

the group, not for individual performance, the Chinese preference is the opposite to 

the Western, modesty is conferred on the individual, not on the group. This is perhaps 

the consequence of the self-suppression training and modesty training in Chinese 

tradition (Yang, 1986).  

 

Modesty is regarded as one of the factors that lead to success in Chinese society. 

Hence, Chinese culture places a high value on the qualities of self-restraint and 

moderation under the influence of Confucius’ teaching,  ‘When I walk with two 

others, I always receive instruction from them. I select their good qualities and copy 

them and improve on their bad qualities’ (Confucius, Book 7.37, p. 27). Confucius’ 

saying encourages people to learn respectfully from others if they have any strength, 

whether the latter are superior or inferior to them (Wang, 2001). 

 

The following true story of my friend Ah Ming displays the remarkable behaviour of 

Chinese people. Ah Ming was a teacher librarian in an Australian primary school 

twenty years ago. He and his colleague Rob were both very fond of the same girl who 

worked in the school library. One day, they went to the library after school to chat 

with the girl. Rob, known as a good chess player in the school, asked Ah Ming if he 

played chess. Ah Ming said lightly, ‘Yes, I do, but not very well.’ Ah Ming was not 

interested in the idea of playing chess at that time as he did not want to bore the girl 

with the game. But Rob insisted on playing. According to Ah Ming’s interpretation 
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then, Rob wanted to show off his skills to the girl that he liked. Unfortunately, five 

moves after they started, Rob lost the game. Rob was very angry with Ah Ming 

because of the discrepancy between his words and his deed. Rob said to Ah Ming, 

‘You bloody liar! You’ve just told me you can’t play it very well ...’ If Rob ever 

learned Confucius’ saying ‘the gentleman is ashamed that his words have outstripped 

his deeds’ (Confucius, Book 27, p. 57), he would have considered it twice before 

pushing Ah Ming into the game. 

 

This discrepancy in words and in behaviour or action often causes misunderstandings 

between Western people and Chinese people when they first come into contact. 

Michael Bond’s (1994) first encounter with Chinese modesty in Hong Kong is 

another good example to show this point. Not long after Bond took up a position at 

the Chinese University in Hong Kong, he attended a presentation given by a local 

Chinese PhD graduate who was among the several candidates for a lecturer’s position 

at the faculty. The Chinese applicant started his presentation with a very modest 

introduction. He said that he had had little time to prepare the presentation as he had 

been very busy the previous month, and as well, he found the topic a difficult one to 

address. He wished that he could get some help from the audience if the presentation 

turned out to be disorganised. Bond was ‘flabbergasted’ by this opening speech as he 

was aware that the job market was tight, and that other candidates were very keen to 

be hired. Bond could not understand ‘how could any sensible professional present 

himself so disparagingly on such a decisive occasion’ (Bond, 1994, p. 42-43). 

Surprisingly again, after the modest introduction, the presentation was excellent. The 

candidate was articulate, informed and well organised. Bond was confused by the 

discrepancy and irritated at being misled. However, he did not get any social 

confirmation of his irritation from the faces of his Chinese colleagues who took no 

offence, but regarded the introduction as normal. Later Bond found out that the 

Chinese thermostat for self-presentations was set to ‘approve of relatively more 

modest attributions than are found in Western cultures’ (Bond, 1994, p. 43). Other 

researchers such as Stipek (1998) also observed that Chinese people make relatively 

more modest claims about their personal competencies and more self-effacing causal 

attributions for achievement outcomes.  
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The above examples reflect the impact of another famous saying of Confucius, but in 

an exaggerated way or somewhat overdone: ‘say yes, when you know, say no when 

you don’t. Both cases indicate your knowledge’. Zelu, one of Confucius’ best students 

who had an aggressive personality and a very strong desire for achievement, would 

never admit he did not know something, and always tried to comment on the things he 

did not really know. Confucius taught him, ‘Shall I tell you what knowledge is? It is 

to know both what one knows and what one does not know’. This maxim still remains 

a basic concept governing the attitude and behaviour of Chinese people. In fact, when 

one is not sure of the answer, one would rather say ‘I don’t know’ instead of being 

assertive and trying to answer. Yu (1984) observed that many Western teachers have 

found that most Chinese students have an introverted personality, sometimes Western 

teachers feel annoyed by the fact that when a question is asked, few students, if any, 

volunteer to answer even though many may know the answer very well. Those 

Western teachers must have shared the similar frustration that Samuelowicz (1987) 

and Ballard (1989) described of Australian teachers when teaching overseas Chinese 

students. The explanation lies in this Chinese modesty.  

 

Being modest and being ready to learn from others are always viewed in Chinese 

culture as qualities of a good learner (Yu, 1984). So it is not surprising to find Chinese 

students in class tend to listen most of the time instead of asking or answering 

questions. It is not surprising either when Chinese students start their talk by a modest 

introduction such as ‘I haven’t carefully studied the topic yet, but I will try to ...’ It 

may sound strange to Western ears, but it reflects a Chinese attitude towards one’s 

own knowledge. This, of course, could also be seen, sometimes, as a way to show 

respect to other people, or a device to save face for themselves in case mistakes are 

made. This leads us to the next dimension of social behaviour, the concept of shame 

and saving face. 

 

2.3.2 Shame versus Guilt 

A popular distinction between Chinese and Western cultures has been in terms of 

shame and guilt (Cheung 1986). The difference is reflected in how the members of the 

two cultures perceive self and others. The Chinese people are more concerned about 

how they are viewed by others. Therefore, there is a greater degree of face saving 
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effort than that in individualistic societies such as Australia. Yeung and Tung (1996) 

observed that, Western societies:  

 

… under the influence of Judeo-Christianity, operate primarily on the basis of 

guilt. Because of an internalised understanding of sin, individuals feel guilty if 

their behaviour deviates from the cultural standards of morality (p. 57).  

 

While in Confucian heritage cultures such as in China, the primary determinant 

against immoral or illegal behaviour is shame. Hence, Chinese societies have been 

described by some writers as shame oriented (Cheung, 1986). Cheung (1986) suggests 

that Confucianism and humanism are the two major influences on the shame oriented 

Chinese culture, whereas Yeung and Tung (1996) suggest that the factor contributing 

to this may be the emphasis on ‘face’ and ‘face saving’. Although the concept of face 

has universal applicability (Bond & Hwang, 1986; Ho, 1976), and is similarly 

important in every country, it is essential in Chinese society (Yeung & Tung, 1996).   

 

The role played by the concept of face is an interesting and real one. This equates to 

the Western embarrassment concept. In Western cultures, ‘once embarrassment has 

occurred, corrective actions or remedial strategies are taken by the embarrassed 

persons to restore their lost face’ (Sueda & Wiseman, 1992, p.161). In Chinese 

culture, face implies more than reputation. There are numerous common expressions 

and proverbs about face in Chinese culture. One of the saying says, ‘face is like the 

bark of a tree, without the bark, the tree dies.’ People who have lost face in Chinese 

societies are more than social outcasts: a loss of face brings shame not only to the 

individuals, but also to the family members. ‘Face is lost when the individual, either 

through his action or that of people closely related to him, fails to meet essential 

requirements placed upon him by virtue of the social position he occupies’ (Ho, 1976, 

p. 867). The loss of face may make it impossible for a person to function properly 

within a community. Because of this shame, the family members may be unable to 

function in society. Therefore, any attempt at a direct or blunt confrontation is viewed 

by Chinese as unfriendly and is strictly to be avoided. This dimension of Chinese 

culture has great impact on the informants in the way they learn to handle issues as we 

will see in later chapters. It also explains more or less why Chinese students hardly 

challenge their teachers in class in front of other students. 
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2.3.3 People’s relationship patterns in China 

The Chinese people’s relationships generally reflect ‘interrelated features such as 

social harmony, group-mindedness, mutual dependency’ (Yang, 1987, p.149). One 

basic difference in people’s relationship patterns between the collectivist culture and 

the individualist culture lies in the way in which people handle inequality in society. 

In Chinese society, people pay attention to the hierarchical patterns and the 

importance of individual place in the system, which often displays large power 

distance. While individualistic societies such as Australia stress independence from 

in-group others and encourage self-interest before that of groups (Triandis, 1994), 

Chinese culture stresses interdependence and confirms the priority of group interest 

before self-gain (Hofstede, 1991; Yeung & Tung, 1996). The Chinese ideology under 

the influence of Confucian thought also stresses that the stability of a society is based 

on the inequality of people (Hofstede, 1980). This system includes five basic human 

relationships according to Confucian thought: ruler and subject, father and son, 

husband and wife, older brother and younger brother, and between friends. Each of 

these relationships is hierarchical, ‘with each individual tied and obligated to the other 

in keeping with his or her station’ (Reagan 2000, p.107). In this relationship pattern, 

people are bound with mutual responsibility as envisaged by Confucius.  

 

When this relationship pattern is used in an educational system, the teacher-student 

relationship equates to father and son or parent and children relationship. As with 

parents, teachers are often characterised as having a close, protective relationship with 

students. They are expected to care about the students as individuals, to understand 

their difficulties and to guide them in their learning. In return, students should give 

due respect to teachers and listen to them as they do to their own parents. It is through 

this hierarchy of authority that one finds a balance between authority and heart. 

Responsibility, authority and morality (heart) are all part of the same hierarchy of 

Chinese relationships (Hofstede, 1980, 1991). This is what Long (1990) referred to as 

positional power and personal power. Teachers are expected to use their positional 

power to help students learn and readily to give their own free time (personal power) 

to assist students in their learning process. 
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In an individualistic society, as Hofstede (1986) observes, the relationship between 

teachers and students is looser. Teachers see it as ‘important to know students’ names, 

but also important to guard against getting too close in order to be fair and reasonably 

objective in the assessment of their learning ... Therefore, it is a more egalitarian 

relationship in Western culture’ (Pratt, Kelly & Wong, 1999, p. 245-247).  When 

comparing teachers’ social status in different societies, Hofstede (1986) observed:  

 

In the Chinese Confucian tradition, ‘teacher’ is the most respected 

profession; but a British lord is supposed to have said about his son’s private 

tutor ‘I cannot understand why Mr Jones cannot get along with Charlie – all 

the other servants can’ (p.304).  

 

Such differences sometimes make it exceedingly difficult for a teacher, or a student, 

from one nation’s system to function well in another’s (Hofstede, 1986). 

  

These three dimensions of differences in Chinese people’s social behaviour as 

discussed so far will be demonstrated in the informants’ learning process in Australia, 

particularly, their learning of new social norms appropriate to their Australian 

contexts and their interrelationship with Australian teachers. As the reader may have 

already noticed in the above discussion, there is an obvious influence of Confucian 

philosophy whenever talking about Chinese ideology. It has to be pointed out here 

that Confucius was one of the greatest thinkers in the course of Chinese development 

of an ancient civilisation (Yu, 1984; Reagan, 2000). It would be impossible to discuss 

Chinese educational thought without repeated reference to Confucian philosophy (De 

Bary 1983; Reagan 2000). This leads us to the next section: Confucian philosophy 

and adult learning in the Chinese context. 

 

 

2.4 Confucian philosophy and adult learning in China 
Confucius was born in the town of Qufu in the year 551 B.C. from a humble 

background, and died in the year 479 B.C.. He was regarded as a conservative man 

because his philosophy always seeks a return to a more moral and just past (De Bary 

1991, Reagan, 2000). But Gernet observes that Confucius’ teaching was ‘a body of 
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teaching which aimed primarily at being faithful to tradition but in fact threw up ideas 

that were new’ (Gernet, quoted in Reagan 2000, p. 105). The whole Chinese social 

system, or rather what ‘may be called Chinese civilisation and culture ... is saturated 

with the teachings of Confucius and those of Mencius, the sage following him and the 

most brilliant exponent of his doctrines’ (Cheng Tien-Hsi, quoted in Reagan, 2000, 

p.105). Many of his recorded talks with his students contain sayings and maxims that 

still govern the behaviour of learners in China today. Creel (1953) comments that 

because Confucius’ philosophy is so close to the Chinese ideology and so close to the 

ground of Chinese life, ‘the Western philosopher who studies early Chinese thought 

may be inclined to deny that Confucius’ sayings are philosophy at all. One has to 

admit that it is a very different kind of philosophy, which usually stays very close to 

the ground of human life here and now and to human problems’ (Creel, 1953, p. 186). 

 

The core of Confucian philosophy is found in a text produced by Confucius’ disciples 

after his death, called ‘lun-yu’, or  more commonly in English, the Analects. Lee 

(1996) asserts that as the term ‘learning’ pervades the whole literature in the Analects, 

it is qualified to be called a book of learning. Reagan (2000) observes that this little 

book, Analects, has played a comparable role to the Bible in traditional Chinese 

culture. Patricia Ebrey wrote:  

 

... this short text became a sacred book, memorised by beginning students and 

known to all educated people. As such it influenced the values and habits of 

thought of Chinese for centuries. Many of its passages became proverbial 

sayings, unknowingly cited by illiterate peasants (Ebrey, 1993, p.17).  

 

There are three major themes of Confucian philosophy: humaneness, the concept of a 

good man ‘Junzi’, and education and learning. Confucius is a humanist and humanism 

is the major topic he discussed in Lun-yu. He believed that anyone who practises five 

things everywhere under heaven has achieved humaneness: courtesy, tolerance, 

integrity, diligence and kindness. Confucius said: 

 

If one is courteous, one is not treated with rudeness, if one is tolerant, one  
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wins over the multitude, if one is of good faith, others give one responsibility, if 

one is diligent, one obtains results, and if one is kind, one is competent to 

command others (Confucius, Book 17, p. 69).  

 

The second major topic Confucius consistently advocated was the concept of Junzi 

(meaning: good man) which has a significance somewhat like the original meaning of 

the English word ‘gentleman’. However, as Creel (1953) remarked, the English word 

‘gentleman’ originally denoted a man of good birth, if a man was of good birth, he 

automatically became a gentleman, no matter how vile his conduct might be. 

Confucius changed this usage completely (Creel, 1953). He asserted that any man 

might be a gentleman, if his conduct were noble, unselfish, just and kind. On the other 

hand, he asserted that no man could be considered a gentleman on the ground of birth 

because it was solely a question of conduct and character. This thinking was reflected 

in the recruitment of his students. His own students were individuals from all social 

backgrounds.  

 

Confucius believed that the ideal social order could be achieved through education. 

Education should identify those of talent, and help them to become men fit to rule 

over others (Reagan 2000). In other words, education served a very pragmatic purpose 

in Chinese society. That is, to train individuals who would be able to ensure a better 

government. This is illustrated in the Confucian dictum that ‘those who labour with 

their brains should govern those who labour with their brawn’. It is also reflected in 

the social, if not economic, status of a teacher. In traditional China, teachers were 

listed among the five categories of beings who should be most adored by society: the 

God of Heaven, the God of the Earth, the emperor, parents and teachers (Zhou, 1988). 

Hence, the significance of education stands out in Confucian philosophy and is 

perceived as important not only for personal improvement but also for societal 

development (Lee, 1996). Confucius maintained that ‘a good education would change 

men for the better, and that this should be available to those capable of benefiting 

from it’ (Cleverley, 1985, p.4). Confucius’ remark that ‘by nature men are nearly 

alike, but through experience they grow wide apart’ (Analects, XVII.2) supported the 

efficacy of schooling. In China today, adult learning and educational practice still 

reflects a strong influence of Confucius’ teaching in that Chinese people value 

education and support their children in schooling (Cleverley, 1985). While giving an 
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emphasis to education, Confucius had a negative view of manual labour in general 

which is the more criticised aspect of Confucian educational thought that still has an 

impact on Chinese people today, as will be shown in the behaviour of the informants 

in the study.  

 

Confucius’ contribution to the Chinese educational system is tremendous. Creel 

(1953) wrote, ‘Confucius was one of the handful of men who have deeply influenced 

human history by the force of their personal and intellectual gifts and achievements’ 

(p.25). Although other Chinese philosophers such as Lao-zi, the representative of 

Taoism, and other social philosophers also contributed to Chinese educational thought 

in important ways, to a considerable extent one could argue that traditional Chinese 

educational thought in large part is Confucian educational thought. Tu Wei-Ming 

(1990) argues that ‘Confucianism is still an integral part of the “psycho-cultural 

construct” of the contemporary Chinese intellectual as well as the Chinese peasants. It 

remains a defining characteristic of the Chinese mentality’ (p.136). What requires 

more consideration and is more relevant to the present study is Confucian philosophy 

on adult learning which stressed personal effort and will power in learning and, the 

importance of self reflection. As De Bary (1991) observes: 

 

Learning (XueXi) is the third most discussed topic in the Analects among the 

values identified with the gentleman. This makes up, along with humaneness 

and rites, the triad of Confucius’ chief concerns for the noble man. ... all are 

called to self-understanding and to understanding of others (De Bary, 1991,  

p. 36-37). 

 

This leads us to the next part of this section, the impact of Confucian philosophy on 

adult learning in China.   

 

2.4.1 Educability for all and the incentive to learn 

Being fond of learning was viewed by Confucius as a desirable quality of a great man 

(sic). He believed that to achieve the goal of becoming a ‘Junzi’ / gentleman is 

through learning, and this is the only means. Unlike the Western notion that it is 

individuals’ innate ability to learn (Pratt 1991), Confucius believed that everyone is 

educable (Lee, 1996) and everyone might become a gentleman if they were keen to 
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learn. But when saying that all are educable, it does not mean that Confucius ignored 

differences in intelligence or individual differences. Confucius put people into four 

categories:  

 

Those who know things from birth come first, those who know things from 

study come next, those who study things although they find them difficult come 

next to them, and those who do not study because they find things difficult, that 

is to say the common people, come last (Confucius, Book 10, p.67).  

 

Lee (1996) interprets it like this: the four categories of people in the context of 

learning are: those who are born with knowledge or born into a good environment of 

learning, those who attain knowledge through learning, those who turn to study after 

being vexed by difficulties, and those who make no effort to study after having been 

vexed by difficulties. Confucius stressed that it does not matter whether you are born 

with knowledge, or you attain knowledge by learning, or you attain knowledge by 

taking pains to learn. Once you attain knowledge, it is all the same. To Confucius 

what really matters in learning is the learner’s incentive and attitude.  

 

While acknowledging that everyone is educable, Confucius was very strict in his 

requirements of his students as to their incentive and attitude to learning. Although he 

did not refuse to teach anybody who wanted to learn, he would have refused to teach a 

person who was not eager to learn (Lee 1996).  He said, 

 

To those who are not eager to learn I do not explain anything; and to those 

who are not bursting to speak I do not reveal anything. If I raise one angle and 

they do not come back with the other three angles, I will not repeat myself 

(Confucius, Book 7.8, p.24).  

 

Confucius believed that in the process of learning one has to use one’s mind to think 

in order to gain a thorough understanding of anything being learned. Without thinking 

one can benefit very little even from hard study. On the other hand, he believed that 

logic cannot come out of a mind devoid of learning. Learning and thinking are the two 

indispensable factors in the process of acquiring knowledge. Thus he taught his 

students, ‘learning without thought brings ensnarement, thought without learning 
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totters’ (Confucius, quoted in Yu 1986, p. 36). This approach to learning seems to 

have been transferred to the learning of any subjects, especially learning a foreign 

language or learning a subject in a foreign language. When students study a text, they 

tend to read it again and again till they fully understand the message conveyed by the 

text. This trait is also displayed in learning processes of the informants in the study as 

we will see in later chapters. 

 

2.4.2 Personal effort and will power in learning 

It is shown in the above discussion that in Confucian tradition, learning is conceived 

as important from both internal and external perspectives. Internally, learning is 

important for personal development, and associated with it is the notion of human 

perfectibility, which is believed to be achievable by everyone. Externally, education is 

important for social mobility, and is also believed to be achievable by whoever aims 

to do so (Lee 1996). To achieve the goal of human perfectibility, or in Confucius’ 

term, to become a sage, an extraordinary emphasis on effort, willpower or 

concentration of the mind is quite obvious in the Confucian tradition. This suggests 

that the personal incentive and attitude to learning are seen in the Confucian tradition 

as attributes to success. Under this influence of Confucian philosophy, Chinese 

culture emphasises effort, hard work, and endurance (Lee, 1996). To encourage 

constant effort in learning, Confucius said: 

 

If another man succeeds by one effort, he will use a hundred efforts, if another 

man succeeds by ten efforts, he will use a thousand. Let a man proceed in this 

way, and though dull, he will surely become intelligent, though weak, he will 

surely become strong (Confucius, quoted in Lee, 1996, p. 31). 

 

The consequence of this is that Chinese people are socialised to value hard work and 

education (Yang, 1986). The emphasis of the importance of personal effort in the 

context of learning is also displayed in Confucius’ disciple Xunzi’s article entitled 

‘On Encouragement to Study’: 

 

Sincerely put forth your efforts, and finally you will progress, study until death 

and do not stop before. For the art of study occupies the whole of life, to arrive 
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at its purpose, you can not stop for an instant. To do that is to be a man, to stop 

is to be a bird or beast (Xunzi, quoted in Lee, 1996, p. 32). 

 

To the Confucians, learning is always associated with effort, effort constituted the art 

of study, and making effort manifested the quality of human beings. Mencius, another 

student of Confucius, believed that self-determination or willpower is the driving 

force of effort. He taught people, ‘seek and you will get it, let go and you will lose it’ 

(Mencius, quoted in Lee, 1996, p. 32). In this aspect, Confucius set a good example 

for others. He said, ‘I silently accumulate knowledge of things, when I study, I do not 

get bored, in teaching others I do not grow weary - for those things surely present me 

with difficulty’ (Confucius, Book 7.2, Analects, p. 24). In fact, one can easily find 

celebrated dictums in Chinese classrooms to encourage students to put effort into 

study. For instance, Wang’s (2001) study collected 237 dictums in classrooms of a 

Chinese university, which not only show the students’ understanding of personal 

effort in learning, but also their determination to overcome difficulties in learning. 

The popular dictums in classrooms include:  

 

‘Learning is like rowing upstream: not to advance is to drop back’,  

‘Diligence is the road by which to travel in the mountain of books’, 

‘Merit can only be made with aspiration, and success can only be made 

through diligence’ (Cited in Wang, 2001, p. 21).  

 

The above discussion shows the influence and impact of Confucian thought on 

Chinese students in the context of learning, and ‘explains why effort is seen to be so 

important in the process of human perfectibility’ (Lee, 1996, p. 32). Indeed, 

influenced by Confucian philosophy many Chinese people see learning, effort and 

will power in close relationship. They are so closely interrelated that they are 

sometimes inseparable. The stories of the informants’ learning experiences in Chapter 

Five reflect the great effort they put into their study and the personal will power that 

they exercised to overcome unexpected difficulties in their study. Tu (1991) remarks 

in this respect that the process of learning is an inner-directed process to cultivate 

oneself as an intelligent, creative, independent, and authentic being, and more fully 

human. An ideal of learning like this is similar to Maslow’s (1968) concept of the 

peak experience of learning, ultimately oriented towards self-realisation. 
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2.4.3 ‘Achievement motivation’ in learning 

Studies on Chinese achievement motivation have been strongly influenced by the 

work of McClelland (1963). It is generally recognised that modern Chinese parents 

‘place great emphasis on the achievement of their children’ (Ho, 1987, p.25). Ho 

(1987) also asserts that educational programs in mainland China place a stronger 

emphasis on achievement motivation than educational programs in the old China 

before the Communist Party took over. ‘Efforts are directed to train children to 

become active, self-reliant, competent ... and achievement oriented’ (Ho, 1987,  

p. 36). This focus originates from Confucian philosophy. In discussing the characters 

of sage or gentleman, Confucius said, ‘The gentleman reaches out for what is above, 

the small man reaches out for what is below’ (Book 14, 24. Analects, p. 57). 

 

To Confucius the measure of a man’s life is not ‘how long’ but ‘how good’ (Creel 

1953 p. 33). Returning to education, there is always a correlation between a person’s 

internal establishment and external performance. It is believed in the Confucian 

tradition that a person should seek perfection within himself to become a Junzi 

(gentleman) and that a scholar should ultimately seek the opportunity to obtain a 

government office in order to extend his good influence. Education in a sense is seen 

as an important means of leading to a government office. Of course, a government 

office can also be an extrinsic reward associated with fame, wealth, and upward social 

mobility (Lee 1996). Obtaining a higher social status through education is not only a 

matter of perception but it is realizable in traditional and modern China as discussed 

in Chapter One. Thus, to obtain a higher social status and gain financial benefit 

provide another form of achievement motivation for the informants. 

 

2.4.4 Reflective thinking and inquiry in learning 

Reflective thinking and inquiry in learning are always encouraged in the Confucian 

tradition (Lee, 1996). Apart from suggesting that seeking knowledge (learning) and 

thinking are two sides of the same coin, Confucius’ conception of learning was indeed 

a process of ‘studying extensively, inquiring carefully, pondering thoroughly, sifting 

clearly, and practising earnestly’ (Lee 1996, p. 35). The emphasis on reflective 

thinking in learning requires a spirit of enquiry and open-mindedness. This is 

particularly advocated by Confucianist Zhu Xi in his exhortation on learning: ‘We 
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should not take for granted that what one reads is correct. We should suspend our 

judgement for the time being, then read more in order to gain a new view’ (cited in 

Lee 1996, p. 35). Zhu further instructed:   

 

Generally speaking, in reading, we must first become intimately familiar with 

the text so that its words seem to come from our own mouths. We should then 

continue to reflect on it so that its ideas seem to come from our own minds. 

Only then can there be real understanding. Still, once our intimate reading of it 

and careful reflection on it have led to a clear understanding of it, we must 

continue to question. Then there might be additional progress. If we cease 

questioning, in the end there’ll be no additional progress (Quoted in Lee, 

1996, pp 35- 36).  

 

Zhu’s words are still guidelines for Chinese learners, especially in reading texts in 

foreign languages which are not familiar to the learners. In the Confucian tradition, 

memorising, understanding, reflecting and questioning are the basic components of 

learning. They are inter-related and integrated. Memorisation is seen as a significant 

part of learning. However, memorisation precedes understanding and leads to deeper 

understanding (Lee, 1996). Therefore, it should not be equated with rote learning. It 

has never been regarded as an end in itself. 

 

So far, I have focused the discussion on the four major aspects of Confucian 

educational thought, namely, educability for all and perfectibility for all, personal 

effort and willpower in learning, achievement motivation in learning, and reflective 

thinking and inquiry in learning. These four aspects of educational thought in the 

Confucian tradition are most relevant to the present study as they are the guidelines 

for the informants in their processes of seeking new knowledge. The above 

discussions have also displayed the contribution of Confucian philosophy to the 

Chinese educational system and the great impact of Confucian philosophy on Chinese 

people. Cleverley (1985, p. XI) correctly observed: ‘Traditionally the Chinese have 

placed a high valuation on education’. Indeed, because of the high value Chinese 

people put on education, many Chinese learners, with their families’ support, make 

great effort in seeking higher education in China, or elsewhere when it is not possible 

in China. In their learning processes, Confucian philosophy is still used as guidance, 
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as it is deeply ingrained in the ways of the Chinese. The informants in the study, as 

we will see in later chapters, use Confucian philosophy as a guide to map out their 

personal ideological systems even though they themselves did not necessarily ascribe 

their behaviour and thinking to Confucian philosophy. Their stories of learning all 

manifest their incentives in learning and personal effort or will power in working out 

strategies to overcome unexpected difficulties in their learning processes, which 

clearly reflect the great impact of Confucian philosophy on the informants.  

 

As the informants are studying in a Western culture underpinned by Western 

ideology, I will now turn to look at the other domain of their learning context: adult 

learning theories developed in Western cultures. 

 

2.5 Adult learning theories in Western culture 

Although adult learning is not a new topic, the research into mature adult learning is a 

relatively new area. In the past two to three decades, there has been some critical 

literature on and about adult learning in the Western world. The most influential 

theories of adult learning include: self-directed learning theory which focuses on the 

learner’s initiative, self-directedness and self-management (for example, Candy 1991; 

Knowles 1976,1984; Long 1990; Tough 1976); critical thinking and transformative 

learning theory which emphasise the process of perspective changes through critical 

reflection (Brookfield,1988, 1994; Mezirow 1991). Recently, more and more 

discussions on theories of learning from life experience. Among these are discussions 

that emphasise the informal approaches to learning (Garrick, 1998; Marsick & 

Watkins, 1990; Wenger, 1998), discussions that focus on the impact of life experience 

on knowledge construction (Kolb, 1984, Brookfield, 1986, 1993), and discussions that 

link learners’ cognitive activities with social and cultural circumstances during which 

learning takes place (Billett, 1996; Wenger, 1998). I will briefly review these theories 

in this section because they are important to help us understand the informants’ 

learning in the Australian context. 

 

2.5.1 Self-directed learning 

Over the past 20 odd years, a substantive body of self-directed learning literature has 

been developed. Self-directed learning was originally defined by Knowles (1975) as: 
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The process in which individuals take the initiative, with or without the help of 

others, in diagnosing their learning needs, formulating learning goals, 

identifying human and material resources for learning, choosing and 

implementing learning strategies, and evaluating learning outcomes (p.37). 

 

Self-directed learning theory is seen as a central concept in the study and practice of 

adult education. However, the initial definition on self-directed learning by Knowles 

quoted above has caused debate and confusion in the field of adult education because 

self-directed learning can be seen as a goal of adult education as well as a learning 

process (Candy, 1991). The ‘definitions of self-directed learning in the literature now 

vary considerably’ (Cranton, 1992, p.49). Garrison (1992) observes that there is no 

area of research in adult education that has received as much attention and has as 

many proponents as self-directed learning. Some writers see self-directed learning as 

an approach where learners are motivated to assume personal responsibility (Garrison, 

1997) in their learning activity. Some other writers see it as a pedagogical approach 

when designing a program and focus the framework on teaching approaches 

(Mezirow 1991). As many related concepts of self-directedness are either used 

interchangeably or in a similar way (Garrison, 1997), self-directed learning theory 

carries considerable confusion and misunderstanding (Candy, 1991). While most of 

the researchers only consider self-directed learning from a process perspective, Long 

(1990) and Candy (1991) consider it as a personality attribute or construct. They use 

the term ‘self-managed learning’ to emphasise the ‘psychological conceptualisation’ 

(Long, 1997, p.2) which is more concerned with internalised aspects of why, what and 

how of learning. Until recently, the overriding theme of self-directed learning has 

been the external management of the learning process (Garrison, 1992, 1997). 

 

 

What appears to be common to most conceptualisation of self-directed learning is the 

notion of some personal control over either or both the planning and the management 

of the learning experience. It is generally agreed that self-directedness is a matter of 

degree, not to be seen as fully autonomous learning (Brookfield, 1988; Candy, 1991; 

Garrison, 1992; Long, 1990). Garrison (1992) suggests that self-direction depends 

upon both the opportunity and ability to make learning decisions and therefore, self-



 51  

directed learning should be seen as a collaborative process between teacher and 

learner. Garrison further argues that:  

 

… the purpose of increased control in learning is to achieve greater 

independence makes little sense. We live interdependently and knowledge is 

socially determined. The real purpose of increased control is to achieve a deeper 

understanding of content and the opportunity to confirm knowledge objectively 

(Garrison, 1992, p. 141).  

 

This suggests a ‘symbiotic relationship between external control concerns and internal 

responsibility issues’ (ibid). This view is supported by Mezirow’s (1985) argument 

that critical awareness of meaning and self-knowledge is a key dimension to self-

directedness. Similarly, Brookfield (1985) asserts that the full adult form of self-

directed learning is realised when external activities and internal reflective dimensions 

are fused. He further asserts that as the final analysis of the notion of autonomy is the 

possession of an understanding and awareness of a range of alternative possibilities, 

hence, ‘when adults take action to acquire skills and knowledge in order to effect their 

actions or interactions with others, then they are exemplifying principles of self-

directed learning’ (Brookfield, 1986, p.58). 

 

Building on Brookfield’s definition of self-directed learning, Cranton (1992) provides 

a working definition to explain adult learning which is most relevant to the present 

study: 

 

Self-directed learning is the process of voluntarily engaging in a learning 

experience, being free to think or act as an individual during that experience, 

being free to reflect on that experience, and being able to discern change or 

growth as a result of the experience, regardless of the setting in which it  

occurs (Cranton, 1992, p.56). 

 

Based on the recognition of self-directed learning and critical thinking as two 

dominant constructs in adult education, Garrison (1992, 1997) explored the links 

between self-directed learning and critical thinking, and developed a self-directed 

learning model which integrates external control (self-management of task) and 
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internal monitoring (critical reflection) in a learning context. The present study uses 

Brookfield’s notion of self-directed learning and the model developed by Garrison 

(1997) to explain the informants’ learning process. That is to say, the informants’ self-

directed learning in the host country will be examined from the dimensions of the 

learners’ control of learning context and of the learners’ internal ability to make 

meaning of their experience based on their critical reflection. 

 

2.5.2 Transformative learning and reflection in learning 

Based on Habermas’ critical theory and drawing on other writers’ theorizing of 

critical theory, Mezirow (1984, 1990, 1991) developed his transformative learning 

theory to explain adult learning process. The theory’s assumptions are constructivist, 

‘an orientation which holds that the way learners interpret and reinterpret their sense-

experience is central to making meaning and hence learning’ (Mezirow, 1994. p. 22). 

Mezirow describes transformative learning as involving ‘… reflectively transforming 

the beliefs, attitudes, opinions, and emotional reactions that constitute our meaning 

schemes or transforming our meaning perspectives’ (Mezirow, 1991, p. 223). Cranton 

(1994) further explains: 

 

By the time they reach adulthood, people have acquired a way of seeing the 

world, a way of interpreting their experiences, and a set of values. Although 

adults continue to acquire new knowledge and skills, they often must integrate 

new experiences with prior learning. When this integration does not occur 

easily and contradictions or dilemmas result, the prior learning must be 

examined and some adjustment made. Individuals can reject the contradictory 

new information or revise their previous views. This, simply stated, is the 

process of reflection and transformative learning’ (p. 22) 

 

This transformative learning theory has provided a framework to examine and further 

understand adult learning (Newman 1994). Mezirow’s focus on perspective 

transformation also provides a way of understanding the essential linkages between 

adult development and adult learning (Clark & Wilson 1991). If we think of it as 

internal activities shaped by life experience, then we could expect it to be related to 

other learning theories such as situated learning (Billett, 1996). Central to the 

transformative learning theory is the reflection of assumptions which ‘involves 
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critique of a premise upon which the learner has defined a problem’ (Mezirow 1998, 

p. 186). While promoting reflection in learning, Boud, Keogh and Walker (1985) 

remark: 

 

Reflection is a form of response of the learner to experience. In our model we 

have indicated two main components: the experience and the reflective 

activity based upon that experience. In the sense in which we are using the 

term, experience consists of the total response of a person to a situation or 

event. ... After the experience there occurs a processing phase, this is the area 

of reflection. Reflection is an important human activity in which people 

recapture their experience, think about it, mull it over and evaluate it. It is this 

working with experience that is important in learning. ... it is only when we 

bring our ideas to our consciousness that we can evaluate them and begin to 

make choices about what we will and will not do (Boud, Keogh & Walker, 

1985, p. 18-19). 

 

In support of their view of evaluating experience as part of reflection, Long (1990) 

argues that experience and actions without feedback and evaluation may not result in 

any learning at all, therefore, it is important to have reflection and evaluation so that 

change can be implemented. Long further asserts that the ability or the skills involved 

in processes of reflection is critical thinking. This echoes with Confucian philosophy 

which emphasised the ‘reflective thinking’ and ‘inquiry in learning’.  

 

What can make reflection in learning different, perhaps, are the thinking styles which 

have different functions and display in different forms of learning in practice. A 

thinking ‘style is a preferred way of thinking. It is not ability but rather how we use 

the abilities we have’ (Sternberg, 1997, p.19). We do not have a style, but rather we 

have a profile of styles within which one style may take dominance over the others. 

As I discussed earlier, people from different cultures may think in different ways as a 

consequence of their socialisation or acculturation processes. These different ways are 

grouped into three different thinking styles by Sternberg (1997), namely, the 

legislative, executive and judicial styles. According to Sternberg, legislative people 

like to come up with their own ways of doing things, so they like to create their own 

rules and prefer problems that are not pre-structured. Executive people like to follow 
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rules and prefer filling in the gaps within existing structures rather than creating the 

structures themselves, whereas judicial people like to evaluate rules and procedures, 

so they like activities such as writing critiques, giving opinions and evaluating 

programs (Sternberg, 1997, pp.20-21). Sternberg further asserts that  

 

‘members of individualistic cultures tend to view themselves fundamentally as 

separate and autonomous entities, member of collectivistic cultures tend to view 

themselves as fundamentally interconnected with others’ (Sternberg, 1997, 

p.101). 

 

Among those three different thinking styles, legislative and executive styles are most 

relevant to this study. As will be demonstrated in the study, the informants’ ways of 

thinking represent a profile which is dominated by executive thinking style. This is 

perhaps due to the influenced of Confucian philosophy which emphasised on 

conformity and stability of society. It is also to do with the nature of collectivistic 

cultures which favour and nurture executive thinking style to ensure that individuals 

view themselves as interconnected with others and their social roles as connecting 

them to a larger group entity. Therefore, as will be demonstrated in later chapters, the 

informants in the study normally engaged critical self reflection in their process of 

making sense of new experience when puzzled by the new events that they 

encountered in Australia. 

 

While many writers discuss reflection as an independent issue in adult learning, 

Garrison (1992) makes the link between reflection and self-directed learning. He 

remarks that critical thinking is a ‘useful and powerful construct in adult education 

with which to understand learning and knowledge development’ (Garrison, 1992,  

p. 140). Garrison believes that the underlying concepts for reflection and self-directed 

learning are responsibility and control for learning. Garrison’s (1992, 1997) self-

directed learning model which not only makes the close link between self-directed 

learning and critical thinking, but is also similar to the Confucian philosophy which 

emphasizes reflective thinking and learners’ initiatives in learning. According to 

Garrison (1997), responsibility and control for learning are two complementary 

aspects of the learning experience. Garrison also argues from a cognitive perspective 

that responsibility for learning may be a necessary precondition, but as knowledge is a 
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social artefact, control must be actualised in a collaborative or shared world. This is 

supported by Smith and Lovat who assert:   

 

… although knowing from the inside and self-reflective knowing can occur, to 

a degree, without the influence of others, the completeness of critical knowing 

is more than simply an increased individual awareness ... [as] critical knowing 

[is] shaped by the various social, cultural and historical contexts in which 

individuals act (Smith & Lovat, 1995, p. 93). 

 

This is most relevant to the present study. As will be shown in their stories of 

learning, the informants’ critical knowing of their actions and their new world was 

achieved through critical reflection which was partly shaped or controlled by the 

social and cultural contexts that they experienced in Australia and partly shaped by 

their own cultural heritage.  

 

2.5.3 Theories on learning from and through experience 

One aspect of the lifelong learning process is the learning that comes through 

everyday activity outside formal educational institutions. That is, learning from and 

through life experience. The literature describes multiple perspectives on this sort of 

learning. The most relevant theories to the current study are: experiential learning, and 

informal learning or situated learning. In an earlier discussion on learning from and 

through experience, Dewey’s (1936) introduction of experiential learning suggests 

that since any experience has its influence upon later experience, there should be 

increased connection on desired future experience with education, a progression of 

experience so that such experience could be fruitful and creative. The term 

‘experiential learning’, according to Fraser, is: 

 

… purely pragmatic, and merely refers to the practice of treating all 

knowledge as based on experience. This empirical approach to learning is at 

the heart of the Western epistemology and can be traced back to Aristotle. It is 

the work of John Dewey which is generally accepted as being of seminal 

influence in the development of experiential learning theory as a challenge to 

mainstream pedagogic practice (Fraser, 1995, p.4).  
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Building on Dewey’s thinking of experiential learning, David Kolb (1984), a key 

figure in the development of experiential learning theory, defines experiential learning 

as ‘the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of 

experience’. This notion of experiential learning refers to the concept that learners 

‘become embedded in the culture in which the knowing and learning have meaning’ 

(Wilson, quoted in Jacobson 1996, p. 21). This became part of a wider educational 

shift which attempted to place the learners at the heart of their own learning process. 

To implement this innovation and to emphasise the important part that experience 

plays in the learning process, Kolb (1984) developed his famous experiential learning 

model which provides the students with opportunities to apply and test their 

knowledge and skills in the real work environment. The core of Kolb’s model is a 

simple description of the learning as a four stage cycle: immediate concrete 

experience becomes the basis for observation and reflection, these observations are 

then assimilated into a theory from which new implications for action can be deduced 

and these implications or hypothesis are used to indicate new experiences. In his view 

of experiential learning, ideas are not fixed and immutable elements of thought but are 

formed and re-formed through experience. That is, ‘knowledge is continuously 

derived from and tested out in the experiences of the learner’ (Kolb, 1993, p.145).  

 

The development of the experiential learning theory provided a model of learning and 

adaptation processes consistent with the structure of human cognition and the stages 

of human growth and development (Wolf and Kolb, 1984). Within the area of adult 

learning and adult education, experiential learning has been a very influential idea in 

recent years (Sutherland, 1997). It is seen as an important approach within the 

theoretical tradition of adult education (Read for example, Boud et al. 1985; 

Miettinen, 2000). However, after the initial enthusiasm for experiential learning, the 

experiential learning theory went through criticism and revision (Fraser, 1995). In the 

early 1980s, the argument for appreciating the importance of experiential learning was 

put forward in the USA by many educators and theorists, amongst whom Knowles 

(1984) and Brookfield (1986) stood out as key figures who linked experiential 

learning with self-directed learning.  

 

In practice, Brookfield (1993) correctly observes that within the field of adult 

education the term ‘experiential learning’ is used in two contrasting senses. One 
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concept refers to the kind of learning undertaken by students who are given a chance 

to acquire and apply skills and knowledge in an immediate, relevant and meaningful 

setting, which is reflected in Kolb’s model. The other concept of experiential learning 

refers to what ‘occurs as a result of direct participation in the events of life’ (Houle, 

quoted in Brookfield 1993, p. 16). This kind of direct participation is not sponsored 

by an educational agency but is learning through life which is the way that most 

people do most of their learning (Brookfield 1993). This concept of experiential 

learning is also seen as ‘natural learning’ (Gibbons, 1990; Smith, 1990) because it 

occurs at any time of one’s life, often accidentally and spontaneously.  

 

As this ‘natural learning’ takes place almost anywhere and at any time as an integral 

part of our everyday life but is not sponsored by any educational institutions, it also 

became commonly known as ‘informal learning’ in the 1990s. The term ‘informal 

learning’ is defined as contrasting to formal education which has a high degree of 

design or structure of learning activities (Marsick, 1988; Marsick & Watkins 1990, 

Garrick, 1998). ‘Informal learning, in contrast to formal education, is predominantly 

experiential and non-institutional’ (Garrick, 1998, p.11). While ‘formal learning is 

typically institutionally sponsored, classroom-based, and highly structured, informal 

learning [which] includes incidental learning may occur in institutions, but it is not 

typically classroom-based or highly structured, and control of learning rests primarily 

in the hands of the learner’ (Marsick 1988, p.12).  

 

Informal learning often includes self-directed learning, networking, critical reflection, 

and trial and error processes (Marsick & Watkins, 1990, Garrick, 1998). Learners 

often seek information and support that they need within their social network, and 

trial, or test out the knowledge they have obtained through various informal 

approaches. In effect, learning from and through experience or ‘experience-based 

learning’ is the main characteristic in the notion of informal learning (Boud et al, 

1985, 1993; Long 1990; Marsick, 1988).  

 

The theory of informal learning is strongly influenced by John Dewey (Connelly, 

2000),  and is widely used by adults outside of formal courses although this type of 

learning is difficult for learners to identify or understand, partly because learners are 

involved in carrying out a ‘lived’ activity, or just have a go (Harrison, 2003). In the 
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past decade or so, informal learning has become a focus of discussion in vocational 

education and training which looks at how to enhance informal learning in the 

workplace (Boud et al, 1993; Garrick, 1998). Informal learning theorists suggest that 

what we learn and how we go about learning is dependent on a number of factors 

(Marsick & Watkins, 1990).  For instance, the learners may be highly influenced by 

the context that they do not have control of, that is, the particular situation in which 

something happens. Informal learning theorists believe that ‘context is more 

important to learning from experience when the nature of the task is interpersonal or 

social in nature’ (Marsick & Watkins, 1990, p.15). In this view, learning is also seen 

as a situated activity (Jacobson 1996), or as situated learning (Billett, 1996, 2001) 

because the learning is ‘closely linked to the circumstances of its acquisition’ (Billett, 

1996, p.263).  

 

The construction of situated learning theory in the 1990s marks another attempt to 

explain learning from and through experience. Situated learning theory attempts to 

establish links between two sets of perspectives, or two sets of literatures on learning. 

That is, the cognitive and the socio-cultural perspectives. The cognitive perspective 

sees knowledge as being individually constructed, whereas socio-cultural literature 

sees knowledge as being patterned by social and cultural circumstances and these 

circumstances can be quite specific (Billett, 1996). While reviewing the cognitive 

literature, Billett (1995) observed that although cognitive structures are viewed in 

cognitive psychology as being individually constructed, the sourcing of these 

cognitive activities comes from social practice within particular social circumstances. 

Therefore, learning is viewed as the appropriation of socially-derived forms of 

knowledge and the appropriation cannot be isolated from social circumstances in 

which individuals act (Billett, 1996).   

 

Situated learning theory is based on the notion that knowledge is contextually situated 

and is fundamentally influenced by the activity, context, and culture in which it is 

used (Brown, Collins & Duguid, 1989; 1996). By linking cognitive structures which 

underpin people’s thinking and acting with social circumstances which shape people’s 

action, situated learning theory established a basis to explain further that activities and 

situations are integral to cognition and learning (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1996). 

According to McLellan (1996), the discussion on situated learning theory ‘started in 
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the March 1993 issue of Educational Technology, although in reality it goes back to 

the introduction of the situated cognition model in 1989’ (p.5). 

 

In fact we could trace it back to the1960s when Oakeshott (1962) developed an 

epistemology which implied that every science, every art and every practical activity 

requiring skill of any sort involves two sorts of knowledge, namely, technical and 

practical. In Oakeshott’s epistemological dichotomy,  

 

practical knowledge can neither be taught nor learned, but only imparted and 

acquired. It exists only in practice, and the only way to acquire it is by 

apprenticeship to a master … (Oakeshott, 1962, p.11). 

 

In taking up this line, Wenger (1998) terms Oakeshott’s ‘idiom of activity’ as 

‘community of practice’ which recognizes that all specific activity springs up within 

an already existing community of practice which has frameworks or structures. In this 

view, apprentices or the newcomers in a community of practice participate 

peripherally at the beginning till they become more competent for full participation or 

full membership (Lave & Wenger, 1991). For instance, during their peripheral 

participation, newcomers learn the frameworks or the structures to understand the 

communities of practice that they are in, and acquire knowledge of how to behave 

appropriately in particular circumstances in order to maintain the coherence of the 

communities of practice and be accepted as a member. Wenger’s (1998) innovation of 

‘communities of practice’ suggested a model of situated learning which proposed that 

learning involved the engagement of the learners in the communities of practice to 

which they belong. This model developed an understanding of the nature of learning 

within communities of practice (Smith, 2003). That is, learning is essentially a matter 

of creating meaning from the real activities of daily living. It is social participation of 

which engagement and awareness influence each other and the nature of the situation 

impacts significantly on the learning process (Smith, 2003). While situated learning 

theory places the learner in the centre of the learning process and offers an 

opportunity for social learning, the ‘community of practice’ acts as a supportive, 

enabling learning environment and creates an opportunity to develop a strong 

relationship among people in the community which goes beyond the normal work-life 

relationship.   
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This new development in the theories of learning from and through experience seems 

to include the trend of talking up ‘the interaction between an individual and culture as 

the basic unit of analysis’ which was neglected in Kolb’s interpretation of Dewey’s 

concept of experience and reflective thought (Miettinen, 2000, p.70). To take situated 

learning further, some theorists (for example, Billett, 1996, 2001; Stain, 1998) attempt 

to formalise situated learning in the workplace as well as in formal education to 

ensure learning is more effective and more meaningful. Therefore, situated learning 

theory, similar to other theories of informal learning, has two different concepts in 

practice. One is to develop a model of situated learning to be implemented in the 

workplace for vocational education and training, the other concept  refers to what 

‘occurs as a result of direct participation in the events of life’ (Houle, quoted in 

Brookfield 1993, p.16) as a member in communities of practice.  

 

In summary, there are various schools of thought on learning from and through 

everyday experience. Different writers from different perspectives with different 

focuses have labelled this type of learning with different names, but ‘experience’ is 

the common feature and the base of the theoretical development. These different 

theories are all relevant to help us understand the informants’ learning in this study.  

These theories have similar features despite the different names given by different 

writers. For example, whether we call it informal learning or situated learning or 

contextualised learning, its approach seems to include same characteristics such as 

networking among respective social circles or ‘peer groups’, and trial and error 

processes during which direct or indirect guidance may be obtained (Billett, 2001; 

Garrick, 1998, Marsick & Watkins, 1990). The forms of knowledge obtained through 

this sort of learning, despite the different names, are also similar, such as gaining a 

deep understanding of ‘knowing that’, acquisition of practical skills of ‘knowing how 

to’, and justification of attitude and interest which determine what learning takes 

place.  

 

Theories on this type of learning generally stress critical reflection as the catalyst to 

ensure the clarity and efficacy of learning from and through experience (Boud et al, 

1985, 1993; Marsick & Watkins, 1990; Miettinen, 2000). Often, these theories  
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illustrate from one perspective or the other that learners are social beings in their 

communities of practice to which they belong. This point is important in the current 

study because the informants in the study are individuals and need to be understood as 

such but they cannot be understood only as individuals because they are always in a 

social-cultural context. The term ‘situated learning’ helps us think through such 

matter as an individual informant’s learning while also understanding that learning 

takes place with other people, with fellow students, with lecturers in the university 

and so on. However, in order to contrast their learning through everyday life activities 

from their formal education in Australia, I will mainly use the term ‘informal 

learning’ in this writing when analysing the informants’ learning through experience. 

Sometimes, the term ‘situated learning’ will also be used to emphasise the impact of 

contexts on the informants’ learning. 

 

2.6 Perceptions on adult learning and adult teaching 
The present study is in the realm of adult learning and adult teaching. What is adult 

learning and what is adult teaching? In much of the research and practice of adult 

education, there is an assumption of shared meanings and perspectives, an assumption 

that we understand what each other means when talking about, for instance, 

something like learning and teaching. According to Pratt (1992b) the conceptions of 

learning and teaching are, like other conceptions, ‘anchored in cultural, social, 

historical and personal realms of meaning. To ‘learn’ or to ‘teach’ means different 

things depending on one’s values, beliefs, and intentions’ (Pratt, 1992b, p.203). In 

other words, people from different cultural backgrounds may have different concepts 

of learning and teaching. Given that this study is done in a cross-cultural context, it is 

necessary to examine what view people hold for adult learning and adult teaching. 

That is the purpose of this section. 

 

2.6.1 Perceptions on learning 

As discussed earlier, the four inter-related components - memorising, understanding, 

reflecting and questioning - make up the four basic components of learning in the 

Chinese tradition. Basically, learning means to accumulate knowledge by learning 

from books and from other people to become a gentleman.  
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In a study of Chinese teachers and adult educators, Pratt (1992a) concludes that there 

are four different concepts of learning perceived by Chinese learners today: 

 1) Learning as the acquisition of knowledge or skill that already exists out there, 

 2) Learning as fulfilment of responsibility to society, 

 3) Learning as a change in understanding of something external to self, 

 4) Learning as a change in understanding of self. (pp. 309-312) 

 

The first and second concepts of learning perceived by Chinese people show the 

Chinese traditional view of learning and the sense of responsibility to the society, 

which is consistent to the characteristics of a collectivist culture. The third and the 

fourth concepts manifest the influence of the Confucian tradition in that learning is to 

cultivate oneself as an intelligent, creative, authentic being to become more fully 

human (Tu 1985). 

 

In Western cultures, adult learning is seen as an active process which shows ‘in some 

way the changes in the behaviour of the person, brought about by learning’ (Stones, 

quoted in Long, 1990, p. 17) whether it was positive or negative results. Learning is, 

in general, seen more broadly as the way in which ‘individuals or groups acquire, 

interpret, reorganise, change or assimilate a related cluster of information, skills and 

feelings’ (Marsick & Watkins, 1990, p. 4). 

 

Saljo’s five qualitatively different concepts of learning which have been modified by 

Marton et al (1993) see learning as: 

 a) A quantitative increase in knowledge, 

 b) Memorising and reproducing knowledge for testing, 

 c)  Application of knowledge in a variety of contexts, 

 d) Understanding phenomena from a given perspective, 

 e) Understanding phenomena from multiple perspectives, 

 f) Understanding self and world differently.  

 

These concepts probably represent most Western learners. It is assumed that 

individual learners could hold multiple views of learning no matter what cultural 

background he or she comes from, and use them selectively depending on 

circumstances (Pratt 1992 a).  
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Here, I use the definition of learning provided by Zimbardo (1979) as a working 

definition in the study. Zimbardo defines learning as a ‘relatively permanent change 

in behaviour as a result of experience’ (p. 63). Learning in a cross-cultural context, 

seems to me, includes intentional learning. Zimbardo’s ‘definition allows for a 

balance between intentional learning and incidental learning, but moves beyond the 

acquisition of knowledge to the stage where such knowledge impacts on behaviour’ 

(Long 1990, p. 18). 

 

As indicated, the purpose of this study is to focus on the informants’ learning 

processes and learning strategies. However, teaching and learning are appositionally 

linked (Shaw, 1999), it is difficult to discuss one without the other. What is more, six 

out of the nine informants in the study were university teachers in China before they 

came to Australia. Hence, when they reflect on their learning experience in Australia, 

they are often influenced by their own teaching context, as well as their own 

experiences as teachers and learners. This factor contributes to the close link between 

teaching and learning in this study. For example, when they talk about their 

experience in Australia, their view of learning and teaching are influenced by the 

Chinese philosophy that directs their own teaching. Therefore, before concluding this 

chapter, I will briefly discuss different views of teaching. 

 

2.6.2 Perceptions of teaching 

The practice of teaching is governed by thought. We make decisions and follow 

routines based on our interpretation of events and understanding of what it means to 

learn, to teach, and to know. As demonstrated above, different individuals hold 

qualitatively different perceptions of learning (Marton et al 1993, Pratt 1992a). Given 

that people have different styles of thinking and different ways to conceptualise 

phenomena, it can be postulated that people will conceptualise teaching in different 

ways (Samuelowicz & Bain 1992). Here, I will give a brief review of the literature 

concerning teaching. 

Pratt’s (1992b) interview study on 253 adults and teachers of adults in Canada, USA, 

China, Hong Kong and Singapore revealed the following perceptions of teaching held 

by many Chinese learners:  

1) Engineering concept: teaching is seen as delivering content;  
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2) Apprenticeship concept: teaching is seen as modelling ways of being, ie.   

 the teacher to deliver content and exemplify the values and knowledge to 

 be learned; 

3) Developmental concept: teaching is seen as cultivating the intellect. 

 ‘This conception was more learner-centred, with the instructional process 

 focusing first on the learner’s cognitive development’ (p. 213) 

4) Nurturing concept: teaching is seen as facilitating personal agency. 

 This conception is also learner-centred but focused on the learner’s self-

 concept and sense of being in control of life’s events. 

5) Social reform concept: seeking a better society.  

 (Source: Pratt 1992b, pp. 210-216) 

 

The first and second conceptions reflect the basic requirement of a good teacher in the 

Confucian tradition: ‘passing on knowledge’ and ‘being the model for people to 

follow’ (Yu 1984). The third and fourth conceptions reflect the important obligation 

of a teacher in the Confucian tradition. That is, ‘showing the students through the 

door’. Students are perceived as dynamic elements with variations in prior knowledge 

and intellectual potential and it was the teacher’s job to start with the former and 

promote the latter. Therefore, it is the teacher’s responsibility to identify forms and 

thresholds of understanding and thinking as the starting point for teaching. In reality, 

these two concepts of teaching may have different implications in teaching practice 

depending on the individual’s interpretation. As a Chinese adult educator puts it: 

 

There are three ways to help a person step ahead. One way, is you carry him or 

her on your two shoulders and kind of carry him a step forward, the second is 

to hold his hand and lead him forward, the third is you show the direction and 

let him go forward himself. So to adult education is the third one (Xie, quoted 

in Pratt, 1992b, p. 314). 

 

Indeed, among the three models of teaching, carrying students through the door may 

be seen as the easiest but it has never been regarded as good teaching in Chinese 

society. Many teachers tend to lead students through the door by holding their hands, 

others may show them the direction, teach them the skills and knowledge as required 

to get through it, make students think about the situation, then let the students work 
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out their own ways to go through the door. The last model of teaching is Confucius’ 

‘elicitation’ model of teaching during which teachers are often characterised by such 

terms as ‘caring’, ‘nurturing’, ‘supporting, ‘helping’ and ‘guiding’ students (Pratt 

1992, p. 314). As Western observers assert: 

 

The teachers that Stigler and Stevenson observed in China, Taiwan, and Japan, 

saw their task as posing provocative questions, allowing reflection time, and 

varying techniques to suit individual students: Confucius’ ‘elicitation’ mode in 

full swing. (Biggs, 1996, p. 55) 

 

The fifth concept of teaching is consistent with the Confucian thought of education 

which is used as a tool to attain a better social order.  

 

Though qualitatively different, the five concepts are not mutually exclusive, thus, 

‘although no one held all five, most held two or three, with one more dominant than 

the others. Individual differences were usually defined in terms of effort or study 

habits, never in terms of cognitive development’ (Pratt 1992b, p. 218). 

 

Stigler and Stevenson (1991) use the term ‘constructivist’ to describe the commonest 

teaching approach they saw in China. O’Connor (1991, cited in Biggs 1996) also used 

the term ‘constructivist’ in his study of teachers in mainland China. He found the 

teachers to be uniformly student-centred, frequently engaging all students collectively 

in problem-solving activities. However, that is not to say that these teachers are non-

authoritarian. Teachers maintain a certain level of authority through the depth and 

breadth of knowledge of the subject matter that they teach (Freire 1995). ‘There is 

after all only one “right way,” and students must tread that path, but it is by “holding 

the hand” not by “putting in the boot”’ (Biggs, 1996, p. 56).  

 

On the other hand, from the students’ perspective, Chinese learners regard the basic 

information, facts, and principles that must be learned by students in any discipline as 

a central part of teaching, whereas the Western view sees problem-solving, critical 

thinking and the process of learning to learn as more important (Pratt, Kelly & Wong, 

1999). Pratt et al’s (1999) comparative study also distinguished the major difference 

between the Chinese and Western educational systems for the roles and relationships 
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of teachers and students. In Chinese contexts, effective teachers should have a 

comprehensive knowledge of their field and be able to adjust that knowledge to the 

circumstances of teaching. They should be thoroughly prepared and organised for 

lectures and able to manipulate the structure of the content or the fundamental 

knowledge to fit the level of their students. Whereas a Western perception on a 

teacher’s role may regard the elaboration, extension, application of the foundational 

knowledge as the central work of a teacher. Thus, foundational knowledge is 

perceived as subordinate to other goals and less worthy of the teacher’s time and 

effort (Pratt, Kelly, & Wong, 1999, pp. 245-247). Pratt et al (1999) also observed that 

the Chinese concept of the primary responsibility of a teacher is to take students 

systematically through a clear set of tasks, high in structure and directed toward 

examination, and that the responsibility for effective teaching is shared by teachers 

and students, whereas in the Western view, it is often accepted as the sole 

responsibility of the students.  

 

Wang (2001) reports that though 50.5 percent of the informants in her study challenge 

the old theories carried by the books, the majority of students in the study do not 

challenge their teachers. Probably they trust their teachers who will only give them 

updated knowledge. However, Han (2000) observes that one of the important changes 

the Cultural Revolution brought about in schools was in the different relationship 

between teachers and students. ‘The Cultural Revolution destroyed the supreme 

authority teachers had over students and this helped empower students. Students, even 

pupils in primary school, began to adopt a critical attitude towards their teachers and 

scrutinised teachers’ behaviour’ (Han, 2000, p. 117). 

 

Whichever way people look at teaching and learning, Biggs (1996) is right to notice 

that Chinese people are more concerned with the product, not the process whereas 

Western education appears more concerned with the process than with the product.  A 

famous saying by Deng Xiaoping will illustrate this point: ‘No matter white cat or 

black cat, it is a good cat so long as it catches rats’. That is to say, whichever model of 

teaching we may use, we are good teachers as long as the expected learning outcomes 

are achieved. On the whole, the concept of teaching held by many Chinese teachers 

and adult learners sees teaching as conveying a body of knowledge or expertise and a 

proper attitude toward that knowledge and its role in Chinese society. It also sees 
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teachers having a moral responsibility to educate students to become good persons 

(Pratt 1992b). Many Western teachers may agree with Ginsberg’s (1992) observations 

that Chinese teachers are the authority, ‘a respected elder transmitting to a subordinate 

junior’ (p.6). It may in itself be true, but the model of teaching is not so much one of 

simple transmission as one based on much interaction, in a complex and mutually 

accepting social context (Biggs, 1996). Paine (1990) terms the Chinese model of 

teaching as the ‘virtuoso model’ in which the teachers ‘join their heart and mind in the 

service of teaching, ... the virtuoso teacher not only gives a performance of supreme 

beauty and power, but also moves the audience, influences the students’ (Paine, 1990, 

p.70).  

 

In Western cultures, the understanding of teaching varies depending on which 

teaching theories the conception stems from. For instance, based on phenomeno-

graphic analyses of formal interviews, Dall’Alba (1990) and Martin and Balla (1990, 

cited in Samuelowicz & Bain 1992) describe academics’ perceptions of teaching as 

relating teaching to learning and applying knowledge; developing active learning; and 

delivering content and developing capacity to be expert in a particular subject.  

 

Samuelowicz and Bain (1992) examined conceptions of teaching held by academics 

in the fields of science and social science in Australia and the UK. Their findings 

include the proposed five levels on teaching as paraphrased below: 

 

Level 1: Teaching as supporting student learning. This conception is 

expressed in the context of teaching postgraduate students in which students 

are not only seen as responsible for their own learning process but also in 

control of their learning. 

Level 2: Teaching as an activity aimed at changing students’ conceptions or 

understanding of the world. In this conception, both teaching and learning are 

oriented more to reality than to subject matter.  

Level 3: Teaching as facilitating understanding. This conception of teaching 

places emphasis on getting students to understand the subject matter of the 

course, and on ensuring students’ ability to apply knowledge to new 

circumstances. 
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Level 4: Teaching is seen as transmission of knowledge and attitude to 

knowledge within the framework of an academic discipline. This conception is 

expressed in the context of undergraduate teaching which is seen as 

preparation or training for a future profession. 

Level 5: Teaching is seen as imparting information. This is teacher-centred 

activity. (Samuelowicz & Bain 1992, pp. 98-101) 

 

Samuelowicz and Bain (1992) group the above five levels of concept into two 

different teaching approaches: teacher-centred, and student-centred. Or according to 

Fox’s (1983) teaching theory, teacher initiated versus student initiated learning. In 

Samuelowicz and Bain’s study, the teacher-centred approach views teaching as 

transmission of knowledge and attitudes to knowledge within the framework of an 

academic discipline. The role of teacher is to explain, clarify, interpret the material for 

students and make this understanding possible by making the subject matter 

understood. Teachers are expected to pitch explanations at an appropriate level. As 

interpreted by Samuelowicz and Bain, this concept sees that there is a well defined 

body of knowledge that teachers need to provide and help students to acquire. One of 

the characteristics of this concept of teaching is a tendency to believe that there is a 

correct answer within the problems of the discipline, and that a teacher’s role is to 

direct students towards arriving at it or to communicate it to students, especially in 

natural science.  

 

From the other dimension, the student-centred or student initiated concept sees 

teaching as supporting student learning through discussion, or sees teaching as an 

activity aimed at changing students’ conceptions or understanding of the world. 

Therefore, teachers are seen in an equal power relationship with students as shown in 

the quote below:  

 

I want a student’s particular interests in the discipline to develop as much as 

possible. I want a student to be free to develop these interests... I don’t want   

to direct them (12/T/SS, quoted in Samuelowicz & Bain, 1992, p. 98).  

 

By contrast, Freire (1995) criticises this non-directive teaching. He argues that 

teachers should ‘maintain a certain level of authority through the depth and breadth of 
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knowledge of the subject matter that they teach’ (p. 378). He further asserts that non-

directive teaching is not real teaching but a deceitful discourse.  

  

In an attempt to find out what constitutes ‘good teaching’ from both students and 

teachers’ perspectives, Reid and Johnston (1999) conducted an investigation in the 

university system. The investigation was focused on the six dimensions of teaching: 

the depth of underlying theory, the clarity of knowledge and explanations, the 

interaction and participation of students, the interest of topics, the approachability of 

teachers and the organisation of course content and activity. The findings show that: 

 

… staff rank the dimension ‘interaction’ above that of ‘approachability’ and 

this ranking is reversed for students. Students rank ‘interest’ above ‘depth’, 

with reversed ranking for staff. Students rank “clarity” higher than staff ... 

students are almost three times as likely as their teachers to identify ‘interest’ 

and ‘clarity’ as characteristic of good teaching, while teachers are, by about 

the same margin, more likely to emphasise ‘participation’ and ‘active 

involvement’ of students in the teaching process (Reid & Johnston 1999,       

p. 275 - 277). 

 

It is interesting to note that although students’ active participation and involvement in 

the teaching process is emphasised by teachers, students perceive it as ‘less important 

than the interest of the topic, the lucidity of presentation and the approachability of 

the lecturer’ (Reid & Johnston 1999, p. 277). Reid and Johnston argue that while 

students’ active participation is linked with a more current educational theory of 

student-centred leaning and is a particularly popular method in today’s climate for 

teaching, the overall message from the investigation shows that student perception of 

what is good teaching in this aspect does not coincide with what their teachers 

perceive. While it may reflect teachers’ desire to empower students to take more 

responsibility for their own learning, students do not embrace this methodology as 

warmly as their teachers. Reid and Johnston suggest that there may be a sense in 

which the two dimensions of interaction and approachability are seen to negate each 

other. They assert: 
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If student empowerment for their own learning is a function of interaction, 

then the student concept of approachability, which might rest more in a view 

of the teacher as guardian and transmitter of tradition, could be legitimately 

perceived by staff as undermining the empowerment process (Reid & Johnston 

1999, p. 278). 

 

From the above discussion, it is apparent that the perceptions of teaching held by 

teachers and students represent two trends of thought in Western context: a traditional 

concept of teaching sees the teacher’s role as being primarily that of a transmitter of 

knowledge, attitudes, and skills; and a contemporary concept which sees teaching as 

supporting students and facilitating student understanding. There also appears to be 

confusion and misinterpretation of the contemporary concept of student-centred 

learning. While acknowledging that there is to be a need for traditional learning on the 

acquisition of knowledge and skills for dealing with known and recurring situations, 

Long (1990) argues that we should seek to enhance problem-solving abilities to 

prepare people for a critical assessment of the overall implications from any 

experience. It is argued that only such ‘a change in emphasis will enable people to 

cope with increasing global complexity and change’ (Long, 1990, p.22). It is obvious 

from the above discussion that the underlying concept of enhancing problem-solving 

abilities and critical assessment of the implications from experience rest in various 

schools of thought on and about adult learning in Western education.  

 

2.7 Conclusion 
This chapter has outlined the major issues related to adult learning in both a Chinese 

cultural context and an Australian cultural context and paved the ground for a 

common understanding of the present investigation. As shown in the above 

discussion, although there exist dissimilarities between the two cultures, people’s 

perceptions on adult learning and adult teaching do not vary significantly even though 

there may be different focus in circumstances. For instance, in traditional concepts of 

teaching and learning, Chinese and the Westerners both acknowledge the importance 

of passing on subject knowledge and accumulating knowledge. The adult learning 

theories developed in Western cultures bear some similarity to the Confucian 

philosophy or the Chinese educational thought, especially in the aspects of critical 
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thinking and self-directedness in adult learning. But there is a strong belief in hard 

work and effort in Chinese society, and ‘education is typically both higher in value 

and in standard (by Western criteria) than in the West’ (Salili 1996, p. 100). 

 

The nature of the present research, as it moves across different social and cultural 

contexts, has required a broad coverage of many issues within the Chinese and 

Australian contexts. This chapter has addressed some of these issues and has also 

introduced other studies on overseas Chinese students. It has also given a broad 

coverage of issues relating to adult learning in different contexts. In this way, the 

background to the methodology of this inquiry has been explored, partly justifying a 

qualitative approach, which is the subject of the next chapter. 
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    Chapter 3   

  Methodology and Research Design 
 

 

3.1 Introduction 
Chapter Two has paved the ground for common understanding of the current study 

by providing a brief review of both Chinese and Western educational philosophy of 

adult learning and teaching. It has also covered a range of issues explaining learning 

in different contexts, which has justified a qualitative approach for the present 

research. Based on that, I decided to follow a qualitative rather than quantitative 

path, which includes interpretation to ‘bring to light an underlying coherence of 

sense’ (Taylor, 1982, p.153) and to make the hidden obvious (Schelechty & Noblit, 

1982).  

 

Shaw (1999) observes that most writings on educational research suggest that there is 

a range of approaches that can be taken in regard to inquiry in education, either at a 

broad level or on specific phenomena, for example, Langenbach, Vaughn and 

Aagaard (1994) and Walker (1985). The nature of the present research has required 

detailed descriptions from the learners’ own perspective on their learning 

experiences in Australia. With this in mind a naturalistic interpretive approach 

(Henwood & Pidgeon, 1992) was chosen for this study because it allows me to 

portray the learners’ experience in detail. This chapter will first review basic issues 

of the theory and methodology in terms of qualitative approaches in social inquiry. It 

will then go on to describe the investigative methodology used in this study and 

explain how this was reflected in the structure of the research. 

 

3.2 Qualitative research in social inquiry 
‘Qualitative research has a long, distinguished, and sometimes anguished history in 

the human disciplines’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p.1). After a long history of critique 

of the positivist scientific method as the sole basis for understanding human activity, 

qualitative research is now no longer an outsider to academic and social scientific 

discourse (Noblit, 1995), instead it is now centred in the disciplines in its own right  
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(Denzin and Lincoln, 2000). It has become a common approach employed in social 

and behavioural science disciplines, including education, nursing, social work and 

communications.  

 

Like many other disciplines, there are various perspectives or different schools of 

thought on qualitative research. Many writers have used different terms, such as, 

orientations (Merriam, 1998), paradigms (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000), or major 

traditions (Jacob, 1988, Lancy, 1993) in writing about qualitative research. The most 

helpful typology for this study is the distinction that Carr and Kemmis (1986) made 

among three basic forms of educational research: positivist, interpretive and critical 

paradigms.  

 

The positivist form of research is associated with the general philosophical outlook 

emerging as the most powerful intellectual force in Western thought in the second 

half of the 19th century (Carr and Kemmis, 1986). Central to this trend in thinking is 

a certain conception of the scientific method, modelled on the natural sciences and in 

particular on physics (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983). ‘Reality in this perspective 

is stable, observable, and measurable’ (Merriam, 1998, p.4).  

 

The interpretive form of research has its roots in the tenets of ‘German Idealism’ 

which is opposed to the positivist perspective (Arnott, 1993). However, it is more of 

a twentieth century movement which was derived from ‘the social phenomenology of 

Alfred Schuts and the sociology of knowledge developed by Berger and Luckman’ 

(Carr & Kemmis, 1986, p. 84). This form of research seeks to replace the scientific 

notions of explanation with the interpretive notion of understanding, meaning and 

action. It ‘offers opportunities to see more deeply under the surface of social life and 

human affairs, and also provide opportunities to extend understanding’ (Carr and 

Kemmis, 1986, p. 92). In Henwood and Pidgeon’s (1992) view, the alternative 

epistemological position expressed in the interpretative paradigm is the result of a 

long history of critique of the positivist scientific method as the sole basis for 

understanding human activity. The interpretative paradigm echoes in the related 

traditions of hermeneutics and phenomenology. It uses the discourse of the discovery 

and exploration of the ‘culture of others’ (Roman & Apple, 1990) in the research 

process. It views that realities are constructed socially by individuals and that 
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understanding the meaning of the process or experience constitutes the knowledge to 

be gained (Merriam, 1998).  

 

The third form of qualitative research is critical perspective which sees research to be 

a social institution designed for social and cultural reproduction and transformation. 

‘Drawing from Marxist philosophy, critical theory, and feminist theory, knowledge 

generated through this mode of research is an ideological critique of power, privilege 

and oppression in areas of educational practice’ (Merriam, 1998, p.4). During the late 

1960s and throughout the decade of the 1970s, a critical form of inquiry in social 

science began to emerge first in England and then in the United States, Australia, 

New Zealand and Germany (Burns, 1990; Erickson, 1986). It is an increased 

inclusion both philosophically and methodologically to new ways of knowing and 

thinking about teaching and learning and about the context in which they occur 

(Miller, Nelson and Moore, 1998). It is argued that this alternative mode of research 

approach is a ‘more humanistic, investigative paradigm based on recognition of the 

need for critical inquiry and meaning in educational action’ (Burns, 1990, p. 221).  

 

While examining the development of qualitative research methodology in the past, 

Donzin and Lincoln (1994) describe a history of qualitative research in five phases 

up till the 1990s: the traditional period (1900-1950), the modernist age (1950-1970), 

blurred genres (1970-1986), the crisis of representation (1986-1990), and the post 

modern in the 1990s. A few years later they added two more phases or moments 

which include the current challenge (Donzin & Lincoln, 2000): the post experimental 

moment and seventh moment (the future) which are upon us. They further labelled 

three paradigm assumptions in qualitative research as post-positivist, constructivist 

and critical which influence researchers’ choice of research procedures (Creswell & 

Miller, 2000).   

 

Considering the main purpose of the present study, a qualitative methodology suits it 

in the following aspects. First, it helps me to better understand the meaning that the 

informants give in regard to their lives and experiences in Australia. ‘Meaning’ is 

used here in a broad sense to include cognition, affect, intentions, and anything else 

that can be included in what qualitative researchers often refer to as the participants’ 

perspective. In the study, I am interested not only in the physical events and 



 75  

behaviour that are taking place, but also in how the informants make sense of these 

events and how their understandings influence their behaviour. This focus on 

meaning is central to what is known as the ‘interpretive’ approach to social science 

(Maxwell, 1996, p.17).  

 

Second, it helps me to understand the particular context within which the informants 

act and the influence that this context has on their actions. The number of the 

informants for the study is relatively small, but using in-depth interviews and 

informal conversations, I am able to better understand how events, actions, and 

meanings are shaped by the unique circumstances in which these occur. Both these 

methods are discussed later. 

 

Finally, it helps me to understand the process by which events and actions take place. 

As described by many writers (for example, Maxwell, 1996), one of the strengths of 

qualitative research is in getting at the processes that lead to the learning outcomes. 

A qualitative approach helps me to understand individuals’ perceptions of the world, 

and to seek insight rather than statistical analysis. 

 

However, qualitative research does not fall into neat stages. ‘Qualitative research is 

an umbrella concept covering several forms of inquiry’ (Merriam, 1998, p.5), which 

includes what Jacob (1987) describes as ecological psychology, holistic ethnography, 

cognitive anthropology and ethnography of communication. It also covers what 

Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) term as naturalistic ethnography. In other words, 

to describe this study as a qualitative piece of research is easy, but what type of 

qualitative research is it? What are its theoretical and methodological perspectives? 

With the main questions of the research in mind, the present study mainly employs a 

naturalistic ethnography (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983) to explain the informants’ 

learning experiences in Australia, which fits most comfortably in the interpretive 

paradigm. 
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3.3 Naturalistic ethnography in the study 
The present study can be taken as an ‘intrinsic case study’3 (Stake, 2000) on a group 

of Chinese students pursuing foreign qualifications. As a case study, the purpose of 

its final report is not to represent the world, but to represent the case. Its interest is in 

discovering the process of adult learning in cross-cultural contexts and exploring 

explanation of the students’ learning. However, ‘case study is not a methodological 

choice but a choice of what is to be studied’ (Stake, 2000, p.435). In choosing 

methods of inquiry to suit the purpose of this study, I adopted those methods in 

naturalistic ethnography. 
 

Ethnography refers to ‘the sub-discipline known as descriptive anthropology - in its 

broadest sense, the science devoted to describing ways of life of humankind’ (Vidich 

& Lyman, 2000, p.40). It involves descriptive data collection as the basis for 

interpretation. It represents a dynamic ‘picture’ of the way of life of some interacting 

social groups. As it is used in this study, ethnography is both a picture of the life of a 

small group of people and a process of gaining that ‘picture’ through the informants’ 

point of view. It accepts that human behaviour occurs within a context. It is the most 

basic form of social research, and it bears a close resemblance to the routine ways in 

which people make sense of the world in everyday life (Hammersley and Atkinson, 

1983).  

 

Historically, ethnography is used to both record and to interpret primary data in 

investigating a culture, and it can use multiple methods or utilise a wide range of 

research techniques to describe the researched. The purpose of ethnographic research 

is, through immersion in the group, to capture social ‘meanings’ by description and 

analysis of their cultural behaviour (Arnott, 1994, p.63), which is a common 

conception of ethnography before the postmodern era. ‘The postmodern is a cultural 

form as well as an era of history’ in which a new self-and-other consciousness has 

come to the fore (Vidich & Lyman, 2000, p.61). The ethnographers will not merely 

observe that history and culture. They will ‘be a partner in and a reporter on the 

pains, the agonies, the emotional experiences, the small and large victories, the 

                                 
3 An intrinsic case study is a case study that 'is undertaken because the researcher wants better 
understanding of this particular case … and because the case itself is of interest' (Stake, 2000, p.437).  
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traumas, the fears, the anxieties, the dreams, fantasies and the hopes of the lives of 

the peoples’ (Vidich & Lyman, 2000, p.61).  

 

Ethnography, as described in this study, is a form of naturalistic inquiry which is 

situated within the interpretive paradigm. It is ‘grounded’ in the everyday lives of the 

informants in the study and relies on thick description to report social or cultural 

events that focus on the ‘webs of significance’ (Geertz, 1973) evident in their lives in 

Australia. This approach allows a wide range of methods, such as naturalistic 

inquiry, personal experience, interviews and conversations as used in the study, to 

bring a broader range of insights to inform the field. All these forms of inquiry are 

interpretive in that they seek a deeper understanding of the meaning and action made 

by the informants based upon their perspectives. This naturalistic ethnography allows 

for multiple and alternative interpretations within the data and is concerned with 

understanding and describing the cultural settings from the insider’s perspectives 

(Fetterman, 1989). In essence, ‘an ethnographer is both story teller and scientist. The 

closer the reader of an ethnography comes to understanding the native point of view, 

the better the story and the better the science’ (Fetterman, 1989, p.12). In other 

words, ethnographers can find social and cultural understanding and make it 

meaningful to others only if they are aware of the sources of the ideas that motivate 

the researched (Vidich & Lyman, 2000). In this sense, naturalistic ethnography has 

gained credibility in educational research although some elements of a qualitative 

approach are impressionistic and subjective. 

 

Emerson (1983) asserts that one standard way to establish credibility of 

ethnographers in their descriptions ‘is to emphasise the fieldworker’s closeness to 

and familiarity with the life and culture under study’ (p.105). As the researcher, not 

only was I close to and familiar with the Chinese students in this study, but for over 

10 years I have been one of them. My own experience of studying and living in 

Australia provides me with sufficient insight to understand the ‘condition’ of the 

informants. My own learning experience as an overseas Chinese student is 

significant in that the raw data can be interpreted by an ‘insider’ of the culture who 

‘understands the native’s point of view’ (Fetterman, 1988, p.12) and can do cultural 

analysis without ‘guessing meaning, assessing the guesses, and drawing explanatory 

conclusions from the better guesses’ (Geertz, 1973, p.20). However, having such an 
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insider’s position can only assist me in my interpretation of other Chinese students’ 

experiences, but not allow me to speak for them. On the other hand, in terms of 

reliability, there may be an element of subjectivity involved in the interpreting 

process in the sense that my account of a situation is a second level interpretation of 

events. This is often checked through a number of mechanisms that have been 

employed in this study. For example, triangulation, a process of using ‘multiple 

perceptions to clarify meaning, verifying the repeatability of an observation or 

interpretation’ (Stake, 2000, p.443) was used in the study to reduce the likelihood of 

misinterpretation. This triangulation process employed a number of research 

techniques such as interviews and conversations. Member-checking of interview data 

as part of triangulation process was also frequently used in order to increase validity 

and reliability to make sure that the ‘findings match [the informants’] reality’ 

(Merriam, 1998, p.201). 

 

3.4 The structure of the study 
The major part of the information in this study comes from interviews and 

conversations with nine informants who volunteered to participate in the study 

between 2000 and 2001. Ten people were initially chosen from a group of overseas 

Chinese students undertaking postgraduate studies in a particular regional university. 

However, one student who agreed to participate at the beginning declined four weeks 

later. Nine informants of this study remained active in the process of my data 

collection. There were six male and three female. Their length of stay in Australia at 

the time of being interviewed was from seven months to three years. The table below 

provides some general information of the participants chosen in this study: 

 

 Name  Age Gender Position held in China before coming to Australia 

Guoli 41 M Associate Professor in a university 

Darming 39 M Student Counsellor in a university 

Jinling 38 M Manager in a big construction company 

Pengfei 38 M University lecturer 

Yuan 33 M University lecturer 

Lantien 30 M University lecturer 

Xiaoyan 36 F University lecturer 

Taohong 35 F Deputy director of a treasury department 

Liwen 33 F Famous reporter for a newspaper 

Figure 1. General information of the participants 



 79  

 

The number of the sample in this study was relatively small, but the intense and in-

depth interviews resulted in significant amount of data to portray their learning 

processes in detail. In fact, many Chinese students at this regional university 

volunteered to participate in the study when they heard of my research topic through 

word of mouth or saw the ‘letter of invitation’ that I asked a couple of students to 

pass around (please see appendix 1 for detail). Based on the criteria set for the 

selection of participants, ten informants were chosen. The selection criteria include 

two significant points:  they had to come from mainland China, and were to be 30 

years of age or older. I explain these two points below. 

 

3.4.1 Participants must be from mainland China 

The research required that informants come from mainland China to ensure that they 

are from a ‘common ground’ with similar knowledge and understanding of Chinese 

ideology. In other words, they have completed their acculturation and socialisation 

process in the same social and cultural context before coming to Australia. The 

underlying assumption is that as they come from the same context, they would have 

similar learning experiences in China; they would have been influenced by the same 

mainstream Chinese ideology; and would have received the same mainstream 

Chinese education.  

 

There are a number of studies done by some Australian researchers on Chinese 

students studying in Australia or in other places (for example, Biggs, 1991, 1996; 

Volet & Renshaw, 1996), but those Chinese students are either from Hong Kong, 

Singapore or Malaysia where they maintained the Chinese tradition, but also have 

different opportunities to encounter Western cultures to that of people from mainland 

China. Unlike the Chinese students from other parts of the world, the informants in 

this study form, in a sense, an ‘elite’ of Chinese nationals from mainland China. 

They are not only well educated and well-prepared intellectually to undertake 

academic challenges, but also have some prior general knowledge about the English 

language and Western culture. However, they have never experienced a Western 

culture in its real context previously although they may have been affected by 

industrial development in China and experienced some of the influences from the 

outside world in the recent years due to the more open policies in China.  
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As they never had experienced Western cultures in a ‘real’ context, almost 

immediately after they arrived in Australia, they had to learn to deal with the changes 

required to live and study in Australia. They had to adjust to the weather, the food, 

and learn a variety of skills for living in a foreign country. At the same time, they had 

to adjust to an unfamiliar educational system which is very different from that in 

China. All of these are additional tasks beyond their primary endeavour - to study. 

How they took the challenge and how they coped to learn are the main concern of 

this study.  

 

3.4.2 Participants should be 30 years of age or older 

It was felt that the participants should be over 30 years of age to ensure that the 

students are mature adults who know their places and roles in their own society. 

There are two underlying reasons for this. The first concern is that the life 

experiences form up ‘meaning perspectives’4 for each adult. It may be right to say 

that not all overseas Chinese students on the campus are fully developed and mature 

adults. Being adults means being mature (Knowles, 1985). The process of being 

mature may have several stages. For instance, a 28-year-old overseas Chinese student 

who is also a father or a mother of two children may be regarded as more mature 

than an unmarried 28-year-old when considering their understandings of being a 

parent or their understandings of multi-roles in the society in which they live. A 

mature adult is not one who has come to a certain level of achievement and stopped 

there. A mature adult’s ‘linkages with life are constantly becoming stronger and 

richer because his [sic] attitudes are such as to encourage their growth ...’ 

(Overstreet, quoted in Knowles, 1985, p. 29). American sociologist James Vander 

Zanden (1993, p. 89) asserts that in Western sociology, ‘middle adulthood is a 

catchall category that is rather nebulous. Sometimes “middle adulthood” is used to 

refer to people over 30, a time in life when men and women presumably have 

“settled down” with families and careers’. In other words, students over the age of 

                                 
4 ‘Meaning perspectives are structures of epistemic, cultural, and psychic assumptions within which 
our past experience assimilates and new experience transforms’ (Mezirow, 1991, p.62). In other 
words, a meaning perspective is a habitual set of expectations that provides us with criteria for judging 
or evaluating right and wrong, bad and good, appropriate and inappropriate.  
 



 81  

30, in Western culture, were felt to be ‘mature age’ and would have a range of life 

experiences to be able to adapt and reflect on the situations in which they found 

themselves. 

 

Douglas Brown (1986) also suggests that ‘there might be a culturally based critical 

period that is independent of the age of the learner’ (p. 43). In his view, a young 

child may adapt into a culture and acquires the language more quickly compared 

with adults because the child has not built up years and years of a culture-bound 

world view and view of self. In other words, young people may be more flexible and 

more adaptable in a new culture as their meaning perspectives may not be fully 

developed.  

 

In Chinese culture, under the influence of Confucius’ teaching, people are expected 

to be mature enough to take their full responsibility at thirty. As discussed in Chapter  

Two, Confucius attached crucial importance to rites in the training and cultivation of  

Junzi - the gentleman. In the all-important matter of where the gentleman takes his 

stand, a key stage in Confucius’ self-development was taking a stand at the age of 

thirty (De Bary, 1991). Confucius said, ‘At fifteen I set my heart on learning, at thirty 

I was established, at forty I had no perplexities’ (Confucius, Book II, p.6). Being 

brought up in this culture, Chinese people in general are well aware of their 

responsibilities to the society and their families by the age of thirty. This is closely 

related to the assumption in the first selection criterion that they have generally 

completed their acculturation and socialisation process in China before coming out to 

Australia. That is, they have a firm knowledge base of their own culture.  

 

Another reason for setting age as a criterion is that age is seen as a personal factor in 

cultural learning processes. A study on Chinese students in America in 1987 showed 

that ‘the number of years spent in the United States did not have a clear effect on 

students’ attitudes toward the Chinese ideology. Instead, age, as an indicator of the 

home culture, and time spent with the New York Times, as an indicator of a 

particular aspect of US culture, may have been stronger influence’ ( Zhao and Xie, 

1992, p.525).  
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It is assumed here that the informants in the study, having completed their 

socialisation process in their own culture, have formed up their meaning perspectives 

and developed firmer frames of reference in their home culture. In fact, as mature 

independent adults, the informants in the study have all enjoyed high social status 

and prestige in their home country. They are highly respected for the knowledge they 

have in the area in which they have specialised and carry certain degrees of authority 

in the universities or the companies in which they work in China. Being an overseas 

student itself is a significant stress for all of them as they faced enormous 

adjustments in Australia. In the new social and cultural context, they tend to refer to 

their ‘frames of reference’ (Mezirow, 1991) or ‘habits of expectations’ (Roth, 1991) 

to interpret what happens to them and make judgment to new events. The older they 

get, more mature they become, but it may be harder to change their world views as 

they have a considerable amount of unlearning to do (Owens, 1997) at the same time 

that they learn new things. It is for these reasons that the age of the informants is set 

at 30.  

 

3.5 Data collection strategies in the study 
There were four main strategies regarding data collection in this study: gaining 

access and entry, conducting interviews, carrying out casual conversations and 

member-checking the information collected. 

 

3.5.1 Gaining access and entry 

Gaining access to potential informants is a practical strategy. Some important inter-

related factors on using interviewing techniques concern access and entry: they are 

conversational style and power relations. Such factors account for the comfort levels 

of individuals, which, in turn, determine both the nature and quantity of information 

the informants are likely to share with the researcher.  

 

Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) used a researcher’s experience to suggest a 

successful strategy to gain access and entry. That is, a researcher could begin with 

direct personal contacts with one or two potential informants and then ask those 

acquaintances for referral to other ‘informants’. This strategy can produce ‘more 

informative and insightful data’ (p.61). Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) also 
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illustrated the point by giving two different responses from the informants on the 

same issue. The response to an unknown researcher is obviously polite social 

intercourse: ‘I think the basic idea is good. I think they probably have a lot to offer.’ 

While a response to a known individual displays a real opinion: ‘This whole business 

is unworkable. You’re not going to run a hospital on that’ (p.61-62). The distinction 

shows that informants are more likely to be more forthcoming, personal and honest 

in their replies to a person they know and trust. In short, such factors will influence 

the quality of the interviews and conversations. As a major purpose of the study was 

to explore the informants’ inner world when they encounter a different culture, it was 

necessary to be able to get ‘true’ stories and experiences. As such, it was crucial for 

me to establish good relationships with the informants and develop environments of 

trust. To me, undertaking the research was more like developing a long term 

friendship with the informants than signing a contract to complete a single project.  

 

As previously stated, due to my own background as an overseas Chinese student, 

many of the overseas Chinese students at the university have contact with me. I am 

often asked for information and help, and sometimes for moral support when they 

can not find a solution to a complicated matter. In many ways, they regard me as one 

among them. Therefore, gaining access and entry to their personal experiences was 

relatively easy for me. When I explained my purpose and research plan to a few of 

them, they not only volunteered to be participants, but also passed my ‘letter of 

invitation’ to other students and recommended to me other potential informants that 

they thought could tell me interesting personal stories. One of the informants said to 

me: 

 

 I think it’s really worthwhile to carry out research on ourselves to get some 

true data ... There must be some common difficulties or problems that we all 

encounter at some stage ... It would be helpful for the teachers who teach 

overseas Chinese students to understand more about their students. I think 

most Chinese students in this university will support you (Personal 

conversation, April, 2000). 

 

In this study, I was not an ‘outsider’ but an ‘insider’ attempting to present the views 

of a specific group of overseas Chinese students to others. It is in this sense that the 
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study is in an ethnographic approach. Data collection in this study was dependent on 

developing a close relationship with the informants in the field. As an ‘insider’, some 

issues and problems that rose in this study may have been biased when I, sometimes, 

unconsciously moved from my role as researcher to one of stake holder. As such, a 

‘member-checking’ mechanism was constantly used through several follow-up 

conversations with the participants to ensure accurate interpretation of their own 

words and meaning.  

 

3.5.2 The interviews 

The interview method is most frequently used in qualitative research to explore the 

learner’s world (Hakim, 2000; May, 1997). In this study, I have chosen in-depth 

interviews as a major method of gathering data. 

 

The in-depth interview in this study includes both unstructured and semi-structured 

interviews to probe beyond the answers and thus enter into a dialogue with the 

interviewees (May, 1997). As Entwistle (1997) comments: 

 

In interviews with students, it is often better to follow the line the interview is 

taking and bring in questions as they become appropriate, rather than 

following a predetermined sequence (p.20). 

 

The first interview in this study was unstructured with a few leading questions to 

explore the informants’ initial experiences of studying in Australia. The second was 

semi-structured with some specific questions prompted by their stories in the first 

interview (See Appendix 4 and 5).   

 

The unstructured and semi-structured interviews obviously addressed my purpose of 

conducting the interview, that is, exploring their learning experiences in Australia, 

but the person being interviewed was free to talk on the topic. This method provided 

flexibility for the informants to talk about their significant experience freely and, by 

the same token, allowed opportunity for both the researcher and the informants to 

explore meaning. Therefore, it provided a greater understanding of the informants’ 

point of view. In order to help the informants tell me about their living and studying 

in Australia, I employed the ‘learning conversation’ approach (Candy, Harri-
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Augstein & Thomas, 1985, p.100) during the first interview. I let them reflect on 

their learning processes, with occasional assistance from myself to help them recall 

their learning experiences. 

 

In the light of Glene and Peshkin’s (1992) suggestion that ‘questions may emerge in 

the course of interviewing and may be added to or replace the pre-established ones ... 

this process of question formation is more likely and the more ideal one in qualitative 

inquiry’ (Glene and Peshkin, 1992, p. 64), I added questions and arranged the order 

of questions for the second round of interviews to allow for a more natural flow to 

the interviews. I also included probing questions and statements which stimulated 

additional discussions on certain points as necessitated in terms of the unfeigned 

discussion. For example, I asked every informant in the second interview: ‘when a 

group of Chinese students who have just arrived here ask you to give them some 

advice based on your experiences, what would you tell them?’ Most informants 

showed their newly gained understanding of the host culture and were strongly self 

reflective on their ‘typical’ Chinese behaviour, particularly, the behaviour which 

hindered their own learning in Australia.   

 

To ensure a successful interview, the interviewee must feel comfortable enough to 

share their ‘stories’. Even though they were familiar with me and willing to tell me 

their stories, they may not have wanted other people to overhear it. Therefore, 

selecting an appropriate and mutually acceptable venue was important to ensure a 

relaxed and successful interview. I found that the quality of the interview and 

recording was better conducted in their familiar surroundings. To this end, the 

informants were interviewed in their homes, after an initial greeting and 

familiarisation with the taping equipment and the procedure. I would start the 

interview with the question ‘Do you remember how you felt on your first day in 

Australia?’ With their responses such as ‘Of course, I’ll never forget …’, or ‘How 

could I forget that. I desperately wanted to go home,’ my second leading question 

would be ‘tell me how you felt in your first week in Australia’. The real story telling 

started from there. 

 

Gudykunst and Schmidt (1988) pointed out that most studies of language and ethnic 

identity do not allow participants to choose the language in which they want to be 
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interviewed. Considering that the informants in the study are not very fluent in 

English, their own official language Mandarin was allowed during the interviews to 

enable them to freely express their ideas and feelings. Two of the informants were 

quite confident of their oral English and used English during the first interview, but 

converted back to Mandarin in the middle of the interview in order to express their 

complex feelings more precisely. Others used Mandarin in both interviews. 

 

As stated above, this study involved two rounds of interviews. In all, I conducted 18 

in-depth interviews with the nine informants. The first interview with a general 

interview guide took between 100 to 120 minutes. The second interview was about 

80 minutes long, and was more conversational in nature with some probing 

questions. All interviews were audio-taped and later transcribed. The Chinese 

transcripts were then translated into English by me. Each transcript and its English 

version were sent to the respective informants for feedback. This was normally 

followed by a conversation to confirm the information and narrative account they  

provided. This method is also referred to as ‘member checking’ which is described 

by Lincoln and Guba (1985, p. 314) as ‘the most crucial technique for establishing 

credibility’ while conducting qualitative research.  

 

3.5.3 Conversations between interviews  

In a general sense, all the interviews used a conversational style. There were also 

many informal conversations occurred in between and after the in-depth interviews, 

especially after the informants received the Chinese transcript and its English 

version. The use of conversations to record events and to explore knowledge is 

hardly new, as Kvale (1996) states, ‘[i]f conversations did not exist, there would 

hardly be any shared knowledge about the social scene’ (quoted in Shaw, 1999, 

p. 39).  

 

As I am a known friend to the informants, predictably, some discussions of issues 

often took place outside interview sessions when we saw each other on campus or 

were having lunch in the student lounge. Those conversations were not timed or 

audio-taped. The feedback was noted down in a field notebook immediately after the 

conversations. 
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3.6 Data analysis 
Glene and Peshkin (1992) define data analysis as ‘the prelude to sensitive, 

comprehensive outcomes that make connections, identify patterns, and contribute to 

greater understanding’ (p. 146). As mentioned above, having been a Chinese student 

in Australia entitled me to the convenience of making observations, relating my own 

experiences, and using them in the sense-making process of the data. This meant that 

I could derive meaning more closely aligned to the views of the informants. 

However, as I also mentioned earlier, my own experience only gave me insight to 

understand their experiences but not to speak for them. Therefore, when preparing 

questions for the interviews, I had to think critically and develop appropriate 

questions to bring about the best description of their learning experiences. In the 

process of analysing data, I carried out informal conversations to seek greater depth 

of insight into their experiences. In fact the data analysis began with the formulation 

of the research questions and ends with the writing up of the thesis. This is consistent 

with the statement that ‘in ethnography the analysis of data is not a distinct stage of 

the research’ (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983, p. 174).  

 

As stories were collected and analysed, themes were identified and built up into a 

series of working files. Essentially the method of interpretation of their stories is 

holistic in that each part of the interview text is considered in relation to the whole. 

Thus, the process of data analysis involved visiting and revisiting the interview texts 

in working files and conversation notes to look for the consistency of the common 

coping strategies used by the informants. It also involved shifting data between 

themes as those originally identified themes were modified and redefined during the 

process of analysis. In addition, new themes were added to this report and some 

initially identified themes were collapsed when revisiting the interview texts to look 

for learning related patterns as a form of analysis.  

 

I have included in this thesis only a selection of the stories collected during the 

interviews to provide a broad description of the informants’ common mechanism of 

coping with the new learning situation in Australia. Each theme has some main 

stories that are told in full; other stories related to the themes have been shortened, to 
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give the essence of the story but without all the detail. Their stories are presented in 

italic style but in the words of the informants, although some have been edited to 

ensure a smooth flow of the story.  

 

This study adopted a dual-method approach to ensure internal validity (Arnott, 

1994), that is, interviewing process combined with ‘member-checking’ method as 

mentioned earlier and with many informal conversations to identify issues with the 

informants. Internal validity is seen to be the strength of qualitative research 

(Merriam, 1998). Although there is no such a thing as gathering ‘pure’ data free from 

potential bias (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983, p. 112), my  personal ties to the study 

provided me with a valuable source of insight to be able to interpret the informants’ 

learning processes through the eyes of an ‘insider’ without ‘guessing’. It also became 

a close link between the informants and myself, and I was seen as one among them. 

This in fact has created a research model which joins the researcher and the 

researched together in an open, collegial relationship, where deception is limited if 

not removed (Lincoln and Guba, 1989).  

 

3.7 Ethical issues 

Attention to ethical issues in qualitative research is being increasingly recognized as 

essential (Eisner & Peshkin, 1990; Maxwell, 1996). As a study in a cross-cultural 

setting, this research confronted a number of ethical issues.  

 

Confidentiality was a primary concern in this research as in qualitative social 

research generally (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983). It is not because the informants 

fear sharing their inner world among other Chinese students. It is because of the 

impact of the Chinese face-saving concept on the informants. They were concerned 

with their relationship with their fellow local students who may not be able to 

understand their confusion and frustration. In this study pseudonyms are used in the 

thesis and reference to specific learning contexts is done with care so as not to lead to 

informant identification.  

 

Another sensitive issue is related to their relationships with their respective lecturers 

or supervisors. While giving critical comments on the Western teacher-student 
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relationships and the different ways of training researchers, some informants were 

concerned that they might be disadvantaged in the future if their lecturers found out 

what the informants said about them. Their worry was soon removed when I assured 

them that data were confidential and that the thesis is a report of the research on the 

informants’ learning processes, and critique of specific training strategies or people’s 

relationships is not the major focus of this study. All the informants have been very 

supportive of my study and provided me their stories, sad and happy, of their 

experience in Australia. 

 

3.8 Conclusion  
The qualitative research methodology adopted in this study accorded with the nature 

of the research topic in that it allowed informants to take a dominant role in 

describing and explaining their learning experiences in Australia. The naturalistic 

and ethnographic approaches provided me with ways of transcribing and analysing 

the discursive construction of everyday events, of examining what the informants 

knew, understood and produced within natural settings. Conversation as a research 

method is used in the study not only to achieve member-checking effect, but also to 

discuss learning related issues and to gain further understanding of their inner world 

activities such as how they process the new information. The result of this data 

collection and analysis, and the interview abstracts generated in the research will be 

presented in the following chapters. It will be arranged in a sequence to show their 

learning in three common stages that all informants went through. That is, their 

learning experiences in arriving, surviving and sustaining stages. 

 

Next chapter will start with a description of their arriving stage. It will present some 

of the informants’ stories to show the difficulties they encountered as soon as they 

arrived in Australia, their confusion and frustration caused by the unfamiliar culture 

and their initial reactions to the cultural differences that confronted them in Australia. 
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      Chapter 4   

   Confronting a New Culture 
 

   “I don’t think it’ll be you.” 

[The first day], I arrived at the Airport [from China] early morning around 

4.30 am, very early. I had organised somebody to pick me up at the airport 

on that day. Well, I sent [a message] to somebody at Uni-House, and asked 

them to pick me up, so there was somebody there at the airport [to meet me]. 

But it was funny (smiling while shaking his head). When I [was] coming out 

[from the customs], I saw a lady holding a piece of paper with a name on it. 

It was not very clearly written, they are not familiar with Chinese name[s]. I 

thought it was my name, so I went up to check. The lady smiled at me and 

said, “I don’t think it’ll be you.” OK, I gave up, thinking that maybe she was 

expecting somebody she knows. I walked around to see if I could find anyone 

[who was there to meet me]. There were not many people at the airport and I 

was [among] the last few people coming out of the customs. Seeing there was 

nobody around to pick me up, I started to think that maybe they forgot to 

send someone to pick me up. Then I decided to buy a telephone card so that I 

could contact them.... I really had no idea where to go.... The lady seemed to 

be disappointed because she didn’t find the people she was expecting 

(mumbling)... I bought a phone card and started to make phone calls. While I 

was dialling the number, that was about twenty minutes after I came out, the 

same lady was walking around and saw me making phone calls, she 

approached me and asked, “Are you calling someone to meet you?” 

“Yes,” I answered. 

“Where do you come from?” 

“I come from China to study at the university here.” 

“Oh, I’m sorry. I think you are the person I’m looking for.” 

So finally, she met the person she was supposed to meet. She took me to the 

room at the Uni-House. It was different here. She didn’t tell me where I could 

find what. She just told me if I have any trouble, or can’t find the place, I 

could go to the administration office at the Uni-House. She showed me where 
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it is and told me it would be open at 9 o’clock. Then she left and I went back 

to my room. It was so small like a little cage. In the first two hours, I think, I 

was all right and unpacked my stuff. Then suddenly, I felt very sad looking at 

everything around me, starting to feel homesick (Lantian, interview 1, 9 July, 

2000). 

 

4.1 Introduction 

In the last chapter, I have discussed the research methods adopted in this study for 

collecting and analysing data. This chapter starts the description of the data 

collected, and explores the informants’ first impressions of Australian culture and 

initial feelings of their studies abroad. That is, their confusion and frustrations in 

their arriving stage. 

 

The above quoted episode shows the first encounter between two persons from 

different cultural backgrounds. Lantian, one of the informants in the study, speaks 

fluent English. He noticed his name written on the piece of paper held by a woman at 

the airport but could not be certain as the writing was in Roman letters, not in 

Chinese characters. When he went over to check, he probably asked ‘Are you here to 

pick me up?’ On the other hand, the woman may have assumed that Chinese students 

should be poor in English and shy in communication. As Lantian did not fit into that 

category, the woman dismissed him with the reply ‘I don’t think it’ll be you’ without 

even asking for Lantian’s name and his reason to be in Australia.  

 

This account demonstrates clearly that in the course of communication, people often 

make incorrect judgments and predictions based on their prior experiences or flawed 

assumptions. Since each person’s life, attitudes, beliefs, creeds and most of his or her 

world view are shaped largely by the cultural context that person is in (Valdes, 

1986), the judgment made by two people from two different cultural backgrounds 

may vary significantly. This difference in judgment making or incorrect prediction 

based on different prior knowledge can cause misunderstanding, confusion and 

frustration. The informants in this study, like all others who have gone through 

culture shock in a new social and cultural environment, all experienced 
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misunderstanding, confusion and frustration caused by cultural differences when 

they entered Australia to undertake study.   

 

This chapter will focus on the informants’ immediate reactions to the new culture, 

their feelings about the new place, new people, new ways of institutional operation, 

and their anxiety in the new environment. I will start from the informants’ various 

reasons for studying overseas, then move on to the description of their confusion and 

frustration caused by the new culture, unfamiliar language and people, using the 

following sub-headings: 

- Reasons for studying abroad; 

- Confrontation with the new culture; 

- Frustration with the Western institution; and  

- The sense of loss. 

Through the description of the confusion and frustration that they experienced in the 

new environment, we will see that their learning journey started with their 

recognition of the differences between their home culture and host culture. 

  

4.2 Reasons for studying abroad 
As discussed briefly in Chapter One, the reasons Chinese people study abroad vary 

from individual to individual. Some reasons coincide with the goals of their home 

country. Some are for an opportunity to study, stay, and live in Australia. Others are 

for the financial gains and benefits in the future. One point that needs to be made 

here is that all the informants in this study came to Australia at a critical period when 

China was going through significant reform in part as a preparation to join the World 

Trade Organisation (WTO). To meet WTO requirements and to stimulate economic 

development in the country, the Chinese government expanded economic 

development and this required more administrators at senior levels with sufficient 

English language skills and an understanding of Western cultures (China Scholar, 

2003). This became, in a sense, a stimulus for the informants to engage in further 

learning. A foreign qualification sometimes is not only the means of acquiring new 

knowledge, but also indicates one’s foreign language proficiency and the 

development of other life skills.  
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All the informants in the study had decent, well paid and secure jobs in China before 

coming to Australia. They were respected and admired by many people in their 

workplace and in their neighbourhood for their professional status, knowledge and 

their wealth. However, as Maslow (1987) asserts, ‘the human being is a wanting 

animal and rarely reaches a state of complete satisfaction except for a short time’ 

(p.7). The informants reported that they became less satisfied with their situation in 

China. They wanted a change that led to an improvement in their life. This point is 

elaborated in the following extract: 

 

I want to learn more new things, I want to explore if I can develop myself 

more in a new environment. Many Chinese people, under the influence of 

Confucius ideology, want to be the best. Especially men are under great 

pressure. Parents, wife, children all expect you to be the best. I guess 

‘wanting to be the best’ perhaps is part of human nature ... External pressure 

on me is one thing, individual ambition is another. I want to have my own 

business in China in the near future which is a big drive in me to study here. 

I want to learn something useful for my own business (Jinling, Interview 1, 

20 May, 2000). 

 

Before coming to Australia, Jinling was an architect and a manager in a large 

building construction company in China. The external pressure from his family 

members and friends coincides with his own ambition to learn more and establish his 

own business in the future. This became his main reason for studying abroad. 

 

Guoli, a university teacher in China, is not as ambitious as Jinling. Guoli’s reason for 

studying abroad was very simple: ‘to experience the life in a foreign country’:  

 

I am one of the first few research graduands in my university out of the newly 

reformed educational system in China. There is no difficulty for me to get 

promotions without studying abroad. But I want to have a look at things in 

other countries. I want to experience the life in a foreign country (Guoli, 

Interview 2, 21 Oct., 2000). 
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Guoli obtained a Master’s degree and was an Associate Professor before he came to 

Australia. He is not expecting that a foreign qualification will bring him much more 

financial benefit, but he believes that ‘first-hand knowledge of other countries’ and 

‘the experience of living in a foreign country’ are also part of the wealth he wants to 

possess.  

 

While sharing Guoli’s opinion of ‘experiencing life in a foreign country’, Yuan, 

another university teacher from China, regards obtaining a higher degree as a ‘must-

get-thing’ for his career. He also sees it as a strategy to avoid direct conflict with his 

‘would-be-supervisor’ for his PhD studies in China. Yuan says: 

 

 For me, to work at tertiary level, a doctorate degree is a must-get thing. A 

couple of years ago, I applied to do a PhD course through Beijing 

University.  I sat in an examination for several subjects as required. The 

result was OK. However, during the waiting period for the admission letter, 

my principal supervisor who was the authority in my subject area passed 

away, the co-supervisor went to Harvard University as a guest professor. I 

had to choose supervisors whom I don’t know about, so I decided not to do it 

that year. A year later, the Dean of the faculty where I was working started to 

take PhD students and pursued me to enrol. I did my master’s research under 

his supervision. I don’t feel like being his student again. I decided to go 

overseas for a change. So I resigned from the university as the new policy 

requires, but I know it won’t be a problem to regain the position at my 

university when I finish the study here (Yuan, Interview 1, 1 April, 2000). 

 

What Yuan did not express verbally was his efforts to ‘save the face’ of his faculty 

Dean. As discussed in Chapter 2, there is a greater degree of face saving effort in 

China than in the Western world as Chinese people appear more concerned about 

how they are viewed by others than are those from the West. Although Yuan wants 

further personal and professional development, he does not want to be a student 

again in the same old university where he completed his study up to the Master’s 

level. He wants to experience university life elsewhere. The Dean’s pursuing of 

Yuan to do a doctorate course shows his respect and appreciation of Yuan’s 

academic capability. If Yuan said ‘No’ to the Dean without a genuine reason, it 
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would be a shameful thing to the Dean and make the Dean lose face because the 

Dean’s appreciation and respect for his former student was dismissed so easily by 

the student. This, in turn, would make it difficult for Yuan to face his colleagues in 

the workplace due to his ‘ungratefulness’ and ‘inability to appreciate respect shown 

by others’. Yuan decided to study in Australia to avoid such an unpleasant situation, 

and also because it was his intention to go overseas.   

 

The concept of face is regarded by some as being of Chinese origin (Ho, 1976) and 

most Chinese people put effort into saving face for their relatives and friends, or 

gaining face for their families. Taohong’s situation is a typical case. Taohong was a 

Deputy Director of a department in a state treasury, a powerful position admired and 

envied by many people. However, despite the status and security of her position, 

with more and more Chinese people going overseas to study and work, her family 

put pressure on her to do likewise. Taohong says: 

 

What made me decide to study abroad? For the family and myself, I suppose. 

Most of the families in our neighbourhood have their children studying in 

other countries. So, every day during dinner time, my mother would say to 

me ‘so and so has gone overseas’, ‘so and so has got a letter from America 

saying that their daughter is doing very well there’, or ‘so and so is applying 

for a visa to study in Australia’, as if saying that I am not a good daughter if 

I don’t take similar action. Besides, all my cousins have gone overseas. If I 

didn’t go abroad, I think, my mother would keep reminding me of other 

people’s studying abroad. Apart from that, it’s also for my own future. I was 

a deputy director in my department before I came here. In many people’s 

eyes, it is not bad for a woman in that position for the rest of her life and 

should be content with that. But I don’t see much challenge in my position. 

Once you get into the routine, every day seems the same, a repetition of the 

previous day ... I get along very well with my colleagues, I could have spent 

the rest of my life as a deputy director, then a director. But I was not happy 

with myself like that. I don’t feel that I have achieved as much as I can. So I 

come to Australia to see what else I can do (Taohong, Interview 1, 1 April, 

2000). 
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It appears obvious from the above extract that Taohong’s inner drive for further self-

development is integrated with the desire of gaining face for her family. In fact, I got 

the impression from the interviews that there are two dimensions to their strong 

motivation for studying abroad. The first is to fulfil their ‘self-actualisation need’, 

and the second is, more or less, to ‘gain face’ for themselves and their families. 

Apart from that, the cultural values that mediate the achievement orientation of the 

informants as discussed in Chapter Two also have a great impact on the informants. 

 

In contrast to the above mentioned reasons, other informants come to study because 

they have the desire for a change in career path. In China, it is not always an easy 

thing to change careers unless establishing one’s own business. There is hardly any  

re-training opportunity for those who want to move onto another area. This is due to 

the huge population and tough competition for student places in Chinese universities. 

To cope with the population problem, Chinese universities had a common ‘age limit’ 

to rule out mature aged students, as Liwen explains: 

 

... attending undergraduate courses, you must be under 25 years of age, for a 

Master’s degree course, you have to be under 35, and for PhD studies, you 

must be under 45 ... It’s not like in Australia, everybody, if they want to, can 

study at university no matter how old they are. Maybe it’s to do with the huge 

population in China. Universities cannot really open up for everyone (Liwen, 

Interview 2, 21 Oct. 2000). 

 

Although Chinese universities have started to remove age restrictions for university 

admission, this change is very slow as it involves changes in the examination system 

and changes in other related regulations. According to Chinese TV News on Line, a 

60-year-old man who dreamed of going to university all his life was admitted into 

Guizhou Teachers University in September 2001 (Jiangsu TV News, 2001). It was 

an extraordinarily special case, so it was reported throughout the country by all radio 

and TV stations. For many other mature aged Chinese learners, the chance of going 

back to college is still limited. Therefore, people, like Liwen who want to change 

career, have to look for courses in countries other than China. Liwen was a 

newspaper reporter in China. She was famous in the area that she comes from and 

regarded by her colleagues as a ‘young journalist with a bright future’. However, she 
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wanted a change and decided to learn information technology which she believes is a 

useful skill in demand in modern society. She says: 

 

In China, once you achieved to a certain level, it becomes too hard to move 

onto a higher level, at least in journalism. I don’t regret giving up what I 

used to have and I think I’ve achieved what I can in China. I want to move 

on ... My previous study is in social science. I don’t like to continue with 

social science. I want to learn some practical and useful skills. But there are 

not many courses that I can choose from. So I chose IT. Once I got into it, I 

liked it very much indeed. I’m going to be a computing technician. Now I 

have a goal to achieve. Of course, it may be possible that I can’t achieve my 

goal after trying my best. If that’s the case, at least I can say I have tried. If I 

don’t try, there is no other way to demonstrate and test my ability and my 

potential (Liwen, Interview 1, 16 April, 2000). 

 

Liwen is happy with her decision to study information technology. She works very 

hard and has made great achievements in the new academic disciplinary area that she 

has chosen. 

 

Like Liwen, Darming who wants to learn something totally different from his 

previous job as a student counsellor also chose to learn information technology in 

Australia. He says: 

 

... I’m ambitious. I need a challenge ... I want to do something for myself, to 

improve myself a bit further. My first degree majored in Philosophy, a 

subject that you notice in daily life in every area yet you cannot really use it 

as a specific skill. So I always have a dream to learn something more 

concrete, something more specific. I want to learn some skills in an area I’m 

interested and those skills must also be the ones in demand by the society. So 

I chose to learn information technology. ... What made me decide to study 

abroad? In China, I have a decent job with a good income and have a 

comfortable life ... I want something more challenging, I want a more active 

way of life ... I started a long time ago thinking about going abroad to study, 

to develop myself, to see what else I can do ... I think I’d better go abroad to 
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try my potential than trying it in China. In China, I feel there is something 

oppressing me, some kind of pattern that I cannot break free from. So I come 

to develop myself in a completely new environment (Darming, Interview 1,  

23 April, 2000). 

 

Darming and his family lived not far from where he worked as a student counsellor 

in China. Everyday, he would walk past a recreation centre on his way to work. The 

recreation centre is established for retired people who come together to play 

marjong, chess, cards, or just to have a chat, or watch others playing. On his way to 

work in the morning and way home in the afternoon, Darming would see those old 

people playing there. One day, Darming said to his colleagues while passing the 

recreation centre: ‘One day, we will be like them, coming here everyday to kill our 

time.’ He suddenly felt very sad because the position he held, although regarded by 

others as a good job, provided no satisfaction any more as he had found that his 

personal interest did not lay there. He wanted to do something for himself. He 

wanted to ‘learn something of [his] own interest, as well as needed by the society’. 

He wanted to change his career. However, he understands that, in China, standards 

of excellence and of what constitutes a personal success is determined not only by 

the individual but also by significant others, the family, the group, or the society as a 

whole (Yang, 1986). Most people have to fit themselves into the collectivistic 

pattern of handling things because they are expected to do so by their families or 

their society, which often kills off their own personal interest. Darming felt this and 

it was difficult for him to break free from this feeling. As we will see in the next few 

chapters, Darming is by nature an individualist who wants to do things in his own 

way and considers less, compared with other informants, what other people think 

about him. If the main characteristic of individualism is personal interest as priority 

above other things, then individualists will certainly feel oppressed in China as, 

according to Mao Tsetung thought, individualism is evil because it ‘manifests in the 

selfishness and aversion to discipline characteristic of the petty bourgeoisie’ 

(Hofstede, 1980, p. 216), and therefore, is not encouraged. 

 

The above extracts have shown the main reasons why the informants come to study 

in Australia: personal ambitions to explore their potential, personal interest in 

experiencing life and study in other countries, seeking opportunities for a new career 
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path, and gaining face for their families. Although the reasons for coming to 

Australia may be different, the informants share common confusion, frustration and 

difficulties when they arrived in the host country. We will explore their first 

impressions of a new culture in the host country in the next section. 

 

4.3 Confrontation with the new culture 

‘Culture’ as we understand it here, is a term referring to the total way of people’s life 

(Valdes, 1986). It is the ‘social heritage of a people - those learned patterns for 

thinking, feeling, and acting that are transmitted from one generation to the next’ 

(Vander Zanden (1993, p.33). Generally speaking, culture is a deeply ingrained part 

of the very fibre of our being (Brown, 1986). When a person who has been nurtured 

by one culture is placed in another, he or she may experience ‘culture shock’ which 

is ‘a form of anxiety that results from the loss of commonly perceived and 

understood signs and symbols of social intercourse’ (Adler, quoted in Brown, 1986, 

p.36). Culture shock is associated with feelings of unhappiness, sadness, loneliness, 

homesickness, anger, hostility, estrangement and even physical illness. It refers to 

phenomena ranging from mild irritability to deep psychological panic and crisis. 

   

When the informants arrived in Australia, they all underwent culture shock because 

they were immediately faced with two unknowns or unfamiliar things: the English 

language and Western culture. They found most things strange. They noticed that a 

lot of things they encountered in the host country were different to what they 

expected. They were torn between the two antagonistic tendencies: they wanted 

change, excitement and surprise, but they also wanted stability, comfort, and 

security. Unfortunately, in the new and strange environment, the informants could 

not find their familiar signs to tell them what to do or what to expect. When they 

could not find familiar cues to predict future events, they felt uncomfortable, 

insecure, thus frustrated about their situation in the host culture. Inevitably, all the 

informants in this study experienced an uncomfortable period of culture shock which 

lasted from three to six months according to their account. During that period, they 

found that their prior learned problem-solving skills and coping mechanisms did not 

work very well, if at all, in the new context. Consequently, activities which were 

routine in their home country required greater energy in the new culture. They felt 
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isolated and lost in the host country and they were not used to the way in which 

training and education is delivered as we will explore in this section.  

 

4.3.1 Psychological impact of the new context on the informants 

The sense of loneliness soon after arrival was a common feeling of all the informants 

which was generally reflected in homesickness. Apparently, homesickness in the 

informants’ situation has little to do with their proximity to people, but it has a lot to 

do with access to and empathy with someone sharing their feeling and experience of 

living abroad for the first time. Arnott (1993) observes that loneliness is often very 

individualised. It is ‘a double edged sword in that on the one hand it elicits anxiety 

and a desire for direction and on the other it allows an amount of flexibility and 

autonomy of action’ (p.118). For the informants in the study, loneliness is seen as an 

inevitable phenomenon as they are socially and culturally isolated in the foreign 

environment. It is also a stimulus to learning as they inevitably reflect on their pre-

assumptions or seek ways to cope with their homesickness once they recognised the 

problem. This is clearly displayed in the informants’ account of their feelings as 

quoted in the examples below.   

 

Taohong imagined that the new life in a foreign country would be exciting and 

interesting, which would change herself and her lifestyle completely. However, the 

reality did not match up with her expectations. She describes her feeling thus: 

 

Desperate, that is how I felt on the first day. Perhaps why I felt so has 

something to do with my own experience. I’ve given up so much in order to 

come here and found nothing is up to my expectation. I thought that in a city, 

at university, there must be lots of people, lots of students. On the contrary, I 

found it is such a small country town and I don’t see many students on 

campus. Everything is not right. Everything is strange. ... I felt so lonely. I 

wanted to go home immediately (Taohong, interview 1, 1 April, 2000). 

 

As mentioned briefly in Chapter One, university students in China study and live on 

campus, whereas in Australian universities, most students live off campus in their 
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own accommodation. They only come to campus when they have to attend classes. 

So Taohong was very disappointed to find that there were not many students on 

campus. This also makes it more difficult for the newcomers to meet other Chinese 

students and establish new social networks with those who came earlier. Therefore, 

feeling strange and homesick in this foreign environment is commonly experienced 

by every informant, even for those who have a good command of English such as 

Lantian and Xiaoyan. 

 

Lantian who told his story at the beginning of this chapter speaks fluent English. As 

a coordinator for foreign students at a Chinese university, Lantian delivered a few 

lessons in Chinese each week to the foreign students and liaised between the foreign 

students and the university. Apart from that, he also took the responsibility of 

meeting foreign students at the airport, taking them to university accommodation, 

showing them around the campus, telling them where to find things, and broadly 

telling them how to survive in the new environment. Although he has learned a lot 

about Western cultures from those foreign students at his university, he felt strange 

and lonely as soon as he arrived in Australia. He expected someone to take him 

around or give him more information about the new place and about the course 

rather than just taking him to his accommodation. He says about his first few days in 

Australia:    

 

That was really a terrible period. But it’s not because of discrimination or 

anything like that making me upset. It’s only because it is my first time being 

abroad. It’s totally a different culture ... they do everything by themselves 

and I have no friends around to ask for help. I felt so lonely and helpless ... 

maybe it’s because of the small room in the Uni-house. Once you get inside, 

you’re totally separate from the world (Lantian, Interview 1, 9 July, 2000). 

 

The loneliness and homesickness was so depressing that in the first two weeks of 

their stay in the host country, half of the informants thought about giving up study to 

go home. Others mentioned that before they came to Australia, they were determined 

to complete a course whatever difficulty they might have to overcome. So they 

would immediately dismiss any idea of withdrawal. Those who wanted to withdraw 

stayed eventually because a withdrawal from a course would ‘be regarded as a 
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failure’ and the person would be seen as useless because he or she ‘could not endure 

hardship and survive in another country’. In fact, the informants soon realised that 

once they got to know a couple of other Chinese students to provide social and moral 

support to each other, the loneliness and homesickness were soon ameliorated. This 

indicated their initial learning to survive in the new context. 

 

The other dilemma that the informants faced, in contrast to ameliorating 

homesickness, was the difficulty in predicting people’s behaviour in the new cultural 

context. Most of them have experienced travelling within China to those regions 

where minority ethnic groups live. They admitted that they noticed differences in 

those areas but never felt strange. Whereas in Australia, ‘strange’ was the most 

commonly used word when they expressed their feelings and described local 

people’s behaviour. This is perhaps due to the lack of cultural knowledge of the host 

country. In this new cultural context, the informants’ lack of a well established 

common framework of meaning with the local people makes it harder for them to 

‘know’ what goes on around them. They could not easily find the familiar cues to 

predict people’s behaviour. This feeling of incapability in predicting other people’s 

behaviour made some of the informants experience a fear of the unknown similar to 

what I experienced as described in the Preface. However, Jinling’s experience is 

unique: 

 

One evening, I went shopping at Coles supermarket. I met a local person 

when I almost finished my shopping. He asked me where I come from and 

where I was staying. I told him that I’ve come from China as a student and 

was staying at the international house on the university campus. He said, 

‘good on you. Just wait for me. I’m finishing shopping soon. I’ll give you a 

lift to uni.’ I thanked him and waited at the front of the supermarket. Five 

minutes passed, no sight of him. I suddenly thought about some American 

movies that I viewed in China. One of those movies was entitled ‘Discovery’. 

It was about a man who, by offering them help, often took young men to his 

home, and killed them after having sex with them, then left the dead bodies in 

his cellar ... Remembering this film, I was really scared sitting there waiting 

for this local person for the lift. A voice in my heart said, ‘No. No. You’ve got 

to run. Run! Quickly ...’ So I ran back to the international house, giving up 
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the lift I was offered ... Days later, a friend of mine came to see me. I told him 

about this story. My friend laughed at my ignorance and said that I had to 

change my Chinese perception of foreign people (Jinling, Interview 1,  

20 May, 2000). 

 

Due to his lack of understanding of local culture, Jinling could not predict what 

would happen if he took the offer, nor could he work out why the local person was 

so friendly, he used the information that he got from a Western movie as the cue to 

guess the purpose of the offer made by the local person. He was scared by his 

prediction, so he fled. This extract shows the psychological reaction of the 

informants to the new cultural environment in which they find themselves. Their 

behaviour and their reaction to the local people’s behaviour manifest that ‘all 

cultural behaviour is patterned ... The forms of these patterns of culture are identified 

functionally on inspection by the members of that culture ... Meanings, like forms, 

are culturally determined or modified’ (Valdes, 1986, p.53). The patterned behaviour 

in each culture is termed by sociologists as ‘social norms’ which are social rules that 

‘specify appropriate and inappropriate behaviour in given situations’ (Vander 

Zanden, 1993, p. 34). In Australia, because it has a culture of the automobile and 

because of the social norm, it appears to be a common practice to give a ride to a 

stranger. Whereas in China, family cars are not yet popular, giving a ride to a 

stranger is not a common thing unless being asked in an emergency. Hence, when he 

was offered a ride back to his accommodation without asking for it, Jinling felt 

strange and was suspicious of the underlying purpose of the offer.  

Apart from suffering psychological fears, loneliness and homesickness in the host 

country in the first few weeks, the informants also experience confusion about the 

physical surroundings in the new environment, as we will examine in the next 

section.  

 
4.3.2 Physical impact of the new context on the informants 

A common difficulty that every informant experienced in the unfamiliar city in 

Australia is not only psychological fear caused by cultural differences, but also the 



 

 104    

confusion caused by the unfamiliar physical environment when they lost their way. 

Lantian says: 

 

... I tried to avoid staying alone in the little room which makes me feel so 

isolated from the real world. I walked out to get familiar with the new 

environment although it was hot outside. I was really frightened at first as I 

didn’t know how big it (the university) was and whether I could find my way 

back. I walked across the road and followed the path to the library. I found a 

map there. That gave me an idea of where my department was, but as I was 

totally lost, I didn’t know which direction I should head to. So the map didn’t 

really help. I just walked around, trying to find where my faculty was. When I 

saw people, I asked. They told me where to go, but it was still confusing  

(Lantian, Interview 1, 9 July, 2000). 

 

According to Lantian’s self reflection, the confusion was caused not only by the 

unfamiliar campus design, but also due to the fact that he was nervous and not so 

sure about himself when everything was foreign in this environment.  

 

Unlike Lantian, who has good English skills and is keen to talk to everyone he 

meets, most informants were too shy to ask questions, especially of local people, due 

to lack of self-confidence in spoken English. While discussing the same issue of how 

to find one’s way in the new environment, Guoli told me a story of two other 

students’ most uncomfortable day in Australia. Guoli explained to me that although 

not many Chinese students starved on their first or second day in Australia, many of 

them share the same confusion with these two new students. Therefore, I include this 

story here to show the point of confusion caused in the new environment: 

 

It may sound silly, but it’s a true story. Two Chinese students arrived on a 

Friday, and stayed at the Uni - House for a month. The second day was a 

Saturday. They wanted to have something Chinese for lunch. They believed 

that there must be some Chinese restaurants in this city. They planned to go 

shopping and have some Chinese food for lunch at Rosetta which, as they 

were told, is the closest shopping centre from their accommodation. They 

studied the map carefully before they left their dormitory. They walked to 
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Rosetta but saw no shops along the street. They walked around the outside of 

the Rosetta Square twice but couldn’t find any shops or restaurants. You 

know, in China, all shops are open to the street. When you walk on the street, 

you can actually do window shopping. But here at Rosetta, you don’t see any 

shop in the street except a couple of banks. The building of the shopping 

centre, if looking from outside, is just like a big store room in China. These 

two students saw people coming in and out in their cars, but they never 

imagined that the shops were actually hidden inside this big store-room-

looking building. They were too shy to ask other people, so they starved that 

day (Guoli, Interview 2 April, 2000). 

 

The issue rising from Guoli’s account is not only that the unfamiliar environment 

confused the two new students and made them suffer, but also demonstrates the low 

confidence of those two students after entering a new culture. Outside the shopping 

mall, they saw people coming in and out but did not ask them for directions to the 

shops. They probably thought that they had come to the wrong place even though 

they had carefully studied the map. They probably saw no need to ask the local 

people as they did not see any shops in the street. Those two students made wrong 

judgments based on their previous Chinese experiences and suffered from their 

inadequacy in understanding the local arrangement of shops in the new place.  

 

Those two new students are not the only people who suffered from their incorrect 

prediction in the new environment. Yuan’s story gives another example. However, 

compared with those two starving students, Yuan was lucky enough to have met 

another Chinese student at the airport to help him out. To show the confusion caused 

by Yuan’s incorrect prediction, also to show the differences in the two countries, I 

include his lengthy account below: 

 

The enrolment day in China is not like theirs in Australia. In China, to 

welcome new students for their enrolment, each university or institute sets up 

a reception desk at railway stations and coach terminals, with a big banner 

to tell what university it is from. When new students arrive, they first of all 

look for the big banner to find the reception desk. The people at the reception 

desk will then direct them to their university bus. From there, new students 
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will be taken to the university campus. On campus that day, there’s usually 

an enrolment hall where each faculty sets up a reception desk for their new 

students’ enrolment. Many third year and fourth year students are also 

around to help new students find their ways to the dormitory after enrolment, 

or help them with their luggage and so on ... When I arrived here, I didn’t 

find anybody from the university waiting for me at the airport. I didn’t know 

that I had to arrange accommodation myself. I waited at the airport and got 

more and more anxious when I saw fewer people waiting at the airport.  

Then I saw a Chinese student from the university who was there to pick up 

his friend. I said hello to him and told him I was new in this place. He asked 

me if I was waiting for someone to pick me up. I told him that I wasn’t sure if 

the university would send anyone to pick me up. He was quite surprised when 

he heard that I didn’t make the arrangement for a pick-up before I left China 

but was still waiting for a pick-up. He said, ‘I don’t think the university will 

send somebody to meet you then. Just wait for me here. I’ll see if that man 

can help you.’ He pointed at a man standing not far from us and went up to 

talk to him. A few minutes later, that Chinese student came back with the man 

and said to me, ‘This is Martin. He is the landlord of a student who is coming 

back today. Martin will take you to his place.’ With these words, he left me 

with Martin. He was in a hurry. I didn’t have time to ask for his name. Soon 

after that, Martin’s student came out of the customs. With his help, I started 

to understand that in this country I was supposed to arrange the pick-up and 

accommodation myself before hand, and that Martin was to let me the other 

spare room in his house for the time being. I was very happy that I found 

accommodation so easily. We went with Martin, our landlord, to his house. It 

turned out that Martin works at the university.  

In the afternoon, I found my way to the university and found Martin in his 

office. In China we should always go to see the officer in charge of the 

Administration in each faculty. In this university, the common problem we 

overseas students have is that we don’t know whom we should go to see after 

arrival, where we should go and what we should do. Martin helped me with 

my enrolment and told me that I should go to see the course coordinator. I 

couldn’t understand whatever Martin and other people in the office 

explained to me then. I once worked as an interpreter for 6 months in China, 
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now the first day in Australia. I couldn’t understand what the local people 

said. Wasn’t that funny! Anyway, I followed Martin to the course 

coordinator’s office … (Yuan, Interview 1, 1 April, 2000). 

 

From Yuan’s account, we see the differences of enrolment procedures in two 

different countries. According to Yuan, in Chinese universities, ‘enrolment day is a 

big day for all students, the old and the new’. Once a new student finds the 

university reception desk, he or she would be relieved because it is common 

knowledge that from then on the new student would be looked after by the university 

staff and student as if they were in one big family. Of course, the fact that all 

students lived on campus guaranteed there would be plenty of senior students there 

to help the new ones.  

 

From the extract above, we also see three overseas Chinese students. Yuan is new 

without adequate understanding of the rules of the game in the new setting; whereas 

the other two obviously have been here longer than Yuan and are more inter-

culturally competent. They know about the rules and norms in the host country and 

can predict correctly what would happen to Yuan who did not make any arrangement 

for accommodation and a pick-up beforehand. Without their help, Yuan would not 

be able to work out what was happening on his first day in this foreign country and 

would probably have suffered more from his incorrect assumptions without the help 

of others.  

 

While suffering from the above mentioned uncomfortable experiences such as the 

inability to make correct prediction in the new context, most informants expected 

that everything would be all right once they started the new course and met their 

lecturers. They expected that their lecturers would tell them what to do and show 

them how to do things in Australia. Whether these expectations would be satisfied or 

not will be explored in the next section. 
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4.4 Frustrations in the Western institution 
 
Starting a new course in the host country was very exciting at the beginning. Based 

on their prior university learning experiences, the informants were eager to meet 

their Australian lecturers as they ‘knew’ that their lecturers would look after them 

and help them sort out things. However, uncomfortable experiences continued to 

occur as they were confronted with all sorts of differences in a Western institution. It 

seems to the informants that not only is the campus design more open but the 

operation of an educational institute is also totally different. The following extracts 

will show the differences that they all noticed in their first few days of studying in 

Australia which made them less sure what to do.  

 

4.4.1 Expectations and requirements in the Western institution 

The fear of the unknown is perhaps shared universally by all adult learners, but to 

the informants in this study, it can be attributed to the foreignness which gives them 

additional stress when they start the new learning journey in the host country, 

especially when they have to make a choice from what they do not really know. 

Taohong’s frustration is common among the informants. 

 

... Nobody here tells me how to choose units for my study. The course 

coordinator met us on the first day and gave us a talk. He told us that it was 

up to individuals to choose units to suit our own needs. So I had to look for 

what was available myself on the notice board and decide which units I 

should do. There are so many units to choose from. Some are common units 

for different courses, some are compulsory units for the course. Some are the 

prerequisite for some other units ... Everything is in English. Everything is 

unfamiliar. I was so confused. Some of us made mistakes by undertaking 

units in a wrong term or not in a sequential order and then found ourselves 

in very awkward situations in a later stage. ... The teachers here and the 

course coordinators didn’t give us much help, because they don’t know our 

personal interest. They gave us advice such as ‘you could do this unit’, ‘you 
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can do that unit if you like’. What makes it worse is that I don’t really know 

what those units are about even though there are some descriptions of the 

units. I chose units by my instinct in the first semester. Many Chinese 

students do the same as I do. I think the first problem we have in our first 

term here is that the way they organise students’ studies is different from 

 that in China. It’s too loosely organised, too flexible (Taohong, Interview 1, 

1 April, 2000). 

 

Taohong’s frustration in having to choose units for her own study was shared by all 

the informants who were doing post graduate studies by course work. Since 

‘everything is unfamiliar’, Taohong and other informants find it very hard to choose 

appropriate units in the first semester. There is another reason found which made 

them think twice when choosing units:  

 

We are full fee paying overseas students. If we choose a wrong unit, that is, if 

we choose a unit and find out later that it is not what we want to learn, then 

we will waste our money and time. The tuition fee is expensive; living in this 

country is also expensive. So we have to be very careful when choosing what 

we want to do. But it’s so hard because we don’t really know anything about 

their course. A student who came one year earlier than me told me that she 

failed two units in the first semester because she made wrong choice and then 

lost interest in those two units and found them so boring ... (Taohong, 

Interview 1, 1 April, 2000). 

 

However, later in their course, most informants found the flexibility of choosing 

units to their advantage despite their early difficulties in adjusting themselves to the 

‘flexible’, and ‘too loosely organised’ curriculum of their host country. It is natural 

that the informants compare the course design in the host country with that in their 

home country based on their experiences of attending undergraduate courses in 

China. Undergraduate students in China, in general, do not have any choice for what 

units they want to do. It is all preset as a package for the students. Yuan gives a good 

illustration below: 

 



 

 110    

The ways of organising students’ studies here are so different from that in 

China. In China, once you enrol yourself into a course, you will be well 

looked after. Almost everything was arranged for you by the university. You 

don’t have to make any choice once you are enrolled into a course. 

Everything is prepared for you. As if you go to a familiar restaurant where 

the staff know about your taste, the chef knows what you want, as soon as you 

sit yourself at the table your dish is brought to you. All you need to do is just 

to enjoy your meal and digest the food. Whereas studying here, you have to 

be careful when choosing what units you want to learn.  When you make a 

mistake, it is not only a waste of money, but also a waste of your time. It is 

like having a dinner in a restaurant you’ve never been to. Once you are 

ushered to a table, a menu book was given to you for you to choose the dishes 

you like to have for dinner. It’s completely your choice. Sometimes the 

restaurant may recommend their ‘chef’s special’ to you. For example, the 

course coordinator may say ‘you could do this if you like’. But whether you 

have it or not is absolutely your decision. As you are new to that restaurant, 

you may order some dish which tastes terrible but you still have to pay the 

cost because you made your choice in the first place. That is my first 

impression here, a deep impression (Yuan, Interview 1, 1 April, 2000). 

 

Yuan’s illustration clearly shows the difference in organising students’ learning 

between the Chinese educational system and the Australian educational system, 

which is also one of the differences between the collectivist and individualist 

societies. It is apparent in the present study that the informants prefer more directives 

from their lecturers at the beginning of their courses in the host country, and this is 

as a result of their previous learning experience. 

 

The informants in this study were not only frustrated with the fact that they had to 

choose units for their studies. They were also confused that they had to attend 

tutorial sessions after a lecture. One informant commented that a tutorial session is 

‘the second part of the same lecture as the lecturer couldn’t finish the lesson within 

the set time due to the constant interruption from the students.’ Those who were late 

for the course and missed the first lecture, for example, due to the delays in obtaining 

entry visas, were even more confused and frustrated about the tutorial sessions as 
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‘the teacher does not teach, just answers students’ questions’. Lantian’s account 

shows the common confusion, with the difference being that he sorted out things 

sooner than other confused informants thanks to his good communication skills: 

 

I was late for a week. I was worried whether I could catch up with the course 

or not. I looked at the timetable and noticed there was to be a class for one of 

the units I’ve chosen the second day after my arrival. I attended my first class 

but noticed that the way they give a lecture is very different. The students 

asked a lot of questions in class. As I missed the first week, I didn’t have any 

idea of what I was supposed to do and what I had missed ... I knew nothing 

about what had been covered in the previous lessons because the lecturer 

didn’t give lectures in the way we used to do in China. I just sat there, not 

really like a student, but an observer [trying to understand] what’s going 

on... When the class was finished, I went to the lecturer and found out then, 

the first class I attended was a tutorial session. I didn’t know the difference 

between a tutorial and a lecture3 then (Lantian, Interview 1, 9 July, 2000). 

 

The immediate difference that Lantian and other informants observed is that ‘the  

lecturer didn’t give lectures in the way [the Chinese teachers] used to do’. But it did 

not take them long to adapt into the new way of operation. What disappointed them 

most was that their Australian lecturers did not match up with the expectations the 

informants brought with them. The next few sections will describe some of the 

disappointments some informants had with their lecturers, again, these are located 

within issues of cultural confrontations.  

 

4.4.2 Teacher’s care for students 

Some Western researchers have observed that Chinese people are generally more 

ready to expect, and accept, unequal relationships of members in a society (Hofstede, 

1991). That is probably due to the powerful binding force of the Chinese ideological 

system over people. The Chinese ideological system was consolidated by Confucius 

over 2000 years ago, stating that the stability of society is based on unequal 

                                 
3 In Chinese universities, students do not normally have tutorial sessions. Academic discussions are 
often carried out in small groups after lectures,  which has the similar function as the tutorial sessions 
in Australia. Please refer to Chapter 1 - 1.4.2 for more information. 
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relationships between people. Among the relational hierarchy discussed in Chapter 2 

is the father - son relationship which is based on mutual and complementary 

obligations. This pattern of interdependent relationship is applied in the Chinese 

school system.  

 

In schools, students are expected to listen to their teachers, show respect to their 

teachers as they should to their own parents. Respect for teachers is seen as a basic 

virtue. This respect lasts throughout adulthood. On the other hand, teachers are 

expected to protect and guide their students. The Confucius’ saying ‘Yi Re Wei Shi, 

Zhong Sheng Wei Fu’ (meaning: being their teacher for one day, becoming their 

parent for the rest of your life), is known to the majority of the Chinese population, 

literate or illiterate. That is to say, the teachers are expected to care for their students 

always as they do their own children. With this expectation, the informants imagined 

that once they met their Australian lecturers, everything would be sorted out with 

their lecturers’ help and guidance. However, they were often disappointed as their 

Australian lecturers did not match their expectations. Yuan’s experience is typical in 

this aspect: 

 

I first contacted the supervisor when I was in China. He told me that he had 

some research funds for my topic and that he could sponsor me. According to 

my understanding then, also based on the experiences of my classmates who 

obtained scholarships to study in the United States, I thought that my 

supervisor’s sponsorship would be able to cover my tuition cost and living 

expenses in Australia. He didn’t say how much he could spend to support me. 

I didn’t ask either. I didn’t even ask for written evidence from the supervisor 

for my visa application. So it was very difficult for me to get a visa ... When I 

finally got the visa and came into the course, I was six months late than first 

planned. The supervisor was very pleased to see me here. What I found hard 

to accept was the fact that there was no money left in my supervisor’s 

research fund. The supervisor spent his research fund on overseas trips to 

Hong Kong and South Africa during the previous months. I felt very upset 

about this. Anyway, I already paid my tuition fee for my first year’s study, I 

enrolled myself into the course ... there was a conference on campus the 

second day after my arrival. The supervisor encouraged me to attend ... so 
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the second day in a completely new place, I paid the registration fee and 

attended the conference, tell you the truth, I didn’t understand what they said 

at the conference. I noticed their accent is different from what I learned and 

heard in China. Their talks covered various topics in my subject area but I 

found it so hard to grasp what they were talking about. I felt so sleepy and so 

down ... I didn’t know what I should do next. ... What’s more, I went to the 

conference dinner as I had been told and found it boring because I couldn’t 

communicate with other participants. Both the conference fee and conference 

dinner were quite expensive for me. But my supervisor said I should go so I 

went. You know, in Chinese culture we are taught to respect our teachers as 

we do to our parents and we expect them to look after us in return ... Before 

long, I realised that this Australian supervisor of mine is not at all like my 

Chinese teachers who care about their students and consider in their 

students’ interest (Yuan, Interview 1, 1 April, 2000). 

 
This story shows Yuan’s disappointment with his supervisor in three aspects, each 

caused by cultural differences. First, in Chinese understanding, when a supervisor 

says that he or she will sponsor a student, it means that the supervisor will take care 

of the student in getting the scholarship finalised, accommodation arranged, etc. If a 

supervisor is not sure about the funding, he or she would not agree to be the sponsor 

according to the Chinese characteristic of being modest. Otherwise, the supervisor 

would lose face because a ‘gentleman’ should be ‘ashamed that his words have 

outstripped his deeds’ (Confucius, Book 14, p.57). Hence, it is not surprising that 

Yuan was shocked and upset as he found that there was ‘no money left’ to sponsor 

him. On the other hand, when Yuan’s Australian supervisor said that he could 

sponsor Yuan, he might have assumed that everyone, including Yuan, knew the rules 

of the game for how to get a scholarship in Australia. So he did not explain to Yuan 

that it is only a possibility, not a promise.  

 

Second, Yuan was disappointed with himself and his supervisor for attending the 

conference and going to the conference dinner the second day after his arrival and 

disappointed with his supervisor for suggesting this. He was disappointed with his 

poor English because he did not understand the presenters and could not 

communicate with other participants at the conference. It was a waste of time and 
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money as he ‘paid the expensive cost’ but did not get much out of it. To Yuan, this 

was caused by the ‘teacher’s irresponsibility’ who gave the wrong directives without 

knowing the new student well. Therefore, Yuan was also disappointed with his 

‘careless’ supervisor. 

 

The third point of disappointment is implicit. Yuan emphasised that the ‘conference 

fee and conference dinner were quite expensive’ for him. That means that Yuan did 

not get reimbursement from the supervisor. In China, when a supervisor asks a 

research student to attend a conference, it has two implications: 1) the supervisor 

knows that the student will benefit academically from attending the conference, 2) 

the supervisor or the institute will reimburse the conference expenses, such as travel 

costs and the registration fee, to the research student. As it is shown from the above 

story, the Australian supervisor gave Yuan directives in his Western way of thinking, 

whereas Yuan predicted and took action in his typical Chinese way.  

 

The consequence of the communication breakdowns and misunderstanding between 

the two ‘cultural beings’ was Yuan’s negative learning experience during his very 

first week in Australia. This kind of negative learning caused by cultural differences 

is quite common among the informants. Lantian’s experience is another example of 

this point: 

 

In China, teachers will try their best to give you an answer whether you take 

it or not ... It’s funny here, when I ask a question, the lecturers sometimes tell 

me that my question was outside of their units. For example, once, I’ve done 

an assignment using one method, but I realise that there are different ways to 

solve it and I want to learn more. So I asked the lecturer who said, ‘oh, 

you’re all right, no problem. But it’s nothing concerned with this course 

[unit]. If you continue study next semester, maybe you will learn this area in 

such and such subject.’ It seems to me they are only doing their part of the 

job. When it’s out of their range, they refuse to help and tell you to go to 

someone else ... They are not concerned about their students (Lantian, 

Interview 1, 9 July, 2000).  
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Lantian’s incentive to learn more problem-solving methods through one task is 

common among Chinese learners. This reflects Confucius’ teaching: when a teacher 

demonstrates one method such as raising one angle, the students are expected to find 

and raise another three angles (please refer to Section 2.4.2 in Chapter Two). So long 

as the students show initiative to learn, the teachers are more than happy to help and 

care for the student’s progress. Taking care of the students is seen as an important 

part of the teachers’ role in the Chinese educational system. Since they did not see 

the same sort of care from their Australian lecturers, most informants were led to 

think that ‘the teachers here are not so responsible’. This misunderstanding not only 

made them frustrated, as shown in the above extracts, but also affected their learning 

in the host country, as we will see in other informants’ reactions in the final part of 

this section: different models of teaching and learning in Australia. 

 
 
4.4.3 Western teacher’s appearance 

As indicated in Chapter Two, teaching has been seen in China as a sacred occupation 

and teaching is one of the most respected professions. ‘Wei Ren Shi Biao’ (meaning: 

being the model for people to follow) stands out as a requirement for good teachers. 

The person who is teaching is expected to be a model in all respects: morality, 

appearance, and everything associated with being a ‘good person’. Teachers in 

Chinese society, especially university teachers, hold high social status although they 

may not necessarily be highly paid. In Chinese tradition, social status is important to 

people because it presents a person’s ranking as determined by wealth, influence, 

and prestige. The status here refers to the ‘achieved status’ which ‘we secure on the 

basis of individual choice and competition’ (Vander Zanden 1993, p.46) such as 

students, teachers, medical practitioners, and so on. Chinese people value education 

and Chinese society expects people to dress up and behave according to their status 

or their roles. One of the social norms in China informs people that university 

teachers ‘should not’ dress too casually as street boys or girls do. However, as part of 

the local culture, the lecturers in the host country do not normally dress in a way that 

matches the informants’ expectations.  

 

Without preparation, Guoli was shocked at his supervisor’s casual dress style when 

they met for the first time. His high enthusiasm to do his research with this professor 
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nearly evaporated on first seeing this casually dressed person. He told his landlady 

that day that his supervisor did not look like a university professor at all and that he 

wondered whether he should withdraw from the course. Here is his story: 

 

The first meeting with my supervisor gave me a great impression (smiling). I 

made an appointment first. Then I went to see him. I was formally dressed up 

for the meeting. But what I saw in the office?! (laughter) My supervisor was 

in a T-shirt and Jeans. He wears a beard and his long hair is tied up at his 

back with a red rope! I thought I entered a wrong room. I looked up again at 

the name tag on the door. Then I heard my supervisor saying to me, ‘Hi, take 

a seat, Guoli.’ I sat down as being told but still wondered if I should proceed 

with the meeting with him or just leave him ... In Chinese universities, 

lecturers are required to be very careful about their public appearance, 

because they are the role models for their students. Every university makes 

this point clear: Good teachers should give their students a good impression 

in the first meeting, that is, good manners and appearance. Unfortunately, 

(laugh again), my supervisor didn’t give me a good impression in that very 

first meeting. He didn’t look like a university teacher at all according to my 

perception then. 

 

How did I change? Well, through our discussions on academic topics and my 

own life experience here. I gradually learned that my supervisor is well-

known in our subject area in Australia. He’s very successful in getting grants 

for research projects every year. He has published more than 100 articles 

plus his own books in our subject area. He is the authority, the spokesman ... 

As for clothing, I realise now, it is to do with the local culture and the 

weather here. The people here all dress casually. I only saw him [the 

supervisor] dressing up formally twice. Once was at his wedding party, the 

other time was at the students’ graduation ceremony. He was formally 

dressed up with a tie, very handsome, very energetic. He does look like a 

professor then (laughter) ...  (Guoli, Interview 2, 21 October, 2000). 

 

Guoli was quick in adjusting himself to the new environment. But Pengfei, another 

university teacher from China, found it hard to accept the casual dress style. He says, 
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I was very careful about my appearance in China. That’s not to say that I 

have an expensive taste. I’m very careful about the style and colour of what I 

wear. I never buy clothes with colours or styles that is not suitable for my 

status. Because, you know, I am always in front of students, always feel like 

I’m being watched. Whereas in here, lecturers wear clothes very casually. If 

you go to the school in the evening, you will see some lecturers still working 

in their offices. They are in T-shirt, wearing slippers. They don’t care much 

about their appearance ... I was very surprised to see that the lecturers are 

casually dressed when I first attended a lecture here. I felt very strange. I 

wondered how they could come to a lecture like that. Then I got used to it. 

But I still can’t do that myself. Whether I attend a lecture or give a 

presentation, I would feel ashamed if I didn’t formally dress up. I don’t think 

it is polite to the audience if a lecturer wears casual clothes in class. In 

China, not only for lecturers, there’s also certain regulation for students in 

terms of appearance. For instance, students in thongs are not allowed to 

enter the classroom until they get changed (Pengfei, Interview 1, 23 April, 

2000). 

 

For these informants, a lecturer’s appearance to appropriately match their prestigious 

status is important, and this serves as a role model for them and other students to 

follow. This is a part of the social norms and values in social settings that they learnt 

in China. Coming into a foreign country, the informants do not often see the 

formality that they are familiar with but are confronted with a new social norm and 

value system. It is inevitable that the informants in this study were puzzled by their 

Australian lecturers’ aloof attitude to the students and their casual dress styles. What 

other expectations did the informants have of their lecturers? Were the informants 

satisfied with their Australian lecturers’ attitude and approach to teaching? The next 

section will explore these points. 

 

4.4.4 Different models of teaching and learning 

According to Lun-yu, the sage to all educated people in China, teachers are expected 

not only to pass on knowledge to students but also care for the student as they do 

their own children and be role models for the students to follow. Naturally, all the 
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informants in the study are used to the Chinese way of teaching and learning because 

that was a part of their own formative experience. They were all keen on ‘learning 

more useful things in Australia’, and expected their Australian lecturers to give them 

as much information as possible in the short period of time they had in the country 

so that they could gain a ‘big picture of the subject’. What they did not realise at first 

was the differences in teaching models in Australia as compared to those in China. 

As discussed in Chapter One, different cultures develop people in different ways of 

reasoning, and different educational systems generate different models of teaching 

and learning. While Chinese teachers may show the students through the door by 

holding hands, Australian teachers may expect their students to explore the new 

surroundings and find the door on their own terms. In class, a student-centred 

approach is often adopted by Australian lecturers. As the informants had no 

experience of this model of teaching, they felt that they could learn little from their 

Australian lecturers. This made them more stressed, insecure and they lacked 

confidence in their Australian lecturers. Xiaoyan’s account shows the common 

feeling towards Australian lecturers’ ‘it’s-up-to-you’ attitude: 

 

In China, teachers normally adopt a teacher-centred, Tian-Ya-Shi 4 

approach first. Teachers give us a lot of reference books and also tell us how 

to find what in which books. Australian teachers give us lists of reference 

books too ...  but I think their attitudes to the students are really like ‘it’s up 

to you. Look for information yourself, read articles yourself, and write up 

your assignments. What I want from you is handing in assignments on time.’ 

That’s all. They are not really interested in our progress. Perhaps they don’t 

really want to interact with us overseas students because we can’t  

communicate well with them? For example, I studied a subject which 

required critical reflection based on the incidents occurring in classroom 

                                 
4  Tian-ya-shi is a term and method used in the industry of raising Peking ducks in China. Basically, it 
refers to giving ducks more food than needed by force feeding with spoons to ensure fast growing. It 
was then adopted by educators into the field of teaching to refer to giving students more information 
and content knowledge to ensure efficient learning. It is translated into English as ‘spoon-feeding’ 
because of the instrument used when feeding ducks. However, as the English term ‘spoon-feeding’ is 
originally used in the area of ChildCare to indicate children’s inability of feeding themselves, the 
English translation for  Tian-ya-shi often implies a completely different concept with its original 
intention in Chinese education. Because of the different concept carried by the English translation, the 
term ‘spoon-feeding’ often causes misunderstanding between Western teachers and Chinese students 
in terms of preference to teaching approaches. 
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teaching situations. I am not a school teacher here. I don’t know their 

classroom teaching situations ...  I explained my difficulty and asked the 

lecturer if he could contact some school and arrange a classroom for me to 

sit in to observe. He said that he could not help. It was up to myself … so I 

quit (Xiaoyan, Interview 1, 25 April, 2000). 

 

Xiaoyan’s frustration was shared by other informants who were doing the course 

work studies, and is similar to Lantian’s experience described earlier. Two issues 

stand out in this observation. One is to do with the teacher-student relationship as 

already discussed in the previous section; the other is to do with the course design. It 

is apparent that due to the different cultural background and the limited knowledge 

of the Australian context, Xiaoyan and other informants had difficulties in 

completing some compulsory units which require context specific knowledge that 

the informants did not have yet. 

 

Pengfei who was from the same background as Xiaoyan and also doing the same 

course felt very frustrated by the approach to teaching and learning in the host 

country: 

 

In China, teachers tell you what they think is important, what they think you 

must learn and should learn. Here it’s different; it’s up to the students. Some 

basic things that you don’t know is not covered in your reading and they 

don’t tell you. ... Teachers here always ask students to give critique to the 

readings in our writings. I don’t think it’s practically helpful in reality. The 

lecturers are sort of, I think, expert in that area. They know different sets of 

theories or methods in that particular area. They may know that one view is 

different from others or the ways of analysis is different. So it’s good for them 

to be critical. For us, almost all the units we are doing here are new to us. 

Everyone’ view is new to us, first time to know. I don’t have the big picture of 

the subject, how could I be critical? I still remember the comment from one 

of the lecturers on my assignment: ‘you described many of other people’s 

view well, but you didn’t include your own point of view.’ How could I have 

my own view so quickly? I didn’t know these things before. I am learning 

them. I appreciate their writings, I try to understand what they say, I learn 
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from their writings. ... I’m not afraid of retelling what others think, but afraid 

of being asked to give critiques to what I read. 

 

[Is it because you don’t know how to be critical?] 

 

Not really. It’s mainly because we don’t have enough knowledge in the area 

to be critical. When I read their articles, I feel they are all right about the 

issues. I don’t know which aspect I should look at or to give critique. I don’t 

have a full picture of their contexts. So I can’t be critical. I don’t have 

enough background knowledge to do that. You see, I cannot be critical for 

what I don’t know or don’t know well. If an article wrote about education in 

China, then perhaps the very first time I read it, I would pull it into pieces 

and be very critical about it because I know what education is about in China 

(Pengfei, Interview 1, 23 April, 2000). 

 

Apart from sharing Xiaoyan’s frustration that ‘the lecturers don’t care what you 

don’t know and do not give you a big picture’, Pengfei’s account also showed his 

frustration of Australian lecturers who do not take up the ‘expert’ role in teaching. 

That ‘lecturers are sort of experts in that area’ was the perception all the informants 

held of their lecturers. Based on their previous learning experiences, it is natural for 

the informants to look up to lecturers for direction, especially in this new context. 

They need to catch up on a great deal of background knowledge of the subject, 

which was often new to them. Reading and attending lectures, to the informants, 

were ways to familiarise themselves with Western contexts. They expected lecturers 

to inform them of ‘some basic things that are not covered in the readings’, but their 

expectation were not noticed by their lecturers. To their further disappointment, 

Pengfei observed that some lecturers had no clear objectives when giving a lesson: 

 

There is definitely a huge difference between the two [models of teaching]. In 

China, I attended some lectures delivered to post graduates. What you will 

learn and what you should learn and to what extent by the end of the 

semester are all explained clearly to you by your lecturers at the beginning of 

a semester. Things are clearly outlined and organised. When students are 

required to read books, clear guidelines are always given so that the students 
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know where to find what. When you have completed a subject, you know 

where it started from, what has been the development of it and where it 

trends towards. Whereas here, I can’t grasp the main theme of each lesson. 

During class, the lecturers would stand in front of the class and talk ... 

Sometimes they just follow the students’ questions and talk about them to the 

end of the lesson, forgetting what he is there for. I always have difficulty in 

finding their key objectives for their lessons. I read quite a number of books, 

and felt that they touched on bit of this and bit of that. Not systematically. I’m 

not used to this kind of teaching. I am often confused.  [I] vaguely know bits 

and pieces here and there but could not lay my hand on any of them (Pengfei, 

Interview 1, 23 April, 2000). 

 

While some informants complained that there were too many interruptions from 

students during class, Pengfei and Xiaoyan as former university teachers actually 

identified another problem in some lessons, that is, no clear objectives to a lesson. 

This is probably due to the fact that, in Australian universities, students have fewer 

group discussions on academic issues after class and do not often see their lecturers. 

So they take advantage of the lecture time to ask the lecturer all sorts of questions. 

Whereas the informants in this study are so used to the Chinese ways of teaching, 

they regard a lecture as a time when the teacher should do most talking but leave 

discussions until after class. They used the Chinese model of teaching as an 

instrument to measure the Australian ways of teaching, which made them feel more 

frustrated.  

 

What makes it worse is that they did not always get direct answers or clear 

instructions from their lecturers when they asked questions after class. Xiaoyan 

describes: 

 

 I sometimes went to see the lecturer to discuss a problem. He always asked 

me, ‘How do you look at it?’ When I expressed my thought, he would say, 

‘That’s all right. You can do it like that if you like.’ ... When I have a 

problem, they asked me to read one particular book, when I have another 

question, they asked me to read another book. It’s scattered, bits and 
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pieces ... I’d rather be given a complete reference list so that I can read them 

all when I need to (Xiaoyan, Interview 1, 25 April, 2000). 

 

Pengfei’s and Xiaoyan’s extracts showed their confusion about the different models 

of teaching and learning they experienced in Australia. In Western countries:  

 

The educational process is student-centred, with a premium on student 

initiative, students are expected to find their own intellectual paths. Students 

make uninvited interventions in class, they are supposed to ask questions when 

they do not understand something. They argue with teachers, express 

disagreement and criticisms in front of the teachers, and show no particular 

respect to teachers outside school (Hofstede, 1991, p. 34). 

 

Within such a tradition, it is natural to see local students interrupting a lesson 

frequently. Some informants indicated that this irritated them because their thirst for 

information was not satisfied. They felt that they were not getting the information 

that they wanted. Hence, they are very critical about the ‘self-directed’ approach. 

Pengfei analyses this point: 

 

They talk about student-centred. Theoretically it sounds good, in practice I 

doubt about it. Many teachers here are in favour of ‘student-centred’ method. 

I think there are two kinds of teachers. Some teachers adopting this method 

may work even harder because they have to design activities carefully so that 

students can learn better. Some teachers may use ‘student-centred’ method 

as a good excuse for not preparing the lesson well: ‘Now you discuss what 

you want to learn ...’ This type of teachers may wash their hands of real 

teaching. In the end what do students learn? There may be two extremes due 

to various degrees of willingness to participate in the student-centred 

learning. Some may actively engage themselves in learning, some may not. 

I’d rather the teachers play their teaching role and tell me what it is about 

and how to do it then let me practise it. Students are students after all, we are 

here to learn. I remember not long after I started the course, one of the 

lecturers asked us to sign a ‘learning contract’. I heard about a job contract, 

a lease contract, but never heard that learners need to sign a ‘learning 
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contract’. I was quite confused: ‘Why do we need to sign a contract to learn? 

What is this learning contract business?’ I made an appointment to see the 

lecturer. I told the lecturer that there was no such thing called ‘learning 

contract’ in Chinese educational system and that I never saw such a thing 

before the day I left China. The lecturer told me that it was also their first 

time to introduce ‘learning contract’ into that unit. I was then asked to write 

down in the contract what I wanted to learn. I said, ‘I want to learn what you 

teach us for this subject. You haven’t told me what you’ll teach me, how 

could I know what I want to learn and what I don’t want to learn?’... We 

spent some time discussing what I already knew and what I didn’t know, then 

worked out a learning contract for me. But I don’t remember if the lecturer 

ever checked the outcomes of my learning contract after that (Pengfei, 

Interview 1, 23 April, 2000). 

 

Other informants enrolled in course work programs agree with Pengfei in that they 

do not think that the student-centred approach is appropriate for overseas students in 

an Australian context of which they have limited knowledge. They frankly admitted 

that they doubted the quality of education in this way of teaching. They prefer that 

teachers take up their teaching roles seriously and teach their overseas students 

systematically. 

 

In contrast to the informants in course work programs, research students do not see 

self-directed approaches in training as a bad method, although they admit that, when 

challenged by their supervisors for a proposal, they felt embarrassed as they were not 

prepared for that. They appreciate that the self-directed approach helps to train more 

independent researchers. Guoli, who made the unfair judgment on his supervisor in 

his first week, compares the different ways of training as following: 

 

When research students do a project [in China], the project outline is worked 

out by their supervisors. Then supervisors take a lot of responsibility in 

helping students make detailed plans. After the detailed plan is done, the 

supervisors will give the students series of lectures to explain a lot of things. 

That is to say, spoon-feeding them heavily (please refer to footnote on page 

118). In general, Chinese students are strong in theory, but weak in practical 
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skills. I was like that when I was doing my master’s course. My supervisor is 

a very responsible person. He spoon-fed me everything and saw me through 

to graduation. In this way he is regarded as a responsible supervisor, 

qualified and competent. It is different in Australia. I found the students here 

are very independent, stronger in practice than us. I guess it is something to 

do with their educational system. It seems to me, the educational system here 

allows student to try, to find out things, and to do things by themselves to a 

great extent. ... What I’m saying is the ways of training researchers here is 

different from that in China. The supervisor only gives you his suggestion or 

a possible direction. You have to find the topic and the problem yourself and 

then discuss it with him. ... If my current supervisor were working in China in 

the way  he treats his students here, that is, let the students find their own 

research topics and research methods, he would be regarded as having no 

sense of responsibility (laughter),  he would get a bad reputation and have no 

students to follow him. You see, we have different perceptions of ‘responsible 

supervisors’ and different ways of training researchers (Guoli, Interview 1,  

2 April, 2000). 

 

It appears in the present study that research students are more independent than those 

informants who are doing post graduate studies by course work. This is probably due 

to the fact that, academically, research students are more advanced than other 

informants. Once they realise the different ways of training, they are quicker than 

other informants in adjusting themselves to new demands in the new context.  

 

The above extracts demonstrate not only the conflicts caused by the different social 

norms and value systems in the host country in regard to teachers’ performance, but 

also show that the teaching and learning model in Australia is different to what they 

know of in China. It is also apparent from the informants’ accounts that the 

background knowledge of the Australian context is crucial to the informants’ new 

learning. However, this is not considered by the course developers or lecturers who 

deliver the courses. The informants are left to catch up with the background 

knowledge themselves. We will examine how the informants develop their study 

skills and put great effort into catching up with the class on their own terms in 

Chapter Five. 
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4.5 The sense of loss 

We relate to the world through our physical, psychological and social acts. Our 

psychological acts, such as learning, understanding and imaging, can not exist 

without context. When contexts change, our action to each other may also change or 

need modification. This was what the informants found in the Australian context. In 

this context, the informants lost many of their familiar signs and symbols of social 

intercourse that they had known and used in China. Those signs include many ways 

in which they orient themselves to the situations of daily life, such as, what to say 

when they meet people, when to accept and when to refuse invitations, when to take 

statements seriously and when not to. These signs are the regulations of a 

community of practice which are acquired by all of us in the course of growing up. 

They are as much a part of our culture as the language we speak or the beliefs we 

accept, of which we are not always conscious until being reminded or challenged in 

a completely new environment. Edward Hall once asserted, ‘most cultural 

exploration begins with the experience of being lost’ (quoted in Bond, 1994, p.42). 

When these familiar signs do not exist in the new cultural setting, the informants all 

felt lost as their old frames of reference which have been developed in the Chinese 

context were not always applicable in the new context of the host country. As shown 

in the previous sections, they often could not correctly predict future events and 

situations in the new context. Among other feelings of confusion and frustration as 

described above is the rapid increase in the sense of status loss, especially when 

treated in the host country as ‘common people’, or ‘anybody’.   

 

The social status that they held in their home country which ‘presents a position 

within a group... and [which] carries with it a set of culturally defined rights and 

duties’ (Vander Zanden, 1993, p.62) no longer exists in the Australian context. In the 

Australian context, the informants’ roles are changed from teachers and managers 

into overseas students. Thus they no longer hold high social status that they held in 

their home country. With the change of their roles and status, the ‘appropriate 

behaviour’, which the informants used to expect from other people towards them, is 

nowhere to be found. When they were treated as ‘ordinary people’, the informants 

experienced a different aspect of culture shock which is termed by Furnham and 

Bochner (1986, p. 50) as ‘role shock’, or ‘status loss’ as termed by the informants. 
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With the loss of status, the informants did not receive the prestige as they were used 

to in China. They have to adjust their role performance in the host country according 

to their new situations, which is a very difficult and painful learning experience. The 

following stories will demonstrate this point. 

 

Pengfei concentrated on his study in his first six months without doing any part time 

work. When he thought that he had passed the ‘culture shock’ period and was able to 

survive the course, he decided to apply for a visa for his wife and son to join him. At 

the same time, he was looking for some part time work to earn some money to cover 

the living expenses that would incur when his family joined him. Unfortunately, he 

could only find physical work such as cleaning because his Chinese qualification and 

experience were not readily recognised in Australia. He told me how he felt when he 

worked as a cleaner: 

 

When you come here, you become nobody. I get very much depressed by that 

feeling. When I went for a job, say, a cleaning job, the boss who has hardly 

received any schooling would boss me around, saying that I could not do this 

or that well. I got stressed. I felt very bad. Even now I still feel bad.... But 

there is no other choice, our qualification is not recognised here and I need a 

job to support myself. So I didn’t argue with the boss, just trying harder 

while listening to his fiddlesticks (Pengfei, Interview 1, 23 April, 2000). 

 

Being bossed around by an employer who has little schooling put Pengfei off-

balance immediately because in the Chinese context, a cleaner and a university 

teacher are not in the same rank. A university teacher is more respected in society 

than is a cleaner. Pengfei felt very bad about it because it was degrading, compared 

with his previous status. But he was not the only one who felt like that. Jinling and 

other informants had similar feelings: 

 

We all feel terribly lost and degraded. I talked to other students about this 

terrible feeling. We all feel the same. Take myself for example, I was a 

manager in China, sitting in a powerful position. In this country, I work as a 

kitchen hand, a cleaner. I have to listen to the boss who always complains 

how badly I performed my task ... Even fellow workers want to be my boss. 
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They want to interfere my work, always say, ‘you should do this, you should 

do that ...’ I told them off (Jinling, Interview 1, 20 May, 2000). 

 

All informants in this study admitted that they rapidly developed a sense of loss in 

the host country. It is not hard to notice from the above extracts their frustration and 

helplessness. Those who are more tolerant and adaptable learned quickly how to 

interact with their new bosses and fellow workers, so they are successful in keeping 

their jobs. Informants like Jinling who was more arrogant and slow in adjusting his 

own behaviour and attitude were soon sacked by their Australian bosses in their first 

job and learned to survive in the new environment in a hard way. The interviews 

revealed that quite a few other Chinese students had returned to China after two 

weeks’ stay in Australia because they could not stand this ‘role shock’.  

 

In individualistic societies like Australia, people are respected for who they are, at 

least on the superficial level. Whereas in China, where the power distance is large 

people are respected for what they are. The status change from a respectful 

university teacher’s position or a manager’s position to a physical labourer’s position 

made the informants feel like ‘falling from the 24th floor to the ground floor in a 

second’ (personal conversation). They all felt bad about it, and utterly helpless. 

When the informants gradually got used to working as ‘low-class’ workers as they 

saw it partly because there was no other choice and partly because of the influence of 

the new culture, they still subconsciously hold the old habit that they should be 

respected for what they are when in China. Unfortunately, they were often reminded 

of their status loss not only by the local people but also by the ‘inappropriate  

behaviour’ of other Chinese students and visitors. Jinling who has finally modified 

his behaviour and attitude in the host country, was one day cleaning a public place as 

a cleaner. He saw two new Chinese students walking in his direction. Overhearing 

their conversation, Jinling knew they were from his home town. So Jinling greeted 

them in their dialect. The two newcomers glanced at him, and passed him without 

returning the greeting. Jinling felt embarrassed but soon realised, ‘in their eyes, I’m 

only a cleaner. As they are new in this place, they are not influenced by the new 

culture yet’.  
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The common way to overcome the sense of loss at the beginning seems to be, for the 

informants, to remind themselves of their long term goals. Most of them kept telling 

themselves that they had to endure hardship including unpleasant feelings if they 

want to achieve their goals. When they adapted more into the new culture, their 

change in behaviour and attitude became more natural and inevitable as we will see 

in the next chapter.  

 

4.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has described some of the common emotional and psychological 

difficulties the informants endured in their arriving stage in Australia. It has given a 

clear indication that in this foreign environment, the learning context for the 

informants is different from what they are familiar with in China. Along with all 

those difficulties such as loneliness, confusion and frustration is their own 

inadequacy in dealing with things in the host country. This indicates that each 

community of practice has its own history and its own regulations of doing things 

(Wenger, 1998), especially, when the two communities in discussion have 

distinctively different cultural characteristics such as collectivist versus individualist 

in this case. As newcomers, the informants in this study did not know the regulations 

of practice as they did not have a shared history with Australian people. Therefore, 

they had a lot to learn to survive in the host country. Even though they all 

‘anticipated and were prepared for the hardship’ before they left their home country, 

the new demands and challenges that they faced in the new situation were enormous 

and daunting. The new demands require not only new learning in many aspects of 

the academic and everyday life, but also require unlearning in some aspects of their 

pre-experience. 

 

However, as Barer-stein (1987) believes, ‘it is only when something has changed, is 

different than what we expect, that we actually recognise that we have come face to 

face with the unfamiliar’ (p.16) which is the starting point of learning, or which will 

stimulate learning. While outlining the major impacts and stimulus to create their 

anxiety and frustration in their arriving stage, this chapter has displayed the 

Australian environment as a fertile ground for learning for the informants because it 
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often stimulates them into the actions of finding out differences, learning new 

regulations and appropriating their performance in the new environment.  

The descriptions in this chapter have also demonstrated that the recognition of the 

differences made the informants constantly reflect on their knowledge gained in the 

Chinese context as a way of working out the meanings of their new experience in 

Australia. This indicated a part of their initial learning in the new context.  

 

It becomes obvious, through the descriptions in this chapter, that informants started a 

difficult and on-going learning journey as soon as they arrived in Australia. How do 

they learn to cope with all the differences as quickly as possible so that they can 

survive in this foreign environment? What are the difficulties associated with their 

academic studies and how do they learn to overcome those difficulties in the 

Western context? These questions will be addressed in the next chapter. 
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    Chapter 5  
  Taking up new challenges in Australia 
 

... A couple of weeks after my late enrolment in the course, I had to prepare 

for the mid-semester test. I started panicking. Other students, trying to settle 

me down, kept telling me that it was not hard to pass the exam and that I only 

need to answer a few question, etc. etc. I believed them partly because I 

wanted to reduce the pressure on myself, partly because, I think, I still had 

some confidence in myself. Then the examination day came. When I entered 

the room, I realised immediately that it was totally different from what my 

fellow students told me. Administratively, it was as restricted as attending a 

TOEFL5 exam. They checked my student card before letting me in. When I 

looked at the examination paper for the two-hour test, my head exploded. The 

examination paper was as thick as a book to me. With my English skills at 

that time, reading through those questions carefully would probably take me 

two hours, let alone answering them. My poor English skills destroyed my 

self-confidence completely then. It was not hard to predict the consequence 

of that. I failed the exam ... I didn’t tell my family that I failed the exam. I 

pretended that I could cope with it. Actually, the feeling of loss, the feeling of 

being defeated was so strong ... (Darming, Interview 2, 23 November, 2000).

   

 

5.1 Introduction 
In Chapter Four, we have seen the problems and difficulties facing the informants 

when they were confronted with an unfamiliar culture, in this case Western culture, 

which in many ways is different from their own culture. This different new culture 

caused confusion and frustration because the informants’ frames of reference 

developed in the Chinese context did not give them enough knowledge resources to 

predict future events in the Australian context. Their inability to make correct 

                                 
5 TOEFL - Test of English as a Foreign Language - is an American English testing system to assess 
foreign students' English language proficiency. 
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judgements in the new environment often made them feel utterly helpless. Some 

Chinese students at the university found it too hard to overcome the difficulties and 

to cope with the emotional stress of living in a foreign country, so they gave up their 

study plans and returned to China not long after their arrival. But the informants in 

this study stayed on and continued their learning journey. When they commenced 

their academic study in Australia, the informants were also challenged by unfamiliar 

expectations of the Western academic context. Darming as quoted above indicated 

that despite all other difficulties they had, their pride and self-confidence were also 

affected in their first few months in Australia. 

 
This chapter will present more stories to display their learning in the surviving stage. 

By way of examining how they alleviated anxiety and frustration, how they learned 

to survive in the Australian context and, in particular, how they put great effort into 

learning and making progress towards their goals when they became fully engaged 

in the courses they were undertaking, this chapter will, in a way, provide more 

evidence to support Nietsche’s famous dictum that ‘he who has a why to live can 

bear almost any how’ (cited in Merriam and Heuer, 1996, p.245). 

 

5.2 Various ways to cope with the anxiety in Australia 

As newcomers to Australia, it is inevitable that the informants felt alienated in the 

unfamiliar environment in which they found themselves. They had no immediate 

access to family for advice and help. They had no close friends in this new place to 

give them social support, and their social skills to cope in the new culture were 

limited due to linguistic and cultural differences that existed between them and other 

Australians. This brought them insecurity, anxiety and homesickness as shown in the 

previous chapter. However, they remained determined to overcome difficulties and 

complete the courses they had chosen. They adopted various ways to cope with the 

frustration and anxiety that they experienced in their new environment. The common 

way to ameliorate this discomfort and to cope with this anxiety was to call their close 

friends in China to express their loneliness and anxiety, or calling their families in 

China to seek support and protection from within their familiar culture. Xiaoyan 

says: 
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I felt lost. You can imagine, the whole environment changed… I felt so sorry 

for myself ... At the very beginning I made international phone calls to my 

husband in China whenever I had a problem or felt unhappy  

(Xiaoyan, Interview 1, 25 April, 2000). 

 
In the new context, even a small thing such as making international phone calls for 

them could be a problem because it required specific local knowledge. The 

informants had lost control of the simple action of making a phone call because the 

process of making international phone calls in Australia is different from that in 

China. They had to learn the new rules and procedures first. Hence, making 

international phone calls became the first skill they all had to learn in the host 

country. A couple of them, such as Xiaoyan who had a good command of English, 

asked local students how and where to make international phone calls. Most of them, 

in order to avoid communication difficulties, used other Chinese students who had 

arrived earlier as their source of local information, including how to make a phone 

call. Jinling’s account will display this point: 

 

I felt terribly homesick and wanted to call home, but I didn’t know how to 

call China ... I asked other Chinese students on campus, they told me to buy a 

telephone card at the Telstra office at the shopping centre and make phone 

calls on public phones. I went to a Telstra office to buy a card, but when they 

asked me what kind of card I wanted to buy, I felt lost because I didn’t know 

what kind of cards I should have. I only said, ‘I want a phone card to call 

China.’ They understood me and sold me one (Jinling, Interview 1, 20 May, 

2000). 

 

So Jinling, like many other Chinese students, learned how to make international 

phone calls from Australia with the help of other Chinese students. In fact, they 

regarded getting information on how to make international calls as an initial stage or 

a common topic for establishing their new networks on campus.  

 

As it seemed to be the quickest way to reduce homesickness, most informants 

released their depression by calling their friends and relatives in China. However, the 

informants soon realised that making international phone calls to ease their 
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frustration was a costly practice. Some informants like Liwen, who is good at 

writing, wrote letters to friends in China. Liwen, as already mentioned in Chapter 

Four, is a well known reporter in the area where she comes from in China. However, 

now in this new context, she is just an ordinary student and nobody knows about her 

achievements. She often felt sad about this. Liwen’s initial way of coping with 

sadness, and, later the feeling of the inadequacy of advice from friends in China, 

were commonly shared by other informants: 

 

... At the very beginning, I was worried and sad. An important thing I do is 

that I keep contact with my friends in China which is a great moral support 

to keep up my self-confidence. When I felt sad and upset, and when I missed 

home and friends, I wrote down my feelings to close friends, and they wrote 

back to encourage me and ask me not to give up ... They say that they all  

understand the hardship of studying abroad. But sometimes, I feel, their 

advice is not realistic or practical (Liwen, Interview 1, 16 September, 2000). 

 

Making international phone calls and writing to friends helped them cope with the 

anxiety they experienced soon after arrival. However, the informants were soon 

unsatisfied with the inadequate advice they received from their friends and relatives 

in China as their friends and relatives did not really understand or appreciate the 

situation they faced in Australia. Xiaoyan’s feeling is representative of other 

informants who were also dependent on their families for advice: 

 

Then I realised it was very expensive to discuss my problems over the phone. 

What’s more, my husband didn’t have much idea of my situation in a foreign 

country, so he could not give me any practical advice ... The new 

environment forced me to make decisions independently for myself. 

Gradually I learned how to do it. ... This is the progress I have made 

(Xiaoyan, Interview 1, 25 April, 2000). 

 

The realisation that their friends’ and relatives’ advice is ‘not realistic or practical’ in 

Australia forced the informants to seek help and support locally. They started to 

learn to establish their new social circles in Australia for support and help. Due to 
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their limited communication skills in English at the beginning of their courses, most 

informants started their new networking among Chinese students as did Yuan: 

 

When I feel depressed, I talk to other students, mainly Chinese students. I feel 

much better after I share with other students how I felt and what I think. I 

remember a time very well. One day, a student who came one year earlier 

than me made some fish soup and invited me to share the soup. We talked 

over the soup. I told him my frustration and other unhappy feelings. The talk 

didn’t solve my practical problems, but it helped me a great deal mentally. 

This is, I think, a sort of active adjustment and treatment to our loneliness 

and depression (Yuan, Interview 2, 7 October, 2000). 

 

As newcomers to a Western culture, overseas Chinese students are all ‘in the same 

boat’ in their experience of life in the new culture. Before long, the informants in this 

study had all made friends with other Chinese students who came to Australia earlier 

than themselves.  

 

Apart from ameliorating homesickness and loneliness by socialising with other 

Chinese students, the informants also regarded students from other countries who 

came earlier than themselves as reference people. They often ask such students for 

information on the Australian university system. This was another way they used to 

ease their stress and depression caused by their unfamiliarity of the new system. 

Guoli’s experience is similar to other informants: 

 

My aim is to learn as much as possible in a short period of time. So I always 

like to talk to fellow students who are here longer than me, whether they are 

Chinese or not. I want to know how to get things done here, how to find 

accommodation, how to choose [a] supervisor, how to select [the] subject 

area, how to apply for a scholarship, how to find a job, etc. etc. (Guoli, 

Interview 2, 21 October, 2000). 

 

Like Guoli, Yuan, despite his limited English skills, also sought information on ‘the 

rules of game’ in Australia from international students from other countries: 
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Sometimes, I think, other Chinese students, just like me, do not have much 

understanding of the local culture. So I talk to other foreign students such as 

students from Sri Lanka, Hungary. Their English is just so so, but they know 

more Western culture than I do. They told me what I should do while sharing 

an office with other people ...  Sometimes we also discuss the meaning of 

some sentences said by local students. Their interpretation is more accurate 

than mine most of time (Yuan, Interview 2, 7 October, 2000). 

 

Some informants with a good command of English, such as Lantian, were able to 

obtain information they needed more quickly and directly than other informants 

because they talked to their Australian lecturers as well as local students. Lantian’s 

experience is representative of them: 

 

... I talked to the teacher who gave the tutorial session that day and told her 

I’m a new student. She gave me the course outline, lecture notes, a list of 

readings and told me to buy a text book from the book shop on campus ... I 

talked to other Chinese students when I met them on campus, asking what 

courses they are doing and where they buy their books. They are very helpful. 

They told me to log on to the Internet and put a notice on the network for 

second hand books ... I also discuss with other lecturers and the course 

coordinator about what I should do ... (Lantian, Interview 1, 9 July, 2000). 

 

As described in Chapter Four, Lantian was one week late and he mistook a tutorial 

session as a lecture on his first day of attending classes. He was worried about the 

lectures that he missed. However, with his good social skills, especially good 

communication skills in English, Lantian talked to most people he met on campus, 

whether local or foreign. Besides which, he also approached his Australian lecturers 

for more information on course requirements. So he was able to catch up with other 

students in the course after a few extra hours’ reading in his first week in Australia. 

 

The above extracts indicate that the informants all used networking as a coping 

mechanism when they felt depressed, as well as a learning process to develop their 

survival skills or seek information. The present study shows that networking with 

other students was crucial in their initial learning process in a new community of 
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practice. As the informants learnt more about the place and their courses, their 

frustration and depression caused by the unfamiliar environment, and their anxiety 

about their study, gradually eased. 

 

5.3 Learning the new culture in Australia 
The word ‘culture’ is hard to explain because its central concept is difficult to define 

(Smith, 2001). As discussed earlier, people from different sources define ‘culture’ 

differently. The definition of culture that I use in this study comes from a popular 

source which refers to ‘the total way of people’s life’ (Valdes, 1986, p. 53). Once the 

informants in the study have decided to take up new challenges in Australia, their 

immediate task is to understand the new ways of life and the new context in which 

they are now living. They have to make sense of their experiences in Australia and 

give meaning to whatever sense is made (Mackeracher 1996). This learning is a long 

and on-going process. Even though some of them have heard and read about 

Western cultures before coming to Australia, their real understanding of Australian 

culture is limited. The various differences between Chinese culture and Australian 

culture not only generated confusion, but also stimulated new learning for the 

informants.   

 

In contrast to ameliorating homesickness, frustration and depression, the informants 

found it harder to understand and predict people’s behaviour and actions in the new 

cultural context. This is perhaps due to the fact that some underpinning knowledge 

which guides local people's behaviour is either new to the informants, or not always 

observable. Each informant, bewildered by the new environment and the differences, 

tried in various ways and with varying degrees of success, to process the new 

information received and to make sense out of their experience. 

 

This section will explore their different ways of learning the new culture and how 

they make increasingly better sense out of their experience of the physical world, 

and out of their interactions with other people in Australia.  
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5.3.1 Observing cultural differences 

Not long after they arrived in Australia, the informants learned that there were 

significant differences between Chinese and Australian universities, in particular, the 

teaching approaches and the teacher-student relationships. In Chinese universities, 

according to the informants, there is usually a short supplementary course to help 

overseas students familiarise themselves with Chinese language in the real context 

while they are studying in some disciplinary areas or before they commence their 

major study. Some informants in the study brought this Chinese model of university 

teaching for foreign students to Australia and expected that they would be treated the 

same in Australia. However, the reality did not match their expectation. Taohong’s 

account displays this point: 

 

I imagined that we would be greeted by lecturers on the first day and then we 

would be given an intensive English course before starting the Master’s 

course. But, nothing happened as I imagined. They assume that so long as 

our English is good enough to pass the test, we must be able to understand 

them. Actually, I could not understand them at all in the first week  

(Taohong, Interview 1. 1 April, 2000). 

 

Taohong and other informants with poor English skills were very disappointed to 

find that there was no intensive English program to help them to move from 

‘bookish English’ into Australian English as used in real contexts. When they 

attended lectures, the informants noticed, as described before, that local students 

constantly interrupted their lecturers in class and that lecturers were ‘happy to be led 

by students’ questions’. The informants found it hard to accept this kind of teaching 

as Pengfei indicated: 

 

[There were] too many interruptions in class. Some students ask very basic 

questions. I think they should do that after class. We want more information 

and instruction from the lecturer. Their questions take up too much of our 

limited lecture time. Many teachers encourage students to ask questions. 

Sometimes, they spent almost the whole lesson to answer students’ questions, 

forgetting what they planned to teach in that lesson (Pengfei, Interview 1, 23 

April, 2000). 
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Apparently, when they realised that they could not get enough of the information 

that they felt was needed in class, the informants gradually worked out their own 

strategies to cope with the new situation. They moved from ‘depending on teachers’ 

to ‘relying on ourselves’. They started to ‘heavily rely on the Internet for 

information’, or ‘borrow books from the library to teach’ themselves. They put lots 

of effort into reading as they regard it as an efficient way to get the information they 

required. There was a saying among overseas Chinese students at the university 

during the time I was interviewing: ‘The secret to success is reading more and 

practising well. Attending lectures is just to practise our listening skills. Reading 

seriously is how we get the information we need.’ 

 

Apart from differences in teaching approach, the informants observed that Australian 

lecturers care less about their students, in general, as compared with teachers in 

China. Some extracts in Chapter Four have displayed this point. When they started 

the course, many of the informants became more and more un-comfortable with 

what they saw as their lecturer’s ‘aloof’ attitude to the students. Lantian comments: 

 

In China, we always try to show our care and hospitality to foreign students 

in order to help them overcome homesickness. Teachers often invite foreign 

students to their homes to meet their family members, have dinners with 

teachers’ families, sometimes even take foreign students to restaurants, 

trying to help them settle down and feel at home. In Western culture, people 

are more business like. They are only responsible for their jobs as described 

in the contract. They don’t see other things as their responsibility. Another 

thing is that there is a difference in dealing with students’ questions. In 

China, teachers are seen as the experts in their subject areas, and they will 

try their best to give students an answer.  The teachers are supposed to help 

students in as many ways as they can, and give guidance to their students not 

only in their studies, but also how to be a nice person. But here, it’s all right  

for the teacher to say ‘I don’t know’ (Lantian, Interview 1, 9 July, 2000). 

 

The above observations demonstrate that a different teaching model in Australia 

impacted on the informants in the first few weeks of their courses. It also indicates 
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that the informants learned from the observation that people’s relationship pattern in 

Australia is somewhat different from what they had learned in China. 

 

Apart from the differences in the teaching context, more observations were made of 

the local people in daily life. Liwen’s opinion of the local people is typical of other 

informants: 

 

Australian people are gentle, friendly and honest. I hardly see people show 

off here. In China, many people want to show off [of their social status, 

power, or wealth], which puts pressure on other people who don’t have 

power or wealth. But in Australia, I don’t see such pressure on local people. 

I also noticed here that the local people are having a much more relaxed life 

style than we do in China. They are not in a hurry to finish their university 

studies. For instance, I notice so many middle-aged people studying at the 

university. They don’t mind of their age. Once I met a 21-year-old boy who is 

doing a Bachelor degree course. But he works full time, only does one unit 

per semester. Seems to me, study is a kind of entertainment to them. I don’t 

know why. Maybe they are not so competitive, or maybe, we give too much 

pressure to ourselves (Liwen, Interview 2, 21 October, 2000)? 

 

Pengfei compares the local people and Chinese people: 

 

The local people don’t go out of their way for a particular thing, especially in 

appearance. They are more practical. They are not like some Chinese people 

who like to compete with each other even on clothing ... Local people can do 

what they want to do, wear what they like to wear, they don’t care what other 

people think about them. So they are always at ease and have a much relaxed 

life style (Pengfei, Interview 2, 3 October, 2000). 

 

The above quoted observations tend to point out what seems to be a major difference 

between a collectivist society and an individualistic society. While self interest is a 

priority in an individualistic country like Australia, personal success in China, as 

discussed in Chapter Two, is determined not only by the individual but also by 

significant others. In China, individuals are expected to compete with others and do 
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things well to gain face for the family or the group to which they belong. When 

choosing to do something, group interest or family interest should be considered 

first, self interest should be considered last so that harmony is maintained. Therefore, 

people may feel a pressure placed on them. Darming's case described in Chapter 

Four is an example. Although not many people are fully aware of this issue when 

they are in the Chinese context, all informants realised the obligations they used to 

carry in China, once they experienced life in Australia.  

 

Another significant discovery for the informants is the local people’s attitude to 

labourers in Australia. As discussed in Chapter Two, physical work, such as farming 

or cleaning, due to the Confucian influence over 2000 years, is in general looked 

down upon by other people in the Chinese context. In Australia, the informants 

indicate, local people’s attitude to each other demonstrates a more equal base for 

people’s relationships. This helped the informants change their own attitudes and 

make appropriate adjustment. As shown in the extract below: 

 

In China, if you ask me to be a cleaner, NO WAY! A cleaner is not equal to 

an officer or a university teacher. They are not in the same rank. They hardly 

meet in their social circles. Whereas in here, I don’t think it makes much 

difference whether you are a cleaner or a government officer [in terms of 

their social life]. People don’t care what work you do. When I mix with them, 

they don’t look down upon me because I am a cleaner. This is part of their 

culture ...  I think I’m influenced by this culture here and I feel good about it 

(Pengfei, Interview 2, 3 October, 2000). 

 

Similar to Pengfei’s new attitude to physical work, many informants start to 

appreciate the new culture. Jinling says: 

 

When I worked as a kitchen hand and a cleaner, I thought that the local 

people who share the house with me would despise me when they knew that I 

became a cleaner, actually, not at all. They all felt happy for me when they 

knew I got a job ...  There is no obvious discrimination against physical 

labourers in this country. I think this is part of their culture. They don’t look 

down upon me because I’m a person who washes plates for them. So long as 
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I perform well, they respect me. This shows the degree of their civilisation 

and the quality of the people (Jinling, Interview 2, 17 January, 2001). 

 

The above extracts show that apart from learning differences in teaching and 

learning at the Western institution, the informants also learned people’s relationship 

patterns and value systems in the host country through observing and interacting 

with the local people. This indicates in a sense that their learning is not only 

confined to the institution, but is discursive and ingrained in their everyday life 

activities. We will see more of this point in the stories to follow. 

 
 
5.3.2 Experiencing cultural differences 

While living in Australia, inevitably, the informants experienced other cultural 

differences. The new experiences helped them modify their own perceptions and 

constantly adjust themselves to the new environment. Pengfei said, 

 

[Talking about] human relationship in Australia, there is no such pressure as 

we experience in China. In China, we normally make friends only with those 

who are in our same rank, or with similar social status. Whereas in 

Australia, I noticed that when people make friends, they don’t care what job 

you do, so long as you are nice and honest, they make friends with you. I 

worked as a cleaner before and made friends with a few government officers 

here. They all treat me well, not look down upon me. I’m really impressed ...  

We still keep good relationship now (Pengfei, Interview 2, 3 October, 2000). 

 

In order to understand more of the host culture, many informants tried to mix with 

local people by participating in different activities organized by local students. 

However, they found it hard because of language difficulties. Yuan's experience 

represents the informants whose oral English skills were limited in their first 

semester: 

I noticed that in my faculty people often get together to celebrate somebody’s 

birthday, or to celebrate a completion of a thesis. They have their own circle 

called ‘Spindle’ and often have parties with nibbles and drinks. I always 

make efforts to join them in their parties. But sometimes I am really puzzled 
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by their attitude towards me. They don’t like talking to me. For example, they 

talked so happily to each other, but when I joined them, they would stop 

talking and make me feel I was not welcome there. Perhaps it’s something to 

do with my language skills. They may feel too difficult to talk to me? ... I 

often found myself been neglected soon after joining them  

(Yuan, Interview 1, 1 April, 2000). 

 

In contrast to Yuan's opinion, Xiaoyan and other informants with good English skills 

do not think language is the only barrier, but found that cultural differences between 

Chinese culture and Australian culture create a big gap between people. Xiaoyan 

says: 

 

I almost go to every activity with them [local people], such as weekend 

parties, Christmas parties, even morning tea parties. But I found it a bit hard 

to communicate with the local people. One of the difficulties is again 

language difference. Another difficulty is cultural distance. There are too 

many differences between the two cultures. When friends talk in a humorous 

tone, or everyone laughs at a joke, I don’t see where the humour lies. I don’t 

have the background knowledge attached to it. They like to talk about cricket, 

but I know nothing about that game and I’m not interested in knowing it. 

Sometimes, I almost have nothing to talk about with them. No common topics 

with them. I think that is the culture distance (Xiaoyan, Interview 1,  

2 October, 2000). 

 

Xiaoyan’s ‘cultural distance’ with local people is termed by Schumann (1976a) as 

‘social distance’ which is ‘used in an abstract sense, to denote dissimilarity between 

two cultures. [It refers to] the cognitive and affective proximity of two cultures 

which come into contact within an individual’ (Brown, 1986, p.39). Apparently all 

informants shared Xiaoyan’s feeling. Most of them attended every party organised 

by the local students in the first few months, but eventually gave up going to parties 

as they felt that there were fewer and fewer common topics.  

 

The above extracts demonstrate how the informants gradually picked up cultural 

traits in Australia. The extracts also show some impact of the context on the 
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informants’ learning, in particular, attitude to physical labour. The small power 

distance in Australia helped and affected the informants in adjusting to their new 

roles in the new context. While noticing some of the characteristics of the new 

culture, such as people’s relationship patterns, local people’s social life, and the new 

value systems, the informants could not help but comparing with that in their own 

country. This made them more aware of the dissimilarity between the two cultures, 

and thus helped them look at local people’s behaviour more objectively. The 

learning of the differences as described so far delineated their attempt to be part of 

the new community of practice and the new knowledge they obtained through 

observation, communication and experiencing life in the host country. 

 

5.4 Studying an academic subject in Australia 

The main task for the informants is to study for an Australian qualification. Enrolling 

in a course within the culture of a second language environment puts the informants 

in a situation in which they must survive the course ‘within a strange culture as well 

as learn a language on which he is totally dependent for communication’ (Brown, 

1986, p.34). In the Australian context, Chinese students immediately face several 

challenges. First, the teacher-student relationship in the host culture is different from 

that in China. Thus, the informants have to change their familiar patterns of thinking, 

overcome disappointment and adjust themselves as quickly as possible to the new 

context. Second, once they enrol in a course, the informants must master the content 

and concepts of that academic discipline, for those who are studying in a new 

disciplinary area, the content and concepts of the subject may be completely new to 

them, therefore, even more difficult to master. Third, the informants must master the 

subject matter through the medium of a language of which most of them do not yet 

have full command. Fourth, the educational and cultural context they have now 

found themselves in is quite different from their own. The limited knowledge of the 

new cultural context and the lack of understanding of new concepts of the discipline 

related to this unfamiliar cultural context and theories drawn from the practice in that 

particular context all make it even harder for them to understand the new content and 

concepts than for a native speaker. 
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In this section, we will, first of all, examine their common difficulties in studying an 

academic discipline in the host country. We will then explore their different 

approaches to cope with their difficulties caused by language barriers and unfamiliar 

requirement and expectations in the Western academic context. 

 

5.4.1 Common difficulties regarding study 

American sociologist James Vander Zanden (1993) asserts that communication is 

‘the process by which people transmit information, ideas, attitudes, and mental states 

to one another. It includes all those verbal and nonverbal processes by which we 

send and receive messages’ (p. 69). We may find occasionally that even in a familiar 

context, verbal and nonverbal communication may cause misunderstandings because 

of differing assumptions. Studying in a cross-cultural setting, the first difficulty the 

informants experienced is in understanding Australian accents when communicating 

with Australian lecturers and students as some of extracts in Chapter Four show. 

When the informants attended their first lesson, all of them noticed that Australian 

lecturers and students speak English ‘differently’. Pengfei said: 

 

Lots of things they talked about I don’t understand ... They have different 

accent. Listening to the students’ discussion at the beginning of the course is 

just like listening to a Bible reading in the God-know language (Pengfei, 

Interview 1, 23 April, 2000). 

 

Yuan had similar difficulties to those Pengfei experienced: 

 

I worked as an interpreter for six months in China, now the first few days in 

an English speaking country, I couldn’t understand what the local people 

said. Wasn’t that funny! I noticed that their accent is different from what I 

learned and heard in China (Yuan, Interview 1, 1 April, 2000). 

  

Whereas American and British accents are quite familiar to the informants as they 

are the two major learning resources for students of English as a foreign language in 

China, Australian accent is new to the informants. However, despite the examples 

above, it did not take long for them to get used to the Australian accent. So in this 
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study, accent was not regarded as a significant obstacle to learning. Most informants 

could understand enough Australian English in the first few weeks to get by. 

 

What is identified as a greater impediment to understanding are the colloquial words 

that the local people use in communication. According to the informants, sometimes, 

the words used by local students are very Australian and are attached to a specific 

Australian context. Having not yet experienced Australian life, the informants, 

sometimes, know the words, but do not get the intended meaning. Therefore, other 

people’s language and behaviour are sometimes just mere sounds or actions without 

any context attached. For example, ‘camping’ is a popular weekend activity and a 

common topic for people in Northern Australia. But it is not a common activity for 

Chinese people, especially in mainland China, unless on specific occasions such as 

being involved in a geological survey. Hence, it took Yuan almost one year to really 

and truly understand the word ‘camping’ in Australia. He said, 

 

... I often hear them talking about camping somewhere, but I didn’t 

understand what they really meant. I asked them to write down the word for 

me, then, I consulted my dictionary. The word ‘camp’ has many meanings 

according to the dictionary: It is a place where troops are trained, it could be 

temporary accommodation for homeless persons, or live temporarily in the 

open, etc. etc. I had no idea which one fits into their talking. It seems to me 

none of them are homeless or in the Army. Why do they have to ‘camp’? ... 

Then one day when we were collecting data in the field, we had to live in a 

tent in the open for the night, and we had a BBQ dinner there. So I 

experienced ‘camping’ myself.  When I told them later that I never 

experienced camping in China and that I didn’t understand what ‘camping’ 

meant when they talked about it before, they were quite amused  

(Yuan, Interview 1, 1 April, 2000). 

 

Yuan’s difficulty in understanding the English word ‘camping’ displayed two issues: 

his limited English vocabulary, and his lack of knowledge of local culture. These 

two issues were common for all informants in the study. 
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In an academic context, knowing words without understanding the real meanings is a 

constant problem for the informants due to a lack of understanding of the context. 

This difficulty is also experienced by those, such as Lantian and Xiaoyan, who 

studied English and English Literature for their first degree in China. The difficulty 

of interpreting the correct meaning that local people attached to the English words 

they used often made the informants frustrated, confused and stressed, especially 

when they could not fully understand the requirement of their assignments. Lantian’s 

account is typical: 

 

... We do have problems in understanding the meaning behind words. 

Throughout the course, I see this as a big problem for Chinese students. I 

have been studying English for a long time. I think, my English is much better 

than some other Chinese students. But I still have difficulty in understanding 

the exact idea. For example, to do our assignments, there’s always the 

problem to fully understand the requirement ... not the individual words, I 

know every word in the sentence, but I don’t know what they mean, what the 

lecturer wants me to do ... Maybe this involves some cultural aspect that is 

common to them but unknown to us? (Lantian, Interview 1, 9 July, 2000) 

 

Yuan’s way of finding out the meaning of the English word ‘camping’ and Lantian’s 

problem of ‘knowing all the individual words, but not getting the meaning of the 

sentence’ showed the other common difficulty which is much harder for the 

informants to overcome. That is, they are lacking the cultural meaning that is 

attached to, or brought by local people into English words. The content and the 

context in which issues occurred in Western cultural settings are all new information 

for the informants. While some social and cultural traits can be noticed easily by a 

newcomer, the meaning attached to certain issues in the host culture is not always 

easy for the informants to understand due to their limited knowledge of the host 

culture. Therefore, it is particularly difficult for them to ‘read between the lines’, 

which has an impact on their learning as we will see in their approaches to study 

later in this section. 
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In class, when lecturers illustrate some points by using examples closely related to 

Western culture, the informants often felt lost. Darming’s account represents most 

course-work informants in their first semester: 

 

I can understand 80% of what’s been said during the class ... When they talk 

about a famous person in their history, or a film star, or a well known story 

in their country, whenever they mention something related closely to their 

culture, or based on their cultural knowledge, I’m easily lost. Some lecturers 

like to use parts in a car to explain the function of a part of software. Car 

driving and car maintenance are common knowledge here. They have a 

“culture of the automobile”. But we Chinese people don’t have this 

background. So when they talk about that, I only understand a few words 

such as auto, manual, many other words are out of my vocabulary. This 

occurs quite often. Many things that they know well are new information to 

me  ... One lecturer is good at sports and loves to explain things using rules 

of cricket game in sports. Local students all understand him but we overseas 

student don’t get it (Darming, Interview 1, 23 April, 2000). 

 

Yuan describes this inadequacy of understanding the meaning carried by words as 

culturally ‘immature’: 

 

 ... In China, we know what people really mean when they tell us something. 

For instance, when they tell me what brand of car they’ve recently bought, 

what colour of the car, I understand the whole meaning of it. The brand of 

the car and the colour of it are the indicators of their social status and 

financial capacity. It shows their class rank in the society. They don't have to 

tell me much apart from the brand and colour of the car and I understand the 

meaning beyond the words. But in Australia, we’re culturally immature. The 

common knowledge to the local people was not common to us. When they say 

a couple of words, I can understand those few words but don’t get the 

message carried by those words (Yuan, Interview 2, 7 October, 2000). 

 

Two issues stand out from the above extracts: the informants’ lack of understanding 

of the culture hinders their study, and the lecturers who have international students in 
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class may not be aware of this problem, thus do not prepare their lessons for 

overseas students. Knowledge of a culture cannot be learned overnight as it involves 

‘shared history of learning. History, in this sense, is a combination of participation 

and reification intertwined over time’ (Wenger, 1998, p.87). As the informants were 

not engaged in a socialisation process in the Australia culture, they did not have the 

shared knowledge of the host culture and they found it hard to ‘listen between the 

words’ or ‘read between the lines’. In class, it is even harder for the informants to 

join in discussions, in particular, discussions on local issues which seemed to ‘be 

common sense knowledge to local students but completely new things to overseas 

students’ (Pengfei, 2000). Pengfei’s frustration is representative: 

 

[it is] impossible to join them in discussions ... what the lecturers want us to 

discuss is what we don’t know or don’t know well. ... They don’t consider 

that we’re foreign students (Pengfei, Interview 1, 23 April, 2000). 

 

It seems that lack of history of learning in the host country is the main reason why 

they found it hard to fully understand new concepts. Another reason for the difficulty 

is the skills required in participating in group discussion. Discussion in a foreign 

language requires a high level of aural-oral skills, including good comprehension, 

confidence and the ability to use common expressions and a range of vocabulary. 

The bigger the discussion group gets, the harder it becomes. The informants have to 

know when and where to make a contribution. This is a difficult skill for anyone, in 

particular, overseas Chinese students. As second language speakers, their pace in 

forming up sentences could not compete with that of local students. Sometimes, 

when they felt ready to say something, the group already moved on to another topic. 

So it is apparent that their inadequate aural-oral skills in English and lack of the 

necessary background knowledge of the Australian context has limited, to a great 

extent, their comprehension and hindered their participation in class. They felt like 

‘climbing up from the middle of a mountain … don’t know what’s below [them]’ 

(Pengfei, 2000). While trying to find out as much as possible ‘what is below them’  

or what local students have come across, the informants also struggled at the same 

time to keep up the pace with local students so that they could reach the top of the 

mountain together. 
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Those who are studying a new subject in Australia in order to change their career 

path are also faced with a third kind of difficulty. That is, lack of subject knowledge.  

Darming says: 

 

... Now I’m studying information technology and I’m often laughed at by my 

fellow students because I often ask ‘why’ questions.  Actually, it is the basic 

knowledge of computer science that I am lacking. Let me take mathematics 

for an example. At the very beginning we have to understand why ‘2x2=4’. 

When we learn more, ‘2x2=4’ becomes part of the base that we accumulate 

our skills on, and we no longer ask why ‘2x2=4’ as we already know the 

reason. In computer science, I didn’t have the full foundation. That’s hard for 

me ... (Darming, Interview 1, 23 April, 2000). 

  

The above extracts revealed that the informants encounter two major sources of 

difficulty while studying in Australia. One particular source arises from the 

informants’ lack of familiarity with English and their limited vocabulary of English 

which is the medium of instruction for the course. The other source appears to be 

their lack of familiarity with the specialised culture and academic discipline, and 

conventions of the academic environment within which they are studying. That is to 

say, in order to achieve their academic goals, the informants have to learn to acquire 

English skills and learn as much knowledge as possible of the host culture in the 

shortest possible time. It is an enormous task for all of them. However, as discussed 

in Chapter Two, Chinese culture puts strong emphasis on hard work, personal effort 

and endurance. Chinese people are taught from an early age to work hard even when 

the chances of success are low. The informants in the study all demonstrated this 

Chinese characteristic in their studies in the host country. They realised that they had 

to, first of all, learn to change their mind-set and habitual ways of thinking if they 

were to successfully overcome their difficulties and to achieve their personal goals. 

The next section will show this point. 

 

5.4.2 Changing study patterns and thought process 

The patterns of thinking, feeling and acting which were learned and developed 

throughout a person’s lifetime is described by Hofstede (1991) as “mental 

programs”. As discussed in Chapter One and Chapter Two, different cultures prepare 
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individuals with different mental programs in that individuals develop different 

thinking systems and different ways of doing things. The previous chapter has also 

demonstrated the differences between the Western and Chinese educational contexts 

that the informants experienced. These include the limited exposure to multiple 

models of teaching and the differences in teacher-student relationships. Therefore, 

when Australian lecturers expect the informants to explore information on their own 

terms, it is not surprising to hear the common frustration among the informants: ‘We 

are students here to learn from you. You are the teacher. How come you don’t teach 

us but want us to teach ourselves?’ (Pengfei, Interview 1, 2000). To the informants it 

was an upside down teaching approach which they found hard to understand.  

 

Their significant learning in terms of adjusting to the new educational context is their 

quick recognition of the importance of changing their habitual ways of thinking and 

modifying their study patterns. This appears to be difficult. Most informants, in their 

first few months in the course, ignored the English environment unconsciously, and 

waited for lecturers to direct them. Darming’s comment displayed this point: 

 

...  There are all sorts of pamphlets to give students information, but many of 

us didn’t notice this because we brought our own model of university life to 

Australia. Based on our experience in China, we thought university life 

should be like this and that. In fact, it is a completely new start for each of us. 

We are faced with great difficulty here including language, habit and study 

methods ... It took me quite a while to adjust myself in this foreign 

environment (Darming, Interview 1, 23 April, 2000). 

 

University life in China, as briefly discussed in Chapter One, is quite different from 

that in Australia. University students in China all live in dormitories on campus. 

Many teachers live on campus too, or not far from the campus. Living on campus 

facilitates a tremendous amount of collective activities for most students. According 

to my own teaching experiences in China, teachers, especially young teachers, often 

go to join in the academic discussions and to help student solve study difficulties in 

the afternoons or evenings. There is much teacher-student interaction outside the 

classroom. ‘Although teacher-student relations may be strongly hierarchical as 

compared with these in the West, they are also typically marked by warmth and a 
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sense of responsibility on both sides’ (Biggs, 1996, p. 56). When the students have a 

problem, they can either talk to their classmate, or discuss it directly with their 

teachers. When there are some learning activities arranged by other faculty people, 

or any academic event taking place on campus, such as debating some social issues, 

organised by senior students in other classes, teachers will let students know, or 

messages will pass around through ‘words of mouth’. Coming from that kind of 

university life, many informants developed a habit of ‘waiting for information to 

come to them’, instead of seeking for information.  

 

However, in the new context, directed and influenced by the new culture, the 

informants gradually learned to change their old patterns of thinking as well as 

modifying their old study habits. They learned to regard their Australian lecturers as 

‘facilitators’ even though they are still not sure what ‘facilitator’ really means in a 

teaching context. They all realised that ‘while in Australia, [they] have to do as 

Australians do’. Darming’s understanding below represents similar views from other 

informants: 

 

... It is to do with the cultural difference and educational difference... If we 

want to be respected by other people, we must respect their habitual ways. 

For example, when some local people clean their nose, they make a big noise 

in public and nobody really takes any notice of that, but we Chinese don’t 

think it good manner. However, it is in their country, so there’s nothing we 

can say about it. On the other hand, when eating, some Chinese people make 

big noise but Australians are not used to hearing that, then we have to 

restrict ourselves because we are now in their country. It is a matter of 

domination and subordination relationship. In their country, we have to 

learn their ways of doing things ... I think it is important that Chinese 

students remind each other in this aspect (Darming, Interview 2,  

23 November, 2000). 

 

It appears that context plays an important role in the informants’ learning in that 

once they noticed the power relationships in the teaching and learning context, the 

informants tried consciously to change their habitual ways to meet the new 

requirement so that they could survive the course. The common saying among the 
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informants ‘don’t expect much from your lecturers, reading as much as you can is 

the way to get information and knowledge’ reflects their change in study pattern, 

although it sounds cynical. Their effort in learning and adaptation to the new 

situation will be further confirmed in the following section. 

 

5.5 Approaches to studying a subject in Australia 
Many different approaches to learning and studying between Western and Chinese 

students have been noted in Western countries. As the literature review shows in 

Chapter Two, there exist two sharply contrasting views on Chinese students in 

Australia. One view sees Chinese students as rote learners and passive recipients 

who hardly participate in class discussions (for example, Ballard & Clanchy, 1991; 

Samuelowicz 1987). The other sees that Chinese students are not much different 

from Australian students in their approaches to learning (for example, Niles, 1995, 

Volet & Renshaw 1996). The latter group argue that the view of Chinese students as 

rote learners is a distorted and stereotypic view of Chinese learners held by the 

Westerners who do not understand different cultures and people (Kelly & Ha 1998; 

Volet & Renshaw 1996). This section provides some evidence and analysis of 

various strategies the informants adopt to overcome their difficulties, which will 

demonstrate how they learn to acquire knowledge and skills in the new context. 

 

5.5.1 Memorisation and repetition as learning methods 

As shown by some of the extracts quoted earlier in this chapter, one source of the 

informants’ study difficulties is to do with their limited knowledge of the English 

language. Therefore, their first step was to overcome their language difficulties by 

enlarging their English vocabulary and improving their comprehension ability in 

written English. To realise this goal, they memorised as many new words as possible 

and, if they could not grasp the meaning at the first reading of an article in English, 

they would  read it repeatedly till they understood it. Taohong’s case is typical: 

 

I couldn’t understand the lecturers at the beginning of the course. I 

panicked ... After a few days, I worked out a short term plan for myself. That 

is, focusing on language learning. I decided to read articles recommended by 

the lecturers one by one. I read them seriously bit by bit. If there is any new 
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word, I look into the dictionary to find the meanings of each word. I study 

every new word and memorise them ... If I don’t understand what is said in 

the article, I read it again and again. Each time of reading enables me to 

understand a bit more of what is said in the article.  I won’t start the second 

article until I get a general idea of the first one that I have read (Taohong, 

Interview 1, 1 April, 2000). 

 

Jinling’s approach is similar to Taohong’s: 

 

I always read as much as I can and try to fully understand what is written in 

the readings. Very often, I have to read an article again and again to get the 

real meaning ... when I read novels, I don’t use [a] dictionary even if there 

are many new words, I just guess the meaning of the new words and still get 

the whole picture of the story. But when I read academic writings, I’m afraid 

of missing any important point, so I always use a dictionary to look for the 

meanings of every new word, and then memorise them ...  

(Jinling, Interview 1, 20 May, 2000). 

 

The above extracts showed the common approach the informants adopted in learning 

a second language: memorising new words to build up their vocabulary, and reading 

articles again and again for a better understanding. This is also the approach that has 

caught the attention of many Western observers. The informants’ method of 

‘studying every new word and memorising them’ may be typically Chinese. They 

believe that, 

 

it is hard to remember all the meanings of an English word at once as most 

of English words have more than one meaning. But so long as you 

understand its basic meaning,  you will be able to remember it, as long as 

you remember the word, it’s not hard to add more meanings to it when you 

understand more of it later (Lantian, Interview 1, 9 July, 2000). 

 

The ‘basic meaning’ of a word refers to the relevant meaning in the text that they 

came across. The meanings attached to the words are accumulated through memory. 

For example, they have learned the word ‘study’ and memorised it as a verb 
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referring to ‘devoting time and attention to acquire knowledge and skills’ as defined 

in the Australian Concise Oxford Dictionary. Then one day, they heard someone 

saying ‘Oh, I’ve left my book in your study,’ the same word in its noun form to refer 

to a room used for reading and writing. Now they hear me talking about my study on 

Chinese students, the word ‘study’ as a noun to refer to an investigation or 

examination of something. All these other meanings carried by the same word are 

now added to the learner’s memory store. The relationship between memorising and 

understanding is not seen as separate by the informants. It is regarded as an 

integrated learning process in studying a foreign language. 

 

However, it appears, through their description of language difficulties, that the 

conceptual difficulties of texts in English are greater than the syntactic and lexical 

difficulties. Therefore, their common way to get the real meaning of a text in English 

is to repeatedly read it till they think they have grasped the meaning conveyed by the 

text. As an old Chinese saying goes, ‘read one hundred times and the meaning 

appears’. When the informants repeat an article, they are working vigorously in their 

minds to comprehend the meaning expressed by the English words and sentences. 

 

5.5.2 Previewing method and taking notes in class 

As already shown in their extracts, the informants are faced with multi-layered 

challenges once they enrol in a course in the host country. The biggest challenge in 

their studies is that they have to learn the new concepts and content of a subject 

through the medium of English. To master the content and concepts of the subject 

matter through English, of which they do not yet have a good command, means that 

the informants have to work twice as hard as the local students. Because of the 

limited knowledge of the host culture, the informants have to read more than what  

is required by the course to fill up the gaps so that they are able to understand the 

context which generated the content and concepts they are now studying. It is 

apparent that most informants who are doing course work adopt a previewing 

method as a way to catch up. The extracts below not only demonstrate a common 

way of confronting the challenge caused by the institutional learning requirement, 

but also a part of their overall learning in the new context: 
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I thought about going back to China, giving up study, but it is as if to tell the 

world that I am a failure ... No way. I decided to read more to understand 

what the course is about. I started to buy books and read them. My English is 

not as good as those who are majored in English, but I have my own way to 

catch up, that is, to preview as much as I can before going to the lectures so 

that I can understand the teachers more easily. We all have outlines of 

subjects which give us a brief idea what the teachers will talk about in each 

lesson. I go through the outlines first, then find the relevant readings and 

read them as much as possible before attending class. I found it very 

important going through the outlines first and previewing what is to be 

covered in class (Taohong, Interview 2, 10 October, 2000). 

 

The previewing method is a popular approach to learning English as a second 

language that the informants had developed in their Chinese context. Now in the 

Australian context, they still found it useful. To preview the content and the concepts 

underpinning the subject they are studying before attending classes worked in two 

ways for the informants. One is to fill the gap of limited subject knowledge so that 

the new concept is not too difficult to comprehend. The other is to be familiar with 

the content and context of the lecture so that it becomes easier to maintain the local 

people’s learning pace. However, when lecturers do not follow their unit outlines, 

the informants are put in a difficult situation, as Pengfei describes: 

 

...  I started to preview the content of the lecture before class. For instance, I 

assume this topic or these few readings will be covered in this lesson, I read 

them through before going to class. When the lecturer talks about it in class, 

I basically know what it is. So it is not difficult to follow their pace. I then 

read the relevant parts again after class when I do my written assignments. 

But it is, sometimes, hard to predict what will be covered in class as some 

lecturers don’t always follow their outlines, but be led by students’ questions  

(Pengfei, Interview 1, 23 April, 2000). 

 

Taking notes in class is another study skill that most informants have obtained 

during their college training in China and now used in the new learning context. But 

it is not without problems as the following extracts demonstrate: 
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When I first arrived, I tried my best to take notes in class, the more detailed 

the better ... The trouble is that when I was busy writing my notes, I missed 

out what the teacher said next ...  My writing cannot keep up with the 

lecturer’s speech (Xiaoyan, Interview 2, 3 Oct., 2000). 

 

Every informant tried the same method as Xiaoyan did, but found it did not help. 

Xiaoyan finally gave up taking notes but concentrated on listening to the lecturer in 

class. Immediately after class, she ‘recalled what had been covered in class and 

wrote down all that [she] still remembered’. Other informants trained themselves in 

other ways to take notes: 

 

Then I developed to another stage. I only write down the topics or the issues 

covered in class, sometimes also jot down a few key words that I reckon are 

important. Then write down in point forms immediately after class and go 

through the relevant readings (Pengfei, Interview 1, 23 April, 2000). 

 

Jinling had to keep looking at the lecturer when he took notes: 

 

... Gradually, I trained myself to jot down only the key words, not the whole 

sentence. When I write the key words on paper, my eyes keep looking at the 

lecturer so that I can concentrate on listening. After class, I read as many 

reference books as possible in the library. I found this is much better than 

taking full notes in class (Jinling, Interview 2, 17 Jan. 2001). 

 

Liwen usually reviews what has been covered in class according to the notes she has 

taken: 

 

I may not understand every word the teacher said in class, but as long as I 

write down the key points, then do more reading after class, I can understand 

everything covered ... I take notes in English. There’s no time to translate it 

into Chinese. Now I only write one word for a point, after class, according to 

the notes, I would recall what was said in class. Then I try the practical tasks 

and go through the readings. I never delay my tasks (Liwen, Interview 1,  
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16 April, 2000). 

 

It is obvious that all course-work informants adopted a trial and error method in 

training themselves to take notes in English. Everyone wanted, at the beginning of 

the course, to take full notes, but soon realised that their writing speed could not 

compete with a normal talking speed. So they gradually developed a new skill to 

take only key words or key phrases. They also relied on their short term memory to 

recall the content covered in class and did readings after class to catch up with what 

they did not fully understand in class. They are not very good at listening to talks in 

English and taking notes in English. However, their weakness in English language 

skills stimulates more learning after class. They did more reading to compensate for 

their poor listening skills as indicated in the above extracts, also they read reference 

books in Chinese to confirm their knowledge base as will be shown in the following 

part of this section.  

 

5.5.3 Using their first language skills as a way to cope 

For some informants, as they changed their subject area, there was also a lack of 

content knowledge of the enrolled course apart from language barrier. Their 

knowledge base for the discipline area was often shallow and weak. A common way 

for those informants to cope with this new situation was to read more for the 

knowledge they lack. They read not only in English, they also ordered books from 

China and read in Chinese to catch up as quickly as possible. Darming’s case is 

typical: 

 

In computer science, I didn’t have the full foundation.  So I spent a lot of time 

on reading after class, trying to get a big picture of it, exploring what other 

people talk about it. In order to quickly understand the concept of computing 

science, I even ordered and arranged for books sent to me from China. I read 

IT books in Chinese as well as in English to confirm my foundation in the 

first semester. Working through the night is a frequent thing for me... But 

now there is no need to read in Chinese for information  

(Darming, Interview 1, 23 April, 2000). 

 



 

 158    

Darming, like other informants who have changed their disciplinary area, was clearly 

aware of the weakness in background knowledge of his current academic discipline. 

As described in his story at the beginning of this chapter, he failed his first test. The 

failure was a big blow on his self-confidence, but he was able to face the challenge 

directly and bravely. After critical reflection on his knowledge base, he soon realised 

that although his English language skill was a barrier, lack of basic knowledge of 

information technology was the biggest hindrance to his study. He decided to read 

more to fill in the gap. However, there was the time pressure. He had to fill the 

knowledge gap within the shortest time possible so that he could keep up with the 

class. At that stage, his main concern was to ‘get to know the subject area as quickly 

as possible’. He knew that reading reference books in Chinese would be a lot faster 

for him than reading them in English. He phoned China and with the help of his 

parents, the reference books he needed were sent to him by express mail. After 

learning the new concepts in Chinese, Darming found it easier to read English 

references and to memorise the new terminology in English as they now carried 

meanings. His hard work was soon rewarded. At the end of first semester, Darming 

passed all units he undertook, including the unit which he failed on the first test. He 

passed the unit because of the good marks he received for other assignments in that 

unit.  

 

Another area where the informants’ first language was used to cope with their study 

difficulties is when they do their first writing in English. Essay writing and other 

written assignments require high levels of analytical skills and good linguistic skills 

to express one’s ideas. It is also a rigorous thinking process in English. For the 

informants, although they are cognitively well developed in Chinese systems, there 

is still a lot to learn in an English thinking system. To cope with this, some 

informants outlined the essays in Chinese before they wrote their first few essays in 

English as Xiaoyan did: 

 

... I used Chinese, but I didn’t draft [essays] in Chinese. I thought about the 

structure in Chinese. A couple of times, when I was required to write 5000 

words after reading so many articles, I found it hard to connect all the 

information I got from the readings. So I used Chinese to write an outline 

first, linking up all the information, then according to the outlines set, I wrote 
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the first draft in English. After about 3 months, I became familiar with the 

English essay structure and got used to thinking in English when writing 

essays (Xiaoyan, Interview 1, 25 April, 2000). 

 

To outline an English essay in Chinese first seems to be a strategy adopted by every 

informant in the first few months, including research students when writing their 

research proposals. Some of them even draft some paragraphs in Chinese first, then 

translate them into English. The following extract will show this: 

 

When I wrote my first proposal, I combined the two languages in writing. 

Sometimes using English and sometimes using Chinese, then translating the 

paragraph into English. However, the brain storming was basically done in 

Chinese ... (Guoli, Interview 1, 2 April, 2000). 

 

Guoli has written three proposals for his research. The first topic he proposed was in 

an area with which he is familiar and in which he is interested. Unfortunately, that 

topic was already selected by another researcher, so he gave up. After a bit more 

research, Guoli came up with a second proposal which was not approved by his 

supervisor because the project was too big and the university did not have adequate 

resources for it. Finally, Guoli worked out his third proposal which was manageable 

and now approved. While writing his first proposal, Guoli was still in a ‘Chinese’ 

state of mind, so he structured in Chinese, and wrote half in Chinese and half in 

English. When he began his research and gained more information in English, his 

ways of thinking gradually switched from Chinese into English. As he told me in an 

interview, when he wrote his third proposal, it was already in the sixth month of his 

study, he started to brain storm in English because the information he got was all in 

English and he memorised it in English. From then on, he drafted his proposal and 

reports in English. The Chinese language skills - his ‘walking stick’ as he puts it - 

had since been put aside.  

 

The above extracts demonstrated a significant point in the informants’ learning 

processes, that is, they all need some kind of supporting strategy to help them move 

from where they were to where they are. They regard their first language skills as 

their ‘walking stick’ to help them step into academic discipline areas in English as 
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fast as possible. If they could get more help from their Australian lecturers on the 

background knowledge of a subject being studied, then their frustration would be 

eliminated more quickly. 

 

5.5.4 Taking advantage of every opportunity to learn  

We have already seen from some extracts described earlier that the informants treat 

reading seriously. However, as revealed in the present study, on many occasions, it is 

hard for the informants to get reference books that they need. Some students like 

Taohong and Liwen who are financially much better off can buy the books they 

need. Others like Pengfei cannot afford to buy many books. So they worked out their 

way around the library system: 

 

We always get a long list of references from the lecturers but we can hardly 

get any books from the library. For some books, there’s no copy in the 

library and for other books, only one or two copies in the library for so many 

students. We have to put a hold on it. So I depend heavily on the Internet for 

information ... My other way to cope with this is to borrow books from the 

short term loan section. Those books and articles in the short-term loan 

section are normally for 2 hours loan only. I usually go to the library 30 

minutes or so before it closes in the evening. When I find the book or article 

that I want to read, it’s almost closing time for the library, therefore, I am 

allowed to borrow the items for the whole night. I take the books to the post-

graduate room and read the relevant parts through the night, return it to the 

library as soon as it is open next morning, then go home to get some sleep. 

Our classes are in the afternoons. This method worked for me all right. 

Without it, I would never be able to borrow what I need from the library 

(Pengfei, Interview 1, 23 April, 2000). 

 

Getting books like this means they have to work through the night, as well as take 

the risk of paying penalties if they delay the return of books. Once, an informant 

went home at dawn to get some sleep after he finished an article. When the alarm 

clock woke him up at 7.30, he laid awake on the bed for some time as usual, making 

a mental plan for the day. Suddenly, he remembered the item from the short term 

loan section. He rushed to the university to return the article. Fortunately, the 
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librarians were, in general, sympathetic and understanding. Thus, on the whole, 

getting reference books in this way worked out all right for many of them. 

 

For those who are studying information technology, a lot of knowledge has to be 

internalised through doing more practical tasks. As stated in a previous extract, 

Liwen never delays her practical tasks and always treats practical tasks seriously, 

which is the attitude typical of the informants. Working through the night on 

assignments or on practical tasks is a frequent thing for most informants. I was told 

that after 10 pm one would hardly see any local students, but many Chinese students 

in the main computer lab working on their assignments. Apart from working 

throughout the night, the informants also take advantage of other opportunities to get 

help, as Liwen did:  

 

We have many tutorial sessions, nine times each week. You can choose any 

time that suits you. Normally there’s one hour tutorial plus two hours 

practical. The tutor stays there till the end of practical session to answer 

students’ questions. I go to every tutorial session even if it’s not my own 

tutorial time because I like to listen to other people’s questions and answers 

and do more practice. If it’s my own tutorial time, I get the tutor’s help 

whenever I need. If it’s in other people’s tutorial session, I’m conscious not 

to use too much of their time. I wait till the tutor is free from other students 

then ask questions if I have any. There’s also a ‘Talk-Land’ where you can 

ask questions or you can email your lecturers for help ... There are all sorts 

of resources and help you can get. I use all of them. Why waste them? 

Sometimes I can not get into sleep if I’m stuck with a program. I would keep 

working on it till I think I’ve got it right ... (Liwen, Interview 1, 16 April, 

2000). 

 

The above extracts clearly show the informants’ change in attitude and action to the 

Western model of teaching, which reflects their new learning through networking 

and ‘trial and error’. While complaining about the differences in teaching approach, 

the informants quickly made adjustment to fit into the new context. The informants 

admitted that, as they already paid a fortune for their further education, including the 

sacrifice of their family life, they had to survive in the new environment and make 
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good use of this opportunity to learn something useful for their future development. 

As long as they can achieve their long term goals, they are willing to endure any 

hardship.  

 

5.5.5 Learning new technology by practising on computers 

Another challenge most informants in this study had to confront was the modern 

technology they have to use to assist their study. For example, not all the informants 

were good at using computers when they first arrived. In the Australian context, 

computer skills are considered as ‘must-have’ skills for university students. Most 

university courses, if not all, require students to use computers to complete 

assignments, or to find references from the Internet. Therefore, it is a ‘must-learn’ 

skill for all the informants to acquire. Most informants asked other Chinese students 

to teach them as Taohong did: 

 

... another difficulty was that I didn’t know how to use a computer. In China, 

I didn’t have much chance to access Internet. No need really. People in this 

university may think that everyone is computer literate. They never thought 

that people like me didn’t know how to operate a computer and they never 

accommodate this in the course. So I asked other Chinese students who are 

in their second year of their studies to teach me how to use a computer, how 

to log onto Internet. I gradually learned the basic computing skills and know 

how to access the Internet for the information I need (Taohong, Interview 1,  

1 April, 2000). 

 

Whatever help they may get, it is up to the informants to practise hard to reach a 

level where they can operate a computer competently on their own. Yuan’s 

experience represents that of the other informants:   

 

... being able to access the Internet is regarded as sort of common sense 

knowledge that everybody knows. In fact the programs we use in China are 

different from what they are using here. ... How did I manage to learn? Well, 

practice makes perfect. I played with computers long hours everyday, in 

Building 42 at that time, for about three weeks. I asked one student from 
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Taiwan when I had problems. Finally, I learned how to operate it in this 

system (Yuan, Interview 1, 1 April, 2000). 

 

The above extracts showed that the informants used informal means, that is, learning 

by doing it, to learn new skills when they could not get formal training. After they 

have acquired the basic skills to operate a computer, they taught themselves to use 

other programs as well. Most of them, like Pengfei stated earlier, become dependent 

on the Internet to find references.  

 

The above extracts also showed that, by taking on all the above mentioned 

challenges, the informants adopted all kinds of strategies that they can think of in 

their studies in order to survive and succeed. This echoes Biggs’ comment on 

Chinese students ‘... Chinese students are more sophisticated in the strategies they 

use... they do use these strategies, whatever the reason in their studies’ (Biggs, 1996, 

p. 48).  It is apparent through the above description that the informants have become 

excellent informal learners even in the formal educational context.  

 

5.6 Conclusion 

This chapter describes the surviving stage during which the informants developed 

various ways to confront new challenges while studying in Australia. Through the 

descriptions in this chapter, we can see how they used networking mechanism to 

ameliorate frustration caused by the unfamiliar culture and seek information they 

needed. We can also see how they used other informal means, such as observation 

and interaction, to learn different cultural traits in the Western context while 

experiencing life in Australia. The new learning enabled them to develop and 

appropriate their coping strategies to achieve academic success. 

 

While exploring their individualised approaches to study, this chapter has shown 

that, in order to adjust themselves to the new learning context, the informants often 

engaged critical reflection to assess their prior experiences and assumptions, in 

particular, their previous perceptions on teaching and learning. This in fact reflects 

the impact of Confucian philosophy on their learning. That is, always engaging 

reflective thinking and inquiry in learning. The consequence of their critical 
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reflection often resulted in a change of their thought processes and study patterns so 

that they could adapt quickly to the different model of teaching in the new context. 

All this demonstrates that ‘a reorientation of thinking and feeling is necessary’ 

(Brown, 1986, p.33) in the new cultural environment which indicates the informants’ 

new learning and the impact of the learning context on them.  

 

This chapter also discussed the common difficulties the informants faced while 

studying an academic discipline in Australia. It is noted that their major difficulties 

arise from their lack of familiarity with the English language, the culture that the 

language represents and conventions of the academic environment within which they 

are studying. What becomes obvious while overcoming these difficulties is some 

common informal ways of learning that they all adopted, which include using social 

networking or using the Internet for information, working around the library system 

to get references, and using ‘trial-and-error’ method to appropriate their approaches 

to learning. The strategies that they adopted to overcome their study difficulties in 

class and seek background knowledge of the subject clearly demonstrated how they 

used ‘trial-and-error’ as a learning tool as well as learning processes in the new 

learning context. It is apparent that all informants’ new learning reflects a learning 

cycle of ‘trialling a new method – reviewing its appropriateness – identifying new 

strategies to learning – trialling new strategies’.   

 

On the whole, they used whatever strategy that worked for them to survive in the 

foreign environment and to achieve their goals, which includes working long hours 

on assignments and doing more readings to compensate for their poor listening 

skills. These strategies, especially the ‘trial-and-error’ process to appropriate their 

actions to fit in the new learning context, demonstrated the enormous effort they put 

into their studies.  

 

Part of their learning experiences as described in this chapter indicates that all 

informants, at the beginning stage in the host country, needed some support to help 

them move from their Chinese state of mind to the real Australian context. That is to 

say, if they were made aware of the different models of teaching and learning in the 

host country as soon as they commenced their study, their confusion and frustration 
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would be eliminated more quickly, and their learning in Australia could be more 

efficient. 

 

By portraying their changes and learning in their surviving stage, this chapter 

demonstrates their adaptability in the new learning context. The next chapter will 

continue to examine the informants’ learning experience and other changes occurred 

in them while they sustained their endeavour to achieve personal goals. 
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    Chapter 6   

  Experience of learning in Australia 
 

Since being abroad, I’ve experienced many things [in Australia], [which] 

may not be so significant, but I found many differences, and there’s some 

change in my thought and behaviour (Guoli, 2 April, 2000). 

 

6.1 Introduction 

Chapters Four and Five have explored the informants’ emotions and psychological 

reaction to the different cultural environment and their various ways of coping in the 

new learning situation. Their recognition of the differences and their actions to adjust 

their performance in the new environment indicated new learning. From the 

descriptions in the previous chapters it is clear that the informants have brought their 

past experiences and beliefs as well as their cultural histories and world views into 

the host country. This prior knowledge influenced their interactions with local 

people and had a great impact on their new learning. While interpreting the 

meanings of encounters in the new context, their prior knowledge was the base on 

which they made judgments or predictions. When their judgments or predications 

were proved wrong, they had to unlearn some of their assumptions and re-interpret 

the new ideas and events. Their wrong interpretation and incorrect predictions often 

stimulated further learning because they felt the need to survive in the new context in 

order to achieve their goals. As a consequence, their personal perspectives were 

challenged and mediated within the new context in which they constructed and 

attributed meanings to these encounters (Kenny, Ralph & Brown, 2000). Through 

these processes of learning and relearning, the informants increased self-awareness 

and become reflective learners as indicated in the quote at the beginning of this 

chapter.  

 

As demonstrated in their stories described in the previous two chapters, studying 

abroad was a difficult learning journey for the informants because it required them to 
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constantly internalise the new information, challenge their own assumptions and 

adjust their actions accordingly. The process of internalisation of information varies 

in individual informants. It is not governed by a systematic programming of activity 

or action. There are no set rules to predict the process because the process varies 

from individual to individual. But on the whole, it appears that adult learning in a 

new culture is a process of gradual familiarisation with the new culture through 

engagement in day-to-day life activities. While interacting with the local people, the 

informants gradually gained better understanding of the new culture, developed 

survival skills and built up self-confidence by participating in daily activities. 

 

This chapter will further explore their experience of learning during their sustaining 

stage. It will focus on the learning mechanisms that they used to learn the host 

culture and the impact of contexts on their learning. This chapter will demonstrate 

that much learning about self identity and techniques for survival is dependent on 

such an aspect as interaction with other people (Saunders, 1999).   

 

6.2 Interaction and learning 

The extracts in Chapters Four and Five have already shown the impact of social 

context on the informants’ learning when confronting the new culture and taking up 

new challenges. This section will further discuss their effective learning through 

interaction as reflected in their networking and communicating with other people, in 

particular, their face to face interactions with local people in both formal and 

informal settings.  

 

6.2.1 Networking and learning 

Networking could be seen as a natural process in which the informants seek 

information and mutual support from other people when they enter a completely new 

context. The concept of networking is not new. It is ‘a web of free standing 

participants cohering through shared values and interests’ (Lipnack and Stamps, 

1986, p. 2), and ‘shared needs’ (Arnott, 1994). ‘Networking is an informal means of 

accessing information, testing ideas, gaining support, promoting a cause or seeking 

resources’ (Arnott, 1994, p.174). It is recognised as a normal process in adult 

education and learning (Cranton, 1996, Shaw, 1999). The social network consists of 
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the ties or linkages that connect individuals for information sharing or material 

assistance, assistance in problem solving and in providing comfort (Tietjen, 1994).  

 

As shown in Chapter Five, while taking up new challenges in the new context, the 

informants all used networks to alleviate their frustration and confusion, and help 

themselves to overcome ‘culture shock’. Gaining support and help from networks is 

critical to the informants in their first few months in Australia. Although they have 

their own networks in China, two major reasons quickly forced them to learn to 

establish new networks in the new context:  

 

One is to get more information about the course and the place; the other is to 

release the pressure, anxiety and to share our depressions with others  

(Taohong, Lantian, Xiaoyan, personal conversation, 2000).  

 

Networking, as attested in the stories earlier, was not only used as a coping 

mechanism when the informants felt depressed and isolated. It was also a learning 

mechanism that the informants used to learn and develop their survival and study 

skills in the new context. Many informants used networking to get academic help 

from fellow students, especially when they had difficulty in understanding the 

requirement of the assignments. Lantian indicated that when Chinese students had 

difficulties in understanding the real meanings of some known English words, they 

always asked the local students for help. Research student Guoli even worked out 

some strategy to get help from his fellow students. He says: 

 

Many times, I have difficulty in expressing myself precisely in English. My 

strategy to overcome this difficulty is to get help from my fellow students. 

One of the local students started her research earlier than me. She gave me a 

lot of help in my writing. Once, I showed her my draft report and asked her if 

she could read it and give me some comments. She did and I made changes 

accordingly. I can tell the difference immediately. Their native touch often 

makes my writing more meaningful ... If we want to get help from other 

people, we need the appropriate strategy and need to pay attention to their 

feelings and mood. Sometimes, when other people are pre-occupied by other 

things, or when they are not in the right mood to help, we have to wait. If 
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they are in good mood, we need to test their attitude first, then make a 

request (Guoli, Interview 2, 21 October, 2000). 

 

As discussed before, the informants were simultaneously confronted with language 

difficulties and cultural difficulties while studying an academic discipline in a 

foreign country. Their common strategy to overcome these difficulties appeared to 

utilise new networks they established as demonstrated in the above extract. While 

utilising networks, a number of factors, such as social skills and personal attributes, 

seemed to influence the networking process. Most informants were not confident 

enough to use their English language skills when communicating with local students. 

So they used other Chinese students for the information they needed to survive the 

course and life in the host country. However, when the help they needed was closely 

related to language learning and to some context specific knowledge that other 

Chinese students may not have had, the informants often turned to local students for 

help.   

 

The present study reveals that all informants maintained their old networks in China 

while establishing new networks in Australia. The study also reveals that the new 

networks the informants established in the cross-cultural contexts could be grouped 

into three types: network with fellow Chinese students, network with local people, 

and network with foreign students from other countries. This fits well into the three 

distinct social networks identified by Furnham and Bochner (1986). That is, mono-

cultural network, bicultural network and multicultural network. 

 

Within the mono-cultural network with fellow Chinese students, without any 

language barrier, they discussed cultural values, their major difficulties or problems 

in the unfamiliar environment and sought information about the courses, the place 

and the people. Bicultural network with local people requires reasonably good 

English skills and good social skills. Therefore, some informants made friends with 

local people quicker than others, but after a couple of months or so they all 

developed their own network with local people, be they Australian European, or 

Australian Chinese. This network provided them with social and cultural knowledge 

of the host country and academic and professional support that they needed.  
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All informants had a special feeling for the multicultural network with foreign 

students from other countries. They felt that they could talk more easily with other 

foreign students than to local students for two reasons:  

1) They worry less about their inadequacy in English because other foreign students 

have similar language problems.      

2) They share the same or similar foreignness in Australia. They feel that they have 

something in common with other foreign students and sometimes they test their 

interpretation of the new event with those foreign students. 

In summary, the study reveals that the informants have a good understanding of 

social networks and utilised the networks well to meet their needs. They used a 

mono-cultural network to ‘provide themselves a setting in which ethnic and cultural 

values can be rehearsed and expressed’ (Bochner, 1982, p.31), and they used a 

bicultural network and a multicultural network for facilitating their academic and 

professional studies. Most informants admitted that without those people who were 

willing to listen to them and give them encouragement, they would probably ‘go 

crazy’ in the first few months and withdraw from their course of study.   

 

6.2.2 Interaction and learning outside of university 

Most informants, although having lived in China for at least 30 years, are only 

vaguely conscious of the existence of culture and differences of cultures. Now in 

Australia, their own culture was brought into contact with the host culture, but the 

informants were not fully aware of the status change of their home culture in 

Australia. The present study reveals that most informants, in the first few months of 

their stay, tended to judge local people’s behaviour based on the standards of their 

own culture without realising that their home culture has become a subordinate 

culture in Australia. A classic example is their disapproval of local people’s life style 

as shown below: 

 

They always talk about taking family to camp somewhere on long weekends. 

What’s so excited about camping? ... On New Year’s Eve, they took their 

small [nuclear] families to the wharf and sat there drinking and talking. I 

don’t understand them. Why don’t they sit at home to drink and talk with 

other family members (Liwen, Interview 1, 16 September, 2000)? 
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Coming from a collectivistic society, most informants were critical about local 

people’s behaviour and actions. Using Chinese standards to make judgements on 

local people seemed very natural. This is probably due to the deeply engrained 

cultural ways peculiar to their own society which become ‘second nature’ to them 

(Vander Zanden, 1993p.41). This ‘second nature’ results in their adopting an 

ethnocentric attitude to local people without realising it. 

 

Ethnocentrism is found among families, tribes, societies, and nations (Vander 

Zanden, 1993). Not surprisingly it was found among the informants. Sumner (1906, 

cited in Vander Zanden, 1993, p.41) described ethnocentrism as a point of view ‘in 

which one’s own group is the centre of everything, and all others are scaled and 

rated with reference to it’. This is evident in Jinling’s opinion of the local people 

which was a common view among the informants in their first few months of 

studying in Australia:  

 

 ... I assumed that their feelings and emotions are different from ours. ... I 

found that people here are not modest. Some people, I noticed, only know a 

little bit of things but sound like they know everything. [They] always say 

‘that’s a piece of cake’, but their performance is just so so ... They feel quite 

superior over us ... I mean, a few of them blindly feel superior over me. For 

example, there is an old air-conditioner in the house where I’m staying. 

When the air-conditioner is on, it’s very noisy as if an aircraft is passing my 

area. So I don’t use it even it’s very hot here because I can’t stand the noise. 

Then my house mate said to me ‘It’s so hot, why don’t you turn on the 

aircon? Is it because you want to save some electricity bill?’ I explained to 

them that this aircon is too old and I can’t stand the noise. I also told them 

that we no longer use this kind of old product of 1970s in China. We use split 

system units. But they don’t want to believe what I said. They cut in, ‘Oh, it 

sounds like that China is an industrialised country already. So what?’ To me, 

that’s their ignorance. ...  I think we understand more western culture than 

they do about us. We are modest. They are arrogant. I often feel that they 

don’t want to understand us (Jinling, Interview 1, 20 May, 2000). 
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While accusing other people of being superior to him or not wanting to understand 

Chinese people, Jinling perhaps failed to recognize his own ethnocentric attitude. 

Thus, local people’s assertiveness was often seen by the informants as ‘arrogant’, or 

‘not modest’. However, when the informants gradually enlarged their social circles 

and entered the workforce in the host country, they came into contact with more 

local people and observed more different cultural traits. They realised that the nature 

of human beings is all the same. Jinling reflects: 

 

I was resentful to them then, ... actually, I set up a sort of fence between the 

local people and myself, and kept telling myself not to take notice of them 

(the local people). Now my own ways of looking at things have changed. I 

understand them more and I realise that human’s emotional feelings such as 

happiness, grief, anger are all the same. Perhaps this is the result of 

interacting with other people in the cross-cultural situation?  ... I noticed 

that, unlike the sophisticated Chinese people local people are very honest 

and naive. They are happy to help each other. One day, I went out with my 

friend. Our car broke down in the middle of a street. I was at a loss. My 

friend said, ‘Come out, give me a hand.’ But I didn’t know how to give him a 

hand. Other cars behind us stopped and people came out and asked ‘Are you 

all right?’ ‘Need a hand?’... Seeing that our car was really dead, they helped 

us to push the car to the roadside and gave us a lift home. That educated me   

(Jinling, Interview 2, 17 January, 2001). 

 

Although other informants were not ‘resentful to local people’ as Jinling was, it is 

the common experience that the better they understand the local people and the host 

culture, the more they appreciate it. This was achieved through their bicultural 

networking with local people in various activities such as celebration parties or 

camping in national parks. While participating in those activities, the informants 

learned that local people are friendly, honest, and eager to learn and understand 

Chinese culture. 

 

Another significant impact of social contexts on the informants’ learning is reflected 

in their new ways of looking at their status, or their social identity, in Australia. One 

of the differences between Australian culture and Chinese culture is the open system 



 

 173    

versus the closed system. Although ‘there are no societies that are entirely open or 

entirely closed’ (Vander Zanden, 1993, p. 165), Chinese society provides a good 

example of a relatively closed system compared with Western countries such as 

Australia. Unlike Chinese people who have difficulty in changing their status, 

Australian people can change their status with more ease. This is referred to by 

sociologists as an ‘open system’ (Vander Zanden, 1993, p. 165). This cultural trait in 

Australia seems to have a great impact on the informants. 

 

As we discussed in Chapter Four, the informants lost the status they held in China 

and became overseas students after they moved into the Australian context. Many 

felt very depressed about this. When they had more interaction with local people, 

they gradually learned to reconstruct their social identity in the new context. They 

learned that local people pick up jobs according to their personal interests and needs, 

giving no consideration to what other people think about them. One informant in the 

study has a local friend who works at a high school during the day as a teacher but 

works at a supermarket in the evenings as a packer. With the money she saved, she 

has travelled in more than 50 countries. This discovery has become a big discussion 

topic among some overseas Chinese students. In the Chinese context, a teacher 

would never become a packer or a cleaner because of family pressure, as that 

degradation would cause family members to lose face. But in the Australian context, 

people seem to care less about what they are than who they are. Influenced by this 

culture, some informants changed their attitude towards physical work as represented 

in Pengfei’s words below: 

 

...  I think I’m influenced by this culture here. I feel good about it.  When I 

change my old perspective, I feel good about myself. I feel I can do 

everything and I can be anybody (Pengfei, Interview 2, 3 October, 2000). 

 

Through observation and interaction with local people, the informants have also 

learned that it is ‘normal to put personal interest over group interest’ and that ‘you 

live for yourself first’, not for others. They observed that many people in the host 

country do their studies simply for their personal interest, not for other purposes. It is 

totally different from what they understand in the Chinese context. Yuan says: 
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Their world and our world are two different worlds. Main differences are in 

the social and cultural settings, then the different value systems related to the 

social and cultural settings. ... a PhD graduate in China is regarded as 

different from ordinary people and admired and respected by others. A PhD 

graduate doesn’t mean to earn more money, but people still do it because we 

value education. When you complete it, you have a title ‘Doctor’ and gain 

face for the family. The Chinese care more to gain faces for the family. While 

in Australia, this is not the case. Everyone is treated the same. If you like to 

be a plumber, be a plumber. It’s your personal choice. I talked to some 

people who are doing their doctorate courses and I was amazed that they are 

not studying for their promotion in their career, but for their personal 

interest, simply because they want to do it (Yuan, Interview 1, 1 April, 2000). 

 

The stories so far indicated their changes in two aspects: attitude change to the local 

people with a better understanding of the value systems in the host country, and 

attitude change in regard to themselves. They formed a stronger self-concept during 

their learning processes in the new context. Throughout their lives, people learn to 

speak, to relate to one another, to perform complicated and demanding physical and 

intellectual tasks, and somehow to bring order to a range of experiences and stimuli 

of breathtaking complexity. Learning is probably the most ubiquitous of all human 

activities. In all cultures and in all ages, people have had to adapt to changing 

circumstances. That is also the case in cross-cultural contexts as demonstrated in the 

informants' learning experiences. 

 

6.2.3 Interaction and learning within university 

The traditional Chinese pattern of teacher-student relations, as discussed in Chapter 

Two, is similar to the interdependent pattern of parent-child relations in that students 

are expected to show their respect and loyalty to their teachers, and that the teachers 

are expected to look after their students in many ways. When the informants started 

their courses in this Australian university, their perception of this kind of relationship 

pattern was the first to be challenged, and their reactions were soon shaped 

according to the social norms in the new context. Most informants, during the period 

of confusion and frustration, observed that Australian people seem to care more 

about their personal interests than what other people think about what they do and 
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how they do things. This dimension of Western culture was quickly accepted by the 

informants in their learning to handle teacher- student relationships. Yuan’s case is 

typical in this respect.  

 

Yuan was disappointed with his first supervisor, as described in Chapter Four, 

because the supervisor did not take care of him. Not long after his arrival, Yuan 

realised that the original research topic he planned to do with the supervisor was in 

an area that was being phased out and that his supervisor was not active in the area. 

All this made him think of changing the research topic and seeking another 

supervisor. In the individualist Western world, this may not appear as a problem. But 

it is not considered a good thing to do in the Chinese context as it may cause the 

supervisor to lose face. Yuan struggled within himself and tossed around the idea of 

changing supervisors for a few weeks, but could not make up his mind. He discussed 

his idea with his fellow students at the faculty, in particular the local students, and 

asked them what they would do in this situation. He was told by the local students, 

‘It’s your study, so your personal interest is the priority. You do what you want to 

do. Why do you worry about supervisors?’ Then Yuan asked his current supervisor 

for advice. The following is Yuan’s story: 

 

After a bit of investigation, I hand in my resume to my current supervisor. He 

was very much interested in my experience and happy to have me as his 

student. But how could I tell the other supervisor that I didn’t want him to be 

my supervisor any more? If I tell him directly, will he be angry with me and 

cause conflict with my current supervisor? Will that cause any trouble for me 

and the faculty? How would we face each other in the future? However, my 

current supervisor seemed not worried at all about the relationship with my 

previous supervisor or any potential relationship problems for taking me as 

his student. I asked him what I should do with my first supervisor. He simply 

said, ‘Just tell him.’ But I cannot just tell him! I don’t want to hurt his 

feelings. A supervisor losing a research student is a big thing. It will make 

him lose face, you know. ...  On the other hand, I don’t want to waste my time 

and money to do a research in a dying out area. I asked my current 

supervisor again what I should do. He said, ‘Oh, if you want to show your 

respect to him, you can fill in a form and ask him to sign it.’ So I completed a 
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form and took it to my first supervisor, and told a white lie. I told him that as 

his research project requires systematic knowledge of mathematics which I 

am lacking of, I’d like to change my research topic. In fact, I have very 

strong knowledge base in Mathematics. I published quite a few papers in 

China which include extensive mathematical knowledge ... Gradually, I 

learned from other students that in Australia personal interest is the priority, 

very important. You do it if you’re interested in it. You don’t have to do it if 

you’re not interested. People all understand that and you don’t have to tell 

lies to avoid it or force yourself to do something you don’t like. So one day I 

frankly told my previous supervisor that I was no longer interested in the 

topic I first chosen. He understood it. Then I happily started my current 

research topic (Yuan, Interview 1, 1 April, 2000). 

 

Two distinctively different attitudes were displayed in Yuan’s story of changing 

supervisors. The Western attitude is straightforward: ‘Just tell him.’ ‘It’s your 

study ... Why do you worry about supervisors?’ But the Chinese attitude is different. 

Yuan wanted to protect his own interests, yet he was concerned about saving face for 

his first supervisor. As mentioned earlier, when his former teacher in China wanted 

to take Yuan as his PhD student, Yuan avoided the awkward situation by deciding to 

study overseas instead of saying ‘No’ directly to his teacher. In Australia, Yuan is 

not familiar with the new situation, and he cannot simply withdraw from the course 

and go to another university as ‘everything costs money and time’. In the end, he 

quickly learned the Western way to solve the problem as it served his interests and 

purpose well. Soon after he changed supervisors, Yuan learned more about the 

difference between his Australian lecturers and Chinese lecturers in the way they 

help their students. He describes: 

 

... In China supervisors do their best to help you, finding out information for 

you, or telling you what the best thing is to do as they see it. Whereas here, it 

seems to me, supervisors don’t care. When I asked about the scholarship, the 

supervisor got me an application form. When I had nearly finished the form, I 

noticed a requirement stated at the bottom of the form that only Australian 

citizens can apply for that kind of scholarship. I was very puzzled: why does 

he ask me to apply for something I’m not eligible? I found that supervisors 
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here are really careless or hopeless in this respect ... When I asked if there’s 

any other type of scholarship that I could try. He said after a while, ‘Well, 

you can try the university’s scholarship’. So, there are other scholarships 

available. I applied for that, but my Co-supervisor said to me one day, ‘It’s 

tough competition. You’re not Australian. The university may not give you a 

scholarship.’ That was very discouraging. I wondered how a supervisor 

could say such a thing to their new student when he really needs self-

confidence in everything to find his feet in the new environment ... Anyway, 

I’ve got it now (Yuan, Interview 1, 1 April, 2000). 

 

Yuan did not understand the individualist value pattern that ‘the interests of the 

individual prevail over the interests of the group’ (Hofstede, 1983, p. 389). He did  

not know, either, that ‘the ties between individuals are loose: everyone is expected to 

look after himself or herself’ (Hofstede, 1991, p. 51) in an individualist society. 

Coming from a collectivistic society where students are well looked after by their 

teachers, Yuan expected his supervisors to help him obtain a scholarship. Although 

the supervisors showed their care by going out of their way to get forms for him and 

warned him of the tough competition, Yuan was not satisfied because he was 

measuring his Australian lecturers against the Chinese standard. Yuan is not the only 

one who accused Australian lecturers of being irresponsible. Other informants, as 

discussed in the previous two chapters, offered similar comments regarding their 

lecturers’ care for the students.  

 

However, after a period of interaction and observation and under the influence of the 

local culture, most informants started to consider things in their own interest and 

appreciate this ‘carefree’ way of doing things, although sometimes, they did not feel 

comfortable to confront their lecturers when there was disagreement, as shown in 

Darming’s case below:  

 

One day I was doing a task on Unix, and I was stuck with a pair of codes for 

the program. In order to solve that problem, I consulted all the references I 

had then, tried again and again in different methods. But I couldn’t pass that 

particular stage. I worked in the computer lab throughout the night till 8 the 

next morning, but made no progress in solving the problem. I printed out my 
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graphics, highlighted where I had difficulty, and waited for the lecturers to 

come.  I asked the first lecturer who came to the lab that morning to help me. 

He honestly told me that he was not familiar with that program and that it 

would be a waste of time for both of us if he tried to help. At 8.30am, came 

another lecturer who has a PhD qualification in computing science. I asked if 

he could give me some help. I showed him my graphics and described the 

problem. He sat down and tried on the computer for an hour. Seeing that he 

was using the methods that I had already tried several times, I realised that 

there would be no result going on like that. But he was so eager to help and 

he is a Doctor. I didn’t know for a while how to dismiss him without hurting 

his feelings. Nearly one and half hours passed, no result. I summed up my 

courage and said to him, ‘Thank you very much, Doctor ... , I know you are a 

very busy person. I hate to waste your time on me. Let me try it again myself.’ 

He thought I was getting impatient. He said to me before leaving the room, 

‘Studying computer science requires patience. Don’t think it’s simple. You 

have to work hard on it.’ ... 10 o’clock, I saw the lecturer who assigned us 

the task. I showed him my graphics, and explained my problem. He looked at 

my paper, wrote two single inverted commas on my paper and said to me, 

‘Try again with this combination.’ It worked (Darming, Interview 2,  

23 November, 2000). 

 

In a Chinese teaching context, teachers are rarely contradicted or criticised publicly, 

but are treated with deference even outside school. As discussed earlier, Chinese 

people put great effort into ‘saving face’ not only for themselves but also for others. 

Hofstede (1991) correctly observed, ‘In the collectivist classroom the virtues of 

harmony and the maintenance of “face” reign supreme. Confrontations and conflicts 

should be avoided, or at least formulated so as not to hurt anyone. Even students 

should not lose face if this can be avoided’ (p.62). The above story shows that 

Darming, still typically Chinese, was humble and showed his due respect to this 

lecturer who has a doctorate qualification, which reflects a strong cultural trait that 

Chinese people value education and they respect knowledge and well educated 

people (Feng 1991). When Darming realised that the lecturer did not know how to 

solve his problem, Darming could have said to that lecturer: ‘No, I don’t think those 

methods will work on this task. I have tried all of them already. Let’s not waste your 
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time. I’ll ask others to help. Thank you very much.’ But he did not do so because 

saying those words would indicate that the lecturer did not know how to solve the 

problem which would make the lecturer feel ashamed and embarrassed from the 

Chinese perspective. As he did not want to see the lecturer wasting time using 

unworkable methods, Darming dismissed the lecturer in a polite way and saved the 

lecturer from embarrassment. This is consistent with their behaviour in that the 

informants still try to avoid situations which they believe may make the lecturer 

embarrassed. Unfortunately, his good intention to ‘save the lecturer’s face’ and time 

was not understood by the Western lecturer. Having little or no knowledge about 

Chinese students and Chinese culture, the lecturer perhaps was thinking that 

Darming was looking for some short cut to get the task done. He did not even ask 

what Darming had or had not tried before he sat down to work on the computer. 

Darming got the impression that the lecturer regarded him as a rote learner who only 

wanted a correct answer to complete the assignment, but did not want to work hard. 

 

Darming analysed the incident later and commented that unlike Chinese teachers 

who spend quite a lot of time after class to get to know their students, Australian 

lecturers hardly spent any time with their students after class. Therefore, they may 

have no idea how hard Chinese students work. Lacking appropriate knowledge of 

their students probably is one of the reasons which caused misunderstanding. 

Other informants, after some interaction with their lecturers, indicated that most 

likely some Australian lecturers are ‘not really interested in knowing Chinese 

students’ (Xiaoyan, 2000, personal conversation). They have already formed their 

own opinions about Chinese students, as Liwen observed:  

 
... I don’t talk much in class. When I ask questions, I sometimes only say a 

few words, not a complete sentence, but they all understand me... One day in 

a tutorial session, when we finished our practical tasks, the lecturer looked at 

the program that I’ve developed and asked me, ‘Your structure is very good. 

Have you learned this before?’ I said, ‘No.’ He told me that he was amazed 

that my program design was so logical and so good although my English is 

not good. I didn’t know what to say for a while ... But I told him that my poor 

English skills will not affect my logical thinking when developing such a 



 

 180    

simple program ... What do they know about us? You see, they think that only 

they who can speak good English can design logical programs ... But what 

the lecturer said that day has caught my attention to my spoken English. I 

realise that it is also important to improve my speaking skills. Since then, I 

always practise my oral English whenever there is a chance (Liwen, 

Interview 1, 19 September, 2000) 

 

The above critical incident made Liwen aware of the image of Chinese students in 

Australian lecturers’ minds. In fact, this incident also showed that, due to the lack of 

mutual understanding between the lecturers and students from different cultural 

backgrounds, the lecturer had made Liwen lose face with the comment on her work 

and her English skills in front of other students. Liwen, on the other hand, by 

defending herself, told the lecturer off by saying that her poor English skills would 

not affect her logical thinking, indicating that the lecturer made an inappropriate 

connection between her cognitive capability and her second language skills. Such an 

incident as described above would be unlikely to occur in an adult learning 

classroom in a Chinese context.  

 

The above incident also shows the ethnocentric attitude of the lecturer by claiming 

the sole ownership of English language and computer design on one hand, and the 

informants’ quick learning in the host culture on the other. It is evident that, 

influenced and affected by the Western pattern of teacher-student relationships, the 

informants have learned to control their study and confront their lecturers in a subtle 

way when they see there is a need. Through this interaction and through Liwen’s self 

reflection, incidental learning as a by-product of the incident also occurred. That is, 

Liwen’s realisation of an Australian view of Chinese students as held by her lecturer 

and her realisation of the importance of oral English skills.  

 

The study tends to suggest that interactions with lecturers and local students have a 

positive as well as negative impact on the informants’ learning, especially in terms 

of those in course work programs. In the Chinese context, students strive for higher 

achievement in schools not only to do with the pressure of gaining face for the 

groups they are in, but also because of the high value that Chinese people put on 
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education. Whereas in the Australian context, although an achievement orientation is 

generally maintained, there is a decrease in Chinese students’ achievement 

orientation after one semester of study in the new context. The following extract will 

show this: 

 

The attitude towards learning is different here ... no competition among 

students. It seems to me, nobody really cares about that. Many students only 

aim for a ‘Pass’. They don’t care so much as long as they can get sort of 

qualification. When I first arrived, I wanted to learn everything well. Then I 

gave up striving for the best. No point being so competitive here. I aim for a 

‘Pass’ too now. Of course, language barrier and inadequate resources are 

part of the problem too ... (Pengfei, Interview 1, 23 April, 2000). 

 

Consistent with the characteristics of an individualistic society, most local students 

that the informants know of do not appear to compete with each other, nor do they 

seem to care what others think about them. To the informants, no competition among 

students means less pressure on them. Therefore, some informants say, ‘once we 

overcome language difficulties, it is so easy to pass a subject.’ This is perhaps a way 

they learned to be responsible to themselves only, not worrying about getting 

appraisal from the peers or from the family members. Volet and Renshaw (1996) 

once claimed that ‘a student’s orientation to study represents the outcome of 

complex and dynamic processes affected by interactive individual and contextual 

factors’ (p. 211). The evidence gathered in the study seems to support their view. 

 

Their quick shift from ‘wanting to learn everything well’ to ‘aiming for a “Pass”’ is 

also to do with some lecturers’ attitude to students’ work as Pengfei observed: 

 

Lecturers at my Faculty are very serious about marking their students’ 

assignments. They correct every mistake in our writing, including spelling 

mistakes, inadequate words, punctuation, etc. As overseas students, we need 

this kind of help and appreciate it very much. But when I did a couple of 

cross-school subjects through another faculty, the lecturers’ irresponsible 

attitude to the students’ writing was shocking. I was shown two writings done 

by other international students as samples of project report writing before I 
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was required to write my own. Even I can tell that those writings were poorly 

presented. However, throughout the students’ poor writings which were full 

of mistakes, I found no sign of the lecturers’ handwriting except the marks 

given on the cover sheets of the assignments. I wonder if the lecturers 

actually read through those writings. ... The impression I got from the 

lecturers here is that they don’t regard teaching as their main responsibility. 

They are always busy with some sort of research. When lecture time comes, 

some lecturers just talk bits and pieces of anything without a main theme. 

Having been a teacher myself for more than 10 years, I can easily tell 

whether they did any preparation or not (Pengfei, Interview 1, 23 April, 

2000). 

 

Expecting corrections of their writing from their lecturers is common among the 

informants as they regard it as affirmation of their learning. Receiving no feed back 

from their lecturers for the effort they put into their learning affected their motivation 

in obtaining greater achievement and diminished their enthusiasm for learning. 

Jinling’s comment explains this point further: 

 

I was very serious about study before. But now I am a bit slack. Some of the 

lecturers are not serious about their teaching. Many times, they don’t answer 

my questions and they don’t accept different opinions ... my only expectation 

is to learn something concrete, something useful. Unfortunately, I haven’t 

learned much yet in this environment. I discussed it with other Chinese 

students in the same course. They warned me not to argue with those 

lecturers or they would fail me ... Since I have come all the way for the 

course, I have to complete it. But all I need now is a passing mark  

(Jinling, Interview 2, 17 January, 2001). 

 

The above extracts showed that the teachers’ attitude to their teaching role may have 

a direct effect on the informants’ learning in that the informants form their 

expectations and sense of the worth of academic work according to their perception 

of what is appropriate in that given setting. It is noticeable that starting from the 

second semester, some informants’ inner drive for high achievement in some 

subjects became less forceful. But since they were full fee paying students, and 
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because of the deep Chinese influence, they still adopted an achievement approach to 

successfully complete their courses.  

 

6.3 Self reflection and learning 
Studying an academic discipline within the culture of a second language is often the 

case of learning a second culture (Brown, 1986). This study supports this view. It is 

observed that when informants have settled down in the new environment and 

established their new social networks, they gradually adapt to the new culture. They 

admitted that they were influenced by the new culture and started to accept the host 

culture bit by bit. This cultural learning is not only reflected in their change of 

attitudes and behaviour to local people and physical work as shown in previous 

chapters, but also in other aspects, such as their better understanding of self. This 

learning, in some cases, is an outcome of their self reflection and further adjustment 

in the new context. 

 

While studying and living in a new social and cultural context, the informants were 

constantly confronted with new behaviours and new value and belief systems. 

Therefore, they were often forced to reflect on their own actions and behaviour to 

check its adequacy or appropriateness. The informants in the study admitted that 

their learning was not only difficult but sometimes very painful because they had to, 

at the same time as learning something new, admit that their old ways of thinking or 

acting were not appropriate in the new setting. This unlearning activity made them 

uncomfortable. As mentioned in the previous sections, Jinling admitted that he set up 

a metaphorical fence between himself and the local people in the first few months of 

his stay. The fence was most probably to do with his own superior feeling over the 

local people. His understanding of ‘human beings are the same’ showed his 

awareness of himself as a cultural product. Once the fence was lifted, Jinling was 

able to appreciate the host culture with a new attitude. This section will present more 

stories to reflect the learning and changes made through self reflection in the 

informants’ personal development. 
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6.3.1 Becoming tolerant to differences 

It is apparent in the study that the informants treasure their cultural learning in the 

host country. They feel proud of what they have learned personally during the 

process of getting the foreign qualification. They realise that they are more tolerant 

to differences than they were: 

 

In China, we used to draw a distinct line between ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. I used 

to judge people’s behaviour or ways of handling things by putting them into 

the category of either ‘right’ or ‘wrong’. Now in this new environment, we 

gradually learned to accept differences as we realise that people have their 

own reasons and their own right to do things differently  

(Xiaoyan, Interview 2, 2 October, 2000). 

 

In supporting this point, Pengfei says, 

 

 Australian culture has great influence on us. I think we understand life 

better now and we become more tolerant. We start to realise that people 

should be allowed to try other ways of doing things if they don’t think a 

popular way is right for them (Pengfei, Interview 2, 3 October, 2000). 

 

It is noticeable that, while living and studying in the Australian context, the 

informants become more willing to accept different behaviours of local people, as 

well as different behaviour of their own people in the host culture. This demonstrates 

that everyone is a ‘cultural being’ (Valdes, 1986, p.1), and they are to a ‘very 

considerable extent made what they are by society’ (Creel, 1953, p. 31). 

 

6.3.2 Becoming more aware of their own culture 

In Chinese society, obtaining social status and maintaining face are very important to 

every family. With a high social status, one can expect respect, admiration and 

recognition from others. One can also have power over others who are less powerful. 

Although this showed the unequal relationships between people in China, the 

informants did not feel too bad about it while living in China, thus took it as normal 

practice. Only when they have lived in and been influenced by Western culture, they 

realise the impact on them of the inequality of relationships. In Chapter Four, I 
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described Jinling’s experience of being ignored by two new overseas Chinese 

students as an example to show this point.  The following extract displays a more 

common feeling: 

 

Not long ago, a Chinese delegation with two high officials among them 

visited Australia. I acted as the interpreter for the Department that I was 

working for. At the airport, one of them was giving out his business card to 

other people whom he was introduced to. When I introduced myself, he put 

his business card back to his pocket instead of giving me one. Other 

delegates just passed me without looking at me. They were so rude. It was so 

obvious that I was looked down upon by these people ...  I felt terrible about 

it but didn’t show it at that time. In China, these officials are not in my social 

circle, but university teachers hold high status, so when they know that I am 

a lecturer, people will normally show admiration: ‘very good, you are a  

university teacher.’ But this time, those Chinese delegates didn’t even bother 

to shake hands with me ... and I noticed such a big contrast. In that 

Department I’m working, I sometimes work as an interpreter for the Director 

of the department. When I finish work, the director always shows great 

appreciation and gives me a big ‘Thank you’. They respect my work, value 

my contribution. Compared with that, I felt very sad. In China, we always say 

that we are equal. Actually, we are not equal at all. Working and studying in 

this foreign country made me understand what is meant by ‘we are all equal 

as human beings’... Being influenced and having accepted the Western 

perception of human equality, I found it so hard to take Chinese attitude like 

that.  We don’t realise that our perception has changed until being reminded 

by other people, especially by our own people 

(Xiaoyan, Interview 2, 2 October, 2000). 

 

Xiaoyan’s job as a part time interpreter in the host country was joked about by other 

overseas Chinese students as a ‘high class’ job because it was within the realm of 

mental work although it was still a degrading experience compared with what she 

was used to in China. As I have frequently stated, all informants experienced the 

feeling of ‘status loss’ after they arrived in Australia. In China, they know what they 

can do and what they can expect of other people. They enjoy ‘status’ in many 
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aspects of their life which satisfies their ‘desire for strength, achievement, adequacy, 

mastery and competence, confidence in the face of the world and independence and 

freedom’ (Maslow, 1987, p. 22). In Australia, they are just ordinary overseas 

students and treated as overseas students by other people they come across. Their 

pride and self-confidence is often challenged. When Xiaoyan received no 

recognition from the Chinese visitors, she was deeply hurt, and this brought home 

the different value systems to her. Only then, did she realise the change in herself 

that she found ‘it hard to take Chinese attitude like that’. Other informants claimed 

that most of the time, they did not realise their own changes in the ways of looking at 

the world until their spouse, and sometimes, friends reminded them of it.  

 

6.3.3 Strengthening self concept 

Most informants, after settling in and having survived the first semester, started to 

look for a job to support themselves and their families. However, as their English 

language skills were generally not good enough to compete with local people for 

employment, and their Chinese qualifications were not readily recognised in 

Australia, the jobs available to them were mostly physical work such as office 

cleaners, kitchen-hand, factory-hand, etc. When they walked into the workforce as 

physical workers, humility was the dominant mood. They were no longer the people 

who gave orders but became the people in the lowest rank to take orders. The 

turmoil that they went through was painful. However, Maslow (1987) points out that 

all human beings have the basic cognitive needs: ‘the desires to know and to 

understand’ (p. 23) and the ‘self-actualisation tendencies’ (Maslow, 1968, p. 155). 

As the informants have all set a clear goal to strive for, whether for their family or 

for themselves, they were determined to overcome the feelings of humility and to 

test their potential in every aspects. They gradually gained a clearer and more 

accurate perception of their reality and of themselves. The following extracts will 

demonstrate this point. 

 

Jinling who felt superior over others when he first arrived learned the new culture in 

a hard way. He was used to giving orders and supervising other people’s 

performance in China and was slow to make adjustment in Australia. Even when he 

‘lowered [his] pride’ to be a physical labourer, his attitude did not change at the 

beginning. Therefore, when ‘everybody in the restaurant wanted to be [his] boss’, he 
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told them off. As a consequence, Jinling’s first job as a kitchen hand did not last 

long. He was sacked by the boss after working three days in the kitchen. He felt 

terribly upset about that and struggled within himself for a few days. The following 

extract shows how he made another start. 

 

I knew I had to start from somewhere. I took washing dishes as my new 

starting point in this country, but I felt terribly degraded ... While working as 

a kitchen hand, I have to listen to the boss who always complains about my 

work. Well, I have to admit that I looked quite stupid on the job as I have 

never experienced that before ... I was thrown off balance completely when 

he sacked me. I have humbled myself 100 times more than I should, how 

could he fire me like that! ... I tossed over it several nights and could not get 

into sleep. Then I said to myself, ‘You’re nothing in this foreign country, 

you’re nobody, that’s how others look at you. So washing dishes is the only 

thing you can do. Now, you can’t even do that well’.  I took it as my own 

failure.   I told myself to make another start from zero point. If I can’t do 

such a simple job well, I must be a useless idiot ... (Jinling, Interview 1,  

20 May, 2000). 

 

Being sacked was a big blow to Jinling’s pride, a loss of face in Chinese concept. 

But Jinling was brave enough to face it and admit it as his own failure. After critical 

self-reflection of his performance in the new situation, Jinling realised his problem 

and made another start. He soon learned to be a competent kitchen hand, then a good 

chef in another restaurant. A year later, he admitted that his attitude towards the local 

people has also changed. He became more active in interacting with local people and 

began to appreciate the host culture. Jinling talks about himself: 

 

In traditional Chinese ways of thinking, university graduates are superior to 

other people. They should not be physical labourers. Being a physical worker 

sometimes is used by parents to threaten their children as punishment if they 

don’t study hard at school. I remember the year I was preparing for 

university entrance examination. One day I sneaked out to a movie instead of 

studying at home. When my parents knew of it, they said to me, ‘if you don’t 

prepare yourself well for university studies, you can only be a cleaner in the 
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future.’ It’s very interesting now reflecting on that. I wonder what my parents 

will say if they know that their son who’s doing a master’s course now is 

actually working as a cleaner to support himself in a foreign country 

(laughter) (Jinling, Interview 2, 17 January, 2001). 

 

Reflecting on his change with humour, Jinling showed his better understanding of 

self concept which is the indication of his positive personal development achieved 

during the learning processes in Australia.  

 

The other significant indication of their strengthened self concept is reflected in 

rebuilding up their self-confidence. With their status loss or the change of social 

identities in the new context, not only their self-pride is challenged but also their 

self-confidence.  The feeling described below is typical: 

 

When I am with local people, sometimes, I don’t know how to react on what 

they say. I feel I can not talk to them freely. I don’t want to share with them 

my deep feeling because I know they won’t be able to understand. I think it’s 

a psychological problem which is hard to overcome. Also, there is the 

language difficulty (Pengfei, Interview 2, 3 October, 2000). 

 

It seems that, apart from a lack of understanding of context, the self-awareness of 

being an overseas student using English as a second language made them feel tense 

and awkward in social interactions. This, in turn, made them too preoccupied with 

their own adequacy of language use and the adequacy of their behaviour, thus they 

may overestimate differences among people.  

 

However, as the American sociologist Vander Zanden (1993) points out, self-image 

is a mental conception that we have of ourselves, it is relatively temporary and it 

changes as we move from one context to another. It is evident in the present study 

that, after a few months in their workplace, the informants become clearer about 

their real capacities and their real self. They appreciate their new learning 

experience: 
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We realise that developing oneself in a new environment is not easy at all... 

so we feel the loss. This kind of feeling is experienced only when we’re 

already in that new environment, facing new challenges. The time we 

experience the sense of loss, is also the time we are making progress. That’s 

the turning point, I think. You’ll never feel any loss in a smooth and 

unchanging situation. In other words, you don’t make much progress in that 

situation. I can proudly say that, compared with other people in my age 

group in China, we are stronger, our surviving skills and adaptation ability 

and other skills are stronger than those who have never been abroad. The 

great improvement and development of all sorts of our survival skills is much 

more valid than the degrees we are going to get here. What’s really 

important to us is what we actually learned during the process of getting this 

degree (Darming, Interview 2, 23 Nov. 2000). 

 

To survive their course of study in Australia, the informants are constantly making 

adjustments, consciously or sub-consciously. It is apparent from the present study 

that some informants are quicker than others in adapting into the new culture. 

Adapting to a new culture here means, at least, accepting the new culture, if not 

appreciating, and doing things according to the expectations in the host country. 

 

In the second round of interviews, most of them admitted that they had more or less 

changed while studying in Australia. Their changes are mainly to do with the 

understanding of local people and of themselves. They no longer think local people’s 

behaviour as strange. They are prepared and willing to look at the different 

behaviour of people from other cultures and accept them non-judgmentally. They 

also admitted that they became more aware of themselves and their own culture. 

 

6.3.4 Becoming more assertive 

While working out their own ways to learn new subjects and understand the new 

culture, the informants have also learned new ways to deal with conflicts or 

disagreement with their lecturers in the host country, which shows their development 

in self-confidence and competence in managing everyday activities. I mentioned in 

the previous chapters that, due to their Chinese background, the informants are, 

generally speaking, modest and considerate when there is a disagreement between 
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themselves and their lecturers. However, as a consequence of becoming more 

competent in cross-cultural contexts and as the result of being influenced by 

Australian culture, some informants in this study became more assertive. They were 

not only strategic learners in their pursuit of university education but also became 

strategic negotiators when they had conflict with their lecturers, as shown in the 

following extract: 

 

Many ideas and strategies discussed in their books and in class are not 

applicable in the real situation in China as they are ideas and cases in 

western contexts ... A couple of times I tried to express my own opinions in 

my writing ... but the lecturers were not prepared to accept my own opinions. 

I didn’t argue with them but I analyse each lecturer’s personality, habits, 

expectations and then work out my strategy to fit into his (sic) frame ... Once 

we were required to do some case analysis. I was required to find some case 

examples in reference books or newspapers and analyse them based on our 

knowledge and understanding of commercial law, etc. I don’t like copy those 

cases in Western countries. I like to analyse true cases that happened in 

China, something that makes meaning to me. So I used the Phillips Event in 

China as an anti-dumping case. It was a big event happened in mainland 

China, Hong Kong and Macau. But it was not reported in literature in 

Western countries. The lecturer didn’t accept me using this case at the 

beginning because it was not from any reference books. I requested him to 

finish reading my writing first: ‘Please finish reading the whole case first, 

then you can tell me to re-do it if you still want me to.’ He was reluctant ... 

but after reading the whole story and my analysis, he said, ‘Good, this is a 

good case analysis. I never heard any case like this before in the West’ 

(Jinling, Interview 2, 17 Jan. 2001). 

 

Jinling, like other informants, is thirsty for new knowledge and keen to discuss his 

understanding of theories with the lecturers. But he is also tactful in dealing with 

them. 
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Another typical case is Darming’s confrontation with his lecturer. To make the case 

clearer to the readers, also to help the readers understand the informant’s action 

better, I enclose his lengthy story below: 

 

Some lecturers are not objective when they mark students’ assignments. I’ll 

tell you a very unpleasant experience I had with a lecturer last term. I was 

very upset about it. The lecturer failed me for the unit ... In fact, I was very 

good at that subject as I worked hard on it. When I got the final result, I was 

quite surprised. I passed every task except the final assignment. So the 

lecturer failed me. I studied the requirement of the final assignment again 

and again but saw no reason why I should fail. I told my wife about it. My 

wife said, ‘Never mind, you can repeat it next year.’ But that was not the 

point. I went to see the lecturer and was told it was too late to change the 

result because it had already gone through the academic committee. So it 

was the final result. I said, ‘I don’t care what committee you’ve gone 

through. It’s not fair to fail a student without a reason.’ I was quite certain 

that it was a mistake made by the lecturer and I was not prepared to accept 

such a result caused by a mistake. After talking to the lecturer, my instinct 

and my experience of dealing with different people told me that the lecturer 

took a wrong presumption while marking overseas students’ assignments and 

the lecturer didn’t even finish reading my assignment.  

 

This lecturer may think in this logic: if you made a mistake by giving a wrong 

answer to the question ‘1+1= ?’ , then you would have no clue what answer 

is for ‘2x3=?’. The reason may be simple in this lecturer’s eyes:  if I can’t do 

addition, how can I understand multiplication ... What they don’t know is the 

fact that I may give you a wrong answer to ‘1+1=?’ by carelessly using a 

wrong word, or expressing inadequately in English because of my poor 

English language skills, but I do know what equals ‘2x3’ and perhaps I know 

far more than that.   

 

I can imagine how this lecturer went through my assignment: The assignment 

was about how to use the software Excel. The first part is the introduction to 

the software. The second part was how to operate the program. Altogether, 
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there were 12 questions we had to answer. The lecturer only marked a few 

items in the first part. One and half answers for those few questions were 

marked as wrong. Those 2 answers were descriptive writing about the 

software. In fact, in that descriptive writing, one can only say that my 

paragraphs were not very well written in English, or the ideas were not well 

expressed, but can hardly say that I was wrong. I imagine that when the 

lecturer read the first page and saw ‘such poor English’, her patience got 

thinner and thinner. Having read the first two pages, she came to the 

conclusion that this student didn’t understand the software Excel and 

wouldn’t be able to do the rest of the task, so it was not worth the time 

reading it through. Then she wrote ‘Fail’ on the cover sheet.  

 

No marks or whatsoever after the second page. The fact is that the rest of 

answers are all correct. I believe those two incorrect answers out of 12 won’t 

make me fail. There must be something wrong with the marker. I felt I was 

discriminated against and wasn’t given a fair go. I wrote her a letter 

expressing my disappointment of her mark for that assignment. I gave a 

detailed explanation of what was covered in that assignment and requested 

for an explanation to show me on what ground she failed me. I also told her 

that copies of this letter were also sent to the student union and the faculty. 

But before sending out the letter, I carefully checked the requirement of the 

assignment again. I also did a bit of investigation on other students’ writings 

for this task. Finally, when I was re-assured that my writing on the operation 

of the software actually was one of the best in class, I sent out the letter ... As 

a matter of fact, I like that program very much, so I spent a lot of time on that 

program. In my assignment I used charts, diagrams, etc to illustrate the 

system and explained how it’s operated. My assignment was in fact a 

complete project, much more advanced than those of other students. It’s a 

shame that the whole project has been ignored completely because of the 

small mistakes I made in the description part... 

 

When I made an appointment to see the lecturer a week later, the [lecturer’s] 

attitude was very rude, very unfriendly. So at the beginning of the meeting, 

[the lecturer] was really hostile to me ...  
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[Was it that obvious?] 

 

Oh, yes. I was a lecturer myself before and I’m much older than this lecturer, 

it was so easy to notice the ill attitude ... Then during the meeting, English 

language became my biggest enemy. Unlike talking to my Chinese students, I 

now have to use English to discuss things with an English speaking person 

who is not friendly with me. It is crucial to use adequate words as negotiation 

is a complicated process in which individual’s psychological and technical 

factors may have significant impact on both of us. Choosing right words, 

using correct tones all seemed so important to me as I wanted to win the 

‘battle’ without hurting the lecturer too deeply. I found it very difficult ... 

Finally, I said to the lecturer, ‘Please don’t be angry with me for sending 

copies of my letter to the faculty and the student union. If I didn’t do that I 

wouldn’t get enough attention from you. I think you need to understand that 

I’m one of the hardest-working students in your class. I do want to learn 

something useful and I take every task seriously. It’s never been my intention 

to be difficult with you. All that I ask from you is to read my whole 

assignment and tell me where I failed to meet the requirement so that I know 

where I am and how to improve.’ 

 

Another week passed, the lecturer sent me an email message. The first 

sentence was ‘I am sorry.’ The lecturer acknowledged that my assignment on 

Excel was the best in the class just as I told her ... Now for the final result, 

she said that she could only give me a ‘Pass’ because it would be a hassle to 

make a big change. I said to her through e-mail, ‘I won’t make a drama over 

the result “Pass” so long as you know that I didn’t fail.’ So that’s the end of 

that unit. After that incident, the lecturer felt very embarrassed every time we 

ran into each other on campus (Darming, Interview 1, 23 April, 2000). 

 

Darming finally won the ‘battle’. Like most informants, Darming has a strong 

incentive to learn new things. He sometimes did more than what was required for the 

course. For example, once when he was asked to design a program, Darming not 



 

 194    

only designed a program, but also did an analysis on it.  But his effort to learn more 

was not well received by his lecturer. He got a low mark because of the inclusion of 

the un-required analysis in his work. Darming did not bother to see the lecturer 

because: 

 

I’m confident of my design and analysis. I know what I know and what I’ve 

done. High mark or low mark doesn’t mean much to me in this case so long 

as I pass the unit. Second, if I took up the matter to the lecturer, I would have 

to go through the process similar to the other case I told you before and 

upset this lecturer (Darming, Interview 2, 23 Nov. 2000). 

 

The above extracts show that the informants can become quite assertive when they 

see there is a need to defend their interests and beliefs. But most of time, they adopt 

a compromised attitude when they have a disagreement with others. This clearly 

reflects the impact of Confucius’ teaching about humanity on the informants: ‘Do 

not impose on others what you would not like yourself, then there will be no 

resentment against you, either in the state or in the family’ (Confucius, Book 12.2,  

p. 44). The above extracts also demonstrate that the informants have built up their 

self-confidence again during the process of learning in the host country.  

 

6.4 Conclusion   
This chapter demonstrates a major component of their learning approach, that is, 

interaction with local people. It is through interaction with those around them that 

the informants gained a better understanding of the host culture. It is also through 

interaction with people around them that they learned different ways of looking at 

the world and gained a better understanding of themselves. It further demonstrates 

that ‘the only way we learn who we are is by communication with others’ (Saunders, 

1999, p. 16). The more they experience the new and different dimensions of human 

diversity, the more they learn of themselves (Adler, 1975). In other words, ‘learning 

is the engine of practice, and practice is the history of that learning’ (Wenger, 1998, 

p.102). It is through their practice in the Australian context that the informants have 

gained a better understanding of social norms in Australia, and learned the 

differences between their home culture and the host culture. 
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While interacting with others, their self reflection again played a significant role 

which enhanced their learning. Their reflection on the new experience made their 

learning more meaningful and effective, both within and outside the university. 

Through self-reflection, they became more open-minded to the real world, and grew 

out as more active and assertive learners. Their individual ways of dealing with 

unpleasant situations also indicated, in some way, the new learning of the informants 

and the ethnocentrism in educational relationships reflected in the teaching and 

learning context.  

 

It seems apparent that ethnocentrism exists in both parties: the informants and their 

Australian lecturers. The informants’ ethnocentric attitude towards other people was 

often challenged and they were made aware of it in day to day activities due to the 

change of their social identities and their less powerful position in the host country. 

However, their lecturers’ ethnocentric attitude to overseas students was hardly 

challenged due to their relatively powerful position in the teaching context. 

Therefore, those lecturers may not be consciously aware of the problem. While 

adopting an ethnocentric attitude towards the informants, the lecturers not only hold 

a stereotypic view of Chinese students but also put the informants into helpless 

positions as shown in some of the extracts. This may have direct or indirect influence 

on adult learning in cross-cultural contexts, which should be made aware to adult 

educators. 

 

Up to now, I have completed the description of the informants’ learning processes 

and demonstrated through examples their actual learning that took place in the host 

country. Through the learning experiences described in Chapters Four, Five and Six, 

we can see three common learning stages that all informants went through in the 

Australian context. They are: the arriving stage, the surviving stage and the 

sustaining stage. The first stage saw them through the period of culture shock caused 

by the disorientating dilemmas that they faced in the new context due to their lack of 

knowledge of the host culture. During this period, they learned differences in some 

aspects of a life in Australia which made them uncomfortable and insecure in many 

ways. The second stage saw them through the learning processes to survive in both 

academic and social-cultural domains. During this stage, the informants’ own 
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assumptions were challenged through critical self-reflection in order to adapt to the 

new environment. They learned and developed various survival skills such as 

networking and trial-and-error in order to cope in the new context.  They also 

developed various strategies to overcome the difficulties that they faced in the 

academic context. Gradually, when they have learned more knowledge of the host 

culture and become more aware of their potentials, they developed further to become 

more competent in the cross-cultural context. This reflects their third learning stage 

during which they made more changes in themselves, such as becoming tolerant to 

differences and becoming assertive communicators. Their learning which brought 

about changes in them will be looked at more carefully and be further analysed as 

the outcomes of this study in the next chapter.     
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Chapter 7 

Outcomes of the study 

 
What we’ve learned is more than a piece of paper ... Compared with other 

people in my age group in China, we are stronger, our surviving skills and 

adaptation ability and other skills are stronger than those who have never 

been abroad ... What is really important to us is what we actually learned 

during the process of getting this degree (Darming, Interview 2, 23 Nov. 

2000). 

 
7.1 Introduction 
I have described in Chapters Four to Six the informants’ perceptions of their new 

learning contexts, and also demonstrated the learning processes that they went 

through while obtaining university qualifications in Australia. These three 

descriptive chapters were, somewhat artificially, constructed as telling their story of 

arriving, surviving and sustaining themselves in Australia in order to achieve their 

personal goals. It is a story of the powerful effects on them of arriving and being 

immersed in a different culture and context. It is also a story of the test of character 

and stimulus to learning that such a situation evokes. In the surviving stage we 

understand the students’ attempts to rapidly learn and begin to cope with, in 

particular, their study context. While finally, in Chapter Six we gain a perspective on 

the learning processes and coping strategies they used or developed to sustain their 

efforts, hopefully successfully, in the Australian setting.  

 

It is apparent that, through the processes of gaining academic qualifications in 

Australia, the informants not only learned about Australian culture but also gained a 

better understanding of themselves as social beings. Throughout the study there are 

indications that the informants were at times ‘forced’ by the context that they were in  
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to adjust their behaviour and actions in order to be accepted by other people as 

members of a group, so that they could successfully negotiate both their formal 

education and life-learning environment. There are also indications that what they 

learned and what meaning they made out of their experience were dependent on their 

individual interpretation of the circumstances they were in. 

 

The informants’ learning processes demonstrate that their knowing of a new culture 

and a new society is a consequence of their active engagement in their day to day 

activities in Australia. This ‘knowing’ is ‘learning’ (Wenger, 1998) and is an on-

going experience in their daily lives as demonstrated in the informants’ earlier 

stories. This type of learning is regarded as informal or experiential learning as 

discussed in Chapter Two. It appears apparent through the previous three chapters 

that significant learning occurred through interactions with those around them, which 

indicates that learning is, ‘in its essence, a fundamentally social phenomenon, 

reflecting our own deeply social nature as human beings capable of knowing’ 

(Wenger, 1998, p.3). This is the essence of social learning theory which sees learning 

as an integral part of our everyday lives (Cornford, 1999; Saunders, 1999; Wenger, 

1998). This is also the notion of situated learning theory which links the learners’ 

cognitive activities with the social and cultural context they are in (Billett, 1996). 

This social theory of learning will be used in this chapter as a tool to explain and 

analyse the informants’ everyday learning outside their classrooms as demonstrated 

in the study.  

 

By way of furthering the analysis, this chapter will continue to review the 

circumstances of the informants in terms of their learning. In the first instance, the 

main points that emerge from the participants’ stories of their learning will be 

revisited and analysed in terms of furthering our conceptual understanding of events. 

This chapter will then pursue the notion of the importance of critical reflection as a 

form of response to the new challenges and the development of critical reflective 

abilities in such learning situations to demonstrate the close connection between 

critical reflection and situated learning as well as the connection between critical 

reflection and self-directed learning.  
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7.2 Reviewing the learning contexts of the informants 
It is evident in the study that the informants’ perception of their learning contexts is 

an integral part of their experience of everyday activity. The context of learning6 for 

the informants, in a broad sense, refers to ‘educational settings and environments of 

learning subject matter or content, and the personal learning context or orientation of 

the individual’ (Smith, 1990, p.13). In other words, the context of learning here 

refers to the three domains in which learning occurred during their stay in Australia. 

That is, the academic or educational domain, the socio-cultural domain, and the 

personal domain which includes the informants’ willingness to learn and their 

interpretations of the events that happened in the new socio-cultural environment. In 

order to further understand how the informants experienced the effects of their 

learning context in Australia, it is worth reviewing these three domains of their new 

learning context as displayed in the previous chapters before summarising the main 

learning processes embarked on by the informants.  
 

7.2.1 The interconnected domains of the informants’ learning context 

This study clearly shows that as soon as the informants arrived in Australia, they 

were immediately immersed in a different world and faced a range of new challenges 

and confrontations from both the socio-cultural and academic circumstances in 

which they found themselves. The diagram on the next page suggests the 

interconnections of the three domains of the informants’ new context of learning. If 

we believe that ‘culture is a concept which may be regarded as the sum total of 

knowledge, values, beliefs, attitudes of the society’ (Jarvis, 1987, p.12) into which 

every person is born, then the informants in this study, on their arrival in Australia, 

entered a country with a sum total of different knowledge, values, beliefs, and 

attitudes of the majority of Australians. This different social and cultural 

environment sometimes contradicted their own sum total of knowledge that they 

brought with them from China. It is apparent in the study that both the person and 

environment are sources of teaching and learning as the informants are not total 

social isolates (Jarvis, 1987). Therefore, while reviewing their learning context, we 

must not only take account of institutional and socio-cultural domains, but also their 

personal domain which includes each individual’s different understanding of new 

                                 
6 Please refer to the section 1.4 in Chapter One on the discussion of the learning contexts in this study. 
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experience, their different aims and purposes in engaging in a course of study (Gibbs 

et al, 1984), and their frames of reference which were formed and developed in the 

Chinese context but now brought with them into the Australian context.  

 

 

Diagram 1: The informants’ contexts of learning 
 

As discussed in Chapter Two and demonstrated in Chapter Four, there are significant 

differences between the Chinese and Australian cultures. One difference is that 

Chinese culture is often noted as collectivist, while Australian culture is regarded as 

individualistic (Hofstede, 1986). Different cultural backgrounds influence people to 

describe the world in different ways. The informants in the study lived in the Chinese 

context for at least 30 years, and had already gone through the process of 

socialisation in their home country where Confucian philosophy had a seminal 

impact on the informants’ personal and professional development as is demonstrated 

in the interview extracts. For instance, their understanding of the teacher-student 

relationships made them uncomfortable with the different pattern of teacher-student 

relationships in the Australian context. Their schooling in China not only made them 

aware that ‘men [sic] should strive for the best’, it also formed their negative attitude 
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to physical work in general.  All these points demonstrate that they have developed 

their own frames of reference in the Chinese context and learned all their cultural 

traits in the process of socialisation in China before coming to Australia. This is their 

old world, or their personal domain which they have brought into the host country. 

Their personal domain helps them shape their behaviours and actions when 

interacting with other people. Their personal domain also affects their levels of 

understanding of their new experience and orientates their new learning. It is their 

well developed reference base on which they make sense of their new experience. It 

is also the stem of confusion and frustration when they try to make predictions of 

events or judge other people’s actions based on their habitual ways of responding to 

experiences that they gained in the Chinese context.  

 

As shown in Chapters Four and Five, the confusion and frustration that the 

informants faced were mainly caused by cultural differences. Their feelings or 

emotions, as the first reaction to the new contexts, were part of their personal domain 

which affected their new learning. Resistance to accepting different ways of doing 

things, and reluctance to relearn ‘self’ as part of their personal domain are constant 

obstacles in their learning processes. In other words, the personal domain is the base 

on which the informants make personal decisions about what to learn and how to 

learn. In the face of confrontation, personal domain has a significant impact on their 

new learning. 

 

While entering the socio-cultural domain of Australia, the informants found a 

complicated set of culturally defined norms and rituals which are different from what 

they previously experienced. Not only was the language they must use different from 

their native Mandarin, but also people’s relationship patterns, and their social norms 

which shape people’s behaviour, were foreign to them, and even the landscape of the 

physical environment was different from what they expected. Classic examples 

described in the study are simple things such as finding a restaurant or finding their 

faculty building. These differences between the two cultures generated confusion and 

frustration in the informants.   

 

As they became fully engaged in the studies of academic disciplines, they further 

realised that, embedded in this different social-cultural domain, Australian 
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universities operate differently from what the informants are familiar with. The 

different models of teaching and learning in the Western academic domain require 

different ways of organising study with which they were unfamiliar. Thus, they were 

frustrated when they were given the freedom to make subject choices within a course 

framework that was unknown to them. In class, they were often irritated by local 

students’ interruptions of lectures although they gradually realised that this is a 

normal practice in a Western classroom. Furthermore, they perceived that the 

teacher-student relationship is very loose and this made them uncomfortable. All 

these differences were frustrating and even disheartening at their initial surviving 

stage. However, the need to cope with these differences in order to survive in the 

new academic domain stimulated enormous learning. 

 

The study shows clearly that the informants, while studying in Australia, 

simultaneously entered some closely interconnected domains. These domains are the 

‘worlds of the learner’ (Morgan and Beaty, 1997, p.217). When the informants 

brought their personal domain or their own world into Australia, they met the ‘new 

world’ within which their academic domain was embedded. This Australian 

environment as a ‘new world’ often led them to a collision between the different 

‘worlds’ such as a different educational domain, or social and cultural domains. The 

informants not only had to learn to adjust within their own ‘world’, but also had to 

learn to act between the different ‘worlds’ that they entered. How to link up their 

own world with the other worlds that they found in Australia and how to make 

meaning of their new experience in those other worlds stimulated a major learning 

curve in their life.  

 

Initial learning occurred when they had to negotiate and find ways to survive in those 

unfamiliar ‘worlds’. They had to broaden their own world by learning to respond to 

the new challenges that they faced in the ‘new world’. The new challenges include 

the demand for a good command of English, knowledge of the regulations of practice 

in the new world, and a good understanding of social norms which shape local 

people’s behaviour and actions. As shown in this study the informants gradually 

developed their own strategies to cope within the different domains which had a 

great impact on their academic studies. Although they could only ‘understand 80 per 

cent of what’s being said in class’ (refer to Darming’s story on page 148) at the 
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arriving stage, the learning of the cultural traits in the new social-cultural domain 

helped them to gain insight of the new context and enhanced their academic study as 

demonstrated in Chapters Five and Six.   

 

7.2.2 Two major problems facing the informants in the new learning context 

It is evident in the present study that there were many problems and difficulties 

facing the informants when they tried to make responses to the opportunities of 

learning in the new context. While many may be similar to those that adult learners 

normally encounter in a new learning environment, two problems among the many 

appear outstanding in this cross-cultural context. One of them is the temporary state 

of ‘running out of experience’ (Horton & Freire, 1990, p.128) when learners are 

removed from their familiar culture. The other is the ethnocentric attitude towards 

other people in cross-cultural contexts. Both problems impacted strongly on the way 

in which the informants in the study reacted and learned in the new context. I will 

discuss these two problems in some depth below. 

 

7.2.2.1 The state of ‘running out of experience’ 

Learning as a social process of knowing is seen closely linked to the circumstances 

of its acquisition (Billet, 1995, 1996). When the Chinese cultural context is removed, 

the informants immediately lose their familiar cultural cues for guiding their 

behaviour and actions, thus they ‘experience the uncertainty, trepidation, the 

vacillation and the alienation’ (Zhao & Xie, 1992, p.513) of their new settings. This 

is regarded as the temporary state of ‘running out of experience’ (Horton & Freire, 

1990, p. 128). It is interesting to note at this point that the informants’ temporary 

state of running out of experience can find explanation in situated learning theory in 

that we ‘know’ things as a consequence of our active engagement in our day to day 

activities. Our ‘knowing’ of a system shapes what we do and learn, and influences 

how we interpret what we do. As newcomers, the informants did not know the 

Australian system which shapes local people’s behaviour and actions. Hence, the 

confusion and frustration occurred inevitably. Many incidents described in Chapter 

Four illustrated this helpless state. For example, when a local person offered help, 

such as a free ride, Jinling fled because he was scared by the offer (refer to the story 

on p.102). Yuan waited at the airport and expected that someone from the university 
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would come to meet him although he did not make any pre-arrangement for a pick 

up. Without the help from two other Chinese students who had come to Australia 

earlier than he, Yuan would not have been able to work out what was going on on his 

first day in this foreign country and would probably have suffered from his incorrect 

judgment or prediction about what was happening (refer to his story on p. 106). 

Furthermore, even the different landscape of physical environment could make 

overseas Chinese students suffer. For example, two new students who could not find 

a restaurant starved on their second day in Australia (refer to the story on p.105).  

 

All these stories indicate that the informants could not rely on their notions about the 

norms and structure learned in Chinese society once they were in Australia. This is 

mainly because the distance between their home culture and the host culture is too 

great, thus knowledge and skills learned in their home context could not be readily 

transferred (Adelman, 1988) to the Australian context. Therefore, their ‘experience 

runs out … and they need expert’s help to extend it’ (Horton & Freire, 1990, p.128). 

This lack of experience in the new context provoked quick and significant learning as 

shown in their interview extracts. Indeed, it is a matter of either learning to swim or 

drowning. It is not surprising to see the rapid establishment of their social networks 

and development of other learning mechanisms to survive as discussed above. 

 

While this situation of ‘running out of experience’ may stimulate learning, a side 

effect could be a weakened self-confidence and a lowered self-esteem, which may 

become a barrier to learning. Another side effect of this could be resistance to new 

learning which may result in learners’ withdrawing and returning to their familiar 

contexts as some Chinese students did. In this particular circumstance, the informants 

need help to extend their knowledge and experience as soon as they arrive. The study 

appears to suggest that it is crucial to give the informants adequate information and 

help in the early stage of their participation in the Australian context. 

 

7.2.2.2 Ethnocentric attitude to other people 

The other problem that impacted on their learning, as indicated in the study, is 

ethnocentrism which is to do with the informants’ personal domain. Ethnocentrism 

presumes ‘that different races have unequal levels of intellectual, cultural, economic 
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and political progress, rather than simply different ones’ (Flecha, 1999, p.156). Such 

a stand point may become a barrier for effective learning in cross-cultural contexts if 

the learners cannot challenge their own ethnocentric attitude to other people. 

 

Ethnocentrism is ‘the view of things in which one’s own group is the centre of 

everything, and all others are scaled and rated with reference to it’ (Sumner, quoted 

in Gudykunst, 1998, p. 106). We can think about ethnocentrism as the tendency to 

interpret and evaluate other peoples’ behaviours using our own standards, such as the 

comments shown in some of the extracts in Chapter Six: ‘we are modest, they are 

arrogant’ (refer to Jinling’s story on p.171). Ethnocentrism leads us to view our ways 

as the natural and right ways of doing things. The major consequence of this in a 

cross-cultural context is that we tend to view our own people’s ways of doing things 

as superior to others. In general, everyone is ethnocentric to some degree 

(Gudykunst, 1998). It is possible to have a low degree of ethnocentrism but it is 

impossible to be non-ethnocentric (Gudykunst 1998) because the cultural ways we 

acquired are so deeply rooted that they become second nature to us (Vander Zanden, 

1993). 

 

This study indicates that ethnocentrism exists in both the informants and the 

Australian lecturers of the informants who bring the two cultures into contact. 

Jinling’s superior attitude to his house mates and Liwen’s comments on local 

people’s life style not long after their arrival are good examples of this. In the 

teaching context, the unfair grade that Darming received from his lecturer and a 

computer lecturer’s comment on Liwen’s assignment are classic cases to show the 

ethnocentric attitude that some Australian lecturers hold towards students from a 

non-English speaking background.  

 

In cross-cultural learning contexts, it appears that adult learners’ ethnocentrism can 

be modified to some degree as they have to learn new approaches to survive in the 

new environment. The informants’ modification of ethnocentrism demonstrates that 

they learned a new response to the new experience in the cross-cultural situation that 

they are exposed to.  Such a response is learned through experience and critical self-

reflection. The informants’ attitude change towards local people and towards 
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themselves is a good demonstration of this point. Unfortunately, ‘we do not normally 

reflect on our assumptions7 and practices unless something forces us to’ (Graff, 

1992, p.55). When it is intertwined with the power relationship in teaching and 

learning, and with the relationship of dominant and subordinate cultures, 

ethnocentrism may be more prominent in lecturers’ attitudes to students as indicated 

in the study. This is probably due to the fact that lecturers are in their familiar context 

and in a more powerful position than their students. Thus, they are hardly challenged 

to reflect on their practice but tend to react on their perceptions of their students.  

 

Therefore, it is often the case that the students will change to fit into their teachers’ 

framework. Darming’s action to confront his lecturer with the unfair result is rare. 

Most Chinese students would adopt the attitude of Darming’s wife, that is, ‘never 

mind, repeat it next year’ (refer to p. 191). The advice Jinling received from his 

fellow students ‘don’t argue with them, or they will fail you’, strongly indicates the 

teachers’ power, or at least the learners’ perception of this, in the teaching and 

learning context and the students’ common strategy to cope in such a context. I still 

vividly remember an unpleasant encounter I had with a lecturer 15 years ago. The 

lecturer subscribed to Halliday’s (1988) systemic grammar. As the early sketch of the 

theory of systemic grammar was based on grammatical categories in modern Chinese 

(Halliday, 1976), I was triggered into a thorough study of the theory. When I made 

some critical comment in one of my assignments on the lecturer’s strong opinion of 

teaching primary school students systemic grammar with the new terminology, such 

as ‘field, tenor, mode’, the lecturer made me re-submit the work. Being the only 

foreign student in class, I decided not to argue but deleted the critical part and 

resubmitted it. I received a ‘Pass’ and a comment on the cover page without any 

further correction to my writing: ‘I can only give you a Pass because it is 

resubmitted.’ While learning to be critical and assertive in a Western classroom, I 

forgot the fact that not all lecturers would welcome challenges, especially when the 

challenge was not from their peer, but from a student whose first language is not 

English. When Jinling told me in the interview how he analysed an individual 

lecturer’s personality and expectation of students before deciding how to design his 

                                 
7 .  Assumptions exist at the least visible level of a culture, many of the learned responses that might 
have originated as espoused values have become unconscious, taken-for-granted.   
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assignment presentation (refer to Jinling’s story on p.190), I could not help but 

admire his approach.  

 

What is demonstrated here is that ethnocentrism is a natural phenomenon to be found 

in cross-cultural contexts and may be reinforced by the power relationship of 

teaching and learning. It may put students in a helpless situation, thus, hindering their 

learning. The study suggests that it is important to make people aware of their own 

perceptions and be open to differences, especially in cross-cultural contexts. It also 

suggests that lecturers may also need to engage critical reflection in their teaching 

practice and to extend their experience when teaching international students.  

 

7.3 Reviewing the informants’ learning in the new context 
As demonstrated in the previous chapters, the informants’ learning, in addition to 

gaining formal qualifications, is a process of human adaptation to the social and 

cultural environment in Australia. As a process of human adaptation the concept of 

learning is considerably broader than that commonly associated with formal learning 

in classrooms. Therefore, most of their learning occurred informally in all human 

settings through a broad range of everyday life experiences. Their learning is by its 

very nature ‘a tension-and conflict-filled process’ (Kolb, 1993, p.148) in which new 

knowledge, new skills and attitudes are achieved through solving conflicting 

perceptions. Most of their experiences are typically judgmental in that they had to 

make decisions of ‘what to do’ and ‘how to do it’ when faced with everyday 

activities in the unfamiliar contexts. Significantly, learning through non-

academically related experiences has an impact on how they were engaged in 

academic activities.  

 

As discussed above, when they entered the new domains of learning context, their 

knowledge and understanding of the Australian ‘world’ was limited. They also had 

limited, and at times false, understanding of Australian culture. Their frames of 

reference that they depended upon for making judgments and predictions based on 

their existing knowledge base did not work well in the new ‘world’ because of the 

significant cultural differences. Consequently, they experienced isolation, 

foreignness and frustration in the first few months, and this created stress and a lack 
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of security. However, as the informants were determined to be successful in their 

endeavour, the stress and challenges generated by the new domains quickly became 

stimuli to learning. In response to new challenges such as the necessity of having a 

good command of the dominant language and culture in Australia, the informants 

tried various ways to improve their English skills and to seek the information and 

knowledge that they needed to survive in the new ‘world’. In most cases, their 

learning demonstrates the nature of situated learning in that they had to discover and 

learn the differences by observing other people in different social settings (Merriam 

and Caffarella, 1991), and by participating in daily activities as members (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991) of the ‘new world’ they entered. Although the informants may have 

different feelings and emotions about their learning, the learning mechanisms that 

they adopted and developed to cope with the new world are common. These include: 

• Gaining knowledge and understanding through networking, 

• Using the ‘trial-and-error’ approach to cope with cultural differences and 

study difficulties, 

• Observing and interacting in the lived world, and  

• Engaging critical reflectivity as a key mechanism in learning from 

experience. 

Indeed, these common mechanisms are used by the informants as learning tools as 

well as learning processes in new situations. I will summarise their learning through 

examining these common learning mechanisms below. 

 

7.3.1 Gaining knowledge and understanding through networking 

Networking, as discussed in Chapter Six, is recognised as a normal process in adult 

education and learning. The ways of seeking information of the ‘new world’, as 

shown in this study, indicates that networking is the informants’ primary source of 

information and knowledge acquisition. Their initial learning, although quite slow 

and painful due to the conflicts caused by the cultural differences between the host 

culture and their home culture, displayed the development of their understanding and 

appreciation of networking as a learning method as well as a learning process. The 

rapid establishment of new networks by the informants allowed them to seek 

information quickly in order to ameliorate frustration and be able to function more 

adequately in the different domains of the new learning context. While finding better 
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ways to understand the ‘new world’ soon after arrival in Australia, they initially 

sought information about their new environment from Chinese students who had 

arrived earlier than them. When other Chinese students did not have adequate 

understanding of the local culture (see Yuan’s story on p.135), they talked to other 

foreign students, such as, in this study, students from Sri Lanka and Hungary, for a 

further interpretation of the host culture. They appreciated that while these foreign 

students’ English was not perfect they had some experience of Western cultures and 

their understanding of Australian culture was at the time better than themselves.  

 

Processes of networking also involved university staff and local students. In order to 

get a clear understanding of the course requirement, some informants discussed their 

difficulty with local students, some ‘discussed with other lecturers and the course 

coordinator about what [they] should do’ (refer to Lantian’s story on p. 135). 

Sometimes, they even worked out strategies to get local students to help them 

improve their writing (refer to Guoli’s story on p. 168). There is strong indication in 

the study that the informants moved through a chain of sources to improve the 

information they were receiving and by doing this, they gradually established their 

social learning networks in the new context.  

 

The social networks established by the informants as illustrated in the study can be 

grouped into three categories which is consistent with the three types of network 

identified by Bochner (1994) in cultural studies, namely, mono-cultural network, 

bicultural network and multicultural network. Although all networks provided the 

informants the information they needed, each of them has a different focus of 

purposes. For example, the mono-cultural network among other Chinese students 

was mainly to rehearse and express ethnic and cultural values, or to share cross-

cultural problems they encountered; whereas the networks among local people and 

with students from other countries were mainly to facilitate their academic studies or 

to gain further understanding of the host culture.  

 

In this study networking was used by all informants as a learning tool as well as a 

process of learning. Ranging from a simple thing such as learning to make an 

international telephone call to more complicated issues such as learning new 
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relationship patterns in the Australian context, networking is an important means 

through which the informants sought support or information and learned to survive in 

the new context. In a sense, networking is a form of relationship development 

(Arnott et al, 1999) for the informants and a form of learning based on informal 

interaction with those around them. In another sense, networking not only 

demonstrates their ability to diagnose their needs (Knowles, 1985) in the light of 

models of competencies required for participating in the new communities of 

practice, but also their ability to gather and process information. Both are significant 

skills for self-directed learners (Long, 2002), a point I will return to below. 

 

7.3.2 Using the ‘trial-and-error’ approach to cope with the cultural differences 

and overcome study difficulties 

Besides networking, the trial-and-error approach is another common mechanism that 

the informants used in the new learning context for solving both daily life problems 

and study difficulties.  

 

‘Trial-and-error’ is a term commonly used to ‘describe a process of gaining 

knowledge through the experience of the activity’ (Arnott, 1994, p. 192) or to test out 

newly learned knowledge and skills. The ‘trial-and-error’ process normally engages 

the learners in reflection or critical reflection to check out their assumptions before 

blindly acting on them (Marsick, 1990). In some circumstances such as the case in 

the study, without critical reflection in the ‘trial-and-error’ process to ensure 

feedback and evaluation of experience, the learners’ actions may not result in any 

learning at all (Long, 1990). As demonstrated, ‘trial-and-error’ was used by the 

informants in everyday life activities to test their newly learned knowledge and to 

learn to align their behaviour and actions to that of local people. Grown up in a 

collectivistic culture, the informants’ executive thinking style8 made their critical self 

reflection a natural part of learning from experience. It is evident in the study that, in 

the process of ‘trial-and-error’, the informants were often engaged in critical self-

reflection which not only challenged their own assumptions and beliefs and made 

                                 
8 As discussed in Chapter Two, executive people prefer to follow rules and fill in the gaps within 
existing structures rather than to create the structures themselves. Therefore, they often do self 
reflection in the first place and try to change themselves in order to adapt to the existing structures. 
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them aware of their inappropriate behaviour in the new context but also made their 

learning more effective and efficient. 

 

The descriptions in Chapter Five displayed the informants’ good learning processes 

by using ‘trial-and-error’ in their academic domain. As the model of learning and 

teaching in Australia is different from that in China, the informants had a lot to learn 

to survive the course. In learning to access the Internet for information and use 

computers to write up assignments, all informants admitted that they spent a lot of 

time in computer labs working out how to operate a computer and how to access 

information. Yuan’s way of learning new computer software (refer to Yuan’s story 

on p. 163) is a good example of this. Their different strategies to prepare themselves 

for the learning activities in and after classes, such as previewing content and 

developing note-taking skills (refer to the stories on pp.155-156), demonstrated the 

significant use of ‘trial-and-error’ as a learning approach to their academic studies.  

 

‘Trial-and-error’, as shown in the informants’ stories, is a process of learning by 

doing. If something operates successfully it is learned as appropriate knowledge or 

skill. If it does not work it is then modified until it does. Modification of action here 

involves critical reflection on the previous activity such as what did not work 

previously and why. In other words, ‘trial-and-error’ mechanism was used here by 

the informants as a process of appropriating their survival and study skills in the 

Australian context, which often challenged their prior expectation and assumptions.  

 

The ‘trial-and-error’ approach was also strategically used by all the informants in 

seeking a better understanding of the new concept and content of the subjects they 

were studying. This is reflected in their common practice of repeated reading 

activities which is another example of the use of ‘trial-and-error’ as a mechanism as 

well as a learning process. Repeated work without thinking or without critical 

reflection could well imply rote learning ‘in which case material would be 

reproduced without understanding’ (Biggs, 1996, p.53). However, the present study 

suggested that repeated reading activity as a common method used by the informants 

had the strong intention to ensure understanding of information conveyed by the 

articles. It is a process of negotiation of meaning by using the ‘trial-and-error’ 
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mechanism. It is similar to the learning of new knowledge and skills such as playing 

table-tennis. When you serve the ball, if the ball hits the net or goes out of the court 

altogether instead of reaching the other side of the table, you will make adjustments 

in your second serve to ensure that it will not hit the net or go out of the court, 

instead reaching the other side of the table. Constant practice of the same action will 

help you gradually get the feeling of ‘hitting the ball right’. 

 

The informants’ process of gaining a better understanding of academic writing in 

English appears similar to that of learning to play table-tennis. To improve the 

reading comprehension ability in English is not a straight forward thing for the 

informants. It requires persistent practice in familiarising themselves with English 

words and the structure of English as well as a good understanding of the culture 

which the language represents. Hence, the informants normally read the same article 

several times till they got a deep understanding of the meaning conveyed by the 

article. On the surface level, it is a repeated action which does not indicate any new 

learning.  

 

However, the process is not just a simple repetition. Every repeated reading activity 

is a process of searching for meaning which helps the informants gain a better 

understanding. For example, each time Taohong repeated a reading, she gained some 

new ideas so she understood better what was discussed in the article. She would ‘not 

start the second article until she got a general idea of the first one’. Jinling also had 

‘to read an article again and again to get the real meaning … and always use a 

dictionary to look for the meanings of every new word  [in fear] of missing any 

important point’. This supports the findings of a study on Chinese learners in Hong 

Kong done by Marton and his colleagues (1996) that ‘a text can be repeated in a way 

that deepens understanding’ (p.81). The notion of deepening understanding through 

repetition is not new. The earlier studies done by Gruber (1976, cited in Marton et al, 

1996) and Marton et al (1987, 1992) already showed that repeated readings of a text 

could bring about improved understanding when the different aspects of the text are 

focused on with each repetition. Embedded in this approach is what Ramsden (1997) 

terms ‘meaning orientation’ which normally adopts a ‘deep approach’ (refer to the 

footnote on p.23), although it appears to be ‘surface’. This finding of the current 
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study is also consistent with the study done by Chalmers and Volet (1997), but is 

different from some other researchers’ perceptions of Chinese students’ learning 

style (for example, Ballard, 1989; Ballard & Clanchy, 1991; Samulowicz, 1987) 

which see Chinese students’ repeated reading activity as ‘rote learning’ in the 

academic domain. 

 

In fact, reading the same article a couple of times for a better understanding is a 

common ‘trial-and-error’ practice even when we read a difficult article in our first 

language using skills of ‘reading between the lines’. The cognitive development such 

as knowing or understanding and memorising facts as learning which is hidden 

behind the obviously repetitive work is indeed a ‘trial-and-error’ process of searching 

for meaning or a process of appropriating understanding which observers are not 

always conscious of.  

 

7.3.3 Observing and interacting in the lived world 

As discussed earlier, the informants’ learning is a normal human process that ‘occurs 

throughout life, prompted by the events and challenges of everyday existence’ 

(Boud, 2001, p.v). During this learning process, observing and interacting were 

important learning mechanisms they used. For instance, when they observed that 

students could interrupt the lecturer in class and that an entire lecture could be led by 

the students’ questions, the informants learned the difference in relationship pattern 

from one hand, and the different model of teaching on the other. In responding to this 

different model of teaching practice that they had observed, they changed their study 

patterns. They worked out strategies to look for information on their own terms 

instead of waiting for lecturers’ instructions which indicates that they become more 

independent in their learning than what they had been in China. 

 

What perhaps impressed them most is the Western pattern of people’s relationships 

in everyday life. The informants observed that, unlike the hierarchical patterns of 

relationship in China which allow people to handle inequality in society, people’s 

relationship in Australian culture is more egalitarian. In the Western academic 

domain, they observed and learned that it is acceptable for the lecturers to say ‘I 

don’t know’ to the students. They also learned from local students that personal 
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interests are seen as priority. So Yuan changed supervisors not long after he started 

his PhD course without feeling guilty, which would be an unacceptable case for him 

in the Chinese context.  

 

Outside the academic world in their everyday life activities, they experienced this 

egalitarian relationship pattern while interacting with those around them, which had 

great impact on their new learning. For instance, when Jinling worked as a kitchen-

hand, he thought that his house mates would despise him but later found out that his 

house mates all felt happy for him when they knew he had a job (see p.141). Pengfei 

even made friends with some government officers when he worked as a cleaner to 

clean the offices for them (refer to p.141). They learned, through interaction with 

these people, that there is little obvious discrimination against workers engaged in 

low- paid physical work in Australia. This is in contrast to the informants’ previous 

beliefs, but they appreciated this Western attitude as it made them feel less 

embarrassed and depressed about doing physical work in their new environment. 

When Xiaoyan was treated ‘rudely’ by the Chinese delegates she greeted in 

Australia, she was made consciously aware of the differences of the two value 

systems. She also realised her difficulty in accepting the Chinese relationship 

patterns again as her attitude had changed under the influence of Australian culture.  

 

There is strong indication in the present study that in everyday life, the informants 

drew upon whatever informal learning resources they gleaned from the people 

around them. It may not be the most efficient way to go about learning as it did not 

always lead to them obtaining accurate information, but they met the needs of most 

informants in a timely and convenient fashion.  

 

While learning from people around them through observation and interactions, there 

is a great deal of potential for tension and conflict as illustrated in the study. In order 

to solve the tension and conflict the informants had to constantly engage critical 

reflection in their learning processes to assess the information they received or the 

situation they faced. This leads to my discussion below on their critical reflection as 

the key mechanism in situated learning or learning from experience. 
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7.3.4 Engaging critical reflection as a key mechanism in learning from 

experience 

As discussed earlier, the informants’ learning is by its nature ‘a tension-and conflict-

filled process’ (Kolb, 1993, p.148). In the face of tension and conflict, the informants 

were constantly engaged in critical self reflection to assess their own behaviour and 

actions, to identify gaps between their expectations and the demands of the new 

environment, and finally to work out their coping strategies to meet the new 

requirement and in a way to achieve their goals. Their critical reflection was 

conscious and purposeful because they wanted to find out ways to survive in the new 

context. Critical reflection thus becomes another key mechanism used by the 

informants in their learning processes.   

 

Reflection is an important human activity in which people recapture their experience, 

think about it, mull it over and evaluate it (Boud et al, 1985). Critical reflection is 

one particular aspect of the larger process of reflection. It is ‘a deeper, more intense, 

and probing form of reflection which questions assumptions and practices that seem 

to make lives easier but actually work against our long-term interests’ (Brookfield, 

1995, p.8). In other words, ‘Critical reflection involves a critique of the 

presuppositions on which our beliefs have been built’ (Mezirow, 1990, p.12). While 

all reflection implies an element of critique, the term critical reflection used here 

refers to the act of challenging the validity of one’s presuppositions in prior learning, 

challenging the established and habitual patterns of expectations, and taking the time 

to look deeply at those assumptions and beliefs that govern one’s actions in order to 

find alternatives to their habitual ways of thinking and living. 

 

The informants’ critical reflection was illustrated in many ways when they faced 

tension or puzzles in the new context. For instance, when Jinling was sacked by his 

first boss, his critical reflection made him aware of his own false assumptions and 

inappropriate behaviour in the workplace. Hence, he adjusted his attitude and worked 

out new strategies to adapt better to new situations.  

 

Darming’s great achievement in his study is perhaps another good example of 

effective learning enhanced by critical self reflection which saw him overcoming all 
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sorts of difficulties. As shown in his stories, Darming’s English language skills were 

poor and the subject area he entered was completely new to him. He failed his first 

test without surprise. ‘The feeling of loss, the feeling of being defeated was so 

strong’, but he did not give up trying. His critical self reflection made him aware of 

his language difficulty and his lack of background knowledge of information 

technology. So he confronted the challenge by reading reference books both in 

Chinese and English to fill in the gaps in the shortest possible time, which enabled 

him to complete the course successfully despite his first mid-semester test failure.  

 

It is interesting to note that there were always some new learning tasks to carry out 

after each time of critical reflection. This demonstrates a major feature of learning 

from experience. As discussed in Chapter Two, learning form experience is not a 

new concept. However, ‘experience’ is not a trait which can be described but a 

‘uniquely formed collection of events, interactions and thoughts’ (Cranton, 1992, 

p.57). An experience is seen as containing behaviours, ideas and feelings, but 

experience alone is not the key to learning. It is through critical reflection that 

experience contributes to learning (Boud, et al 1985). As foreign students with very 

little life experience in Australia, the informants concentrated on expanding their 

experience base, as well as concentrating on linking relevant experiences with their 

academic study. The scope of their learning activities ranged from simply sharing 

information such as feelings and emotions or learning very specific skills to 

developing new approaches for coping with much larger and pervasive issues such as 

changing subjects or adjusting to the loss of prestige. All this was prompted by the 

unfamiliar context which they had little control of. However, as we have seen 

through the discussion above, the new challenge was turned into stimulus to learning 

incorporating critical reflection. In other words, the unexpected events in this 

unfamiliar context often forced them to evaluate new experiences and challenge their 

own assumptions so that they could make constant adjustments in their behaviour 

and actions as well as modifying their approaches to learning in order to survive in 

the new context and successfully complete the courses they were undertaking. 

Critical reflection not only made them see their learning needs more clearly and 

helped them develop strategies more appropriately, but it also made them aware of 

the new experience at a consciousness level which in turn contributes to more 

effective learning from and through experience. This way of managing their learning 
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activities in the new context appears to be a good demonstration of ‘using experience 

as a way of learning (beginning with Dewey) and using experience as a resource for 

learning (Knowles) [which] are the two fundamental concepts in adult education’ 

(Cranton, 1992, p.57). Both ways of the informants’ experiential learning are secured 

through critical reflection to maintain the control of their own learning activities.  

 

Their critical reflection on new experiences seems to have two kinds of results. 

Darming’s action to catch up with his fellow students is the direct and immediate 

outcome of his reflection which solved his study problem by doing more readings 

and improving his English language skills. This is the kind of result that can be easily 

found in the informants’ ‘trial-and-error’ processes, which demonstrates that critical 

reflection is an enhancer for informal or situated learning. The result of Jinling’s 

reflection on his superior attitude to other people and to physical work is indirect and 

is a production of a meaning making that can be used as a resource in forthcoming 

problem situations. For instance, Jinling’s reflection eventually resulted in his change 

of ‘hostile’ attitude towards local people and in the correction of his misconceptions 

of local people. This indirect outcome may be ‘more valuable for living a life than is 

the primary and intended result of control’ (Miettimen, 2000, p.67). Whichever type 

of result, the informants’ critical reflection demonstrates the development of 

cognitive skills for problem solving and problem posing (Garrison, 1997; Long, 

2002). Such skills are closely associated with the informants’ learning success and 

are regarded by Garrison (1997) as core variables in self-directed learning. 

 

Through the above summary of their learning, we can see that, critical reflection is a 

significant learning mechanism to ensure effective learning from experience that they 

encountered in the new context. The natural engagement of critical reflection in the 

informants’ learning is perhaps part of social constructs under the influence of 

Confucian philosophy which placed a high value on the qualities of self-restraint and 

moderation. As discussed in Chapter Two, in Chinese society, adherence to 

precedent-prescribed behaviour, or ‘Li’ (ritual), is virtually compulsory, which 

encourages an executive thinking style. Therefore, Chinese people tend to retain their 

understanding of the need to do what is correct in a defined situation (Lee, 1989). 

Many cases of critical reflection in this study reflect this point. What appears 

significant in the study is that the informants’ learning in the Australian context 
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demonstrates a close link between critical reflection and situated learning as well as a 

connection between critical reflection and self-directed learning. I will be discussing 

these connections below. 

 

7.4 Connecting critical reflection with the theories of situated 

learning and self-directed learning 

While revisiting their learning and the context in which the learning took place, we 

can see that in the course of obtaining a university qualification, the informants also 

developed a good understanding of people, including themselves, as social beings 

and of the differences between Chinese culture and Australian culture which 

influence people’s perceptions of the lived world. It is obvious that their new 

knowledge and understanding was gained and patterned on the specific social and 

cultural circumstances that they were in, and that their learning was contextually 

situated and was fundamentally influenced by the activities they encountered. While 

confronting the contradictions and discrepancy between their prior experience and 

their current experience, the informants are constantly engaged in critical reflection 

in order to make better sense of the new experience. Their learning indicates the 

close connection between critical reflection and situated learning and self-directed 

learning. The following section will make the connection more obvious.  

 

 

7.4.1 Critical reflection and situated learning 

As discussed in Chapter Two, situated learning theory attempts to establish links 

between cognitive structures which underpin people’s thinking and acting with social 

circumstances which shape people’s action. It sees learning as a matter of creating 

meaning from the real activities of daily living. It means to place thought and action 

in a specific place and time which involves the learner, other people around the 

learner, the environment and the activities to create meaning (Stein, 1998). It ‘posits 

that people learn from observing other people, such observations take place in a 

social setting’ (Merriam and Caffarella, 1991, quoted in Smith, 1999, p.1). What is 

not emphasized in situated learning theory is learner’s action of making learning 

happen by engaging critical self reflection in the learning processes.  
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As demonstrated in the study, when the informants entered the Australian context, 

their recognition of the discrepancy between what is and what was expected to be 

was the beginning of their critical learning journey. During their critical learning 

journey, what seemed difficult for them to grasp was the local ‘commonsense 

knowledge’ which is not always documented but remains hidden and unknown to 

newcomers (Arnott, 1993). This unarticulated knowledge includes personal feelings 

and the insight of the issue which is shared and accumulated through socialization 

processes in a society (Polanyi, 1958). It is the knowledge that we know but cannot 

tell explicitly because it is often a doing of one’s own that cannot be easily 

formulated (Polanyi, 1958). For example, if the informants were asked to describe 

how they dealt with the teacher-student relationship in Australia, they may not be 

able to explicitly explain the way they handled the different relationship pattern. The 

understanding of the social norm, the comprehension of expectations of the lecturers, 

the insight of the learning context, and the skilful performance in the course, 

although may still be vividly clear to them, is hard to explain to others. This kind of 

knowledge is termed as ‘knowing-in-action’ by Schon (1988), or is regarded as ‘tacit 

knowledge’ by Polanyi (1958, 1962) which includes their feelings and commitments 

in handling the difference. They may know exactly how to deal with it but cannot 

easily formulate the procedure. This tacit knowledge or ‘knowing-in-action’ often 

becomes commonsense knowledge shared by people from the same community of 

practice and is often a ‘taken-for-granted’ understanding of others. Although not 

verbally expressed, it provides much of the basis for the way people interact with 

each other. And people often use tacit knowledge as guidance to appropriate their 

behaviour or alter their actions consciously or unconsciously for better outcomes in 

certain circumstances (Polanyi, 1962; Hager, 1998). Newcomers such as the 

informants in the study often do not have the ‘taken-for-granted’ understanding of 

Australian people as they did not have a shared history of the practice developed by 

the local people. Therefore, in gaining tacit knowledge held by the local people and 

in searching for meaning of the new experience, the informants confronted much 

tension and conflict. Their frustration with the lecturers’ not considering them as 

foreign students indicated such tension. The mechanism adopted by the informants to 

solve this kind of problem is to constantly engage critical self-reflection in their 

appropriation of behaviour and actions. When they finally give meaning to whatever 

‘sense’ is made and use these meanings in thinking and acting to confirm or 
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disconfirm the meanings made, they get a feeling of ‘how to do it’. This knowing-in-

action then becomes their personal tacit knowledge which may not be explicitly 

stated. 

 

The structure of this tacit knowing of an issue is manifested most clearly in the act of 

understanding. It is a process of comprehending, a grasping of disjointed parts into a 

comprehensive whole. When the informants in the study made sense of their new 

experience in Australia, they not only learned the procedures of how to solve their 

problems, but also gained the tacit knowledge or the commonsense knowledge held 

by local people so that they can participate more adequately in daily activities.  

 

This comprehension process, as displayed in the study, may be effortless or difficult, 

so difficult that its achievement represents a discovery of new self. The characteristic 

features of this process have been discussed in the situated learning theory. However, 

one aspect of knowledge shaped by the learner’s personal action was not 

emphasized. That is critical self reflection. It is through critical self reflection that the 

informants eventually come to hold a piece of knowledge of their own in the 

Australian context.  

 

For the informants in the study, the context is all. The informants and their learning 

are thoroughly situated. The essential thing about learning for the informants is to 

learn to survive in the new communities of practice they are immersed in. In order to 

survive, they have to learn subject matters as well as the tacit knowledge related to 

the subject matters in hand so that they can be part of the community. Hence, it is in 

the interests of the informants to engage in their own surveillance, and to align 

themselves with the expectations and values of the new alliance between other 

people and the context.  

 

The true learning is, therefore, mostly achieved by engaging in critical self reflection 

in the new context. The critical self reflection constantly challenged the informants’ 

established and habitual patterns of expectation in the new context, and as one of the 

results, the informants become critically reflective in discovering self, exploring 

multiple views of the world and opening up new relationships with other people. In 

those circumstances, we can see that critical self reflection is the chief marker of 
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situated learning. We can also see clearly that the informants’ learning processes 

have presented us a formula of situated learning in a cross-cultural context. That is, 

the foreign context that the informants entered forces them to review their 

assumptions in order to survive in the new situation; when their existing assumptions 

do not fit the new situation, critical reflection is engaged in their learning processes 

to challenge their own assumptions and practice; and then, as a result of critical 

reflection, better forms of learning are identified and actions are carried out. Their 

informed action indicates the new learning and it is the expedited informal and 

situated learning in a cross-cultural context in this case.  

  

It should be noted though, for many people, the essential thing about ‘situated 

learning’ is that it involves participation in communities of practice (Tennant, 2000). 

Therefore, in Lave and Wenger’s (1991) analysis of situated learning, learning is not 

so much a matter of individuals acquiring mastery over knowledge and processes of 

reasoning; it is a matter of co-participants engaging in a community of practice. The 

focus is thus on the community rather than the individual. This may be true in a 

learner’s familiar context. However, the present study demonstrates that for learners 

in an unfamiliar context, especially in a cross-cultural context, it is a matter of both. 

Even in a familiar context, if situated learning theory sees learning as a matter of 

creating meaning from the real activities of daily living (Stein, 1998), it is important 

to ensure that its participants have enough scope to engage in critical self reflection. 

  

7.4.2 Critical reflection and self-directed learning 

The informants’ learning processes as displayed in the study also strongly indicate 

the close link between critical reflection and self-directed learning.  Self-directed 

learning, as discussed in Chapter Two, is seen as a central concept in the study and 

practice of adult education, which has received much attention in research and 

discussion. However, it is interesting to notice that the concept of self-directed 

learning is mostly used by writers to refer to formal education. What have been 

neglected are the self-directedness of adults in informal education and the significant 

role of critical reflection as the enhancer of self-directedness in adult learning in the 

lived world.  
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By definition, self-directed learning refers to a process in which 

 

individuals take the initiative, with or without the help of others, in diagnosing 

their learning needs, formulating learning goals, identifying human and 

material resources for learning, choosing and implementing appropriate 

learning strategies, and evaluating learning outcomes (Knowles, 1975, p.18). 

  

There are also other labels in the literature to describe this process, such as self-

education and self-teaching. Self-directed learning assumes that the human being 

grows in capacity to be self-directing as an essential component of maturing. It is ‘a 

basic human competence – the ability to learn on one’s own – that has suddenly 

become a prerequisite for living in a new world’ (Knowles, 1975, p.17). For the 

informants in the study, self-directed learning is survival – their own survival as 

individuals in an Australian world. When they entered unfamiliar situations where 

the problem was not initially clear and there was no obvious fit between the 

characteristics of the situation and their prior experience, the informants had to 

identify new learning objectives and find more appropriate learning strategies to 

achieve their personal goals. This is done by engaging critical reflection in 

examining their assumptions and assessing the new information they obtained.  

 

It may be argued that critical reflection is a vital element in any form of learning, 

such as the situated learning discussed above. But in this study, it is apparent that the 

outcomes of critical reflection often generated new ways of coping with the new 

context. It involves alternating phases of analysis and action. It is a process of active 

inquiry combining reflective analysis with informed action. It kept them alert to their 

habitual ways of doing things so that they could constantly explore alternatives to 

existing ways of thinking and living. Even in most circumstances of which the 

informants had little control, critical reflection enabled them to monitor their learning 

activities in ways that their goals could be achieved. For instance, in the face of 

ethnocentric attitude displayed by their lecturers, the informants learned in a positive 

way to either change the ways of their assignment presentation to meet the lecturer’s 

expectation, or to improve their English speaking skills for better communication 

with them. We could say that, although they had no control of the context or the 

events that happened to them in those particular contexts, they learned in their own 
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ways to move the power or control of learning from the context to a situation in 

which they could more or less control their own learning. This is also achieved by 

engaging critical reflection in assessing their learning goals and evaluating the new 

information received. In a sense, critical reflection often helped the informants move 

from a situation where the context had ‘power over learners’ (that is, the particular 

context they are in) to one where ‘power was with the learners’ (that is, they become 

more self directed and competent to deal with different situations).  

 

As displayed in the study, in each case of their learning from experience, three stages 

are apparent: an unexpected event happened, then critical reflection was engaged, 

finally further learning was planned or new strategies were selected which were 

usually followed by actions. The first phase normally saw the informants’ in a state 

of surprise, confusion and frustration. In the second phase, they evaluated what had 

happened to them or around them and tried to find out the underpinning assumptions, 

or challenged their own assumptions and habits such as their habitual perceptions of 

teaching and learning. This reflection often led them into the third phase in the 

process of learning. That is, while being made aware of the different demands of the 

new context, they identified their own problems and made resolutions of the 

problems such as re-set learning objectives, or made adjustment to their learning 

strategies, and carried out more learning activities. The reorientation of learning tasks 

or alternative ways of learning indicates that new understanding was gained or new 

knowledge was obtained. This was also reflected in their behaviors and in their 

attitude to themselves and to other people in order to be accepted as a member of the 

group. This whole cycle could be seen as the process of what has been experienced 

and how experience contributes to learning. During this process the socio-cultural 

context has been a significant factor (Billett, 1996; Garrison, 1997) as it played an 

important role in the development of self-directed learners. Contextually situated, the 

informants had to constantly redefine their learning objectives and appropriate their 

learning tasks according to the new demand of the new situation. The new learning 

contexts thus nurtured, sustained and developed those self-directed learning skills 

such as the ability for setting goals, processing information, making decisions, 

increasing self-awareness and improving practical skills for task management and 

self monitoring. 
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To sum up, the informants, through critical reflection, learned to become their own 

educators in order to be successful in their endeavours in Australia. The better the 

informants engaged in critical reflection, the more self-directed learners they became 

and more effective learning occurred. 

 

7.5 Implications of the study for adult learning in cross-cultural 

contexts 

From the study, other theoretical implications also stand out with some significance, 

such as the methods and nature of adult learning in cross-cultural contexts. This 

section will look at these implications in some depth.  

 

7.5.1 How adults learn in cross-cultural contexts 

Drawn from the above summary of the informants’ learning, we can see how these 

adults learn when they were immersed in an unfamiliar cultural context. It is obvious 

that an enormous amount of learning occurred around their everyday life activities 

through informal approaches. Indeed, most of their learning is a result of direct 

participation in the events of life which is so discursive and informal as it was rooted 

in the learners’ desire to find their way of life in a new social and cultural context. 

Therefore, their learning experience was often focused on learning how to get 

information of the new place and new course, how to survive in the different context, 

how to appropriate study skills, how to build up relationships with other people, and 

how to gain work experience in the host country. They thus had to build quite 

different repertoires of skills in supporting their study and life in the new context.  

 

The survival skills such as how to gather information and how to get help appeared 

to be of primary importance. Relationships with other people proved to be an 

important resource to these adult learners in terms of seeking information. Therefore, 

they had to overcome communication difficulties, which sometimes led to challenges 

to their social norms, in order to learn from local people and other students. With a 

strong intention to survive and succeed in their endeavours in Australia, new social 

networks were rapidly established among international students and local people. 

While processing the new information they gathered, they uncovered misperceptions, 
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norms and expectations that were often hidden, both to themselves and to the people 

they interacted with. In such cases, their own assumptions or norms were often 

challenged through critical reflection, which in turn, increased their awareness of 

‘self’ and helped them modify their actions.  

 

In their learning processes, actions and critical reflection were not separate phases, 

although, at times, they may be doing more of one or the other. Critical reflection 

was obviously necessary because in many instances further learning actions could 

not be modified without this kind of deep questioning. It is evident in the study that 

action and critical reflection often took place simultaneously or concurrently in their 

learning processes of networking and interacting with others, particularly, in their 

‘trial-and-error’ processes. It is also obvious from the study that awareness and 

learning ‘surprises’ often led to critical reflection on the reasons for the unintended 

outcomes, and to a re-examination of the way in which they could maintain the 

control of their learning. In each of these cases, self-understanding or self-awareness 

played a key role in their learning processes. 

 

Since the informants’ learning is mainly experience-based, most of their learning was 

dependent on the nature of the problems they encountered, as well as their ability and 

skills to solve the problems. Therefore, their learning took place at the individual 

level with the learning characteristics, such as ad hoc and informal. Their learning 

further confirmed that learning from and through experience is a central feature of 

informal learning (Marsick & Watkins, 1990). It is obvious in the study that even 

within the institutional context informal learning was occurring more frequently than 

formal learning. In other words, informal learning occupies the centre stage of the 

informants’ learning in cross-cultural contexts.  

 

7.5.2 The nature of adult learning processes in cross-cultural contexts 

As discussed above, the informants’ learning is enhanced by the effort to foster 

critical reflection, and develop survival and study skills. The primary force to 

learning was their clear intention to learn the new culture and to be successful in their 

academic studies. What becomes obviously common in their learning is the nature of 

their learning processes, which fit nicely into Garrison’s (1992, 1997) model of self-
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directed learning9. Garrison has defined three dimensions of self-directedness as 

motivation, self-monitoring ability and self-management skills. He argues that self-

directed learning can only be realised when these dimensions of self-directedness are 

closely integrated (Garrison, 1997). The informants’ learning processes in this study 

have confirmed Garrison’s self-directed learning model because the informants’ 

learning demonstrates the close integration of these dimensions.  

As displayed in the study, the informants’ self-monitoring ability, which refers to the 

skills of being able to identify new learning tasks and adjust their learning strategies 

according to the requirement of the new learning context, was enhanced and 

developed through critical thinking. Their self-management skills of appropriating 

learning strategies and adjusting their behaviour and actions in order to achieve 

expected learning outcomes or to be accepted as members in new communities of 

practice were also developed through critical reflection. All these actions and critical 

reflectivity were driven by their strong desire to achieve personal goals. When 

motivation or self determination became the driving force for learning, the 

informants took the responsibility for critically assessing new information, re-

identifying learning needs according to the information they gathered. They also, 

based on their assessment of new experience, assumed responsibility to adjust 

strategies to achieve learning goals and carry out the learning tasks as identified. This 

process is self-directed learning process although the informants may not be fully 

aware of it. During this process, there are strong indications of the close integration 

of the three dimensions of self-directedness in their learning to demonstrate that their 

‘self-directed learning [was] centred around the control of learning activities, while 

critical thinking reflected the cognitive aspects of learning process’ (Garrison, 1997, 

p.21). In other words, when the learning demonstrates that the learners’ external 

activities and internal reflective dimensions are fused as in the case of the 

informants’ learning, the full adult form of self-directed learning is realised 

(Brookfield, 1985). 

Given the above assumptions, we can say that the nature of the informants’ learning 

in the Australian context is, in general, a process of self-directed learning in which 

learners learn to control and monitor their own learning through constant critical 

                                 
9 Please refer to the discussion on Garrison's model of self-directed learning from p. 51 to p. 52. 
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reflection, to develop self-directed learning skills and bring about changes in 

themselves.  

 

During their self-directed learning processes, some distinguishing features of self-

directed learners become obvious. These include: 

• the learners may choose to learn either formally or informally based on their 

understanding of the context they are in 

• the learners may decide what to learn and how to learn in the social-cultural 

domain with direct or indirect help through interaction with those around 

them 

• the learners reorientate their learning according to the requirement of the 

context they are in as well as to their personal goals 

• the learners challenge their own assumptions and habitual ways of thinking 

through critical self reflection 

• the learners process the information received through critical reflection 

• the learners consciously make changes as a result of their new experience, 

and  

• the learners are conscious of the changes and growth in themselves. 

 

As demonstrated in the study, the development of some skills is also important and 

necessary for self-directed learners to survive in any learning context. These skills 

include: 

• the ability for setting personal goals and implementing them 

• the skills for monitoring their own learning which include skills for 

evaluating information and making decisions according to requirements of 

the learning context  

• practical skills which include task management skills such as designing or 

selecting strategies according to the requirement of the learning context and 

personal goals 

• skills of listening, responding and aligning personal behaviour with that of 

other people which may reflect self awareness 

• self-awareness which includes critical reflection and self-monitoring skills. 
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In summary, this study has provided some evidence to support Garrison’s (1992, 

1997) self-directed learning model. It also demonstrates that self-directed learning as 

a process can become concrete and full only when learners’ personal motivation, 

internal monitoring ability and external task management skills are closely integrated 

in learning (Garrison, 1992, 1997) because self-directedness is largely about the 

learners taking responsibility for their learning. To enhance adult learning, it is 

important to promote critical reflection and encourage personal effort in all forms of 

learning. 

  

7.6 Conclusion 
This chapter has summarised the outcomes of the present study. By way of revisiting 

their new learning context which includes personal, academic and socio-cultural 

domains, we see clearly that the new context of learning had much impact on the 

informants’ learning in that they were often forced to assess their new experience in 

order to adjust their actions and behaviour to survive in the new context. We can also 

see the two major problems affecting their learning during their arriving and 

surviving stages. One is the temporary state of running out of experience which made 

them anxious and frustrated about things happening around them but also made them 

learn faster of the cultural differences and develop skills more efficiently to survive 

in the new environment. The other is ethnocentric attitudes to other people outside of 

their own ethnical group due to limited understanding of other cultures which is not 

only found among Chinese students but also among local people including their 

lecturers. The second problem often led to challenging the learner’s habitual ways of 

doing things in the new context. Both problems could enhance as well as hinder adult 

learning, thus need attention in order to ensure effective adult learning in cross-

cultural contexts.  

 

What stands out in the study is the informants’ learning as creating meaning and 

achieving personal knowing in the new learning context. It is evident through the 

analysis that the informants’ learning is closely connected to the social and cultural 

issues that they have encountered in activities and dilemmas. As social beings, the 

informants are inevitably influenced and affected by the new learning domains they 

are in. Even though their personal choice of what to learn and what not to learn may 
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affect their learning, they gradually learned as much as they could about the host 

culture to be able to function appropriately in the cross-cultural contexts. At the same 

time, they gained a better understanding of themselves. 

  

This study demonstrates that the informants’ understanding of the new contexts and 

improvement of English skills progressed hand in hand. Development in each aspect 

enhanced their learning in the other. As English represents the culture at issue 

because of the highly social context of languages (Brown, 1986), their further 

understanding of the host culture ensured their improvement of English and success 

in their academic study. This study also demonstrates that informal approaches such 

as networking and ‘trial-and-error’ played a significant role in their learning 

processes to acquire survival skills in the Australian context and to develop study 

skills to achieve their academic goals. 

 

The informants’ learning in the Australian context has displayed a close connection 

between critical reflection and situated learning and self-directed learning. The study 

demonstrates that critical reflection is a key element to make a full form of situated 

learning and self-directed learning.  

 

Drawn on the outcomes of the study, some implications for adult learning in cross-

cultural contexts are also discussed in some depth in this chapter. The informants’ 

learning characteristics show how they employed informal learning approaches to 

survive in a different social-cultural context in which they were immersed. They also 

demonstrate the development of self-directed learning skills and how the informants 

learned to become better learners. Again drawing on the outcomes of the study, some 

learning characteristics and practical implication become obvious and need to be 

addressed. This will be done in the next Chapter.     
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Chapter 8 

Ramifications emerging from the study 

… talking about change, well, the new environment forced me to form up my 

own opinions and make decisions independently instead of relying on my 

husband to do things for me … Another change is to do with learning. I used to 

be quite passive in learning. I like to be a follower … If you want me to learn it 

this way, OK, I will do it this way. But now, I start to think critically and 

creatively instead of following others blindly (Xiaoyan, Interview 1,  

25 April, 2000). 

 

8.1 Introduction 

Chapter Seven has analysed the outcomes of the study in terms of providing a 

conceptual understanding of the learning undertaken by the informants. It is apparent 

in the study that, as all informants were determined to survive in the new context in 

order to achieve their personal goals, their learning occurred not only in the formal 

academic settings but also in all human settings in their everyday lives. The 

outcomes of their learning appeared to be a more independent individual with an 

increased sense of self, better survival skills, better understanding of other people, 

and tolerance to the lived world that they are in. All these factors demonstrate their 

personal growth and development and indicate that the informants’ life experience in 

Australia is more than the formal academic. 

 

The summary of the outcomes of the study demonstrates that the informants’ 

learning to cope in the informal settings has a direct impact on their learning to cope 

in the formal settings. For example, as they learned more about cultural traits in 

Australia, they became more confident in coping with teacher-student relationships 

in the Australian context. While learning to be a more independent individual with 

better survival skills, they became more creative in finding resolutions to the 

problems encountered in academic studies. The direct impact of informal learning on 

the formal has implications for how the university can support these students and 

help them learn more effectively. In particular, how the participants needed to 
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engage in critical reflection in order to challenge their own assumptions and so learn 

to cope in the Australian context.  

 

The summary of the outcomes of the study in Chapter Seven has also shown that 

there are some unique learning characteristics demonstrated by these informants and 

that some practical problems and difficulties in the area of teaching overseas Chinese 

students need to be looked at so that adequate strategies can be put in place to better 

support student learning. It becomes apparent that some problems in their academic 

studies were caused by their inadequacy of the English language and that 

communication difficulties caused by cultural differences generated new challenges 

to their Australian lecturers.  

 

In recent years, international education has become a major enterprise in Australia 

(Burn, 2000). The drastic cuts in government support of higher education between 

1989 and 1997, in fact, has encouraged and even driven Australian universities to 

actively recruit international students as a way to improve their revenue source 

(Burn, 2000). Australia’s statistics of student enrolments in 2002 showed that 

international students now constitute more than 25% of university students 

nationally, over 40% at the universities with the largest numbers such as Central 

Queensland University (42.2% of its total enrolment were international students) 

(DEST Statistics, 2002). As international students have brought millions of dollars 

into Australia, universities are now competing with each other in the international 

market by using multiple strategies in teaching or providing more accessible courses 

in order to attract and recruit more international students. China with a population 

over one billion appears to be a profitable market not only for Australian universities 

but also universities in other Western countries. As the current trend of 

internationalisation of higher education gets stronger, the competition in recruiting 

and retaining overseas Chinese students will become tougher. To be able to survive 

in the competitive international market, there is an obligation on this regional 

university, which aims to make up the 30% shortfall of the government funding by 

recruiting more Chinese students (NT News, 2003), to seriously look into the 

problem of communication difficulties in the teaching context and make the staff 

aware of the new challenge caused by the intake of international students such as the 

informants in the study. 
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This chapter will, first of all, discuss some of the learning characteristics as they are 

unique for students from a non-English speaking background and from a culture and 

tradition with Confucian heritage. Then it will summarise the common problems and 

difficulties identified in the study. Finally, this chapter will discuss some possible 

strategies that the university can develop to make its staff aware of the new challenge 

and to help similar students to overcome similar difficulties so that learning can 

become more effective and efficient. 

 

8.2 Learning characteristics as they arose from the study 

What becomes apparent from the study is the informants’ fast learning and 

adaptation to the new context. Their fast adaptation could be seen as a socialisation, 

or learning, process in which these students gained enough knowledge of the 

different values systems, social norms and other cultural traits to enable themselves 

to participate competently in the Australian community of practice. This kind of 

socialisation took less time than people normally take in their native countries 

because the informants were fully aware of the time constraints and their needs to 

survive in this foreign context so that they engaged critical self reflection in their 

learning processes. It is clear from the study, their learning to survive in this ‘new 

world’, in a broad sense, has a direct effect on their academic success. As their 

learning of Australian culture provided them insights of the context they were in, 

they were able to understand more quickly and adequately the concepts and content 

of the subject they were studying. In other words, the totality of learning to adopt, 

survive and grow in a new physical, cultural, as well as academic context has a direct 

impact on their formal academic achievement.  

 

To summarise, the study indicates that the informants’ learning is a very pervasive 

and complex phenomenon because both the informants and their learning are 

thoroughly situated. Attempting to describe the characteristics of their learning is 

very difficult. Also, it is obviously impossible to take all informants’ characteristics 

into account when discussing their learning characteristics. So, it is necessary to be 

selective. I will generalise at least the following characteristics based on the evidence 

provided in the study:  
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1. most learning in this study occurred informally via informal approaches; 

2. most learning occurred in an ad hoc manner in the sense that their learning 

was largely guided by daily experiences; 

3. critical reflection was increasingly engaged by the learners in maintaining the 

control of their own learning. 

 

8.2.1 Most learning in this study occurred informally with informal approaches 

Informal learning, according to Marsick and Watkins’ definition, is ‘predominantly 

experiential and non-institutional’ as demonstrated in ‘self-directed learning, 

networking, coaching, mentoring and trial-and-error’ (1990, p.7). The control of 

learning rests primarily in the hands of the learner and learning is enhanced by 

critical reflection (Marsick & Watkins, 1990). These features of informal learning are 

evident in the present study. From the description of their learning experience in 

Australia, we can see that their learning is so discursive that their learning activities 

cannot be easily packaged. Most of their learning, apart from academic studies for 

the university qualification, is experiential and non-institutional and concentrated 

around their real-life activities. 

 

It is apparent in the study that the Australian context provides a fertile ground for the 

informants’ learning from and through lived experience. While studying and living in 

the Australian environment, the informants were often triggered by unexpected and 

unfamiliar problems in their life as foreign students. They had to learn quickly to 

respond to unfamiliar events so that actions could be taken accordingly. As discussed 

above, the common learning mechanisms that they utilised in their learning processes 

were distinctly informal approaches such as networking, trial-and-error, critical self 

reflection, observing and interacting with the people around them. All these learning 

approaches featured significant informal learning processes. 

 

8.2.2 Most learning occurred in an ad hoc manner in the sense that learning was 

largely guided by daily life experiences 

As strongly indicated in the study, the informants’ learning was contextually situated 

and was fundamentally influenced by the activities they encountered. In other words, 

their learning is not a separate activity but an integral part of their daily lives in 
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Australia. While participating in daily activities as newcomers, the informants often 

received little warning or indication before actual learning took place because their 

learning experience in the new context was integrated in everyday life activities. This 

resulted in ad hoc learning in most circumstances. There appeared to be two factors 

related to this ad hoc learning experience. One is that they had little control over the 

events in the new context; the other is that they were conscious of their limited 

knowledge of the host culture and that they needed to learn as much as possible 

about this new culture within the shortest possible time. Hence, they absorbed new 

information whenever there was an opportunity. Their focus of learning was ‘directly 

related to the experience of lived reality - the life world’ (Garrick, 1998, p.13) and 

this started as soon as they arrived in Australia, and continued after they commenced 

their university courses. For instance, when they were confronted with non-routine 

activities that they had to handle or participate in as newcomers, the informants were 

very much focused on learning norms, the ‘hidden’ tacit knowledge, procedures and 

how to follow them, or how to get it right in the new context in order to be accepted 

as members of the group. When they were confronted with the different teaching 

models, they were focused on how to develop study skills to survive the course. As 

their learning activities were largely guided by the new context they were in through 

solving unexpected problems, their learning was limited by the tasks in an ad hoc 

manner in many cases. They grabbed each opportunity that came along and learned 

from whatever experience they encountered in the new context.  

 

However, as critical reflection increasingly became a part of their learning processes, 

they were able to assess the context and turn the learning opportunities to suit their 

own needs even in those ad hoc learning activities. This indicates the impact of the 

context on their learning on one hand and demonstrates, on the other, their self-

directed learning skills to manage their learning activities according to their needs 

and their perceptions of the demand of the new environment. What cannot be ignored 

in their ad hoc learning is the increasing control they took of their actions and 

learning to respond to the context as well as meeting their personal needs. 
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8.2.3 Critical reflection was constantly engaged by the learners in maintaining 

the control of their own learning  

As already discussed above, as the participants moved through the initial ‘shock’ and 

stages of their development critical reflection was further engaged in their learning 

processes as a form to respond to new experiences (Boud et al, 1993). Such critical 

reflection became a constant activity as they sought control, whether in their ad hoc 

informal learning activities or in coping with study difficulties. This, as one of their 

learning characteristics, is a reflection of the seminal impact of Confucian 

philosophy on the informants, although it could be argued that it is also their further 

development in the new context. As discussed in Chapter Two, reflective thinking 

and inquiry in learning are always encouraged in the Confucian tradition. Under the 

influence of Confucian philosophy as well as ‘forced’ by the new learning context, 

the informants used their mind so well that they monitored their learning through 

critical reflection to meet their own needs even though they had little control of new 

events that happened to them or around them in the new learning context. For 

instance, Liwen’s decision of putting more effort to improve her oral English after a 

critical reflection (refer to Liwen’s story on p.180) demonstrates their ability of 

adjusting themselves and re-identifying learning tasks accordingly to meet the new 

demand of the learning context as well as their own goals. Darming’s successful 

learning journey is another example to illustrate their control and management of 

their own learning by engaging critical reflection even in the face of unexpected 

failure.  

 

While the informants strive to gain a better intellectual control of the matter in hand 

and reorganize understanding of their new experiences in Australia, some common 

problems in filling the gap between the informants and local people created by 

cultural differences also become obvious. These problems will be summarised 

below. 

 

8.3 Revisiting the problems facing the informants in Australia 
There appeared to be, from the description of their learning experiences, three 

common stages of learning that all informants went through: the stages of arriving, 

surviving and sustaining. After the informants confronted confusion, frustration in 



 236    

the first stage, they worked vigorously in their own ways to make meaning of their 

new experience and learned to survive in the new context. They learned to overcome 

additional difficulties, challenged their own assumptions in order to make better 

sense of their new experiences, and continuously made progress in the new 

environment. Throughout these three common stages, we see the common learning 

characteristics as discussed above. There is also a clear indication that these students 

confronted many unexpected problems. Although some problems facing the 

informants are similar to those of local students, many problems are unique because 

these informants are from a non-English speaking and non-European cultural 

background.  

 

There are mainly three types of problems experienced by these students, namely 

social-cultural adjustment, language acquisition, and learning-teaching problems due 

to cultural differences. These common problems mainly arose from their interactions 

with other people in the social-cultural and Western academic domains although their 

personal domain also had some impact on them. Additionally, some problems were 

often intertwined with their daily life activities and academic study. 

 

8.3.1 The problem of social-cultural adjustment 

The problem of social-cultural adjustment to a new culture which overlapped across 

the social-cultural and Western academic domains appeared to be the biggest barrier 

to their new learning. This is due to the significant differences between Chinese and 

Australian cultures. We all know that social norm, value system and language are the 

three main components to distinguish one culture from another. All these three main 

components of Chinese culture, as demonstrated in the discussions in Chapter Two 

and in previous chapters, are distinctly different from those of Australian culture. So, 

when the informants arrived in Australia, they entered a new context with a 

complicated set of social norms and value systems different from what they 

previously experienced. Consequently, they were confused when they could not find 

familiar clues to make judgment or predict an event, and they were frustrated when 

they were not sure how to respond to the different patterns of people’s relationships 

because they did not know the social norms in the new context. 
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Social norms, in a general sense, tell us which actions are permissible and which are 

not and they keep our daily lives in an ordered and patterned existence (Vander 

Zanden, 1993). In other words, social norms offer a means by which we orientate 

ourselves to other people. They tell us what we can expect and what we cannot or 

should not expect in a particular environment. Lacking this knowledge of Australian 

culture resulted in their temporary state of ‘running out of experience’ as discussed in 

Chapter Seven. This state of ‘running out of experience’ often put the informants in a 

helpless situation. The consequence of this is anxiety in the new environment which 

has both physical and psychological impact on them. The anxiety caused by the lack 

of knowledge of Australian culture caused homesickness and made them lose self 

confidence or decreased self esteem. As ‘negative feelings, particularly about 

oneself, can form major barriers towards learning’ (Burns, 1995, p.11), it is not 

surprising that some other students gave up their study and returned to their familiar 

Chinese context. 

 

While struggling to find their feet in the new place, the informants tried various ways 

to learn to survive in the new context. However, as shown in the interview extracts, 

their endeavour to learn in the new context without proper guidance was not only ad 

hoc and very time-consuming, but also provided inaccurate information due to the 

incorrect judgment and interpretations based on the informants’ false assumptions. 

This in turn may hinder their further learning. We can imagine that their learning in 

the new context without guidance is like walking in the dark in an unfamiliar place. 

It is not only fearful, and insecure, but can also be disheartening. They need some 

light and guideposts so that they can see the road better and plan better as to where to 

go. In other words, they need experts, in this case, their lecturers and fellow students, 

to help them extend their experience to settle more quickly in the new contexts so 

that they can get onto their academic studies quickly. They need this help as soon as 

possible after their arrival so that some unnecessary frustration and anxiety can be 

avoided.   

 

8.3.2 The problem of language acquisition 

The problem of language acquisition is another major problem facing the informants 

in the new learning context. Language is the cornerstone of a culture as the chief 

vehicle by which people communicate ideas, information, attitudes and emotions to 
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one another. Studying in Australia means that the informants had to use English 

language, which most of them initially did not have a good command of, as the main 

communication tool in social interactions. With inadequate English skills and limited 

understanding of Australian culture, the informants could not share similar 

perspectives with Australian people. Therefore, they found it difficult to weave 

integrated webs of ongoing interaction with local people. They found it hard to get 

guidance for their own life in Australia. 

 

In the Western academic domain, the language problem they encountered appeared 

to be more obvious and severe when they became fully engaged in the course of 

study because English was the medium of instructions in class. One cannot learn if 

one is not fluent in the language of instruction. As indicated in their accounts, 

although they could avoid communication difficulties in daily life by not interacting 

with local people in the arriving stage, there was no way they could avoid using 

English appropriately in the academic domain even when they were new in the 

course. Their language difficulty, in the worst scenario, not only impacted on the 

lecturer’s view of Chinese students (refer to Liwen’s story on p.179), but also 

affected the assessment of their learning by some lecturers as illustrated in the case 

of failing Darming for a subject with seemingly no legitimate reason (refer to 

Darming’s story on p.191). However, the language problem was one of the new 

challenges that the informants had expected and were well prepared to confront. 

When they were made aware of the expectations of language skills in Australian 

universities after being in class for some time, they developed various ways to 

improve their English skills, although some of them would prefer a short intensive 

course to help them improve their English skills more quickly and systematically. 

 

8.3.3 The learning-teaching problem in the Australian context 

The learning-teaching problem in the Western academic domain was experienced by 

both the informants and their lecturers due to cultural differences. This is to do with 

the cultural knowledge in the Australian context which was unknown to the 

informants on the one hand, and the social norms of Chinese culture which were 

unknown to their Australian lecturers on the other. It is apparent from the study that, 

stemming from different perceptions and different values of educational processes, 

there were at times communication breakdowns as a consequence of lacking 
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understanding of each other between the two key components of a teaching context: 

the informants in the study and their lecturers. The communication breakdowns 

which occurred between the informants and lecturers are reflected in two aspects: 

attitude to each other and teaching approaches to the informants.  

 

When the informants and their lecturers directly bring two cultures into contact, it is 

not surprising to see cultural friction during their interactions. As part of cultural 

friction the ethnocentric attitude to each other is evident in the study as discussed in 

the previous chapter. This communication breakdown, as one of the consequences of 

lacking understanding of different cultures, is first reflected in the informants’ 

viewpoint on the interruptions from local students in class; which was seen as normal 

practice by the lecturers, but as a waste of their precious time by the informants. It is 

then reflected on their opinions of Australian lecturers and the lecturers’ behaviour 

and actions towards the informants. While the informants found it difficult to adapt 

to the style of tertiary teaching in Australia and were frustrated at the ‘aloof’ teacher-

student relationship, their lecturers treated them the same as local students without 

considering their learning problems. When the informants approached their lecturers 

for more information and help, they were either told off (for example, Xiaoyan’s 

story on p.117-118, Lantian’s story on p.114), or thought to be rote learners and 

passive recipients who expect right answers from the lecturers (for example, 

Darming’s story on p.177).  

 

We all know that teaching is a special sort of communication between teachers and 

students with the goal of fostering learning (Cranton, 2001). As the consequence of 

the expansion of higher education to the international market, the context of teaching 

at Australian universities has changed because the nature of the student body has 

changed in part due to the intake of international students. University lecturers are 

now in a new era of teaching within a more complicated teaching environment, 

compared with what they were used to. However, as shown in the study, the teaching 

approach remained essentially the same and the informants were treated the same 

way as the local students. For example, in class, some lecturers used ‘common sense 

knowledge’ to explain new concepts and content of a subject without realising that 

their ‘common sense knowledge’ was new to the informants. They assumed it tacitly 

as the ‘right way’ for everyone to understand. The consequence of this kind of 
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teaching is that the informants could only understand a part of what was 

communicated, and in the case of Darming, this amounted to 80% of what had been 

covered in class (refer to Darming’s story p. 147). These students were easily lost 

whenever the lecturer talked about something or gave examples related closely to 

Western culture with which they were not familiar. Therefore, the frustration, such as 

‘they don’t consider that we are foreign students’, was common among the 

informants when talking about teaching. Some informants, such as Pengfei, resented 

such a teaching approach.  

  

The difficulties and problems exposed by the new context to these students and 

lecturers in the present study show that, although language problems which were 

anticipated by the informants did not cause major confusion, the cultural differences 

and lack of knowledge of Australian culture made the informants’ study more 

complicated and also made it difficult for them to align their attitude and behaviour 

with other people in the new context. On the other hand, lecturers’ teaching 

approaches affected by their lack of understanding of these students also impacted 

directly or indirectly on the students’ learning. The study suggests that, in order to 

foster learning in this context, there is a need to develop strategies to help students, 

such as the informants in the study, to gain knowledge of Australian culture more 

quickly so that their learning in the new context could be more effective and 

meaningful. The study also indicates that there is a need to make lecturers aware of 

the shortfall in their teaching practice in relation to the culturally based needs and 

expectations of international students such as the informants. With these in mind, I 

will move to the next section to address these needs. 

 

8.4 Possible ways to support student learning and enhance cross-

cultural communication 
The problems summarised above suggest that in this new era of international 

education, the context of teaching has also changed because of the recruitment of 

students from non-English speaking and non-European cultural backgrounds. 

Therefore, not only the students such as the informants in the study have to learn to 

adapt into the different learning contexts and align their behaviour and actions to the 

new environment, lecturers are also challenged to learn and adapt to the new context 
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of teaching as the consequence of recruiting students from diverse cultural 

backgrounds.  

 

Drawing from the problems facing the informants and the outcomes of the study, we 

can see clearly that there is a need to raise the students’ as well as the lecturer’s 

awareness of cultural differences and the way people learn in these situations in order 

to enhance communication in the cross-cultural context so that international students 

such as those in the study can be recruited and retained. In this section, I will discuss 

a number of ways to help the students familiarise with the new environment and 

accelerate their learning of the new culture. I will also suggest some possible ways to 

increase lecturers’ awareness of cultural differences and make teaching more 

meaningful to students from non-English speaking and non-European cultural 

backgrounds.  

 

8.4.1 Possible ways to help new students in the new environment 

It is evident from the study that the informants’ learning to survive in the new 

context without timely and appropriate support is problematic. To help these students 

settle in more quickly, the university can do at least two things to support them to 

overcome some of the difficulties in their social and cultural adjustment. Although 

the students’ adjustment to the new context is not directly the concern of the lecturers 

or the university, there is an obligation on the university to supply strong support 

structures to these students, particularly now that universities are vying with each 

other for full student fees from international students. And indeed, as can be seen 

from this study that non-academic learning has a direct impact on academic learning. 

Therefore, better support of international students, in a way, may have an economic 

benefit in student retention and increased enrolments, as well as pedagogic benefit. 

 

The first thing the university can do to help the students such as the informants in the 

study is to increase students’ awareness of cultural differences by providing a 

‘culture map’ to help new comers understand the social landscape in Australia and 

show them a configuration of dos and don’ts. The second thing the university can do 

is to help the student establish social networks in support of their informal learning 

of the host culture.  
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As discussed earlier, the three main components of culture (namely, social norm, 

value system and language) are distinctly different between Chinese and Australian 

cultures. Even though the informants were well prepared to endure hardship that they 

may have in Australia, they were not fully aware of the differences between the two 

cultures. Generally speaking, culture affords a kind of map or a set of guideposts for 

finding our way about life in a society as culture allows us to ‘know’ in rather broad 

terms what we can expect of others and what they can expect of us. Moving from the 

Chinese context to the Australian context resulted in the informants’ losing familiar 

guideposts for finding their way about life in Australia. Therefore, a genuine loss as 

‘what to do’ and ‘how to do it’ was felt by all informants immediately after they 

entered the new context. The lack of knowledge of Australian culture and limited 

understanding of cultural differences increased their anxiety and frustration. There is 

a strong indication in the study that these students need a ‘culture map’ to help them 

to better understand Australian culture so that they can be better prepared for the new 

challenges in the Australian context. Thus, their anxiety and frustration of not being 

able to predict or understand new events can be ameliorated. 

 

There are two things that the university can do to provide a ‘culture map’ to these 

students. Given that these students may not arrive and enroll at the same time, the 

university could, for example, distribute newsletters or pamphlets to inform them 

where and how to find accommodation and daily necessities, and what the general 

requirements are for international students for academic studies in an Australian 

university. The university could also establish a ‘talk land’ on the university’s 

website to display some significant learning experiences of other international 

students to give newcomers some knowledge of cultural differences. For example, 

some critical incidents happened to those students, such as ‘I waited for a pick up at 

the airport’ (Yuan’s story), and ‘I was finally picked up by the lady’ (Lantian’s 

story), could be put onto the ‘talk land’ for students to share.  

 

The other way in which the university can provide a ‘culture map’ to increase the 

newcomers’ awareness of the new culture is conducting orientation or induction 

workshops to fill them with some knowledge of the host culture at the earliest stage 

possible. The information that new students need for a start includes differences in 

social norms and belief systems which shape people’s actions and behavior in public; 
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different teaching and learning models developed in the Australian context; and 

academic requirement for students in the Australian educational system. As 

discussed earlier, their social and cultural learning has a direct bearing on their 

academic studies. Therefore, any information about the Australian context they are in 

would be appreciated and helpful for the newcomers.   

 

An induction workshop could be conducted at the university level as well as at the 

faculty level. This is a way to expose the new context of learning to newcomers and 

help them to make some links with other students, particularly those from their own 

culture who have survived in this context. For example, international students from 

different countries normally have their own branches under the umbrella of the 

university student union. An induction workshop at the university level could invite 

members of the student union from respective branches to meet new students. The 

induction workshop could include a ‘show and tell’ session besides other activities. 

The ‘show and tell’ session could have several focused topics for the members from 

the student union to draw a ‘culture map’ based on their own understandings for the 

newcomers. They could use their first language, if they so choose, to ensure smooth 

communication with new students.  

 

An induction workshop at the faculty level could help newcomers to familiarize 

themselves with their respective faculty context. Faculty members such as lecturers 

and some of the administrative staff who have been dealing with international 

students could be invited to talk to new students about ‘dos’ and ‘don’ts’ or ‘how to’. 

Some current and former international students, whether from the newcomers’ home 

country or from other countries, could also be invited to share their learning 

experiences with certain focused topics which may include topics such as how they 

felt and coped in their arriving stage, and how they learned to survive in the new 

context. The induction workshop at the faculty level could also provide an 

opportunity for the current and former international students to answer questions 

from newcomers. As this is the immediate context in which newcomers will 

undertake study, the information from faculty members and other students at this 

level may be more specific, thus more meaningful to newcomers.  
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In sharing and meeting fellow students, the newcomers will be encouraged to adopt a 

receptive and open view concerning the life-style and social norms in the host 

country. It is important for the newcomers to begin, as soon as possible, to take 

ownership of the issues and problems that confront them. In other words, the 

newcomers should be made aware as soon as possible that they may be challenged to 

change aspects of their own attitude, expectations and behaviour if they are to 

survive successfully in the new context. They should also be made aware of some 

cultural differences which determine relationship patterns and models of teaching 

and learning in the Australian context. Thus, newcomers will be better prepared for 

the different teaching approaches their Australian lecturers may adopt. This type of 

‘show and tell’ activity may lead new students on a speedier adaptation to the 

different learning contexts, thus reduce unnecessary anxiety and resistance to new 

learning.  

 

The second thing that the university can do is to help new students establish social 

networks. This can be integrated in induction workshops at both university and 

faculty levels by introducing newcomers to their fellow students. That is to say, make 

the ‘show and tell’ activities in an induction workshop serve two purposes: one is to 

provide new students with a ‘lived culture map’; the other is to provide a good 

opportunity for newcomers to establish social networks in the new environment.  

 

Networking and other informal learning approaches, as indicated in the study, played 

a crucial role in helping international students settle in the new environment. It not 

only helped them alleviate confusion and speed up adaptation to the new context, but 

also created opportunities for self-support study groups to overcome other learning 

problems. Therefore, it is critical that the university or respective faculties provide 

opportunities for the newcomers to meet other international students as well as local 

students in an induction workshop or in other activities. This will help newcomers 

establish new networks more quickly so that they can confirm their thinking and 

understanding of cultural differences through networking when needed. They can 

also seek more information through networking, which may later form up as self-

support study groups. 

 



 245    

Many more follow-up informal activities by the student union or by respective 

faculties could also be arranged after induction workshops to provide more informal 

settings to enhance students’ learning of the new culture. However, I believe that the 

earliest possible induction workshop conducted at university level or at faculty level 

is vital and can help newcomers feel welcome and informed. The feeling of being 

welcomed by the faculty and the university is a good starting point to meet student 

satisfaction. It will make new students less anxious and eager to know more about 

the new place and new people, which will in turn enhance their learning, formal and 

informal.  

 

8.4.2 Possible ways to enhance cross-cultural communication in the context of 

teaching 

As indicated in the study, the problem of communication breakdowns is often 

reflected in the relationship between students and lecturers due to cultural 

differences. To confront this problem, it is not enough just to increase students’ 

awareness of cultural differences. Lecturers who play a key role in the context of 

teaching also need to be aware of the new demands caused by the recruitment of 

international students and be aware of these students’ expectations and learning 

needs. However, as the study indicates, even though the context of teaching is 

changed because of the international students’ participation in academic studies, 

there is little change in lecturers’ teaching approach to these students. This has 

implications on how the university can strategically support its staff in professional 

development, particularly in this new era of international education. Therefore, 

although it was not the purpose of this study to develop a model of staff development 

for international education, some general comments will be made here based on the 

practical outcomes of this study.  

 

While international students such as the informants in the study may constantly 

engage critical reflection in their learning process so that they can make better sense 

of their new experiences, their lecturers are in their familiar cultural context as well 

as in relatively more powerful positions than these students. Therefore, lecturers are 

not often challenged to critically reflect on their teaching practice. The consequence 

of this is that they may not be aware of the new demand caused by the development 

of international education which requires them to broaden their skill base and 
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develop communication skills with students from diverse cultural backgrounds. 

There is an obligation on the university as a driving force to engage lecturers in 

critical reflective learning and to bring the experience of teaching international 

students to their consciousness level. 

 

There are two things that the university could do to help its staff improve 

communication with international students in their teaching. The first thing is to 

challenge the ethnocentric attitude of staff to their students, particularly those 

students from non-English speaking and non-European cultural backgrounds such as 

the informants in the study. The second thing is to help staff improve teaching 

techniques both generically and taking account of cultural differences and 

expectations. Changing ethnocentric beliefs and improving teaching can both be 

achieved by engaging lecturers in critical reflection on their teaching practice and 

challenging their perceptions and approaches of teaching and learning of 

international students.  

 

It would be beneficial if the university had policies and strategies in place as a 

stimulus to enhance critical reflective learning in its staff. For example, similar to the 

induction activity suggested for students, there could be regular seminars and staff 

development workshops at both university level and faculty level for lecturers to talk 

about their teaching of international students. These seminars and workshops should 

have some focused questions set by the university or by respective faculties. During 

these workshops lecturers could share their experience of working with international 

students or discuss frustrations and difficulties of teaching these students. The 

focused questions should provoke discussions on cultural differences that may affect 

students’ and lecturers’ performance in class. The focused questions should also 

challenge lecturers to assess the appropriateness of their teaching approach to 

international students.  

 

Lecturers who have international students in their classes could also form up a ‘study 

circle’ to discuss specific problems or difficulties they encountered and help each 

other work out alternative ways to teach these students for better learning outcomes. 

Teaching, as a special sort of communication, requires understanding between the 

lecturers and students. The greater the connection and understanding that lecturers 
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have with their students, the more active teaching approaches and better learning 

outcomes that may be obtained. It may be a too large task for lecturers to understand 

their international students’ cultures, but there is a need for lecturers to at least 

understand their students’ experiences and learning preferences. In other words, 

‘good teachers have to be aware of their students’ needs and purposes, sensitive to 

their students’ perceptions of the course, and adapt their teaching and assessment 

methods accordingly’ (Ramsden 1992, p. 216). In doing so, the frustration caused by 

unfamiliar cultural differences could be limited and communication between 

lecturers and students improved. 

 

Let me take the learning requirement of ‘being critical’ as an example to display this 

point further. Pengfei confessed that overseas Chinese students ‘were afraid of being 

asked to give critiques to what [they] read because [they] did not have enough 

knowledge in the area to be critical’ (refer to p.120). The students’ frustration 

indicates two issues. One is to do with critical thinking skills which may not be well 

developed in their previous educational settings. The other is the lack of knowledge 

of Australian culture, which means they may have not yet established the 

frameworks for the forms of critique required by the course. In this case, it is not 

enough just to ask the students to be critical. The lecturers need to help these students 

further develop critical thinking skills as well as helping them to establish the 

knowledge base upon which they can become critical.  

 

In talking about critical thinking, Barnett (1994) clearly points out, ‘All modes of 

thought and action take place within frameworks. And their associated forms of 

critique are obliged to keep within those frameworks’ (p.118). It is suggested that if 

critical thinking is addressed seriously, ‘efforts will have to be made to introduce 

students to the idea of critical thinking, and exercises carefully designed to develop 

these skills’ (ibid, p. 118). In supporting this view, Biggs (1999) asserts that it is not 

right to assume that any decent student instinctively knows what to do. It is precisely 

the teacher’s job to explain in a way that the students can tread the path of the subject 

matter by ‘holding the hand’ not by ‘putting in the boot’ (Biggs, 1996, p.56).  

 

In summary, in order to increase lecturers’ awareness of new demands in the 

teaching context, and improve teaching techniques to foster learning, it is critical that 
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the university have policies and strategies as driving forces in place to well prepare 

lecturers for the new challenge. Besides, it is important to increase much wider 

awareness in the university in terms of the efforts and factors which may help 

support student’s learning. This study may help expand that awareness. 

 

8.5 Conclusion 
This chapter has generalised some learning characteristics displayed by the 

informants in the study. These learning characteristics show clearly that most of the 

informant’ learning is achieved through informal channels by constantly engaging 

critical reflection in the learning processes. This chapter has also, based on the major 

problems facing the students from a non-English speaking background and a 

Confucian heritage country such as China, given some practical consideration on 

how to help these students to settle more quickly in Australian environment and how 

to enhance communication between the students and their lecturers in this particular 

teaching context.  

 

The study demonstrates that despite their maturity and ability to learn, international 

students, such as the informants in the present study, may encounter many more 

problems than their native counterparts in Australia. The major source of these 

problems is to do with cultural differences. Growing up in different cultural contexts 

and being educated in different educational systems, students from non-English 

speaking and non-European cultural backgrounds may have more difficulties in 

understanding and predicting Australian people’s behaviour and actions. These 

difficulties may increase anxiety in their learning processes of making sense out of 

their new experience in Australia.  

 

Taking up practical considerations arising from the study, this chapter has 

endeavoured to suggest some practical strategies to enhance communication in the 

context that the informants entered. These strategies include: 

- Increase the students’ awareness of cultural differences by providing a 

‘culture map’ through conducting orientation workshops and distributing 

newsletters or pamphlets to introduce international students to the basic 

configuration of Australia culture. 
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- Help the students establish social networks in the new context to accelerate 

their learning of Australian culture and speed up their adaptation to the new 

context.   

- Improve lecturers’ communication skills with students from diverse cultural 

backgrounds by challenging their ethnocentric attitude to students and 

increase their awareness of cultural differences. 

- Help lecturers develop teaching techniques by engaging them in critical 

reflection in teaching practice and make them aware of the new demand in 

the context of teaching international students. 

 

This chapter and the previous chapter have now finished the analysis of the 

implications of the study for adult learning in cross-cultural contexts. The next 

chapter, as a final chapter, will review the study and make some suggestions for 

future research. 
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Chapter 9 

Conclusion 
 

We are now doing the jobs that we would never do in China because there is no 

other choice here. This could be seen that our survival skills are improved … 

On the whole, I think, I have broadened my knowledge of Australian culture. I 

noticed differences between Westerners and Chinese. I even realized that I have 

talent in other areas (Liwen, Interview 1, 16 April, 2000). 

 

 

9.1 Introduction 
The present study has described the informants’ learning in a Western culture that is 

very different from their own. It has highlighted the informants’ learning processes 

and characteristics, as well as their personal growth and development as part of the 

result of their new learning. The previous two chapters also outlined the significant 

implications for adult learning and adult teaching in cross-cultural contexts. This 

chapter, as a final chapter to summarise the study, will reconnect the findings of the 

study to the initial research propositions. It will also look at future research in this 

area before concluding the writing. 

 

9.2 Connecting outcomes to the initial research propositions 
The learner as ‘person-in-the-world’ was the foundation of this research. With this in 

mind, the study was designed to explore the difficulties and challenges facing the 

informants and how they managed to cope in a foreign setting while they endeavoured 

to obtain university qualifications in Australia. The study aimed to investigate their 

actual learning processes and attempted to review issues related to adult learning and 

adult teaching in cross-cultural contexts. I will connect the findings with these initial 

research propositions in this section.  

 

It becomes apparent from the descriptions of their learning in Australia that the 

informants experienced three major problems in Australia as discussed in Chapter 

Eight. These include the problems of social-cultural adjustment and language 

acquisition, and the problems of learning-teaching experienced by both the informants 
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and their lecturers. The interactions between the informants and local people indicate 

that the problem of socio-cultural adjustment was greater for the informants who had 

to undertake large cross-cultural transitions due to the large distance between the two 

cultures. It is evident that while making enormous adjustment in themselves in order 

to fit into the new environment, the informants increased awareness of themselves as 

social beings and become better and more independent learners. 

 

The language difficulty was their major concern related to the academic studies they 

undertook. Studying an academic subject in an English speaking country means that 

they had to master the new content and concepts of a subject in the English language 

which is not their first. However, as they were well prepared to challenge the problem 

caused by linguistic differences, the language problem did not cause much confusion 

and frustration.  

 

What appeared to be more complicated is the problem of learning-teaching 

experienced by both the informants and their lecturers. It is evident from the study 

that the recruitment of these international students raised cultural problems for some 

teaching staff and has an impact on the nature and method of skill development in the 

university. However, the crunching of two different cultures in the teaching context 

indicates that although the informants were often forced to align their actions to the 

requirement of the Western academic domain, some lecturers’ performance were not 

affected by the intake of the students from non-English speaking and non-European 

cultural background due to the power relationship and the dominant culture in the 

teaching context. This has a clear impact on the informants’ learning. As ‘learning 

and teaching are appositionally linked’ (Shaw, 1999, p.13), I have also made some 

suggestions on staff development in Chapter Eight although the purpose of this study 

is to focus on the informants’ learning processes. 

 

The study has displayed the informants’ learning processes in Australia as ‘a process 

of both experiential and constructive learning in which the learners actively 

constructing both the knowledge acquired and the strategies used to acquire it’ 

(Sutherland, 1997, p.86). In other words, their learning is a process of confronting the 

unknown context they are immersed in, reviewing assumptions held in order to 

survive, engaging critical reflection in learning to make better sense of life  
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experience, and finding better forms of learning. While adopting informal and situated 

learning approaches in this process, the informants become better learners equipped 

with more self-directed learning skills.  

 

The study demonstrated that learning is an act of understanding and that learning is 

experienced as a seamless whole. The learning of Australian culture not only 

enhanced their academic study but also generated insight and possible alternatives for 

the informants to be able to accept the new culture. This is consistent with the cross-

cultural learning continuum outlined by Pusch (cited in Wan 1999, p. 29) that they 

‘run from ethnocentrism at one end of the spectrum to some form of acceptance, or 

even appreciation of the new culture at the other’. This is an important stage of 

development in the informants’ lifelong learning process.  

 

The informants’ personal growth and development as learning outcomes are clearly 

illustrated in the current study and reflected in their understanding and appreciation of 

the host culture, as well as in their increased awareness of themselves. Their learning 

further supports the view of social learning theory that human potential for 

development is in principle nearly unlimited, but in practice, it is strongly influenced 

by its immediate context (Bandura, 1986) or situation (Billett, 1996). The new 

knowledge they have gained is not only particular knowledge and skills of surviving 

in an Australian world, but a changed sense of identity through the social relations of 

learning. Therefore, learning a new culture is at least in part learning a new self. Their 

newly developed tolerance for difference and uncertainty is the distinguishing feature 

of well-adjusted individuals and an important feature of adult development. 

 

While investigating their learning processes in the Australian context and exploring 

their inner world as to how they dealt with conflicts they encountered in Australia, 

some issues related to adult learning in cross-cultural contexts surfaced with some 

significance. These issues are listed below. 
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1. Informal learning is at the central stage of adult learning in cross-cultural 

contexts 

The present study strongly indicates that informal learning is an important component 

in the informants’ learning processes. The university campus not only provided a 

context of formal learning, it also provided a rich context of informal learning 

opportunities in which these students gained a wide range of knowledge and skills 

that must be understood as different types of human interactions, but which could not 

be achieved in formal courses. It is observed that, in many cases, informal learning in 

cross-cultural contexts, although important, did not attract full attention in other 

research, especially on overseas Chinese students. Hence informal learning is largely 

overlooked and many learning activities become hidden and are left largely 

unanalysed. This study not only made the informants’ ‘hidden learning’ obvious but 

also demonstrated that informal learning is at the centre stage of their learning in the 

new context. This finding may help adult educators become aware of the importance 

of informal learning for adult learners so that some strategies can be developed to help 

enhance informal learning in their teaching and learning contexts. 

 

2. Critical self reflection plays a significant role in situated learning 

The study demonstrated that although the context of learning can affect adult learning, 

learning is very much under the control of the learners (Garrick, 1998; Marsick & 

Watkins, 1990; Lovel, 1989). This control of learning is materialised through critical 

self reflection, although the learners’ efforts, such as willingness to learn and the time 

and the energy that they commit into the learning activities greatly affects learning. 

As indicated in the study, individual informants are actually individual ‘meaning 

givers’. Their different views on the events happening around them can result in 

different learning outcomes as a consequence of giving different interpretations to the 

events. The decisions on what to learn and what not to learn are dependent on how 

they value the usefulness of the new experience. In their decision making processes 

critical reflection was normally engaged so that the new experience could be brought 

to their consciousness level (Boud et al, 1993). As a result of critical reflection more 

learning tasks were created in order to achieve expected learning outcomes. It is 

evident that critical reflection is a significant enhancer of learning and plays an 

important role in adult learning, especially in contextually situated circumstances.  
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3. Adult learning process in cross-cultural contexts is one of developing self-

directed learning skills. 

The study demonstrates that change of social-cultural contexts ‘forced’ the learners to 

develop several survival skills. These skills include critical reflection as described 

above and self-directed learning skills, such as: the ability to identify one’s own 

learning needs, and skills for task management and self monitoring. This development 

of self-directed learning skills is what Biggs (1987) termed meta-learning, which 

mainly refers to students’ awareness of and control over their own learning processes 

in a new context. These skills are viewed as important for training self-directed 

learners (Cranton, 1992, Garrison, 1997). In this view, we could say that the 

informants’ learning in cross-cultural contexts is a process of developing self-directed 

learning skills to become better learners. In this process of skill development, critical 

reflection is the driving tool. Hence it is important for adult educators to promote 

critical reflection in learning while helping learners develop self-directed learning 

skills. 

 

9.3 Further research 
Researching overseas Chinese students in Australia is a relatively new area. This area 

requires more attention for two reasons. First, as international students have brought 

millions of dollars into Australia, universities are competing with each other in the 

international market to recruit more students as a way to improve their revenue source 

(Burn, 2000). It is most likely that China with a population over a billion will become 

the biggest market for Australia’s enterprise of international education. Therefore, it is 

critical for universities and their staff to understand these students so that more 

Chinese students can be recruited and retained. Second, the internationalisation of 

Australian education is vital to the future well-being of the Australian community in 

an increasingly globalised economy. It enriches the cultural and social life on 

university campuses and in the wider community, apart from providing additional 

income to support core university activities.  

 

The present study is an attempt to understand these students’ learning processes in the 

area of international education. Although the outcomes of the present study on the 

nine informants aged from 30-41 does not represent all other overseas Chinese 
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students in Australia, it provides some indications of the difficulties and constraints 

caused by cultural differences which are probably common for most overseas Chinese 

students in Australia.  

 

The study shows, to some degree, that the informants are different in personalities 

which are reflected in their different ways of coping with study difficulties or in 

conflict situations. They do, however, follow consistent ways of surviving from these 

situations. All this has posed interest for future research to go deeper and study more 

about these people in cross-cultural contexts. For example, when the informants in the 

study selectively adopted the new cultural traits, it may be mainly for keeping the 

coherent interaction with local people as a response to the new context they were in. 

Thus whether the adopting of the new culture is temporary or whether this learning 

will bring about permanent change in the learners needs further examination. 

 

Thus, the first implication for further research derived from this study is ‘what is the 

impact of cultural learning in Australia on the informants when they return to China?’ 

A longitudinal research could be useful to investigate this. 

 

The second implication for further research derived from this study is to tease out the 

culture-specific elements of cross-cultural adjustment which differentiate their 

transition from other types of changes and locations. There is no doubt a need to 

assess the impact of value discrepancies on the informants’ adjustment in the 

Australian context, where their home culture and first language become subordinate to 

the mainstream culture. 

 

9.4 Conclusion 
This study is about cross-cultural contact in an international educational exchange. In 

particular, about overseas Chinese students’ experience of living and studying in 

Australia. In this study, I have investigated ways in which the informants study an 

academic discipline in a new culture and ways in which they establish the processes 

of learning during their stay in Australia. The present research was set out to answer 

the general research question ‘how do the informants learn to confront new challenges 

while studying in a foreign country?’ In arriving at the answer, the research used a 
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naturalistic and ethnographic approach to examine and record the learning 

experiences of nine informants in post graduate courses in an Australian university. In 

focusing on learning as a uniquely individual process, I have framed the research 

endeavour within an interpretive ‘conversational paradigm’ (Hrri-Augstein & 

Thomas, 1991) which is both person-centred and systematic.  

 

While acknowledging individual differences in their approaches to study, I have 

generalised the common learning processes in which the informants have all gone 

through despite individual differences. My analysis has emphasised the important role 

of informal learning in cross-cultural contexts which was often left unanalysed by 

other researchers who did investigations on overseas Chinese students. I have also 

signified the importance of critical self reflection in their situated and self-directed 

learning processes, which received little attention in the discussion of those theories 

since these concepts were introduced into the field of adult education. 

 

Although it is not my intention to claim that the learning processes and issues related 

to adult learning and teaching derived from this study represent the other Chinese 

students in Australia, this study provides unique information that has a personal touch 

and that is not available in other research reports on Chinese students in Australia. At 

the point of finishing the thesis, one of the nine informants has gone to another 

Western country for a post-doctoral position, two have decided to stay in Australia 

permanently and others have completed their studies and returned to China. All the 

informants not only have enhanced their own face by emphasising their abilities in 

accordance with prevailing social norms, they also enhanced their family members’ 

face as their studying overseas is the consequence of compliments and consideration 

for other members in their family.  

 

In conclusion, this research has shown the reasons why Chinese students behaved as 

they were observed in a foreign context and theorised a particular domain that adult 

learning occurred. The study will help researchers in social science and teachers of 

international students to understand Chinese students better. Thus more adequate 

support and help can be provided to these students. It will also be helpful to those 

researchers who want to further study on Chinese learners.   
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Appendix 1 

 

    Letter of Invitation 
 

Dear fellow students, 

 

My name is Zhang Qin Juan or Jane Zhang as known by my Australian friends. I’m 

currently undertaking a research for my PhD studies. I would like to invite you to 

participate in part of my research.  

 

My research interest is in the area of adult learning in cross-cultural contexts. I am 

seeking further understanding of how adults learn in a foreign environment. Being a 

Chinese myself while living and working in Australia, I have come across all kinds 

of difficulties such as cultural shock, conflicts between the belief and value systems 

of my native culture and those in the host culture. I would like to know if you have 

similar experience to mine. I want to understand how certain social factors influence 

adult learners like us when they make meaning of their new learning experiences. 

This information, I hope, will contribute to research in education and may be 

beneficial to university teachers and overseas students as it may help people 

understand how the development of knowledge and skills within cross-cultural 

domain can be facilitated.  

 

I am seeking for 10 participants among Chinese students who are doing post 

graduate courses at this university. Information collected from you will be kept in 

strict confidence at all times. I will have to know your name and address or contact 

number so that I can find you, but your names will never be mentioned in my report.  

Following the collection of data, your individual information will be locked away, 

quite separate from the other material. You will not be identified in anything that is 

written in the text of the research paper. The same care will be taken with the names 

or characteristics of anyone you mention in our conversation. In this manner, 

information regarding your participation will be kept confidential.  
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I intend to carry out this investigation through conversations and individual 

interviews with you. There will be two rounds of interviews altogether. I will go to 

your chosen place where you feel comfortable to interview you and we will talk 

about your experiences of learning in the host country. The first interview may take 

up to two hours or longer and the second interview may take up to one hour. Both 

interviews will be tape recorded for me to transcribe later. After I transcribe the first 

interview, I will see each of you at different times again and show you the transcript 

of your talk that I have written down from the tape to make sure what I have written 

is what you want to say. Then we will arrange another time for the second interview. 

The procedure for the second interview will be the same as the first one. That is, I 

will tape record our talk and transcribe it later for your feedback.  

 

Given that English is not our first language, I assume that some of you may want to 

tell me your learning experiences in Chinese so that you can express your true 

feelings more freely and precisely. I will be happy to talk to you in Chinese if you 

choose to do so.  

 

If you decide to participate, please fill in the consent form which is attached to this 

letter, and mail it in the reply paid envelope provided. I will contact everyone soon, 

to arrange our first interview time. After signing this form, you may still withdraw 

from the participation any time. If you would like more information before making a 

decision, you can contact me on 89397279 (BH), or 89272141 (AH), or e-mail your 

message to: jane.zhang@nt.gov.au 

 

Whatever your decision on this mater, thank you for devoting some time to reading 

this statement and considering its contents.  

 

 

 

Yours Sincerely, 

 

 

Zhang Qin Juan  (Jane) 
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Appendix 2 
 

Consent Form for Participation in Zhang’s Research 

 

I, ______________________________________________________ of 

 

___________________________________________________________ 

 

Hereby consent to be a subject of a human research study to be undertaken  

 

by   ______________________________________ 

 

and I understand that the purpose of the research is: 

 

to explore more to understand the varying nature of the catalyst of adult learning 

process in a different social and cultural environment. It aims to further understand 

how adults approach learning, develop knowledge and make meaning of their life in 

societies in which they live.  

 

I acknowledge 

1. My talks will be coded and my name and address kept separately from it. 

2. Any information that I provide will not be released in an identified form. 

3. Aggregated results will be used for research purposes and may be reported in    

    academic journals. 

4. Individual results will not be released to any person except at my request and on  

    my authorisation. 

5. That I am free to withdraw my consent at any time during the study, in which 

event my participation in the research study will immediately cease and any 

information obtained from me will not be used. 

 

 

 

Signature: ___________________________          Date: ______________ 
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Appendix 3 
  Second Letter to the Participants 
 
Dear friend, 
 
Almost four months passed since our first interview took place. I didn’t realise that it 

was so time consuming to transcribe the interviews, and translate them into English. 

Now, at last, the transcript of the first interview is ready for you to check. I would 

appreciate that you read the transcript carefully, especially the English version, and 

let me know if there’s anything that you like to change. I will talk to you in the next 

couple of weeks or so during your lunch breaks to confirm your transcript.   

 
From what you told me during the first interview, I can see clearly the similar stages 

we went through while living and studying in an English speaking country. Your 

stories reminded me of lots of critical incidents that I encountered many years ago.  

I’d like to share with you one particular story here. Not long after I came to 

Australia, some words such as ‘bloody idiot’, ‘bullshit’ struck my ears. I could 

understand ‘bloody idiot’, but did not know what ‘bullshit’ meant. I looked into my 

Oxford dictionary but could not find the word. So one day I made a big fool of 

myself in front of several Australian friends of mine while we were having dinner 

together. I asked the silly question in the middle of the meal: ‘I often hear people in 

the street say the word bullshit. I can’t find the word in my dictionary. Could anyone 

please tell me what a bullshit is?’ Everyone stared at me only for a couple of seconds 

before bursting into laughter. Some were nearly choked with food in mouth ...  

 

Now, back to our business, I will soon contact you again to set a time for our second 

interview. In the second interview, I will ask you a few more questions about your 

life in Australia and I may also ask you some specific questions to help me clarify 

my understanding of some of the stories that you told me in your first interview.   

 

Thank you very much for your support and help. I’m looking forward to seeing you 

again. 

 

Qin Juan (Jane) Zhang 
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Appendix 4 

   
Questions to start the conversation in the first interview: 
1) Tell me how you felt in your first week / first month in Australia 

2) What was your expectation of studying in Australia? 

3) Tell me something happened to you that you will never forget since your arrival 

 - something that reminds you of what it means to be studying in Australia, 

 - something made you very upset or worried, 

 - something made you surprised or confused, 

4) What difference did you find in learning and teaching here compared with that in 

 China? 

 - How did you cope with the differences? 

 - How did you do your first assignment? 

5) Have you ever been in a conflict situation with your lecturers or fellow students? 

 - What caused it?    

 - How did you solve it? 
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Appendix 5 
 

Questions used in the second interview: 
Specific questions for individual participant 

1) Why did you say that you and local students are from two different worlds? 

2) How did you write your proposal? 

3) How do you feel now when you talk to local students? 

4) In what circumstance do you still feel the sense of loss? 

5) What was your expectation of university life then? 

6) You said that ‘lecturers don’t have high expectations of students’, could you give  

 me a couple of examples, please? 

 

Common questions for all participants 

1) Have you ever been in a confused state when something was judged differently 

 here compared with a similar situation in China? 

2) When you go back to China, if your university / company wants you to give a talk 

 on your learning experiences in Australia, what kind of experience would you talk 

 about? 

3) When a group of Chinese students who have just arrived here ask you to give  

 them some advice based on your own experience, what would you say to them? 

4) Do you see any changes in yourself since you came here?  

 - Did any friends comment on your attitudes toward life,/ learning,/ people / etc. 

    - Did your family members or friends complain about your behaviour? 

 

 

 

 

 




