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Abstract 

Chinese students are the largest international student cohort in the higher education institutions 

of English-speaking developed countries. The paper explores strategies to enhance the Chinese 

students’ learning efficacy in overseas institutions. This research differs from other research 

focusing on international students already in English-speaking institutions; it explores the 

readiness of potential Chinese international students before departure from China, their 

anticipated challenges for study abroad and expected support from host institutions and staff. 

Besides the insights of anticipated challenges and expected support, the key findings include: the 

majority of the sample students are financially ready for overseas study, however they are not 

fully ready on English language; students from the public institute in the study have a higher 

level of readiness for subject knowledge than their private institute’s peers. The findings offer a 

guide, to both the English-speaking institutions and their Chinese partners, on facilitating, 

teaching and preparing the Chinese students for a fruitful learning experience abroad and 

enhanced academic performance.  
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Introduction 
Since the open-to-outside policy in China was launched at the end of 1970’s, the number of 

Chinese graduates going abroad to further their higher education (hereafter referred to as 

Chinese international students) has been continuously increasing (EOL, 2013a; DOE, 2012); this 

made China the country providing the largest number of international students in the world to 

English speaking developed countries’ (ESDCs’) higher education institutions; the largest 

portion of these students study in business and management programmes (EOL, 2013a; 

Huashen-Edu, 2012; EOL, 2014). 

 

Currently, within the United Kingdom (UK), more international students enrol in business and 

management-focused programmes than other programmes and the largest proportion of those are 

Chinese international students (HESA, 2012; HESA, 2007; UKCISA, 2012). Although the 

higher education institutions have committed to help the international students improve their 

learning efficiency and effectiveness in the new environment, compared to the international 

students coming from Western countries with similar education environment as the UK’s (such 
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as the USA, France), Chinese international students have met many difficulties; similar to the 

experiences of other Asian students. The authors conducted a small-scale interview of eight 

Chinese business and management students at postgraduate and undergraduate levels and found 

that the identified difficulties by researchers (Bamford, 2008; Sawir, 2005; Hellstén and 

Prescott, 2004; Wong, 2004) for Asian students have also been encountered by the Chinese 

students, including: communication, group work, critical thinking and analysis, learning styles’ 

adjustment, cultural and social environment adaptation. 

 

According to HUST (2010) and BFSU (2011), the graduates from business and management 

programmes are much demanded by employers, thus these programmes are among the education 

provisions appealing to potential students.  

 

With the Chinese students as the largest overseas cohort in UK higher education institutions, 

developing a targeted teaching and learning strategy is sensible for ensuring an effective and 

efficient learning process and maintaining a good level of student progression and retention, 

which in turn would enhance the attractiveness of UK higher education institutions and other 

ESDC higher education institutions that offer a similar situation for potential Chinese students.  

 

The aforementioned circumstances motivated the authors to carry out the research. This 

research, differs from other current research on international students as it explores the readiness 

of the potential Chinese international students (currently studying in Chinese higher education 

institutions) for study abroad and their anticipated challenges as well as expected support during 

their overseas study process. The research findings inform the curriculum and teaching strategy 

development of English-speaking higher education institutions; and consequentially provide the 

international students a fruitful learning process and enjoyable learning experience, which will 

contribute positively to the healthy survival and development of the host higher education 

institutions. The importance of such research has been further emphasised and evidenced by the 

Higher Education Academy funding call and the Teaching International Students initiative 

(HEA, 2013; HEA, 2010). 

 

The paper is structured as following: the next section is literature review exploring the 

background to the research, followed by the methodology undertaken in the research, after which 

the empirical findings and analysis are presented, along with conclusions, implications, 

limitation and suggested future research. 

 

Literature review 
International cooperation and expansion of businesses are a current trend worldwide, which 

covers many aspects of a nation’s society and economy, and the higher education sector is not an 

exception (Hou, et al., 2014; Luke, 2011; Marginson, 2006). Currently, not only are higher 

education institutions from developed countries internationalising their education provisions but 

institutions from some developing countries are also committed to such initiatives (TFSU, 2014; 

Peking University, 2014), with recruiting and educating international students as the key 

component. 
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Drivers for internationalisation of higher education 

There are four main drivers for internationalisation of higher education provision (Yemini, 2012; 

Bodycott and Lai, 2012; Qiang, 2003; Scott, 1998). First, in a global social and economic 

environment there is pressure on the professionals running businesses and organisations to 

develop the knowledge and skills that can be used to cope with the complexity of overseas 

situations with differences in cultural, economic, social and political dimensions. Second, the 

scale and scope of research requires extensive cooperation from researchers in different parts of 

the world. Third, the rapid development and application of information and communication 

technology and the ever-increasing acceptance and mastery from different countries’ students of 

English as an international communication language. Fourth, and possibly the major driver, the 

improvement in the higher education institutions’ financial situation (and the national economy) 

through the large number of overseas students paying tuition fees. Thus, from the higher 

education’s supply side, there is a strong motivation for internationalisation of education 

provision.  

 

Meanwhile, from the demand side of higher education, namely the potential international 

students and their parents, pursuing overseas higher education is also deemed as a beneficial 

investment for both the individual students and their families (Bodycott and Lai, 2012). This is 

because, besides international mindsets and language enhancement, the students can also secure 

a stronger profile in improving their employability (EOL, 2013a; DOE, 2012). The above 

phenomena have also been evidenced by the large number of UK higher education institutions 

(Complete University Guide, 2012) providing on-campus and off-shore international education 

programmes and the ever-growing international student cohorts at both undergraduate and 

postgraduate levels (HESA, 2012), as well as the overseas study intention expressed by potential 

international students (Huashen-Edu, 2012; EOL, 2014). 

 

Barriers for internationalisation of higher education 

Internationalisation is currently a salient trend in the education sector worldwide. Nevertheless, 

there are still barriers impeding its process. Among them, also as the focus of this research, are 

the difficulties faced by the international students in their studying at UK and other ESDCs’ 

institutions, especially those Asian or Chinese students who had never been exposed to the 

teaching and learning styles in ESDC higher education systems (Bamford, 2008; Sawir, 2005; 

Hellstén and Prescott, 2004; Wong, 2004) before going abroad. The difficulties include: the 

competence and confidence of communicating with the tutors and peer native students, the 

ability of understanding thoroughly the lecture contents, the skills and competence in group 

work, critical thinking and analysis, the ability of quick adjustment to the host institutions’ 

learning styles, the ability of adapting to different cultural and social environment (Montgomery, 

2010; Hellstén and Prescott, 2004; Bamford, 2008; Sawir, 2005; Wong, 2004; EOL, 2013a,b; 

EOL, 2014; Huashen-Edu, 2012).  

 

However, the incumbent understandings with regard to the difficulties facing international 

students especially Chinese international students were mainly obtained from the students who 

have already been studying in the UK and other ESDC higher education institutions. Further, the 

approaches developed in facilitating and enhancing Chinese international students’ learning 

efficacy based on these understandings do not focus on the very beginning stage, namely before 
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the Chinese international students depart to the host institutions while they are still studying in 

China. There is a lack of research on the readiness and anticipated challenges as well as expected 

support from this type of students.  

 

Key elements to the international students’ abroad study 

In this research, corresponding to the aforementioned difficulties for Chinese international 

students, based on the previous research and a focus group experts’ contention, the authors have 

identified the elements and used them as questionnaire content enquiring about the readiness, 

challenges and expected support for international students’ study abroad; and the developed 

questionnaire questions have been further examined, enriched and validated by a Delphi test and 

another academic focus group (Table 1). 

 

Table 1. Summary of the finally confirmed questionnaire content elements and their 

sources  

Content elements Aspects of questions within 

the research questionnaire 

Sources (direct and/or inspiration from) 

Willingness for abroad study *  
R

ea
d

in
es

s 
fo

r 
ab

ro
ad

 s
tu

d
y

 
Bodycott and Lai, 2012; EOL, 2013a,b; EOL, 

2014; Focus group experts 

The financial source for abroad 

study * 

 Qide-Education (2013); Focus group experts; 

Bodycott and Lai, 2012  

Favouring level on English among 

all the subjects * 

E
q

u
ip

m
en

t 
an

d
 p

o
ss

es
si

o
n

 o
f 

th
e 

co
m

p
et

en
ce

/s
k

il
ls

 

EOL, 2013a,b; Huashe-Edu, 2012; Delphi 

panel/ focus group experts; Qide-Education 

(2013); EOL, 2014 

Academic performance on English 

learning * 

Delphi panel/ focus group experts; 

Qide-Education (2013); EOL, 2014; 

Huashe-Edu, 2012 

The most difficult aspect in English 

learning 

Focus group experts 

The best way for learning English Focus group experts 

The level of mastering subject 

English words 

Focus group experts 

The level of subject knowledge 

mastery 

Focus group experts 

English language tests having been 

passed 

Focus group experts 

Reasons for joining the chosen 

study programme 

Focus group experts 

The biggest barriers for overseas 

study 

Challenges and expected 

support 

Sawir, 2005; Bamford, 2008; Hellstén and 

Prescott, 2004; Wong, 2004; EOL, 2013a,b; 

EOL, 2014; Huashe-Edu, 2012 

The deemed advantage of the 

teaching strategy of overseas 

institutes 

Focus group experts 

The reasons for not willing to 

express your viewpoints in the class 

Hellstén and Prescott, 2004; Bamford, 2008;  

Sawir, 2005; Wong, 2004; EOL, 2013a,b; 
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in overseas study EOL, 2014; Huashe-Edu, 2012 

The anticipated biggest difficulties 

at the beginning stage of overseas 

study 

Focus group experts; Hellstén and Prescott, 

2004; Bamford, 2008;  Sawir, 2005; Wong, 

2004; HEA, 2010 

The most expected support/ 

assistance from the staff in the 

overseas institutes and the institutes 

themselves 

Focus group experts; HEA, 2010 

* Ordered categorical type data for in-depth statistic analysis 

 

The questionnaire has been distributed to the potential international students in a top public and a 

top private Chinese institute, while they are still studying in China. Respondents from both 

public and private institutions were selected because research suggests differences in students’ 

academic performance and characteristics in the two types of institution (Yu, 2011; Chen, 2011; 

Ye, 2008; Jin and Yin, 2009; Mao, 2008) 

 

 

Methods employed by the research  

 

The general research strategy 

The primary data for this research are collected from two Chinese higher education institutions 

(one public and one private) using a survey as the research instrument. This research followed 

three stages to complete its process.  

 

Stage 1, a literature review to obtain in-depth understanding of the issues focused by the research 

and, based on the identified elements from the review findings and further reflection, the authors 

and a focus group of five academic educators developed the questionnaire used by the research. 

 

The questionnaire content for this paper focuses on the readiness of the potential Chinese 

international students, specifically: on the aspects of willingness to go abroad; the sources of 

finance; the skills or competence for fulfilling the overseas study tasks. It also explores the 

challenges faced, specifically: students’ perception of the difficulties and barriers in their future 

overseas study; and the expected support refers to the facilitation and assistance they deem 

necessary for their successful learning in the foreign education context. 

 

Stage 2 of the research includes three steps: the first is the validation of the appropriateness and 

coverage of the questionnaire for this research, using the Delphi technique and focus group 

triangulation. A Delphi test is usually used for evaluating viewpoints and generating consensus 

through two or more rounds of information iteration, and it is particularly suitable for the 

situation where it is difficult to convene the research participants physically together 

(Somerville, 2008; Yousuf, 2007; Stitt-Gohdes and Crews, 2004; Ziglio, 1996), as was the case 

in this research. Focus groups of experts are used to obtain consensual viewpoints or insights on 

certain issues (Evason and Whittington, 1997). 
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The second step was a pilot test, by real world respondents, of the developed questionnaire and 

refinement before data collection; the final version of questionnaire is in the Appendix. To 

increase the accuracy of data collection, the questions were listed in both English and Chinese, 

which have been validated through a translation and back translation process. 

 

The third step, survey data collection was carried out in two rounds (the second round is for 

test-retest to examine the reliability) in the two institutions, as well as an examination of validity 

and reliability. 

 

Stage 3 contains two steps: the first is data analysis by applying ANOVA and T-test/Z-test on the 

collected data; the authors also designed a protocol (Figures 1 and 2) for in-depth statistics 

analysis of ordered categorical type data. The second step involves the summary of findings and 

consequential conclusions, implications, limitation and future research proposals.  

 

Validation of the appropriateness and coverage of the questionnaire and reliability of the 

survey investigation 

 

Validity 

To ensure a thorough understanding by the respondents, the questions were provided in both 

English and Chinese. The questions were originally developed in English, then following the 

steps of validating translated questionnaires (Sangster, et al., 1994), they were translated into 

Chinese by a bilingual researcher, and then translated back to English by another bilingual 

researcher. Afterwards, a group of four bilingual academics worked together to examine the two 

versions to ensure the consistency and accuracy in the questions’ meaning. 

 

The majority of the data for this survey are unordered categorical (nominal) type (Mplus, 2014) 

and it is very important to validate the appropriateness and coverage of the questionnaire content 

for fulfilling the purpose of the research. After the wording of the questionnaire has been 

assessed for its accuracy and consistency between the English and Chinese versions, they were 

sent to twelve potential Chinese international students who functioned as a Delphi test panel for 

further examination.  

 

The Delphi technique used here is simplified slightly by using a five-point rating scale to assess 

the questions, and the standard for acceptable ‘consensual agreement’ (5 very appropriate/very 

sufficient coverage; 4 appropriate/sufficient coverage; 3 unsure; 2 inappropriate/insufficient 

coverage; 1 very inappropriate/very insufficient coverage). The 12 Chinese students (six from 

private and six from public institutes) were required to rate the proposed questions on their 

appropriateness and coverage to the research focus/purpose, and propose their own points if they 

see any critical information missing.  

 

Because there were not many disagreements among the panel and only two further viewpoints 

from the Delphi group experts were added to the original questionnaire, after two iterations, the 

Delphi group reached its final consensual assessment, and each individual panel member’s 

ratings on the questions were above 4. 
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After the Delphi group confirmation, the previous translation and back translation process has 

been repeated to ensure the confirmed version’s language consistency.  

 

To further triangulate the question contents’ suitability for the research purpose, another 

focus-group session of experienced academics has been conducted to screen the questions, the 

six focus group participants are higher education business or management programme educators 

who have been working in the field for more than five years and have been teaching both 

domestic and international students including Chinese ones. The focus group has assessed each 

of the questions with regard to their appropriateness to the research and their coverage of the 

research field; following the same five-point scale, the focus group experts’ ratings with average 

scores of 4.17 to 4.67 (appropriateness) and 4.5 to 4.83 (coverage) have confirmed the developed 

questionnaire’s applicability and effectiveness in seeking the research findings. 

 

The survey sample group consisted of 403 students from the business and management 

programmes in one top private institute (CUUA, 2014b) and 207 students from one top public 

institute (CUUA, 2014a). The students from these two institutions are among those possessing 

high-level capability and academic knowledge in their respective sectors in China. In the 

questionnaire, respondents were given space to add new points they deemed necessary, however 

none of them from either of the institutes’ sample groups has proposed additional points in the 

feedback; this situation further evidenced the coverage and appropriateness of the research 

questions. 

 

The participants of the research are all mature adults who participated voluntarily; they were 

fully informed of the research purpose, assured of confidentiality and were free to withdraw from 

participation at any time. All the participants had gone through all their participating stages of 

the research.  

 

Reliability 

To assess reliability, the test-retest technique (Farahat et al., 2003; Sapountzi-Krepia et al., 2009; 

Marx et al., 2003) has been applied. The two rounds of data collection using the same 

questionnaire in the two institutes were carried out between three days to one week (Hendrickson 

et al., 1993; Marx et al., 2003). Based on the collected data, the calculated p values are listed in 

Table 2, they demonstrate that the findings from the research can be relied on for drawing 

conclusions. 

 

Table 2. Reliability test scores (two tail Z-test score at 95% confidence level)  

Question No.    

Institute type      
R1 R2 R3-1 R3-2 R4 R5 R6 R7 

Public 0.21 0.56 0.87 0.65 0.78 0.96 0.91 0.96 

Private 0.53 0.72 0.87 0.76 0.92 0.96 0.80 0.96 

Question No.    

Institute type      
R8 R9 C&S 1 C&S 2 C&S 3 C&S 4 C&S 5 

Public 0.94 0.86 0.75 0.77 0.82 0.17 0.44 

Private 0.42 0.69 0.88 0.68 0.91 0.95 0.79 
   Note:  R = readiness of subject knowledge and English language level 
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  C&S = anticipated barriers for abroad study and expected support and facilitation 

 

 

Research conduct and findings 
 

Based on the feedback from pilot testing (four students from the private and five from the public 

institute), a minor refinement on the questionnaire layout has been conducted (no unclear 

questions as confirmed by the pilot test), then the research data collection was carried out in the 

two institutes.  

 

To ensure the effectiveness of data collection, at both institutes the authors made contacts with 

the potential respondents in the business and management programmes beforehand, to explain 

the purpose of the research and encourage their participation. This was a time-consuming but, 

research wise, a very effective process, which increased the number of actual respondents. Then 

the survey questionnaires were distributed to the students in these programmes in the two 

institutes. In the private institute the effective feedback rate is 33.6% (159 completed 

questionnaires), and in the public institute 32.9% (68 completed questionnaires), these feedback 

rates are satisfactory compared to some other survey researches’ as low as 10% feedback rate 

(Baruch & Holtom, 2008). Table 3 summarises the profile of the survey respondents. All the 

students who filled in the questionnaires agreed to participate in the second round of retest for 

reliability, and more than 98% of them in both institutes have fully completed and returned the 

questionnaires within one week in the retest round.  

 

Table 3. General profile of the survey respondents from the two institutes 

 
Programme Institute 

type 

Percentage Year of 

study 

Institute 

type 

Percentage Gender Institute 

type 

Percentage 

Logistics 

management 

Public 8.82 

Year 1 

Public 1.47 

Female 

Public 25.00 

Private 15.58 Private 20.10 

Business 

administration 

Public 42.65 

Year 2 

Public 52.94 

Private 57.29 

Private 46.23 Private 49.75 

Financial 

management 

Public 39.71 

Year 3 

Public 32.35 

Male 

Public 75.00 

Private 32.66 Private 30.15 

Others 

Public 8.82 

Year 4 

Public 13.24 

Private 42.71 

Private 5.53 Private -- 

 

 

 

From Table 3, one can see that, the vast majority of the respondents are from three main 

business and management programmes: business administration, financial management and 

logistics management, which correspond to the current preference of the Chinese international 

students’ mostly selected study programmes (EOL, 2013a,b; Huashen-Edu, 2012; EOL, 2014). 
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Among the respondents, there are a few exceptions scattered on a few other programmes but 

they have no clear concentration and as they are not the prioritised overseas programmes by the 

potential Chinese international students, they are excluded from the analysis at below.  

 

Difference analysis among programmes, gender and year of study within and between the 

sample groups of the two institutes  

 

The answers to the enquiry of ‘Willingness for abroad study’, ‘The financial sources for abroad 

study’, ‘Likeability on English among all the subjects’ and ‘Academic performance on English 

learning’ are ordered categorical type data, to find the similarity and difference within and 

between private and public institutes’ sample groups, the analysis on these data follows the 

procedures illustrated by Figures 1 and 2, in respect to the three dimensions of programme, 

gender and year of study. For the rest of the answers to other survey questions, they are 

unordered categorical (nominal) type data, descriptive statistical analysis is applied.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Data analysis protocol from the aspect of the public institute 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 For the public institute: 
Comparison of subgroups within public institute’s sample group 

Significantly 

different? 

The public institute’s sample group treated as a whole for 
later analysis in two conditions: 
1. if the private institute’s sample group also can be treated 
as a whole, the two “wholes” compare with each other; 
2. if the private institute’s sample group has within group 
difference, the public institute’s sample group will be 
compared with the sub-groups of the private institute 
sample group.   

1. If the private institute’s sample group can be treated as a 
whole for comparison, respective comparison between private 
institute’s whole sample group with public institute’s subgroup-
wise or subgroups-wise (if there are more than three subgroups 
and with two or more of them demonstrating no significant 
difference and treated as a combined subgroup)  
2. If the private institute’s sample group also has sub-sample 
groups with significant difference, sub-group wise comparison 
crossing the two institutes’ sub-groups. 

Yes No 

 For private institute: 
Comparison of subgroups within private institute’s sample group 

Significantly 

different? 

The private institute’s sample group treated as a whole for 
later analysis in two conditions: 
1. if the public institute’s sample group also can be treated 
as a whole, the two “wholes” compare with each other; 
2. if the public institute’s sample group has within group 
difference, the private institute’s sample group will be 
compared with the sub-groups of the public institute 
sample group.   
 

1. If the public institute’s sample group can be treated as a 
whole for comparison, respective comparison between public 
institute’s whole sample group with private institute’s sub-
group-wise or subgroups-wise (if there are more than three 
subgroups and with two or more of them demonstrating no 
significant difference and treated as a combined subgroup)  
2. If the public institute’s sample group also has sub-sample 
groups with significant difference, sub-group wise comparison 
crossing the two institutes’ sub-groups. 

Yes No 
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Figure 2. Data analysis protocol from the aspect of private institute 

 

 

The readiness of the students for overseas study  

In this paper, the readiness of the students for overseas study is reflected by three aspects: (1) 

willingness to go abroad; (2) the sources of finance; (3) the skills or competence for fulfilling the 

study tasks. Within these aspects the data for ‘Willingness for abroad study’, ‘The financial 

sources for abroad study’, ‘Likeability on English among all the subjects’ and ‘Academic 

performance on English learning’ are tested at 95% confidence level.  

 

The willingness for overseas study  

Within each institute  

ANOVA and Z-test/T-tests found no significant difference in the willingness for study abroad, 

with regard to the respective sub-sample groups of different gender, year of study and 

programmes from samples in the private institute. The same situation applies to the public 

institute. Thus for ‘willingness for overseas study’, the sample groups from both the public and 

private institutes can be treated as two ‘wholes’ in the analysis. 

 

Within the private institute, 3.9% of the respondents have confirmed their willingness to go 

abroad to study in the UK or other ESDC higher education institutions, while within the public 

institute 25% have such a confirmation. The percentage of the graduates in the sample as a whole 

intending to study abroad is smaller than from other research (Huashen-Edu, 2012). Whether this 

difference is due to this research just focusing on business and management programmes, which 

are not representative for graduates as a whole, or there still exist other reasons remain a future 

research topic. 

 

Between the sample groups of the public and private institutes 

There are more public institute’s students willing to go abroad for further higher education than 

their private institute’s peers (Z-test, p=0.003); the underlying reason for this phenomenon is 

also an interesting topic that deserves future investigation.    

 

The sources of the finance to the students’ overseas study 

Within the sample groups of the public and private institutes 

For the students in the private institute, there is no significant difference by programme (p= 0.2 

to 0.6), with the majority (78.9%) of the students relying on family funding, which is a stable and 

continuous finance source; only 4% of students anticipate their overseas study will be supported 

by their own work, and the rest of the students (17.1%) believe their overseas study will be 

financed by a combination of family funding and their own work.  

 

Female students (85.1%) tend to rely more on family support than their male peers (70.59%) 

(p=0.01). Among female students, 3.5% said they will rely on self-work to support their study, 

while 4.71% of males indicated this option; for the combination of family funding and self-work 

as finance source, 11.4% female students and 24.71% male students chose this option.  
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Year 2 students indicated a much higher level of reliance on family funding (90.9%) than Year 1 

(62.5%) and Year 3 (52.4%) students (for Year 2 to Year 1 p=0.02; Year 2 to Year 3 p=0.001). 

Meanwhile, Year 1 and Year 3 students did not differ significantly (p=0.32). Financing through 

self-work was a very low level preference by all (Year 1, 5%; Year 2, 1%; Year 3, 5.1%). 

Financing through a combination of family support and own work was higher: 32.5% Year 1 

students, 8.18% Year 2 students and 42.5% Year 3 students selected this option.  

 

For the students in the public institute: there was no significant difference in sub-groups based on 

programmes, gender and year of study (ANOVA p values ranging from 0.19 to 0.91). Thus, for 

this question, the public institute’s sample can be treated as a whole. Among them, 67.4% will be 

relying on family financial support, only 4.7% will be self-financing, and 27.9% will be relying 

on a combined finance sources of self and family support. 

 

Sample groups between public and private institutes 

From the previous section, one can see that the private institution’s students demonstrated more 

diversified situations, thus except programme-wise, they need to be compared as sub-groups in 

gender and year of study with the whole sample group of the public institute.  

 

By programme, the students from the public institute and private institute as two ‘wholes’  

demonstrated significant difference (p=0.04). The sample group of private institute showed a 

higher level (78.9%) of relying on financial support from their family than their public institute 

peers (67.4%).  

 

There is a significant difference between the private institution’s female group and the public 

institution’s whole sample (p=0.006), with 85.1% of the private institute’s female students 

sample group relying on family finance, compared to the public sample group’s 67.4%. The 

private institute’s male students group showed no significant difference with the public 

institute’s students (p=0.34).  

 

The private institute’s Year 1, 2 and 3 sub-groups, compared with the public institute’s sample 

group as a whole, demonstrated no significant difference for Year 1 (p= 0.96) and Year 3 (p= 

0.29) but for Year 2 (p=0.001) the private institute sub-group showed a significant difference 

from their public peers; 90.9% of Year 2 private institution students will be relying on their 

family financial support for their study abroad. This demonstrated the inconsistency of the 

private institute students’ financing plan for study abroad. 

 

Equipment and possession of the competence and skills 

The competence and skills for overseas study refer to competence in English and the mastery of 

the relevant subject knowledge. Competence in English is examined by three questions in the 

survey: the first one enquiring if English is the mostly favourite subject for students, the second 

one enquiring if English is the best performing subject of students, the third one enquiring if the 

students have passed IETLS/TOEFL tests.  
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Students’ likeability of English language  

Within sample groups respectively 

For students in the private institute, respondents on different programmes and different years of 

study did not demonstrate significant difference with regard to their likeability of English 

language (ANOVA p=0.37 and p=0.06 respectively). There is significant difference between 

male and female students (p=0.01), with female students demonstrating a higher level favouring 

English language. Thus, the private institute’s sample group needs to have a further gender 

comparison separately with the public institute sample. 

 

For the public institute there are no significant difference between programme, gender and 

year-of-study sub-groups (ANOVA p=0.32, 0.42 and 0.63 respectively). Thus the public 

institute’s sample group can be treated as a whole for analysis.  

 

Between sample groups 

The two institutes’ sample groups demonstrated significant difference on likeability of English 

language (p=0.001), the private institute’s students have a higher level favouring English 

language among other subjects, compared to their public institute’s peers. The private institute’s 

male and female students both demonstrated a higher level of favouring English than their peers 

in the public institute (p=0.003 and 0.007 respectively).  

 

Students’ performance level on English subject 

Within sample groups respectively 

Students in both the private and public institutes did not demonstrate any significant difference 

on their performance levels in English (p=0.23, 0.69 and 0.61 respectively for programme, 

gender and Year of study in the private institute; p=0.95, 0.75 and 0.4 respectively for the public 

institute). Thus they can both be treated as a whole for further analysis. 

 

Between the two institutes’ sample groups 

The students from both the private and public institutes have no significant difference, namely 

they are performing at the same level on English language learning (p=0.32). 

As a summary, 15.1% of the private institute sample group and 17.7% of the public institute 

sample group students claim that English is the subject receiving the highest mark among all; 

while 23.1% private institute sample students and 17.7% public institute sample students claim 

that English is the subject receiving the lowest mark among all.  

 

Thus, one can argue that from the aspect of English language, not many students have 

demonstrated a high level of English subject performance among their academic subjects. A 

majority of the students only have the vocabulary from subject text books (Table 4), which are 

not sufficient for studying and living in an English-speaking country. This situation has been 

evidenced by the difficulties encountered by the international students in their studying after 

commencing the host institutions’ programmes (Bamford, 2008; Hellstén and Prescott, 2004; 

Wong, 2004). 

 

Rest of the elements for readiness 

For the rest of the questions, their answers are unordered categorical (nominal) type data, thus 

the two sample groups will be treated as two wholes for descriptive analysis. The analysis in this 
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way can provide sufficient insights for fulfilling the exploratory purpose of this research.  The 

answers to these questions from the sample groups in both of the two institutes are listed in Table 

4. 

 

Table 4. Summary of the answers to the rest of the questions (elements)  

Elements Answers from private institute sample 

group 

Answers from public institute sample 

group 

English language tests having 

been passed 

Having passed IETLS exam (5.3%); 

Having passed TOEFL exam (7.9%). 

Having passed IETLS exam (5.8%); 

Having passed TOEFL exam (5.8%). 

The most difficult aspect in 

English learning 

Comprehension (19.6%); Speaking 

(23.6%); Reading (8.5%); Writing 

(16.1%); All (30.2%). 

Comprehension (22.06%); Speaking 

(36.76%); Reading (5.88%); Writing 

(11.76%); All (23.53%). 

The best way for learning 

English 

Reciting words/texts (21.6%); More 

practicing of speaking at English salon 

(31.2%); Attending dual language 

courses (9.6%); Watch English film/TV 

and Read English magazines (15.1%); 

English extensive training course 

(15.1%). 

Reciting words/texts (14.71%); More 

practicing of speaking at English salon 

(36.76%); Attending dual language 

courses (10.29%); Watch English 

film/TV and Read English magazines 

(22.06%); English extensive training 

course (13.24%). 

The level of mastering subject 

English words 

Only those from subject text books 

(52.3%); Words from business dictionary 

(12.1%); Words for BEC test (5.5%); 

Words from the dual-language courses 

(12.1%). 

Only those from subject text books 

(66.18%); Words from business 

dictionary (10.29%); Words for BEC 

test (4.41%); Words from the 

dual-language courses (16.18%). 

Reasons for joining the 

programme (not directly 

relevant to the competence/skills, 

but a reflection of students’ 

willingness for learning the 

subject knowledge) 

Self-preference (40.7%); Suggestions 

from family/friends (32.2%); 

Introduction from newspapers/ 

magazines (2.5%); Promising career 

prospect (12.1%). 

Self-preference (50%); Suggestions 

from family/friends (22.06%); 

Introduction from newspapers/ 

magazines (7.35%); Promising career 

prospect (17.65%). 

The level of mastering subject 

Knowledge 

Can master all the knowledge points 

following the course outline (41.3%); Just 

passing the exam/ assignment (31.2%); 

Can apply the learnt knowledge into 

practice (22.2%); Not sure (5.29%). 

Can master all the knowledge points 

following the course outline (75%); Just 

passing the exam/ assignment (11.8%); 

Can apply the learnt knowledge into 

practice (13.2%); Not sure (0.00%). 

 

 

The findings reveal that vast majority of the students neither like English most nor have best 

performance in English among their academic subjects nor passed the IETLS/TOEFL tests, 

which are international standard tests of English competence as entrance criteria for the vast 

majority of ESDC higher education institutions. Overall, the majority of the students are not very 

competent in English language proficiency and thus are not fully ready for overseas study. The 

majority of the private institute students and some public institute students also need further 

improvement in subject knowledge to ensure their readiness to cope with the academic 

challenges in overseas institutes. 
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Anticipated challenges from the students for their overseas study and their expected support 

from the host institutions or staff 

The questions enquiring about the challenges for students’ overseas study and expected support 

require nominal type data answers, respondents can provide multiple answers to the questions, 

thus descriptive statistical analysis has been applied. The summarised answers to the relevant 

questions corresponding to these issues are listed in Table 5. 

 

Table 5. Answers to questions (elements) enquiring anticipated challenges and expected support 

for overseas study  

Element Answers from private institute sample 

group  

Answers from public institute sample 

group 

The biggest barriers 

for overseas study 

Language (42.7%); Cultural difference 

(23.1%); Life style (25.1%). 

Language (45.59%); Cultural difference 

(39.71%); Life style (14.71%). 

The deemed 

advantage of the 

teaching strategy of 

overseas institutes 

Teamwork spirit build-up (24.6%); 

Independent learning capability 

enhancement (45.7%); Peer student 

communication enhancement (19.6%). 

Teamwork spirit build-up (14.71%); 

Independent learning capability 

enhancement (58.82%); Peer student 

communication enhancement (26.47%). 

The most expected 

from the staff in the 

overseas institutes 

Fully understanding the English 

competence level of the international 

students (28.6%); More introduction of 

the local culture (19.6%); Encouraging/ 

facilitating students participating/talking 

in class discussion (22.1%); Often 

introducing the cultural difference 

between countries (7%); Applying 

different methods in class delivery 

(12.6%); Directly reminding students of 

cultural taboo (2.5%). 

Fully understanding the English 

competence level of the international 

students (19.12%); More introduction of 

the local culture (14.71%); Encouraging/ 

facilitating students participating/talking 

in class discussion (35.29%); Often 

introducing the cultural difference 

between countries (8.82%); Applying 

different methods in class delivery 

(17.65%); Directly reminding students of 

cultural taboo (1.47%). 

The reasons for not 

willing to talk in the 

class in overseas 

study 

Having language difficulty (51.5%); 

Being afraid of saying opinion wrongly 

(16.4%); Not willing to give opinion 

publicly (15.2%); Not fully mastering 

subject knowledge (7.9%); Lack of 

confidence (9.1%). 

Having language difficulty (42.4%); 

Being afraid of saying opinion wrongly 

(25.4%); Not willing to give opinion 

publicly (15.3%); Not fully mastering 

subject knowledge (10.29%); Lack of 

confidence (11.9%). 

The anticipated 

biggest difficulties at 

the beginning stage of 

overseas study 

Lack of personal capability (32.7%); Not 

good at communication (26.6%); High 

level of mental pressure (8.5%); Not used 

to the class teaching strategy (10.1%); 

Cannot follow the delivery pace in the 

class (4%); Lack of self-control capability 

to form good learning habit (3.5%). 

Lack of personal capability (17.65%); 

Not good at communication (16.18%); 

High level of mental pressure (29.41%); 

Not used to the class teaching strategy 

(10.29%); Cannot follow the delivery 

pace in the class (20.59%); Lack of 

self-control capability to form good 

learning habit (4.41%). 
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Based on the feedback (Table 5), one can argue that for the students from both the private and 

public institutes, the anticipated barriers or difficulties affecting international students’ overseas 

learning mainly include: language competence; cultural difference; communication skills; 

students’ classroom engagement; students’ subject knowledge level; students’ ability to adjust 

quickly to the new learning and teaching environment; students’ ability to cope with pressure; 

students’ confidence and self-control capability; students’ ability to learn new knowledge 

continuously. Of course, apart from language competence, subject knowledge and cultural 

difference awareness (to a lesser extent) these are issues that all students have to learn to cope 

with. Among these barriers or difficulties, the most salient issue is the capability in English 

language. For the private institute’s students, the mastery of subject knowledge is another more 

salient challenge for their overseas study, compared to their public institute peers; this situation 

is a reflection of the general academic characteristics of the students in Chinese private institutes 

(Yu, 2011; Chen, 2011; Ye, 2008; Jin and Yin, 2009; Mao, 2008).  

 

The respondents have also expressed their expected support from the host institutions and staff, 

including: understanding and appreciation of the international students’ English level and 

competence; more introduction of the local culture to the students; encouragement and 

facilitation of students to engage in class discussion; introduction of the cultural difference 

between countries to increase the students’ cultural awareness; application of different class 

delivery methods to enhance students’ learning efficacy; reminding students of local cultural 

taboos for appropriate behaviour and communication.  

 

 

Concluding remarks 
 

The empirical findings from this research, focusing on business and management programmes, 

reveal the potential Chinese students’ readiness for study abroad and their anticipated challenges 

during their overseas study as well as the expected support.  

 

The respondents of this research are current students in one top public institute and one top 

private institute in China. In general, there are more students from the public institute planning to 

pursue further higher education abroad. 

 

The majority of the sample of Chinese students are financially ready for overseas study through 

relying on their family funding, which is, currently, a very stable and prevalent financing source 

for study abroad (Huashen-Edu, 2012). Meanwhile female students in the private institute 

demonstrate higher-level reliance on family financing. This might be a reflection of the general 

attitude of students towards their overseas study financing plan and the family financial 

conditions of the student groups from the two types of institutes. The situation suggests that the 

ESDC higher education institutions, in developing their recruitment advertisements, focus not 

only on the potential international students who are currently their main targets but also on their 

parents who can function as the finance sources to enable overseas study. Another way to 

promote recruitment might be through the provision of facilitation from the host institutions on 

finding a part-time job, which can be an incentive for enrolment to those international students 

wishing to finance their study by self-support or a combination of family and self-support. Of 
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course, this should comply with the national law or regulation and produce no negative impact 

on students’ academic learning.  

 

The research also reveals that the majority of the sample of potential international students from 

both types of institute are not fully ready with regard to their English language competence, 

evidenced inter alia by the low pass rate of IETLS/ TOEFL tests.  

 

When it comes to subject knowledge, students from the public institute have a higher level of 

readiness for overseas study than the private institute students, as more than 70% of the sample 

claim mastery of all the required knowledge points, which is much higher than their counterparts 

in the private institute.  

 

For the students with low levels of subject knowledge, they need to improve themselves before 

going abroad; meanwhile the overseas institutes, besides providing pre-sessions on English, also 

need to provide sessions on subject knowledge, especially for the students from Chinese private 

institutes, to enhance the international students’ knowledge pool and capability before they 

commence the formal programme together with their local peers in the host institutions. English 

language pre-session is an often-seen provision in the UK and other ESDC higher education 

institutions; however, subject knowledge pre-sessions, which are rarely available, should be an 

initiative receiving more emphases from the higher education institutions’ management and 

staff; and should be allocated more resources. 

 

The investigation has also identified, from the potential Chinese students’ viewpoints (Tables 4 

and 5), the challenges for overseas study and what the overseas host institutions and staff should 

do to facilitate and help in their learning process. They emphasise the institutes’ and staff’s 

facilitation of students’ awareness and proper adjustment to the local culture, the staff’s careful 

design of teaching delivery to ensure an effective learning process, the staff’s encouragement 

and facilitation of students’ class discussion and confidence in communication, most importantly 

the staff should understand that the international students in general do not have an English 

language skill comparable to their native peers, at least at the initial stage; among these points, 

the staff’s appreciation of students’ language level and the encouragement and facilitation of 

class engagement, are the things mainly expected by the potential international students. 

 

The sample students also highlighted the main advantages of overseas study: teamwork spirit 

building; independent learning capability enhancement; and communication skills enhancement. 

The perception also reflects the key virtues emphasised by international students to be obtained 

through overseas study besides academic knowledge. Correspondingly, the host institutions and 

staff need to do more in these areas to enhance the students’ learning experience.  

 

However, education is fundamentally a mutual process of teaching and learning, thus to ensure a 

thorough learning experience, international students should also actively communicate with their 

tutors and the host institutions about any issue they are facing and seek support from them. 

Besides providing learning and living support to international students after they have joined the 

programmes, host institutions should also clearly communicate to international students the 

available support well in advance of their departure for the overseas study. Perhaps even go 
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further and include detailed information on learning and living support for international students 

in their recruitment brochures, which will help institutions attract more international students.  

 

Implications 

The findings from this investigation is informative for the higher education institutions in the 

ESDCs (such as UK) in deciding their recruitment criteria and marketing approaches for 

international students and the development of strategies and practices in teaching and facilitating 

international students for their learning and living in an environment new to them.  

 

The insights obtained from both private and public Chinese institutes’ students before departure 

for their overseas study also contribute to the knowledge pool of internationalisation of higher 

education provision in ESDCs, in view of the Chinese students’ readiness and the anticipated 

challenges for overseas study as well as expected support from the host institutions and staff.  

 

The research highlighted the importance of provision of subject knowledge pre-sessions for the 

Chinese international students, particularly those from private institutes, to ensure their fruitful 

and successful engagement with programmes in the host institutions, together with their local 

peers.  

 

With regard to the Chinese international students’ English competence, in the initial semester, 

the ESDC higher education institutions might need to allocate extra time for their examinations 

or assignments, or focus more on their learning rather than the wording when marking the 

student work. 

 

Meanwhile, the research findings can also guide the Chinese institutes cooperating with ESDC 

higher education institutions to prepare their students before departure to the foreign host 

institutions. 

 

Limitation 

Although very informative for the teaching and learning and marketing strategies’ and action 

plans’ development for higher education institutions recruiting or intending to recruit Chinese 

international students, the findings of the research were from the respondents in one private and 

one public institutes. Thus, the universal applicability of the findings is limited. However, as an 

exploratory investigation, the insights obtained are effective in guiding the relevant 

decision-makings of the host institutions. 

 

Future research 

Based on the current findings, the following future research could be conducted: 

 A wider range investigation to include more institutes in both private and public sectors 

and at different table ranks, to obtain more insights. 

 An investigation in the ESDCs’ higher education institutions, to study the current 

strategies and practices the institutions are implementing in facilitating their 

international students’ learning process and their readiness for their courses. 
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 A larger-scale comparative investigation of the difference between Chinese public and 

private institute students’ capability, performance and preference for overseas study and 

the underlying reasons as well as performance improvement measurements. 

 An investigation on the preference, anticipation and expectation on overseas study from 

the potential international students’ parents, to inform the development of host 

institutions’ recruitment advertisements for a more inclusively targeted marketing.  

 Extending the research focus to include programmes from other disciplines, to examine 

holistically the current percentage of overall Chinese graduates willingly to go abroad 

for overseas higher education. 
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Appendix. Questionnaire content 

 

Readiness of subject knowledge and English language level: 

 

R1. Do you have the plan for abroad study? 

1. Yes; 

2. Unsure. 

3. No. 

 

R2. If you go abroad for further high education, your source of finance will be: 

1. Support from family;  

2. Self part-time job; 

3. Support from family + Self part-time job; 

4. Others __________________ 

 

R3-1. English among all your subject courses, is: 

1. The mostly favourable subject;  

2. Unsure; 

3. The least favourable subject;  

Why?________________ 

 

R3-2. English among all your subject courses, is: 

1.The best performing subject (received the highest mark) among all subjects;  

2. Unsure; 

3. The worst performing subject (received the lowest mark) among all subjects; 

Why?_________________ 

  

R4. Your English language level has reached: 

1. Have passed IETLS exam; 

2. Have passed TOEFL exam; 

3. Others__________ 

  

R5. For applying English in your daily study and life, the most difficult aspect is: 

1. Listening comprehension 

2. Spoken English; 
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3. Reading 

4. Writing 

5. All of the aforementioned aspects 

  

R6. According to your opinion, the best way to learn English should be: 

1. Recite English words; 

2. Frequently go to English corner or salon for more often English usage in communication; 

3. Attending due language courses; 

4. Watch English spoken TV programmes/movies or read English magazines; 

5. Participate English training classes; 

6. Others___________ 

 

R7. Your mastering level of English vocabulary: 

1. The words on the subject textbooks; 

2. Vocabulary in business dictionary; 

3. Vocabulary for Business English Certificates (BEC) examination; 

4. Words in the due language courses; 

5. Others 

  

R8. The reason for your choice of your programme is: 

1. Self preference; 

2. Family recommendation; 

3. Reports from the mediums like newspapers, magazines, etc.;  

4. The career prospect is regarded as bright for the graduates from such a programme; 

5. Others 

  

R9. How do you evaluate your own mastering level of your subject knowledge? 

1. Can master the learning of all the knowledge points required by the course descriptor; 

2. Just have passed the final exam; 

3. Can apply the learnt subject knowledge into practice; 

4. Have published papers pertaining to the learning subject; 

5. Others 

 

  

Your anticipated barriers for abroad study and your expected support and facilitation: 

 

C&S 1. According to your opinion, the biggest barrier for abroad study comes from: 

1. Language; 

2. Cultural background; 

3. Local customs and life style; 

4. Others 

 

C&S 2. According to your understanding, the main advantage for abroad study is: 

1. Cultivate the capability of team work and cooperation; 

2. Improve the independent learning capability; 
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3. Enhance the communication between peer students 

4. Others 

  

C&S 3. When you have arrived at your foreign host higher education institution, what will you 

mostly expect from the staff: 

1. The staff should be fully aware and understand the overseas students' English level; 

2. Provide more introduction about the local cultural background; 

3. Actively encourage the students to express their own viewpoints in the class discussions; 

4. Often introduce the cultural difference between countries; 

5. Apply diversified teaching strategy in lectures' delivery; 

6. Directly remind students of cultural taboos; 

7. Others_________ 

  

C&S 4. In the foreign higher education institutions’ classroom, the reason for your unwilling to 

speak out your viewpoints would be: 

1. Restricted by the language communication capability; 

2. Be afraid to speak something wrong and lose ‘face’ (to be laughed at or looked down upon 

by others); 

3. Unwilling to express own opinion/viewpoints in public; 

4. Do not have sufficient learning/grasp of subject knowledge; 

5. Lack of self confidence; 

6. Others_________ 

 

C&S 5. According to your opinion, at the beginning stage of the abroad study, the biggest 

difficulty would be: 

1. Self subject knowledge and capability are low; 

2. Not good at communication with others; 

3. Feel big psychological/mental pressure; 

4. Not used to the class teaching strategy; 

5. Can not follow the class learning/teaching pace; 

6. Lack of capability of self control, difficult to form effective and efficient learning habit; 

7. Others________ 

  

C&S 6. When you are abroad, what other support/facilitation do you still expect to get from the 

host institute/staff? 

1. 

2 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

… 

 

If you deem any other question(s) should be included in this questionnaire, please list them and 

your corresponding answers here. Thank you! 
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1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

… 


