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Abstract
Given the accelerating growth in the international student market, Chinese international students are
increasingly becoming an important feature of higher education in many countries worldwide. The number
of students attending Swedish universities although small compared to more traditional country
destinations has, up to recent times, continued to increase. For Swedish universities not so accustomed to
teaching and supporting the Chinese students, the challenge is considerable.
This study explores the learning experiences of Chinese undergraduate students during their first year at
the University of Gävle (Sweden). All of the students were young (most 17 to 19) and came from areas
of China with strong Confucian heritage cultures. The study draws on previous research and a
questionnaire to examine the students’ success in the classroom, how their attitudes to learning evolved,
and how they adapted to Swedish culture. The study also discusses students’ opinions as to the academic
and support services that have been or could be provided. The questionnaire developed for the study
includes ideas and contributions from a United Kingdom university. An Interview Guide was also prepared
to facilitate the study and to frame possible follow-up questions to participants.
The study reveals that the students experienced a wide variety of difficulties. Lack of English language
proficiency, communication difficulties, periods of isolation and loneliness together with a lack of social
activities all featured significantly. Other areas highlighted included difficulties with academic writing,
poor study skills awareness, and difficulties with making friends. On a more positive note, the students
showed interest in and an ability to adjust, adapt and gain from a totally different style of teaching and
learning. In terms of the implications for the University, these findings suggest that attention should be
given in finding ways to improve the overall quality of student learning, teaching and support provided
not only for Chinese students but for all international students. In this light, a series of recommendations
are presented.
Recommendations of note are to undertake a longitudinal study and offer an international foundation
year programme with English language support services.
Keywords: Chinese international students, culture, higher education, learning perceptions, support services
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INTRODUCTION
This section provides a general background to the study. Reasons for the study are outlined and a number
of similar studies and published observations are presented. This related material provides valuable
guidelines and opportunities to compare and incorporate key ideas into our study.

Context
The arrival in August 2007 of a large number of Chinese international students to the University of Gävle
at the start of the 2007-08 academic year presented many new problems and challenges for all staff
involved in their welfare and teaching. For many staff, this was their first experience of teaching and
caring for not only Chinese students but also being faced with such a large intake.
During the 2007-08 academic year, many issues and difficulties emerged. These have related both to
teaching, support and cultural issues. In order to help identify more clearly key areas of concern and
provide insight to how the University of Gävle can better meet the academic and support needs of both
the current and future Chinese students, it was proposed to carry out a Chinese student study.
The Chinese study was seen as high value to the Department of Technology and Built Environment (DTB)1
as well as the University in general. The study survey was intended to help the DTB and other University
staff, learn from the students’ experiences, informing them of ways to improve the teaching programmes
and support services provided. This included identifying areas where time and energy may be saved. A
follow-up study was also viewed important to gain insight to changes made.
It is important to clarify that in this study, the term “Chinese students” refers to Chinese international
students from the People’s Republic of China.

Insights from the Literature
There is a growing and varied literature studying the problems Chinese international students experience
when studying in a foreign country. We summarise a few key contributions to this literature in order to
establish an analytical framework for the study. The selected contributions provide useful and additional
introductory information and help identify broad areas to explore. As a starting point, it is useful to have
some understanding as to why Chinese students choose to study abroad.
Following the reform and opening up in 1978, the Chinese Government has placed great importance on
promoting international student exchange and cooperation. As indicated by the Ministry of Education of
the People’s Republic of China (May 2008) from 1978 to 2003, just over 700,000 students and scholars
studied in 108 countries and regions in the world.

On reorganisation, the Departments of Technology and Built Environment combined with others to form the Faculty of
Engineering and Sustainable Development.
1
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It is clear from the literature that Chinese students, and in particular their families, place great emphasis
on the value to study abroad. There are many reasons why Chinese students choose to study abroad.
Some examples presented by Bodycott (2008) include:








lack of university places in Mainland China
better employment opportunities
higher quality education
opportunity to develop English language and communication skills
understanding Western culture
immigration opportunities
international experiences.

Regarding overseas study, two additional and valuable considerations are worthy of note. These relate to
the findings of an International Graduate Insight Group’s (i-graduate) 2007 major study relating to UK
higher education and international student. In relation to this study, Shepherd (2008) describes that the
study survey involved nearly 55,000 students from 221 countries studying in 71 UK universities in 2007.
Two surprising findings emerged. As Shepherd states, “Location is now a secondary consideration for
overseas students deciding where to study. Reputation and quality of teaching come first” (Shepherd
2008, p. 42). While these two findings relate to international students generally, teaching quality and a
university’s reputation are top priorities for many Chinese students.
Having an appreciation of and some awareness of Chinese people, their culture and learning is vital in
any study relating to Chinese international student learning. There are many informative guides
regarding Chinese culture and learning. A valuable example is the work of Bond (1991) who conveys a
highly informative, fascinating and detailed insight into Chinese culture and how it differs significantly
from Western societies. Just to give a few relevant examples, Bond indicates that Chinese school students
have the same high respect for teachers as for their parents. They do not tend to question teachers. Most
of the class time is devoted to activities where the teacher is in charge and far less time allocated to
small-group activities. For hundreds of years, learning has concentrated on strict memorisation of facts.
Achievement is very much related to academic success where examination performance is still of
significant importance. Interestingly too, as Bond states:
“Chinese people do not appear concerned that they will lose their Chineseness by learning
English…They regard English as the language of international communication, a useful
piece of technology to master for the economic realities of the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries.” (Bond 1991, p. 111)
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Today, it is generally recognised that Chinese students studying abroad face a very different teaching and
learning environment than they would receive at home in China. This view is supported by many studies that
can be found in the literature. Turner (2006), in a study of Chinese business students enrolled on a 1-year
Masters degree programme at a UK university, points out some important study conclusions. In general,
students:





continuously tried to cope with the UK academic conventions and customs in order to try and
understand and assess, in some way, their learning experiences
general approach to learning did not change substantially during their year of study
experienced high levels of isolation and loneliness, which affected their academic confidence.

In relation to more specific comments and concerns, results of an action research study of Masters level
students at a UK university (Warwick 2006), indicate that international students generally:





preferred lectures where the class discussed questions
preferred seminars where the class was split into smaller groups
enjoyed doing group work exercises with other students
preferred being taught where the class size is relatively small.

On a wider scale, an influential project report by Edwards and Ran (2006) presents many valuable
comments. The project focuses on the pastoral and academic needs of Chinese students in higher
education in Britain. What is particularly interesting is the way Edwards and Ran highlight issues of
concern and offer guidance and recommendations that should be noted by all universities and other
institutions of higher education. These include recommendations such as:





Chinese students concerns need to be introduced and discussed as part of the induction process.
Universities must adapt to differing needs of international student, and not try to make the
students fit into existing structures.
Language support is essential.
Plagiarism should not be treated solely as a set of rules and related penalties. Students need
time to understand the concept of plagiarism. They also need support, in a variety of ways, to
develop appropriate writing practices.

Academic writing is a very important and challenging area for all students in higher education. For
international students whose native language is not English, academic writing presents an even greater
challenge. Some international students may have little or no experience of writing assignments and have
not developed skills in this area. As an example, Su and Norton (2008) provide valuable insight into the
academic writing challenges experienced by Chinese students at two universities in the UK. Su and Norton
emphasise in their findings that many Chinese students were unaware of the standards expected for
written assignments. In addition, students were reluctant to seek help from tutors outside of their subject
matter and were unsure about the general writing support services available. These uncertainties are a
common theme raised in many studies. As an example, Gao (2012) in a case study exploring Chinese
students’ experiences at the University of Huddersfield (UK) states that “one of the challenges specified
by many students at Huddersfield is the lack of understanding of what forms good work that can attract
high marks” (p. 6).
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An enlightening discussion regarding ways to assist Chinese students’ academic achievement is given by
Kavan and Wilkinson (2004). Their experiences relate to a university in New Zealand. As part of their
discussion, they stress the importance for teaching staff to understand and appreciate how the Chinese
writing style differs to the English style of writing. Examples of these differences highlighted by Kavan
and Wilkinson include the fact that in Chinese writing, there are far less grammar rules. Paragraphs and
sentences follow a different structure. There are no plurals and tenses as in English and writing tends to
be “flowery” and very creative. Notable too, is that Chinese students tend to write from a group or
family point of view rather than individual. A major suggestion given by Kavan and Wilkinson is the need
to focus on empathy and instil this so as to enhance communication with Chinese students, gain better
understanding of their difficulties and assist them more effectively to learn how to write from an English
writing point of view.
The example issues and difficulties highlighted so far, in addition to academic writing, are also common to
Chinese students studying in Australia and New Zealand. This is reflected, for example, in studies by
Clarke, Baker and Li (2007) and Levinsohn (2007). It is also noticeable that additional difficulties exist. In
the case of New Zealand for instance, Barnard (2002) points out that the large increase in the enrolment
of young Chinese students at New Zealand’s universities and polytechnics created many difficulties. The
verification of documents and qualifications was of particular concern in view of a rise in the number of
forged documents. Barnard also notes that many foreign students have poor English language proficiency
despite entering university with satisfactory scores on IELTS (International English Language Testing
System) or TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language) assessments. In relation to the language
difficulties alone, Barnard stresses the need for close liaison between admissions and teaching staff. He
also emphasises that only a few non-language training staff realise that Chinese undergraduate students,
with an approved English language qualification, are unable to handle academic work without additional
language support.
In drawing this section to a close, it is worth noting that there are not many studies in the literature
investigating international students learning perceptions that are themselves of an international
collaborative nature, and where comparisons in learning difficulties are made involving the use of similar
survey material. We feel this in itself provided scope to make a possible new contribution to the
literature. It should be noted too, that in Sweden, the teaching of large numbers of international Chinese
students is rather a new concept. Only a few Swedish studies investigating Chinese students’ learning
perceptions are reported in the literature.
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STUDY FOCUS AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS
Aims
The broad aim of this study was to investigate, record and analyse the first-year learning, teaching and
support experiences of the first group of young Chinese international students who registered in August
2008 on the University’s three-year International Bachelors degree programmes provided by the DTB
with a view to identifying key problems so that improvement may be made. A total of 71students initially
registered on the undergraduate programmes in August 2008. At the time of registration, these students
were all aged from 17 to 26 years with the majority (85 per cent) being aged 17 to 19 years of age.
Most of the students came from one of three provinces in China.
By identifying important areas of concern and gaining insight into their causes, it was hoped new ideas
will emerge that will help improve and contribute to the current and future Chinese students overall
learning experience.

Objectives
Our specific objectives were to:






establish and promote a collaborative research initiative with the University of York, UK
draw on the ideas and experiences of an ongoing action research project entitled “Listening to
International Students” that was been conducted at the University of York, UK
engage the Chinese students in a dialogue about their learning experiences during the first year
of their Bachelors programme
gain insight from the research findings as to how the DTB and the University in general can better
meet the support and academic needs of the Chinese students
disseminate the understanding gained from this study to other Institutions around the University.

The learning concerns and ideas presented in the Insights from the Literature section are valuable
examples and sources. It was interesting to see if, and to what extent, some of the concerns and ides were
reflected in the students’ learning and teaching perceptions here at the University of Gävle. This was
particularly in the case of the work of Warwick (2006).
Research Questions
The four principal research questions that guide this study are as follows:
1. What are the students' perceived difficulties in successfully completing a course within a given
teaching period?
2. How much have the students’ attitudes towards learning changed during their first year of study at
the University of Gävle?
3. What have been the main cultural difficulties for the students?
4. What are the students’ overall opinions as to the academic and support services that have been,
or could be provided?
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METHODOLOGY
The study took the form of a case study in collaboration with the University of York, UK. It was open and
explorative in nature. A key aim was to identify important areas that cause difficulties for Chinese
students. The study incorporated a mixed method design to collect student views and comprised of both a
quantitative and qualitative approach. As Sydenstricker-Neto (1997, p. 1) contends, a mixed method “is
likely to increase the quality of final results and to provide a more comprehensive understanding of
analyzed phenomena.”
In relation to the research methods, the ideas presented in a general topology of research design
relating to mixed methods (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2006) were carefully considered. These ideas
included valuable guidelines to selecting the most suitable mixed method design for a research study.
Guidelines by Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) and Sydenstricker-Neto (1997) were also viewed as
being particularly helpful.
Regarding the collaborative aspect, the approach presented in a University of York “Listening to
International Students” project report (Warwick, 2006) influenced our study greatly. The York project
formed a guiding model for our study. Elements of the York project were directly integrated into our
study. As an example, a selected number of questions used in the York survey were included in our
questionnaire. We saw this as a way to help strengthen the collaboration. It also presented an
opportunity for new, valuable comparative analysis of the Chinese students’ learning perceptions. It
should be noted that permission was granted to use the York questions.

Survey Methods
Two forms of primary data collection were intended to be used for the study. They were through the use
of a questionnaire and also by individual face-to-face interviews with a small number of volunteer
Chinese students.

Questionnaire
A questionnaire was specially designed with the assistance of Professor Peter Gill and included both
quantitative and qualitative questions. Initially, a test version of the questionnaire was developed and
given to a small group of second year Chinese students. Following evaluation of the responses and
comments provided by the second year students, a number of refinements were made to the survey
questions. Consideration for the questionnaire to be translated into Chinese was also taken but this idea
was not carried out. This was partly because of time constraints and worries over the accuracy and
interpretation of the translations. The questionnaire is presented in Appendix A. The major components of
the questionnaire are noted in Table 1.
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Table 1: Major components of the questionnaire
Part A: Background information
Part B: Induction and pre-programme information
Part C: Teaching and learning
Part D: Workload and assessment
Part E: Support and services
Part F: Cultural issues
Part G: General issues

Part A includes items relating to age, gender, programme registered on, higher education experience,
and Gävle as a choice for higher education.
Part F: Cultural issues
Part B asks about the students’ prior knowledge about the University and additional information that
Generalbefore
issues arrival in Gävle.
wouldPart
be G:
beneficial
Part C examines the students’ satisfaction with teaching-related factors, views on asking questions, and
suggestions on how the study programmes may be improved.
Part D enquires about the students’ experiences relating to assessment, workload and feedback.
Part E focuses on evaluation of support and services. It measures how often students have done a
particular activity. It also asks how satisfied students’ were with their housing accommodation, IT services
and library resources. The final question invites students to comment generally about the support service
and/or suggest ways improvements could be made to the support services.
Part F examines various cultural aspects. It considers friendship and mixing with Swedish and other
international students. It enquires if the students have recently been to art exhibition or concert or musical
event. Part F also looks at students’ overall satisfaction regarding integration with Swedish students and
social life generally.
Finally, Part G enquires about a number of general issues. These include opinions if the students were
happy with their choice of study programme, whether their English skills improved and if they followed a
Swedish language training course during their first year. This Part also enquires if the students
experienced high levels of isolation and loneliness. The final questions invite students to comment on any
positive or negative aspects of their first year experience, any major change they would like to make,
and if they would recommend studying at Gävle to a friend.
The questionnaire was handed out towards the end of the fourth teaching period in late May 2009 to the
Chinese students completing their first year of study and who were registered on one of the four degree
programmes within the DTB. The four programmes comprised of 1) Geomatics, 2) Energy Systems, 3)
Electronics, and 4) Industrial Management and Logistics.
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Interviews
As part of the study design, face-to-face interviews with a number of individual voluntary Chinese
students were considered. It was felt these interviews could be conducted by a small number of voluntary
teacher education students from the Department of Education.2 Staff within the department viewed this as
an interesting way students could contribute to the study by drawing on their own skills. It also provided a
practical opportunity for the students to develop skills regarding interview techniques. The interviews
were to comprise of fairly open questions and draw on ideas from the questionnaire and themes
identified in the literature. The use of narratives was also an alternative approach for consideration.
The interviews were intended to offer opportunities for the Chinese students to reveal more about their
own learning experiences and difficulties. They were seen as a valuable complement, particularly when
analysis of the findings is undertaken. An interview guide (Appendix D) was developed in consultation
with a senior member of the Department of Education to assist the teacher education students to carry out
the interviews.
Following discussions with several teachers in the Department of Education, a number of student groups
were identified as being able to carry out the interviews. Owing to time constraints, students concerns and
financial limitations, the interviews were not conducted.

Data Collection and Analysis
The data gathered through the questionnaire was entered into a Survs online survey tool in order to
collate, filter and summarise the responses. Both the structured and open-ended questions were entered.
The Survs tool proved to be very valuable for the data analysis as the results were summarised in graph
and table form.

Ethical Considerations
Approval to conduct the study was granted following acceptance of the original study proposal by the
former Board of Research and Education in Natural Science and Technology. With regard to the
questionnaire, steps were taken to ensure that participating students were aware of their confidentiality
and privacy rights. An information page within the questionnaire informed students as to reasons for the
study and that participation was on a voluntary basis. Included was guidance on how to complete the
questionnaire and assurance that the data collected would be held anonymously and securely, and all
results would be presented in aggregated form (see Appendix A).
Ethical considerations applied also to the proposed interviews and the interview guide developed to
assist the Department of Education’s students wishing to assist with the study. A confidentiality and consent
form was to be designed by the Education students. The form was to outline again the nature of the
research and to inform the interviewees (Chinese students) that their recorded conversations and any
additional notes taken during the interviews would be kept confidential. Participation both by the
Education students and the interviewees was to be on a voluntary basis (see Appendix D).
2

On reorganisation, the Department of Education combined with others to form the Faculty of Education and Business Studies.
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INITIAL FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
This section reports the initial findings from the study by examining the data relating to Chinese students’
perceptions of, and their level of satisfaction with their learning experiences with respect to the teaching
and support services provided during the first year of studies. It also briefly compares the findings with
the experiences of the University of York, UK. Some discussions regarding the initial findings are also
included.

Closed Questions
Background information
Of the 71 questionnaires handed out, 48 were returned giving a completion rate of 68 per cent. There
was a fairly even balance between the sexes; 53 per cent were female and 47 per cent male.
In terms of former education, a large majority of students (92 per cent) were not the first person in their
immediate family to attend a Higher Education Institution.
As Table 2 indicates, the students’ study programmes were fairly evenly represented apart from Energy
Systems which had a noticeably lower representation.

Table 2: Choice of study programme

Induction and pre-programme information
The majority of students (76 per cent) generally agreed or strongly agreed that the induction programme
gave a useful introduction to studying in Gävle.
In contrast, there was a wider range of views and a noticeable degree of uncertainty regarding the
question: “Before coming to Gävle, how would you describe your knowledge about the University?” A half of
the students reported that their prior knowledge about the University was very good and 2 per cent said
it was excellent, whereas 48 per cent were not sure or viewed it as poor (Table 3). This result seems to
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suggest that much greater effort needs to be given to identify more clearly the range of information that
would be helpful for new students to prepare for their arrival and stay in Gävle. It is also important to
consider the most appropriate ways the pre-arrival information may be provided to the students.

Table 3: Prior knowledge about the University

The opinions about the University’s English web pages were very mixed (Table 4). Although 43 per cent of
the students who responded considered the web pages as very good and a small number as excellent,
the majority of students (51 per cent) were not sure or considered the web pages as poor or very poor.

Table 4: Opinions about the University’s English web pages

As the internet and websites are one of the fastest and most effective ways of communication, it is
critically important the University’s website and web pages are well-designed, visually appealing, easy
to access and use and provide informative up-to-date information. As well as academic related
information in English, there should be interesting links to the latest University news and events. Also
viewed important are links to information about the town of Gävle and the surrounding area. This could
encompass details about Gävle’s location, famous people, companies, history, local events, the town
library, cultural information about museums and art centres, places to go in and around Gävle; including
public transport information. Some of these ideas are hidden away and represented by a separate
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Chinese Student and Scholar Association website. However, at the time of writing, the Association website
was not included as a feature and accessible via the main University’s home page, nor was it updated for
some time. In general, the University’s website could provide more information about Gävle and events of
interest for both current and prospective international students.

Teaching and learning
Students provided a range of views about their teaching and learning experiences. The majority of students,
75 per cent, preferred lectures where the class discussed questions. Similarly, 77 per cent also preferred
seminars where the class was split into smaller groups

Regarding group work, responses to the statement: “I preferred to work on my own rather than do groupwork exercises” were not so definitive. Some 11 per cent of students mostly or strongly preferred working
on their own, whereas 34 per cent were not sure and 55 per cent mostly or strongly disagreed with the
statement (Table 5).

Table 5: Preference for working on my own rather than doing group work exercises

Overall opinion about enjoying doing group work exercises with other students was more defined. About
three-quarters of students (77 per cent) mostly or strongly agreed to the statement: “I enjoyed doing
group work exercises with other students” (Table 6), although some students said they were “not sure” (19
per cent). Only a very small number of students (4 per cent) appeared overall not to enjoy doing group
work exercises. The reasons for this attitude were not explored in the questionnaire.
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Table 6: I enjoyed doing group work exercises with other students

The preferences for lectures involving discussions and also enjoying group work exercises with other
students are interesting and encouraging. They are interesting in that the findings tend to be contrary to
the general beliefs in the Western world about Chinese international students. As pointed out in the
Insights from the Literature section, Bond (1991) indicates that Chinese school students do not spend very
much time on small-group activities, learning focuses on strict memorisation of facts, and students tend not
to ask questions in class. Wong (2004, p. 158) comments too, that “Asian students generally come from a
more passive learning environment, especially for non-practical subjects.”
Yet in our study, the findings indicate that the young Chinese students have adapted and taken to some
extent, to new learning styles. In this case, preferring lecture where the class discussed questions and
enjoying doing group work with others. Similar findings are reported in the work of Clark, Baker and Li
(2007) and Warwick (2006).
Regarding lectures, 78 per cent of students, agreed with the statement: “I was able to understand and
follow lectures.” However, 21 per cent were not sure or mostly disagreed with being able to understand
and follow lectures. These feeling of being unsure about or not able to follow lectures are important to
note and are carried through and reflected in some of the students’ open ended teaching and learning
comments. In particular, students’ comments about some teachers’ spoken English needs to be improved,
more help needed to identify the important areas in the textbooks and a feeling that teachers should
motivate students more to study.
The vast majority of students (80 per cent) considered the overall quality of their study programmes as
being adequate.

Workload and assessment
The responses to workload were mixed. Eighty-six per cent of students agreed that their workload was
about right. Yet 54 per cent of the students disagreed and 33 per cent were not sure with the statement:
“I have had too much work to do. I have not kept up with requirements.” These responses seem to indicate
that some students were finding it hard to keep up with the workload while others were not working as
hard as they could.
It was encouraging to see that 80 per cent of the students mostly or strongly agreed with the statement:
“The criteria used in assessing work were made clear at the start of each course.”
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Providing clear guidelines regarding assessments is essential both for the students’ learning and also for
teaching staff to evaluate fairly students’ performance. It is even more critical for student with a
Confucian heritage culture background such as those coming from China. As indicated in a University of
Exeter (UK) staff guide entitled Cultural Inclusivity:
“Chinese school assessment is based on a highly competitive external examination system. Students
entering university have experienced a limited range of traditional assessment formats, and assessment is
seen as separate from teaching and learning. Students may need explicit guidance to deal with the new
assessment formats they will encounter…” (University of Exeter, 2009, p. 7)

Support and services
This section outlines findings relating to how often the Chinese students used the International Office,
University Student Health Care and the Library as a place for private study. Students’ views about library
resources, specific study skills, levels of satisfaction with IT services, and housing accommodation are also
briefly examined.
The International Office takes a lead role in providing help and support to all international students. The
support and services specifically provided for the Chinese students can be summarised as:







pre-arrival information and support including advice regarding acceptance of offers, and
accommodation
airport Meet and Greet Service
student Welcome and Orientation Programmes
advice about daily needs such as banking, grocery shopping, and campus life
advice on visas and immigration
contact with Chinese families.

It is important to note that overall, the services and support provided by the International Office in
relation to the Chinese international students are more goal orientated towards planning and recruitment
rather than to tasks and activities supporting current students. For example, many web pages are only
available in Swedish while English support guides for academic writing are not yet available.
In general, the use of the International Office was mixed. About half of the students (58 per cent) used
the International Office occasionally and 47 per cent often or very often.
As Table 7 shows, the use of University Student Health Care was low. Some 77 per cent of students never
used the campus Health Care, while 21 per cent used it occasionally or often. Only 2 per cent used the
facility very often. The large percentage of “never” responses may reflect good student health but also a
lack of awareness about the service. It is important to explore further the reasons why students did not
use the campus Health Care before drawing more concrete conclusions.
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Table 7: Frequency students used the campus health services

Previous studies may help explain why students have only used the health care services to a minimal
degree.
Overzat (2011, p. 7), in her research on Asian international students attending universities and colleges in
the US, indicates that “Despite the difficulties and individual differences in acculturation, Asian
international students may be more reluctant to seek counseling compared to the majority population.”
Forbes-Mewettt and Sawyer (2011) in a study involving educational professionals and their experiences
in mental health issues amongst international students in Australia drew attention to the increasing
incidence and severity of student mental health problems. Their study findings and discussion reveal a
wide array of issues and concerns. As an example, some students tended to delay seeking help of a
professional nature for mental problems until the problem became serious. Various reasons for the
reluctance of seeking help were noted including the stigma attached to mental health and worries over
having to reveal personal information or family problems.
In Chinese culture, if a family member is mentally ill, that would mean “shame” or “loss of face.” Chinese
people are also more likely to suppress their emotions and feelings. Such cultural beliefs need to be
respected and understood by staff working with international students in order to provide effective
support services. The lack of knowledge could cause considerable difficulties and misunderstanding. The
provision of a short information leaflet informing students of concepts such as psychotherapy, stress
management and the support available in these areas may be helpful, and one way to encourage more
students to seek help with psychological problems.
It is clear that the students were satisfied with the library resources with 76 per cent being rather or very
satisfied with the library resources. They also liked to use the library as a place to study. Just over threequarters of the students (77 per cent) indicated that they often or very often used the library as a place
to read or study material they brought with them (Table 8).
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Table 8: Frequency students used the library as a place to read or study

Seeking help from a librarian or staff member to find a book or article on a particular topic in the
library was not such a strong point with the students. Overall, 33 per cent of students asked for help often
or very often, whereas 44 per cent asked for help occasionally and 23 per cent, never asked for help.
Another area that brought mixed results related to the question on personal development. Students were
asked how often they had “Read books or articles about personal development.” Although 44 per cent of
students indicated they had often or very often read books or articles about personal development, a
similar number (46 per cent) had occasionally and 10 per cent never read any books about or articles
about personal development.
Students were also not very knowledgeable
about time management skills. Less than 20
per cent of students read books or articles on
time management more than occasionally.
Thirty-one per cent have never engaged this
literature (Table 9).

Table 9: Frequency students read books
or articles about time management

The question asking students how often they had read books or articles about time management was
included in the questionnaire as an example indicator to the degree of awareness and importance
students placed on study skills. It was also an additional way to gain insight to see if students had started
to adapt to new learning approaches.
It is not unreasonable to assume that young Chinese students coming to Gävle will face substantive
difficulties in handling a series of assignments and are likely to have problems in managing their time. As
Fang (2011, p. 8) points out, study skills -- “... stress management, cross-cultural collaboration and time
management” for example -- are rarely taught in China. In view of this, it is imperative that additional
support is given to Chinese student and indeed all international students to develop not only their time
management skills but other study skills such as listening and interpersonal skills, reading techniques, note
taking and writing skills. One way to do this is through the use of web-based study guides. For example,
the Disability Support Service at the University of Newcastle Upon Tyne (UK) provides a valuable
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manual. The Study Skills Guide (2004) covers topics such as Making and Using Notes, Time Management
and Organisation, and Science Writing.
Two other issues students were asked to comment on related to IT services and housing accommodation.
Overall, 76 per cent of students were rather or very satisfied with the IT services when they needed them.
However, students were not so satisfied with the housing accommodation they were living in. Some 40 per
cent of students were neutral in their views and 17 per cent rather or very dissatisfied with their housing
accommodation.

Cultural Issues
Mixing with other students and learning about different cultures is an essential part of student life. In
respect to this, a number of cultural issues focusing on social aspects were included in the questionnaire.
A large number of students (76 per cent) indicated they went to at least one art exhibition, art gallery or a
concert or other music event within the last 6 months. These outings did not translate, however, into
connections with other international or Swedish students. While 55 per cent of the Chinese students
indicated that they interact with their Swedish counterparts on a regular basis (“often” or “very often”), a
surprising proportion (38 per cent) reported they only occasionally met Swedish students and 6 per cent
said they never met Swedish students (Table 10).

Table 10: Frequency Chinese students met Swedish students

The situation is not so improved either as far as meeting other international students who were not
Swedish. In this case, 68 per cent said they met other international students often and 30 per cent
indicate they only occasionally met other international students who were not Swedish.
The students’ responses regarding how often they met Swedish or other international students are
important and draw attention to the whole aspect of intercultural communication and social integration. It
is interesting to note that nearly half (49 per cent) of the students were “neutral” in their views about
being satisfied with their integration with local students (native Swedes) and 20 per cent rather or very
dissatisfied with their level of integration (Table 11).
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Table 11: Level of satisfaction of integration with local students

Developing the theme of social interaction a little further, it is clear from the results that the students were
also not so satisfied with their social life. Only 34 per cent were rather satisfied or very satisfied and 45
per cent ‘neutral’ in their views about social life (Table 12).

Table 12: Satisfaction with social life

The finding about social life together with the students’ views on meeting and integrating with other
students of different nationalities raises the question: “Do we want the students to socialise or just study?”
Clearly, the answer must be to encourage the students to socialise; to meet and mix with students of
different nationalities as well as local people in the community. As Spencer-Oatey and Xiong (2006)
emphasise in a study of Chinese Students taking a one-year foundation course in English language at a
new university in Britain before embarking on a degree course, there are a variety of reasons why social
interaction is important. These reasons include 1) improving language skills and confidence when talking
to speakers of different languages and cultures, 2) providing opportunities for making friends, 3)
providing a source for practical help, and 4) providing opportunities to learn about other cultures.
Interestingly, a major finding from the study was that the Chinese students found that “social interaction
was the aspect of sociocultural adjustment that the respondents perceived as the most difficult” (SpenserOatey and Xiong (2006, p. 48). One important factor contributing to the finding was that there were no
British students within the Chinese students classes and so, opportunities to mix with British students was
somewhat reduced.
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General issues
The last part of the questionnaire invited students to provide opinions about various general but
important issues. Students’ responses to five of the general issues are presented for the purpose of this
report. The five issues addressed are 1) opinions about how happy the students were with their choice of
study programme; 2) whether their English skills improved; 3) if they followed a Swedish language
training course during their first year; 4) if, during their first year, they experienced high levels of isolation
and loneliness which affected their academic confidence; and 5) how likely students were to recommend
the University to others.
A large majority of students (85 per cent) were happy with their choice of study programme.
Students were also asked to comment on whether their English writing and speaking skills improved while
studying at the University of Gävle. Concerning writing, 65 per cent of students mostly or strongly agreed
that their skills had improved. Furthermore, three-quarters of students indicated their ability to speak
English had improved. These results are encouraging; however there is still much to do.
In relation to language, a surprisingly large number of students, 53 per cent, indicated that they had
followed a Swedish language training course during their first year at Gävle (Table 13). This shows that
the students are ambitious. Such training is valuable in many ways including for day-to-day living in
Sweden and for gaining some awareness of Swedish culture.

Table 13: Percentage of students followed a Swedish language training course at Gävle

As English proficiency plays such a vital role in Chinese students’ success, it is worthy to discuss English skills
further here. China has changed considerably since the late 1970s and its opening up to the world. These
changes include new government policies promoting international trade and a flourishing market
economy. They also include, as indicated by a Chinese National Commission for the United Nations
Education, Scientific and Cultural Organization report (2004), significant ongoing reforms relation to both
schools and higher education. The opening up of China and its continual expanding links with the outside
world has raised further the interest and importance of English as a spoken language in China (Ma and
Kelly, 2009). This enthusiasm about learning English continues to grow at a rapid pace, as Na (2010) in a
China Daily article portrays. As Na indicates, one reason why English is continuing to gain popularity and
importance is owing to its “huge communication role worldwide.”
A notable change regarding English in China’s education system came when the Chinese Government’s
growing concerns about the level of English of all Chinese citizens lead, in September 2001, to English
being introduced at primary school level. At the same time, the Ministry of Education designed and issued
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a Basic Requirements for Primary School English. The starting age to follow the Basic Requirements was
set at grade 3 (age 8). Although many problems currently exist such as the shortage of qualified
teachers, the need for re-training, resistance to change to the new activity-based learning and a more
global style of language training, there are positive signs to see. These include the production of new
styles of textbooks, greater interest in a global, activity-based approach to language learning,
increasing use of modern technology including audio and visual aids and a growing interest by teachers
and researchers in language training for young people (Jin and Cortazzi, 2006; Qiang, 2002).
Although the changes taking place in primary school English teaching noted by Jin and Cortazzi (2006)
and Qiang (2002) are encouraging, the situation in junior and senior secondary schools is still heavily
influenced by exams and exam preparation. This is clearly indicated in current research by EF Education
First in partnership with a leading UK University. As indicated by EF Education First, three trends
regarding English in the school system are worthy to note. First, senior secondary school students’ learning
of English is heavily directed to enable them to pass the English part of the Gao Kao exam. This is the
compulsory annual University entrance examination for undergraduate students. The English Language
sections of the Gao Kao focus on English grammar, reading comprehension, translation ability and
vocabulary. Second, as from junior secondary level, the learning of English, is developed through “rote
memorization, descriptive grammar teaching and word-for-word translations.” Finally, throughout
secondary school, only a small amount of class time is devoted to applying English to everyday situations
and the development of conversation skills. Consequently, whilst rules about English grammar may be
highly developed, students struggle to communicate orally in English (EF Education First, 2012).
The desire to develop English skills is also reflected in the continual increasing number of young Chinese
students seeking ways to gain an approved English language qualification as a means to gain entry to
universities around the world. Key qualifications in this respect include the Test of English as a Foreign
Language, known as TOEFL and the International English Language Testing Scheme known as IELTS.
European universities and those in America, Australia and New Zealand for example, usually set minimum
English language entry requirements for students whose first language is not English. In the case of the UK
for instance, the UK Border Agency (2012) now sets stringent rules to be met regarding proof of English
ability before a Tier 4 (General) Student visa can be issued to adult international students from outside
the European Economic Area (EEA). These rules include the requirement that students have taken an
approved English language test and gained a test result that meets the minimum requirements not only for
the whole test but for the different components. In addition, valid test certificates must not be older than
two years at the time of application. According to the UK Border Agency (2012), for the TOEFL internetbased test (TOEFL iBT) for undergraduate entry, the new minimum component scores are: Reading 18,
Listening 17, Speaking 20, and Writing 17. It should be noted that some UK universities for example, set
slightly higher scores than the minimum required by the UK Border Agency.
While test scores such as those obtained through IELTS and TOEFL are valuable, they need to be viewed
with care. This view is supported by Carroll (2005, p. 37) who agrees that such tests do give some
indication of a student’s language skills but at the same time, feels they provide little guidance as to a
student’s suitability and ability for an academic setting. Given the limitations and uncertainty of test
scores, they need to be carefully interpreted in relation to other information about applicants. The IELTS
Handbook (2007) suggests that “Receiving organisations should also consider a candidate’s IELTS results in
the context of a number of factors, including age and motivation, educational and cultural background,
first language and language learning history” (p. 5).
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With regard to language assessment and learning, it is worthy here to draw attention to the internationally
respected Council of Europe’s Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning, Teaching,
Assessment (CEFR) (Council of Europe). The newly revised interactive version provides “a common basis for the
elaboration of language syllabuses, curriculum guidance, examinations, textbooks, … across Europe” (2013,
p. 1). The Framework describes language ability on a six-level scale in relation to listening, speaking,
reading and writing. These six levels are increasingly becoming accepted internationally as a standard
for grading individual language proficiency and can be applied to all the main European languages and
many others worldwide. A wide range of information about the CEFR is available on the Council of
Europe’s website at <www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic>.

In drawing this discussion about English language skills to a close, it is important to note the comments by
Barnard (2002) regarding Chinese undergraduate students entering New Zealand universities. In this
respect, Barnard highlights the fact that while Chinese students entering New Zealand with acceptable
IELTS or TOEFL test scores, few non-English Language Training staff appreciate that such students are
unable to manage the academic work without additional language support. This view, not unexpectedly,
is supported by more recent research such as the work by Hyatt and Brooks (2009). It is also strongly
supported by the experiences of the authors of this report.
Returning to the questionnaire, responses to the last two closed questions are now presented and briefly
discussed. First, and not to be taken lightly, is the important aspect of students’ feelings of loneliness and
isolation. In response to the statement, “During my first year, I experienced high levels of isolation and
loneliness which affected my academic confidence”, 42 per cent mostly or strongly agreed and similar
number, 42 per cent, were not sure if they had experienced high levels of isolation and loneliness (Table
14).
Table 14: I experienced high levels of isolation and loneliness

Note: This question may be better presented in a different way. For example, to determine the levels of isolation
and loneliness experienced by each student. This could be reflected though some form of ranking.

Overall, the number of students experiencing high levels of isolation and loneliness is a high percentage
and difficult to interpret as the “not sure” does not seem to be appropriate here. It is clear that the
aspect of isolation and loneliness deserves greater attention and needs to be examined more closely. In
this respect, studies by Gu (2005) and Sawir et al. (2008) are helpful. Sawir et al.’s study regarding
international student security involving international students resident in Australia, presents findings
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relating to three forms of loneliness: personal, social, and cultural. One of the overall findings from the
200 international students interviewed in the study was that 65 per cent reported experiencing periods
of loneliness and isolation; especially early in their studies. Two valuable points stressed by Sawir et al.
are relevant to this study:
“…loneliness and isolation are not the same issue and that overcoming loneliness is not simply
a matter of providing basic support structures, for example, in the form of same-culture
associations; it goes to the wider question of engagement within mainstream local society.”
(Sawir et al., 2008, p. 172)

The final closed question in the questionnaire was basically marketing research. As Reichheld (2003)
suggests, there is a direct link between an organisation’s successful operation and how many of its
customers would recommend, through word of mouth, the organisation’s product or service. Reichheld uses
the term “promoters” for those customers likely to make such recommendations. The questionnaire asked:
“How likely is it that you would recommend studying at Gävle to a friend?” Using the students’ responses,
the “net promoter” score was calculated by excluding the neutrals and not likely leaving a figure for
those who would recommend. The net approval rating was approximately 74 per cent, which was very
encouraging.

Open-ended Comments
Students were invited to give comments on a number of issues regarding learning and teaching at the
University of Gävle through open-ended questions contained in the student questionnaire. A number of
interesting and valuable themes emerged. Several unedited students’ comments are presented to give the
students a voice in the research findings. Common topics include 1) induction and pre-programme
information, 2) teaching and learning, 3) support and services, and 4) a number of general issues.

Induction and pre-programme information
Q: Is there any additional information you feel new students would benefit from before
arrival in Gävle or during their first study sessions?

A total of 43 students (89 per cent) provided a comment in relation to additional information new
students would benefit from before arrival in Gävle or during their first study session.
Many students commented that English language was a particular concern. Regarding English, some
valuable comments and suggestions were given by a number of students. These included a number of
helpful ways new students could develop their English language skills even during their first study session.
Suggestions to note include the provision of extra readings in English, introduction of English practicals
and more information in English to be provided on the University network:
“There is no doubt that language problem is the biggest problem that we faced to.”
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“In the first period you will not have so much work to do, so you can take this chance to study english or
travel, rather than play computor games all the day and night.”
“I think they must learn English well and learn to live by themselves. And independency is very important.
Moreover, they must have a good basic of maths.”
“Learn English well, and the to adjust the way of education in a foregin university. The time is enough,
butdon't wast of it.”
“I think they can practice speaking English more often, nd don’t be shy to speak English with foreigners.
Maybe an outgoing personality can be good.”
“The notes should be kept at every lesson. Extra readings in English will be helpful to understand the
textbook. Communication with teachers is nessary and beneficial.”
“It will be better if there is more information written in English on the net.”
Other suggestions included the need for information to be provided about the regulations of the
University, some basic guidance on how to write and structure reports and the value of learning about
study skills and techniques:
“The regulations of this University and some basic knowledge such as how to write report especially the
structure.”
“I think in my cause I learned some methods useful more then knowledge, such as presentation, study self
and so on.”
These responses provide evidence that the Chinese students view the development of their learning of
English as very important. Their own suggestions on ways new students could develop their English skills
should be explored, together with other ideas. The student’s comment about study skills is also particularly
noteworthy and important here. The topic of study skills or perhaps more appropriately, the lack of
awareness and attention to such important skills has been mentioned earlier in the section discussing time
management. It would be valuable to conduct a University-wide evaluation of how study skills are
introduced and promoted in the different departments. One approach, as suggested earlier, could be the
provision of a series of well-designed study skills guides covering topics such as basic mathematics, note
taking, referencing and understanding plagiarism, giving oral presentations, stress management, and
researching. These guides, together with links to other good study skills internet resource sites would be of
considerable benefit not just for the Chinese international students but for all of the students. Many
universities provide such study guides via their university web pages.
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Teaching and learning
Q: Do you have any comments or suggestions on how your study programme may be improved?

For this open-ended question, a variety of themes emerged. Of noticeable concern relates to the
comment that some teachers’ spoken English needs to be improved. This point requires further
consideration and if needed, provisions should be made to help staff develop their English communication
skills. Several students promoted the view that there should be more lectures or at least longer lectures.
Accompanying this is a feeling that teachers need to motivate students more to study and encourage
students to ask questions. It was also apparent in requests for clearer guidance with required reading
that foreign students often have a hard time identifying the key points of assigned texts. These concerns
and ideas are reflected in the following range of comments:
“Some teachers english spoking need to be improved. Some time hard to understand.”
“First thing is that I understand what the teacher have said in the lecture. We all have some problems with
our English, so we all hope the teachers could be our modle to improve our listening and talking skill, it
will be perfect.”
“More seminars and discussion and if possible, more students from other countries.”
“I think we need more lectures.”
“I think the time of the lecture can be more. Usally there is too more knowledge and too short time. I hope
the are somer teachers can give us the clearly answer to the questions and the questions to the old
examinations the give us.”
“I want to have more contact with teachers after class.”
“It's better to tell the students which book might be used before the programme is started. Because it will
take 2-4 weeks for us to buy it on the internet. And I think we waste some time if we don't have the
textbook.”
“The teacher should motivate students more to study. Some students don't like to ask or answer question
during the class. It just is a problem. But don't know how to improve it.”
“I think the teachers should help us to figure out what are very important in our books.”
“I think before our presentation of our reports the teacher should tell us more relative information or
suggestions.”
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Support and services
Q: Do you have any comments or would you like to suggest any improvements that could be
made to the support services?

Of the 38 students (79 per cent) who responded to the support services question, 21 offered suggestions
on how the support services may be improved, 9 indicated they had no comments or suggestions to give
and 8 appeared happy with the support services and had no suggestions to give.
The most popular area attracting comments or suggestions related to the library services. Regarding
these, students’ suggestions included: the inclusion if possible, of some Chinese books; more copies of the
textbooks needed for their courses; easier to find reference only copies of course textbooks; library
opening times to be extended two or more hours:
“If possible, can you put some Chinese book in the library.”
“The library should be improved, in a class of fifty offering same course only or two recommended
booksare found in the library when it is loan the next booked student may have it in two weeks, while
other cannot have the advantage of this book if not bouyant to buy for him or herself.”
“I think books in the library may need some more copies, especially som textbooks. And sometimes, I
could hardly find a reference copy even if it's said did exist when checking.”
“I hope that we can find more books about Geomatics in English in the library, especially the textbook we
need for our course. What's more. there are some books we're very interested in but the are almost in
Swedish. So I think there will be more books in English.”
Others promoted the need for more, cheaper housing; and once again, a need for additional instruction
in English and more up-to-date information in English on the website:
“I think we need more cheaper houses.”
“To give more English Instructions.”
“The information in English on the university's web site is not enough not updated very often.”
With respect to additional information, one student perhaps most importantly, highlighted the need for
more and better information to be provided at the start regarding for example, the rules of the
University; the support services available and as the student intimated, other helpful information such as
travel agencies:
“As you see, we come from a really different place, and most of us no nothing about the rules of a
University, let alove the support services. All those staff use Swedish, if we know all those places in the
first place when we came here, such as a travel agency.”
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General issues
Q: Looking back on your first year experience, are there any particular positive or negative
aspects you would like to highlight?

This open-ended question relates to students’ particular positive and negative aspects of their
experiences in their first year at the University of Gävle. The students’ comments provide interesting
insights as they embrace and illustrate further many of the themes central to this study.

(a) Positive aspects
The most prominent positive aspects commented by the students related to learning to be independent
and take care of oneself and the feeling of having developed a lot in study. A number of students also
mentioned friendly, helpful staff and good environment and facilities. Rather surprisingly, only three
students commented about their English skills and highlighted that these had improved.
Representative examples of the way students described their particular positive aspects of their first year
experience are as follows:
“I have developed myself a lot in study, and more and more independent.”
“I leared how to look after myself.”
“The staffs of reception are always ready to help us.”
“I solicite for a open communication between Teachers and student, that will also improve the life in every
student to handle the spirit of shyness.”
“Studying here in Gävle, it's quite easy for me to feel the integration of multiculture. All staffs and
students I met, as yet, are really kind.”
“We can ask questions at any time of class. We can get lots of help from teachers and school.”
“Teachers are very kind. Studying source and equipment are adequate. The Blackboard system is very
helpful.”
“I know some foreign friends and learn someting different from china. Comfortable and silence. Learn to
make friends confident. Get high tech.”

(b) Negative aspects
In contrast, the most frequently mentioned negative aspect expressed was a feeling of not enough
organised social activities to enable international students to mix and make friends with local students.
Also commented by several students was a feeling of shyness, loneliness, and general communication
difficulties.
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English skills were highlighted by a few students as a negative aspect. In this respect, students felt some
teachers’ English and the speed they spoke during lectures presented difficulties in understanding. This
comment alone is very revealing and worthy of further investigation.
Representative examples of students’ particular negative aspects highlighted are as follows:
“I think there's certain kind of communication gap between international students and Swedish students.
Maybe som more activities are required so that we both international students and Swedish students can
have more chances to get know each other.”
“Not have more active in the university with other country students.”
“I feel isolated and lonely for sometime. There are only a few friends than in china and it’s not easy to
make friends with other international students because of culture difference.”
“I think even through we have more chance to speak english, be we can't use more than the usual
sentences swedish and Chinese are all shy and we ans't get a good communiation.”
“The class is not as much as in China. It maybe make us being lazy.”
“We should improve our English.”
“Some teachers English.”

Q: If you could make one major change to your first year experience, what would you want it to be?

The last open-ended question received a response from one student that indicates the need for staff to
find ways to enhance integration, and encourage making friends. As the student says:
“Give me a chance to study and work with Swedish students.”
“I will make more foreign friends and take part in all kinds of activities.”
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Comparisons with the University of York

Table 15 presents a comparison of some key findings of our study with those of a longitudinal study of
international Masters students’ learning experiences at the York Management School, University of York
(UK). A number of themes in common with the York study are represented in the table.
Table 15: Comparison of some key research findings with the University of York

Common Theme

Working with others

Teaching styles

Workload

Use of English

Key Findings

Key Findings

University of York
2007-08 Survey*

University of Gävle
2008-09 Survey

The 2007-08 cohort was more
orientated to working on their own than
other year groups. Over half of the
students indicated they did not like
doing group work exercises. Later
surveys suggested that the majority of
students had a clear preference to
group working

Views about working with others varied.
About a third of students were not sure about
their preference of working on their own
rather than doing group work exercises. In
contrast, when asked specifically if they
enjoyed doing group work, most students
indicated they enjoyed doing group work
exercises with others students

In 2007-08 38% of students preferred
smaller class teaching and seminars
36% preferred lectures. In subsequent
years seminars became more favoured

Rather surprisingly, three-quarters of the
students preferred lectures where the class
discussed questions. A similar number also
preferred seminars when the class was split
into smaller groups

In 2007-08, 45% of students said they
had too much to do while 30%
disagreed. This pattern continued
through to 2011-12 when a change of
course structure led to a much more
positive workload responses

Just over half of the students felt they did not
have too much work to do that prevented
them from keeping up with requirements.
Some students felt there should be more
lectures

This was one of the most worrying
result for the first few years of the
survey with initially 70% of students
saying they had not spoken as much
English as they wanted to. By 2007-08
this figure was down to 41% but
continues to be a worry

It was encouraging to see that 65% of
students felt their English writing skills had
improved, and a slightly larger proportion
(75%) indicated their English spoken skills had
also improved while studying at the University
of Gävle
Language difficulties were clearly a problem
though. Students indicated difficulties
following lectures when the teachers spoke
too fast or their English was hard to follow.
Others had problems on how to write reports

(Continued)
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Table 15 Continued

Common Theme

Social interaction

Key Findings

Key Findings

University of York
2007-08 Survey*

University of Gävle
2008-09 Survey

This continues to be an issue at York.
Forced multicultural group work in the
autumn term leads to tensions
although it is tolerated by nearly all

Nearly half of the students (49%) were
“neutral” in their views about being satisfied
with their integration with local students

In 2007-08, 29% of students said
they had learnt from their fellow
students

Overall satisfaction

As measured by the net promoter
score this has fluctuated from 10% 60% approval rating. In 2007-08 the
approval rating (those who would
recommend the course to a friend)
was 51%

The net promoter score (approval rating) in
2008-09 was 74 %. However, care needs to
be taken in making comparisons with the
University of York as a slightly different
description of the items on the 5-point Likert
scale was used

*Based on a questionnaire completion rate of 76 per cent (73 students out of 96).
Note: The key findings relating to the University of York’s 2007-08 study survey were provided by Philip
Warwick, York Management School, University of York (UK).

Interestingly, what emerges from the comparisons is that our study findings are largely consistent with the
results at York. In particular, the rather mixed views about group work, use of English and meeting local
students. Also noticeable is that the students’ opinions at York regarding group work, lectures and
seminars appear to vary year by year.

Study Limitations
This study has a number of limitations. One important limitation, as indicated in the Methodology section,
is that owing to time constraints, students’ concerns and financial restrictions, the intended interviews with
the Chinese students were not conducted. Furthermore, the study did not provide opportunities for support
or teaching staff to give their views. Future studies should accommodate these shortfalls and would
benefit by being longitudinal in style so as to capture comments about incremental changes made to the
teaching programmes and support services.
Another limitation is that our analysis focuses on students’ perceptions and experiences from a combined
group perspective. It did not attempt to make comparisons between the four study programmes.
Finally, interpretation of the Chinese students’ views and suggestions need to be taken with a little care.
Culture differences may make some students hesitant in expressing their real opinions and ideas.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR THE UNIVERSITY OF GÄVLE
This study and its findings of Chinese students’ first-year learning and teaching perceptions have
numerous implications for staff, faculties, support units and the University as a whole.
As the study was conducted a while ago, it is useful to place the study and findings in a wider context,
and consider the implications in the light of a number of important recent changes. To start, some general
comments about the international student market are given.
From the literature, there is clear evidence that the international student market continues to grow.
Universities around the world are actively competing and adjusting their marketing and recruitment
policies to attract and retain not only new students but those with high academic qualities. A recent
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development report (OECD 2011) indicates that the
countries with the highest percentage of international students in 2009, in descending order, were
Australia, the United Kingdom, Austria, Switzerland and New Zealand. Within Europe, according to the
report, the United Kingdom, Germany, France, Russian Federation and Spain were the most popular
destinations. However, also reported was that many other countries in Europe have seen a marked
increase in international students within their tertiary education programmes indicating a widening of
choice destinations. The OECD (2011) report also reveals that foreign student enrolment during 2000 and
2009 increased more than 126 per cent in Finland and 55 per cent in Sweden. Reasons suggested for the
notable increase included, at the time, the absence of tuition fees and the number of programmes taught
in English.
A Swedish National Agency for Higher Education Annual report (Högskoleverket, 2011) indicates that
about 42,000 international students came to Sweden in the 2009-10 period. Of these, 45 per cent were
from EU countries and nearly 10 per cent from China which represented the leading country of origin.
Since the 2011 Högskoleverket report, there has been a major change to international student
recruitment in Sweden. The introduction of tuition and application fees by the Swedish Government for all
new students outside the EU, the EEA and Switzerland, effective from autumn 2011, has had a major
effect on student recruitment. As Krog (2012) reveals, overall, Swedish universities experienced a 33 per
cent reduction in foreign student enrollment for the autumn 2011 term. In the case of Chinese students, the
number declined significantly.
International enrollments appear to have recovered somewhat in the year since fees were implemented.
One notable example is Stockholm University. According to Stockholm University’s Vice-Chancellor’s
Office (2012) applications from international fee-paying students seeking places on Masters
programmes at the University commencing autumn 2012 increased over 50 per cent compared to the
previous year. It is thought the increase in numbers was mainly as a result of major marketing initiatives,
including those at universities in USA and China.
In total 720 Chinese international students were registered at the University of Gävle between 2005 and
2013 (Table 16). As Table 16 shows, there has been, in line with the general Swedish trend, a sharp
reduction in the number of students registered following the introduction of tuition and registration fees in
2011. Reassuringly though, there has also been a slight improvement in student numbers again for 2012.
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Overall, the numbers of international Chinese students are encouraging; especially since the University is
small.

Table 16: Number of Chinese students registered at the University of Gävle and year
Academic year

Master

Bachelor

Total

2005–06

17

0

17

2006–07

42

0

42

2007–08

57

77

134

2008–09

27

102

129

2009–10

35

147

182

2010–11

29

109

138

2011–12

17

18

35

2012–13

25

18

43

Total

249

471

720

Note: These statistics were provided by the University’s International Office (October 2012)

Although the Chinese students were not asked as to their reasons for coming to Gävle, their comments
relate to many of the reasons given earlier by Bodycott (2008). These include an opportunity to learn
about Western culture, develop English language and communication skills, and gain international
experience. Other reasons are likely to include encouragement by parents, to gain an overseas
qualification and as part of their career planning.
As Liu (2012) points out, more low income families are sending their children abroad. These parents view
overseas study as an investment. For low-income Chinese parents in particular, the cost of overseas
education creates a very heavy burden. In considering costs, Zhongguo qingnian bao (2012 cited in Starr
2012, p. 13) says that “Chinese urban families spend over 30% of household income on education.” With
additional international costs, including newly introduced tuition fees, Chinese parents will expect the
University to provide high quality teaching, comprehensive support services, appropriate information and
financial support opportunities such as scholarships.
Chinese and other international students bring valuable income to the University and the wider community.
It is also vital to appreciate the many ways in which all international students and staff from culturally
differing backgrounds enrich the University community. This enrichment is priceless. Through alumni
connections and word of mouth, the reputation of the University can spread worldwide. Promoting such
enrichment does present many challenges for the University, particularly for staff in their day-to-day
work with international students.
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The teaching of international students in itself is relatively new for the University. This linked with the
recent new requirements of teaching and supporting international fee-paying students exerts even
greater challenges for the University. With little experience within the University of supporting fee-paying
students whether they are Chinese or from other countries outside the EU, it is even more important for the
University to look outward and draw on the experiences of other national and international universities.
Additionally, it is worthy to note again here, the two research findings of Shepherd (2008) highlighted
earlier. These relate to a major UK research study in 2007 by the International Graduate Insight Group
(i-graduate). As Shepherd states, “Location is now a secondary consideration for overseas students
deciding where to study. Reputation and quality of teaching come first” (p. 42). Hoskins (2012) adds
also that league tables, especially in relation to specific subjects, are also very influential when Chinese
students are researching UK universities. So too, are Chinese search engines such as Baidu.
Listening to and taking note of students’ voices and their concerns and suggestions is vital. The students
themselves are the final judge of the quality of the teaching they receive on their courses and the support
services provided. Their opinions count and can influence greatly, future student interest and applications.
In this light, it is critically important that the teaching programmes and support services are adjusted not
only to accommodate those students’ voices but as Andrade (2006) stresses, to do so in a proactive way.
The conducting of the questionnaire alone in this study has identified areas that need to be examined in
more detail so as to improve the delivery of teaching and services to those Chinese students enrolled in
our institution’s courses whether they be at Bachelor or Master level. These improvements should not be
thought of as improvements solely for the Chinese students either but for all our international students.
Finally, it is hoped this study will lead to further research. A deeper awareness and understanding of how
Chinese and all international students learn and function within foreign educational settings is required if
we want to provide the best services, pedagogical methods, and institutional planning possible.

Page 36

Chinese International Students’ First-year Learning and Teaching Perceptions at the University of Gävle, Sweden

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Conclusions
This study set out to explore Chinese international students’ first-year learning and teaching
perceptions/experiences at the University of Gävle.
Our specific objectives were to:






establish and promote a collaborative research initiative with the University of York, UK
draw on the ideas and experiences of an ongoing action research project entitled “Listening to
International Students” that was been conducted at the University of York, UK
engage the Chinese students in a dialogue about their learning experiences during the first year
of their Bachelors programme
gain insight from the research findings as to how the DTB and the University in general can better
meet the support and academic needs of the Chinese students
disseminate the understanding gained from this study to other Institutions around the University.

The collaboration with the University of York has added considerable value to the study. By drawing on York’s
experiences and support and by directly incorporating some of York’s research material into our student
questionnaire, it has been possible to make valuable comparisons regarding international students’
learning difficulties and needs. It is hoped our findings may be of interest to the University of York and
other universities.

With regard to engaging the Chinese students in dialogue about their learning experiences, mixed
outcomes resulted. Although the lack of response from Education students was disappointing, the study
questionnaire revealed a number of interesting and valuable findings. In particular, the open-ended
questions resulted in a variety of valuable suggestions from the students as to how improvements could be
made. The extent and manner in which the students’ suggestions were given, indicates enthusiasm and
interest in wishing to help. They also identify a variety of areas for staff and management to consider in
the drive to provide better teaching, support and services.
To clarify and communicate the study findings in more detail, the key findings in respect to each research
question are now presented in the light of the empirical data gathered and analysed.
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Key findings in relation to the research questions
What are the students' perceived difficulties in successfully completing a course within a given teaching period?

Although the vast majority of students felt the workload has been about right, many pointed out that they
had not kept up with requirements. Just over half of the students had never or occasionally read books or
articles about personal development. Almost one-third indicated they had never read books or articles
about time management.
There was strong evidence that social aspects presented considerable difficulties for students. Periods of
high level of isolation and loneliness that affected their academic confidence was experienced by just
over one-third of students. Contributing to this is the strong indication that many were not satisfied with
their integration with local Swedish students.
The lack of English proficiency, hesitancy in asking questions in class and general communication
difficulties also featured significantly. There was indication too, that sometimes students were not able to
understand the spoken English of some academic staff because it was not clear or spoken too fast.

How much have the students’ attitudes towards learning changed during their first year of study at the University
of Gävle?

There is little doubt that the Chinese students’ home upbringing has impacted greatly on their learning
here at the University. Yet from the findings of this study, there is evidence to support the view that the
students while encountering extreme difficulties, have shown interest in and an ability to adjust, adapt
and gain from the new styles of teaching and learning. Evidence to support the students’ changing
attitudes are noticeable in their comments about group work, lectures and seminars, personal
development and even in their suggestions about how to improve their programmes.
Students confirmed in 2 questions a strong preference for working with other students. Asked if they like
to work alone, more than half said “no”. Flipping the question around, three-quarters said that they
actually “enjoyed doing group work exercises with other students.”
Attitudes to lectures and seminars were more clearly defined. The majority of students, 75 per cent,
preferred lectures where the class discussed questions. Similarly, 77 per cent also preferred seminars
where the class was split into smaller groups. These findings suggest that the students have been willing to
participate in what will still be to them, a very different style of learning.
A minority of students commented that they had developed themselves a lot in study and become more
and more independent during their first year. One or two students also felt they had a surprising amount
of freedom compared to their home county school experience and this may make them lazy. Yet, having
more free time may also be important, as it enables them to learn by themselves anywhere, anytime.
Many students offered thoughtful comments and suggestions regarding ways their study programmes may
be improved. Notable were suggestions for longer lecture times, more contact with teachers after class, a
feeling that teachers should motivate students more to study, encourage students to ask questions, offer
more guidance regarding report writing and identifying important sections of their textbooks. These
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comments and suggestions are encouraging and indicate that the students were requesting more help and
guidance. They also seem to portray a feeling that the students want to succeed.

What have been the main cultural difficulties for the students?

In addition to struggling with cultural conflicts relating to learning, the students also revealed a number of
social difficulties. Particularly noticeable in the findings are indications of difficulties in making friends
with local students, meeting Swedish or other international students, and experiencing high levels of
isolation and loneliness. While there is some indication that a majority of students have attended at least
one art exhibition, art gallery or concert or other musical event during the last six months of their first
year, there were, sadly, no further comments about their social interaction with the wider community.
Creating opportunities for Chinese international students to socialise and mix with both local and other
international students of different nationalities as well as meet local people in the community, as SpencerOatey and Xiong (2006) emphasise, is very important. Through such actions, many benefits can derive.
For example, students can enhance their communication skills, learn and develop both their written and
spoken English, and learn about other cultures. They can also form friendships as ways to gain support
and help
The findings of this study indicate much more needs to be done to welcome Chinese students and
integrate them into campus life. Management need to look at ways to provide more culturally inclusive
events, encourage local students to interact and help Chinese and other international students, and find
ways to raise the status of international students.

What are the students’ overall opinions as to the academic and support services that have been, or could be
provided?

The vast majority of students felt satisfied with the library services. They liked to use the library as a
place to study. Over three-quarters indicated they regularly used the library as a place to read or study
material they brought with them. Asking library staff for help or assistance in finding a particular item
however, was not such a strong point. Several suggestions were given as to how the library services could
be improved. These included requests for more copies of textbooks needed for their courses, easier ways
to find reference only copies of the textbooks and library opening times to be extended.
Opinions regarding the International Office were mixed. On the one hand, three-quarters of the students
felt the Student Induction Programme gave a useful introduction to the University of Gävle. On the other
hand, some concerns emerged regarding pre-arrival information. Nearly half of the students were not
sure or felt poorly informed about their prior knowledge about the University. This seems to indicate the
need to identify more clearly the range and content of information that would help both the students to
prepare for their arrival and stay in Gävle and also help their parents. Also noticeable from the findings
is that just over half of the students only occasionally used the International Office.
In the main, the majority of students were satisfied with the IT services when they needed them. However,
they had very mixed views about the University’s web pages in English. Several students felt the amount
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of information in English on the web pages was not enough nor updated very often. Approximately a
quarter of the students considered the English web pages as poor.
The use of the University Student Health Care Centre appeared to be low. Over three-quarters of the
students indicated they had never used the Health Centre. As mentioned earlier, Overzat (2011), in her
research suggested that “Asian international students may be more reluctant to seek counseling compared
to the majority population” (p. 7). This reluctance was more actively reflected by Forbes-Mewett and
Sawyer (2011) in their study involving educational professionals and their experiences in mental health
issues amongst international students in Australia. Some of the reasons given for this reluctance in seeking
help included the stigma attached and worries over having to reveal personal information or family
problems.
In our study, the findings indicate that many students experienced psychological stress including language
barriers, academic difficulties, high levels of isolation and loneliness. It may be that the students were not
aware of the University Student Health Care Centre and the services offered. Nevertheless, the findings
call for an increased awareness of how Chinese students cope with psychological stress and for the
creation of more proactive, culturally aware pastoral care and support programmes such as friendship
activities and academic mentoring. It is also essential to provide accurate health care information at predeparture and to encourage more students to seek support and counselling when needed.
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Recommendations
On the basis of our analysis of the empirical data gathered and experiences drawn from the literature, a
number of recommendations are offered for consideration. These are not presented in any priority.
1.

Implement a longitudinal study of international students’ learning, teaching and support experiences.
This study to include all international students as well as academic and non-academic staff.
Evaluation of the improvements incorporated following yearly analysis of results to be included.

2.

Carry out a study of Swedish students’ perceptions of international students.

3.

Conduct random/intermittent interviews with students using the interview protocol (Appendix D).
Implemented in a proactive way, the interviews could lead to innovative ideas or early preventative
measures.

4.

Develop an International Student Handbook covering topics such as a) visas and immigration,
b) travel to and arrival in Gävle, c) registration and accommodation, d) important dates,
e) health and money matters, f) English language support, and g) things to do in Gävle.
See, for example
University of Newcastle Upon Tyne (UK), International Office
International Student Handbook
www.ncl.ac.uk/international/assets/documents/InternationalStudentHdkApril2013.pdf

5.

Improve the pre-arrival information for international students coming to Gävle from outside Sweden.
Following an offer of a place at Gävle, pre-arrival information could be sent to each student
comprising of an International Pre-arrival Guide, and a copy of a Welcome Programme Guide.

6.

Provide preparatory information (in Chinese) to families about the social and cultural life of living in
Sweden and information about health issues, costs and general living expenses. General information
about the University and the surrounding environment together with a description of the student
support services could be included. This information would help parents to prepare the Chinese
students in knowing what to expect and experience and the benefits of gaining an English-based
Degree.

7.

Create a practical Staff Development Guide on teaching international students.
The Higher Education Academy Engineering Subject Centre (UK) has an example
Working with International Students: A Guide for Staff in Engineering
www.itcarlow.ie/public/userfiles/files/Working-with-international-students%20%20Guide.pdf
Other helpful examples:
A Guide to Teaching International Students (University of Bedfordshire)*
Teaching International Students: Strategies to Enhance Learning (Dr Sophie Arkoudis)*
*See reference list
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8.

Develop a Student Skills Guide covering aspects such as a) learning styles, b) time management, c)
making notes, d) reading skills, and e) science writing.
See, for example
University of Newcastle Upon Tyne (UK), Disability Support Service
Study Skills Guide
www.ncl.ac.uk/students/wellbeing/assets/documents/StudySkillsGuide.pdf

9.

Provide additional English language support sessions - especially for those students identified as
likely to benefit from such support.

10.

Extend the Library’s academic writing support (Skrivarverkstaden) currently offered only to Swedish
students to cater also for Chinese and other international students.

11.

Improve, structure up and expand the dedicated website specifically for international students. The
website to offer a great variety of information and advice including the following topics:
advantages of studying in Gävle; accommodation; regulations on fees, and financial aid and
funding; visas and immigration; weekly academic and social events; useful links to other websites;
and a range of Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs). Access to a digital version of an International
Student Handbook could also be considered.

12.

Look at how the alumni activities can be enhanced from both a marketing and integration viewpoint
and used to promote study in Sweden and company contact.

13.

Investigate additional ways how current students and academic and non-academic staff can support
newly arrived international students through schemes such as mentor and peer tutors.

14.

Explore the possibility of offering an International Foundation Year programme for Chinese students
and other international students as a preparation for entry into a University of Gävle
undergraduate degree programme.

15.

Create more culturally inclusive social events that are also relevant and appropriate for the Chinese
and other international students and ideally, engage the local community and companies.

16.

Explore how the Council of Europe’s Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR)
may help University staff interpret language proficiency, support language development, and
encourage students to self-evaluate their language skills.

Examples of useful online resources relating to CEFR
Pearson Longman
Teacher’s Guide to the Common European Framework
http://www.pearsonlongman.com/ae/cef/cefguide.pdf
European Centre for Modern Languages
Self-evaluate your language skills
http://elp.ecml.at/UsingtheELP/Evaluateyourlanguageskills/English/tabid/3061/language/
fr-FR/Default.aspx
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Appendix A: Student Questionnaire

Chinese International Students’ First-year
Learning and Teaching Experiences

STUDENT
QUESTIONNAIRE
2009

Peter D. Fawcett
Mats Brenner
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Dear Student,

Please help us to find out about the teaching, learning and support experiences you had during
the first year of studies here at Gävle. Your answers will help us learn what you think so we can
make improvements to the study programmes and support services that are provided.
At a glance, you may think that it will take a long time to complete the questionnaire, but it can
be answered in about 20 minutes or less. You will be surprised, but you will also learn some
valuable things about yourself, as you answer the questions.

Data Protection
All data collected in this questionnaire will be held anonymously and securely. All results will be
presented in an aggregated form and will not be used to identify any individual.

TO COMPLETE THE QUESTIONNAIRE:

o Please complete the questionnaire in class today.
o Answer each question in the way that best shows your own personal feelings.
There are no “wrong” answers.
o Do your best to answer all items in the questionnaire.
o When you have finished answering the questions, please return your completed
questionnaire to your teacher.
Regards,
Peter D. Fawcett (Division of Geomatics)
Mats Brenner (Learning Center)
May 2009
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PART A: Backgroud information
Please tick appropriate box [ ]

1. Are you:

[ ] Female
[ ] Male

2. Which study programme are you registered on?
[
[
[
[

]
]
]
]

Geomatics.
Energy Systems.
Electronics.
Industrial Management and Logistics.

03. How old were you when you came to Gävle? ________________________
(Years)
4. Are you the first person in your immediate family to attend a Higher Education Institution?
[ ] Yes

[ ] No

5. When you decided to apply for a Higher Education course was Gävle your:
[
[
[
[

] First choice.
] Second choice.
] Third choice.
] Other, please specify ______________________________________________

6. Have you studied at a Higher Education Institution before coming to Gävle?
[ ] Yes

[ ] No

If YES, how many terms was your study? _______________________________
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PART B: Induction and pre-programme information
Before arrival and at the start of studies, a student needs clear information about important activities and
procedures. Please indicate, by ringing the appropriate response category, the extent to which you would
rate the following statement
1. Before coming to Gävle, how would
you describe your knowledge about
the University?

Excellent

Very
Good

Not Sure Poor

Very
Poor

2. Is there any additional information you feel new students would benefit from before arrival in
Gävle or during their first study sessions?
(Please use the space below and answer in English)

3. The Induction Programme gave a useful introduction to studying in Gävle.
Strongly
agree
1

Strongly
disagree
2

3

4

5

(Please ring the number closest to your view.

4. The University web pages in English are:
Excellent

Very
Good

Not
Sure

1
2
3
_____
(Please ring the number closest to your view)

Poor

Very
Poor

Have
Not
Used

4

5

6
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PART C: Teaching and learning
Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with the following general statements about
Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with the following general statements about your
main study programme.
1. It was easy to make contact with my
teachers in Gävle.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Not
Sure

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

2. The University in Gävle has given me help
along the way.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Not
Sure

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

3. I preferred lectures where the class
discussed questions.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Not
Sure

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

4. I preferred seminars when the class
was split into smaller groups.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Not
Sure

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

5. I was able to understand and follow
lectures.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Not
Sure

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

6 The teaching staff encouraged us to ask
questions if we were not sure.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Not
Sure

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

7. I preferred to work on my own rather
than do group-work exercises.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Not
Sure

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

8. I enjoyed doing group-work exercises
with other students.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Not
Sure

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

9. Overall, the quality of the teaching on
my study programme has been adequate.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Not
Sure

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

10. The teachers on my programme had
different requirements on how to write
academic references.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Not
Sure

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

11. I was generally satisfied with the
progress I made during my first year.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Not
Sure

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

12. If you hava a question in class, you would …
(Please tick the boxes that apply)
[
[
[
[

] ask the teacher immediately.
] wait until class is over then go and ask the teacher.
] ask other students but not the teacher.
] try and solve the problem yourself.
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13. Do you have any comments or suggestions on how your study programme may be improved?
(Please answer in English)

PART D: Workload and assessment
1. The criteria used in assessing work
were made clear at the start of each
course.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Not Sure

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

2. The workload has been about right.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Not Sure

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

3. I have had too much work to do. I
have not kept up with requirements.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Not Sure

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

4. The teaching staff gave me helpful
feedback on my work.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Not Sure

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

PART E: Support and services
This section is concerned with the support and services offered.
During your first year, about how often have you done each of the following?
(Please indicate, by ringing the appropriate response category)
1. Used the International Students’
Services Office.

Very
Often

Often

Occasionally Never

2. Used the campus Health Centre.

Very
Often

Often

Occasionally Never

3. Used the library as a place to read or
study material you brought with you.

Very
Often

Often

Occasionally Never

4. Asked a librarian or staff member for
help in finding a book or article on
some topic in the library.

Very
Often

Often

Occasionally Never
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5. Read books or articles about personal
development.

Very
Often

Often

Occasionally Never

6. Read books about time management.

Very
Often

Often

Occasionally Never

Please indicate how satisfied you were with the following facilities:
7. Housing accommodation I was
living in.

Very
Rather
Dissatisfied Dissatisfied

Neutral

Rather
Satisfied

Very
Satisfied

8. University IT services when I
needed them.

Very
Rather
Dissatisfied Dissatisfied

Neutral

Rather
Satisfied

Very
Satisfied

9. Library resources.

Very
Rather
Dissatisfied Dissatisfied

Neutral

Rather
Satisfied

Very
Satisfied

10. Do you have any comments or would like to suggest any improvements that could be made to the
support services?
(Please answer in English)
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PART F: Cultural issues
Mixing with other students and learning about different cultures is an essential part of student life. For
each of the statements shown below please ring the appropriate response that is closest to your view.
1. I went to at least one art exhibition, art gallery or a concert or
other music event within the last 6 months.

True

2. I attended a church service at least once
during my first year here in Sweden.

True

False
False

During your first year, about how often have you done each of the following?
3. I met Swedish students.

Very
Often

Often

Occasionally

Never

4. I met other international students who
were not Swedish.

Very
Often

Often

Occasionally

Never

Please indicate the level of satisfaction with the following:
5. Integration with local students
(native Swedes).

Very
Dissatisfied

Rather
Dissatisfied

Neutral

Rather
Satisfied

Very
Satisfied

6. Social life.

Very
Rather
Dissatisfied Dissatisfied

Neutral

Rather
Satisfied

Very
Satisfied
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PART G: General Issues
Do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements as they apply to your first complete
year of study here at Gävle?
1. I am happy with my choice of study
programme.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Not Sure

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

2. My English writing skills have
improved while studying at Gävle.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Not Sure

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

3. My English spoken skills have
improved while studying at Gävle.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Not Sure

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

4. During my first year, I experienced
high levels of isolation and
loneliness which affected my
academic confidence.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Not Sure

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

5. I followed a Swedish language training course during my first year at Gävle?
[ ] Yes, I followed a Swedish language training course.
[ ] No, I did not follow a Swedish language training course.
6. How likely is it that you would recommend studying at Gävle to a friend?
Very
likely
1

2

3

4

Not at all
likely
5

(Please ring the number closest to your view)
7. Looking back on your first year experience, are there any particular positive or
negative aspect you would like to highlight?
(Please use the boxes below and answer in English)
Positive aspects:

Negative aspects:
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PART G: General issues (continued)

8. If you could make one major change to your first year experience, what would you want
it to be?
(Please answer in English)

Q How likely is it that you would recommend studying at Gävle to a friend?

9. Are there any reasons why you would not recommend studying at Gävle?
(Please answer in English)

Thank you for your response and taking the time to complete the questionnaire
If you have any questions, please contact:

PETER D. FAWCETT
Division of Geomatics Tel: (026) 64 87 48

MATS BRENNER
Learning Center Tel: (026) 64 82 18

Email: pft@hig.se

Email: mbr@hig.se
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Appendix B: Student Questionnaire 2009 with Results
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Appendix C: Response Rates to Open-ended Questions

Open-ended question
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Number of
students who did
not provide a
response

Percentage of
students who did
not provide a
response

Are there any reasons why you would
not recommend studying at Gävle?

14

29.2

Do you have any comments or would
you like to suggest any improvements
that could be made to the support
services?

10

20.8

Do you have any comments or
suggestions on how your study
programme may be improved?

7

14.6

Looking back on your first year
experience, are there any particular
positive or negative aspects you would
like to highlight?

6

12.5

If you could make one major change to
your first year experience, what would
you want it to be?

6

12.5

Is there any additional information you
feel new students would benefit from
before arrival in Gävle or during their
first study session?

5

10.4
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Appendix D: Interview Guide

Collaborative Educational Research Study

Chinese International Students’ First-year Learning and Teaching Perceptions at the
University of Gävle, Sweden

Interview Guide

by
Peter D. Fawcett
Mats Brenner

University of Gävle
April 2010
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Preface
Dear Students,
Both Mats Brenner and I are happy that your teacher Dr Elisabeth Björklund is able to offer valuable
assistance with the interview stage our research study and that you have kindly volunteered to help.
The primary objective of the study is to investigate, record and analyse the learning, teaching and support
experiences of a group of young Chinese international students who registered in August 2008 on the
University’s three-year International Bachelor degree programmes provided by the Department of
Technology and Built Environment.
By identifying important areas of concern and gaining insight into their causes, it is hoped new ideas will
emerge that will help improve and contribute to the current and future Chinese students’ overall learning
experience.
The interview stage of the study is intended to complement the questionnaire that was handed out to the
Chinese students at the end of their first academic year here at the University of Gävle. Through conducting a
number of interviews with selected Chinese students, it is hoped to gain more detailed insight into the learning,
teaching and support experiences of the Chinese students. If the interview responses generally support the
findings from the questionnaires, then the overall results will be more convincing.
This Interview Guide is intended to provide you with some useful guidelines to follow when planning and
conducting the interviews with the Chinese students. You will see that the Guide principally comprises of an
Interview Protocol. The ideas presented are based on good practice. They also draw on supporting
methodologies and other guidelines that have been selected from the literature. A copy of the questionnaire
presented to the Chinese students will be provided.
We hope you will find the next few weeks a valuable and interesting experience.

Best regards,
Peter D. Fawcett – Division of Geomatics
Mats Brenner – Learning Center
April 2010
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Preliminary Planning
Good interviews need a good structure and plenty of preparation. As a first step, it is important to spend time
planning on how you will conduct the interviews. During this first step, you will need to do at least the
following seven tasks:
1. Identify and select the students to be interviewed. A list of students will be provided. Remember, the
students participating in the interviews should do so, on a voluntary basis. There does not need to be
an equal balance between male and female students with regard to any of the four teaching
programmes. However, this is an aspect you may like to consider and discuss in consultation with your
teacher, Dr Elisabeth Björklund.
2. Familiarise yourself with the helpful guidelines and interview questions in the main Interview Protocol
part of this Guide. Get to know the interview questions so you do not have to always read them. This
will encourage participation better.
3. Design a suitable confidentiality and consent form. This form should be signed by each voluntary
student participating in the interviews. We suggest two copies of the form should be given out in
advance of the interviews, to those who agree to be interviewed. A signed copy of the form should be
brought to the interview.
NOTE: Staff guidance and an example confidentiality and consent form layout will be provided to
help you design your own form. Confidentiality and consent forms are standard practice for research
studies that involve direct interaction with people.
4. Design a suitable interview template for use with each interview (see Table 1 for an example). This
template should have space to record the time; date and location of the interview; and the
interviewee’s name and study programme. It must contain the interview questions as shown in the
Interview Protocol section of this Guide. Leave appropriate space between each question to take
notes, and responses from each interviewee. You should also leave space for any probing questions
that are asked and their responses. It is also a good idea to have a small area on the template where
any general observations and other comments can be jotted down immediately after the interview.
Your notes should be brief and abbreviations can be used.
5. Create an interview summary form (see Table 2) which you should complete as soon as possible
after each interview. Useful information includes time and place of the interview, the participants, the
duration of the interview, and details about the interview content and themes that arose. The form
should be attached to the interview question templates. These summary forms are useful as they
remind you of the contact you have had and also helpful for the analysis of the data.
6. Design three concluding questions of your own to use.
Finally, and most important:
7. Ensure your research is carried out in an honest and ethical way.
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Table 1: Sample interview template

Sample Interview Template
Title of the Study: Chinese International Students’ First-year Learning and Teaching Perceptions
at the University of Gävle, Sweden
Time of interview:
Date:
Place:
Interviewer:
Interviewee:
Study programme:
Status of interviewer (student or member of staff):

[Here you should briefly present the information that will be used to tell the interviewee about:
a)
b)
c)
d)

the purpose of the study
the individuals and sources of data being collected
what will be done with the data to protect the confidentiality of the interviewee, and
how long the interview will take.]

[You should check the interviewee has read and signed the consent form.]
[If a tape recorder is being used, remember to turn it on and test it.]

The questions should now be listed:
(At the end of the interview, thank the interviewee for their cooperation and participation. Assure him
or her of the confidentiality of the responses and the potential for future interviews.)

(Adapted from Creswell 2004, p. 222)
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Table 2: Interview summary form

Interviewee: ___________________

Date of Interview: __________________

Place: _________________________

Time of Interview: ___________________
Duration of interview: _______________

Where did the interview take place? Was the venue suitable? Does anything need to be
changed for future interviews?

How easy was it to establish rapport? Were there any problems and how can this be improved
next time?

Did the interview schedule work well? Does it need to be altered or improved?

What were the main themes which arose in the interview? Did any issues arise which need to be
added to the interview schedule next time?

Is the interviewee willing to be contacted again? Have I promised to send any information or
supply them with the results or copy of the transcript?

(Dawson 2007, p.116)
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Interview Protocol
The following are some general helpful guidelines for successful interviews.

At the start of the interview
Find a quiet place for the interview where you can talk to the person you are interviewing without a lot of
noise or distractions. Perhaps a quiet classroom or one of the student workrooms in the library may be very
suitable.
State important information at the start.










Try not to sit opposite the person being interviewed, but more at right-angles. This helps provide a
better atmosphere.
Introduce yourself and any other members of your interview team who are assisting with the interview.
Check the person’s name and the study programme they are following. It is good also to write down
the date, place and time of the interview.
Try and make the person you are interviewing feel comfortable.
Refer to the consent form. Check they have brought a signed copy of the consent form and that they
understand the contents. Provide another copy of the form if they have forgotten it.
Give some idea as to the purpose of the interview; the general topic and what will happen to the
data.
Set a time limit for your interview. Inform the person being interviewed how long the interview is likely
to last. By limiting your time, it helps you stay focused. Take a clock or use your watch to help stay
within your time limit.
Tell them how to get in touch with you later if they want to.
Check they are still willing to participate in the interview.

Remind the participant of the confidentiality of his or her responses.
Ask them if they have any questions before you both get started with the interview.
Open with a small talk to help ease the person into conversation. A simple question such as “how are you
feeling today?” can be enough to help create a relaxed atmosphere.
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During the interview
Ask one question at a time.
Listen very carefully to what the person is saying as well as observe how they are saying it.
Try not to interrupt when the person you are interviewing is answering a question. Let them answer for as
long as they want. If the responses are long, then reinforce those kinds of answers—say, “Yes,” “Okay,” or “I
see,” or nod. Such responses by you help reinforce the interviewee to continue their answers.
Use eye contact, and smile occasionally.
Attempt to remain as neutral as possible. That is, do not show strong emotional reactions to their responses.
Ask them follow-up questions related to feelings and emotions. For example, “How did that make you
feel?”.
Provide transition between major topics, eg "we have been talking about (some topic) and now I would like
to move on to (another topic)."
While taking notes, do not hesitate to ask for clarifications or better understanding.

________________________________________________________

Interview questions
The interview questions we would like you to use are now presented. These questions relate directly to the
questionnaire themes and are designed to gain further insight into the Chinese students’ first year learning
and teaching experiences. It will be good to remind the Chinese students being interviewed to try and focus
on their first year experiences when answering the questions.
We encourage you to make up some questions of your own too. Here, we mean follow-up questions in the
form of “prompts” to clarify or probe a little deeper a particular response. Some of the best questions and
answers are often surprises, and come up naturally during your conversations.
It’s good to think of a few prompts before an interview. For instance:




That is interesting; can you explain that in more detail?
I am not quite sure what you mean. Can you explain that another way?
When you say “……….” what do you mean?

You will see that a few warm-up questions have been included and also a variety of prompts to help you.
Some of these prompts we want you to use as indicated in the main questions.

Page 80

Chinese International Students’ First-year Learning and Teaching Perceptions at the University of Gävle, Sweden

Warm-up Questions
1. Please tell me a little about your home area in China.
2. How did you celebrate the Chinese New Year?

Main Questions
Teaching and learning
3. Can you describe some of the benefits of working in groups comprising of students of mixed nationalities?
(If the interviewee has difficulties answering, then offer some of the ideas listed below)
-

Cultural values
Spoken language development
Results of group work
General discussion

4. How much group work did you have back in China?

If none, why do you think this was?
5. What are your views on having more opportunities of mixing with Swedish and other international
students?
6. Which group activities do you prefer? Why?
(If the interviewee has difficulties answering, then offer some of the ideas listed below)
-

Practicals
Seminars
Participation
Language skills
Discussions

7. What at are the benefits of working alone?
8. What role do you take in group work?
(If the interviewee has difficulties answering, then offer some of the ideas listed below)
-

Leader
Take notes
Write up report
A listener

9. How understandable and useful are the course outlines that are provided at the start of each course?
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Support and Services
10. How can the International Office services be improved?
(If the interviewee has difficulties answering, then offer some of the ideas listed below)
-

From the point of your own personal experiences
With regard to opening times
Language - communication difficulties

11. How can the library services be improved?
12. Can you suggest how the housing accommodation for Chinese students can be made better?

(If the interviewee has difficulties answering, then offer some of the ideas listed below)
-

Rent
Facilities
Neighbour contact
Information in Chinese
Other?

General Issues
13. Tell me about some of the cultural challenges you have encountered here in Sweden.
14. Tell me about some of the academic challenges you have encountered here in Sweden.
15. What have been some of the joys of being a student here in Gävle? or disappointments?
16. If you could give advice to anyone on how best to succeed in university studies, what kind of advice would
you give them? Talk about what YOU believe is the key to doing well in university studies here in Gävle.
17. Overall, how has your academic writing skills developed during your first year with regard to:
a. using a standard referencing system?
b. using scientific articles?
c. reading and note-taking?
d. English writing skills?
e. understanding about plagiarism?
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On Closing the Interview
It is good to summarise a few points to verify if you understand certain aspects correctly.
You may have one or two final questions in mind. If not, then the last questions might be to allow respondents
to provide any other information they prefer to add and their impressions of the interview.

At the end of the interview
Thank the person you are interviewing for their time and cooperation.
Point out that their thoughtful responses to the interview will help to gain a picture of how the University of
Gävle can better meet the academic and support needs of both the current and future international Chinese
Bachelor students.

After each interview
Check if the tape recorder, if used, worked throughout the interview.
Make any notes on your written notes, eg to clarify any scribbles, ensure pages are numbered and fill out
any notes that do not make sense.
Write down any observations made during the interview. For example, was the respondent particularly
nervous at any time? Were there any surprises during the interview?
Finally, complete an interview summary form as soon as possible after each interview and attach it to the
main interview template
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