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Abstract: Student engagement has been attracting attention in the discussion of higher education (HE)
quality. Despite the rapid increase of international students in China, little understanding has been
gained for quality management on these students’ engagement in learning. This paper focuses on
international undergraduate students in Chinese higher education institutions, exploring the nature
and characteristics of their academic engagement and the environmental factors influencing the
engagement. The discussion was based on a synthesis of the findings of two studies, i.e., an exploratory
qualitative study following a small group of international students at a research university and a
large-scale survey involving 1428 international students at 34 Chinese universities. The analyses
revealed less than satisfactory levels of international students’ engagement, with a high proportion
of the participants being passively or ineffectively involved in learning. The qualitative findings
highlighted pedagogical and attitudinal factors that affected international students’ engagement.
The survey results indicated six environmental factors, categorized into three groups, having significant
effects on the respondents’ engagement. Although located in China, the analyses bear implications
for practitioners striving for the sustainable development of international education in a broader
range of contexts.
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1. Introduction

The new century is witnessing the dramatically rising phenomenon of internationalization
of Chinese universities. Being probably the most visible representation of internationalization,
international students have been an increasingly significant proportion of the student population in
Chinese higher education (HE). In 2018, 492,185 international students studied at 1004 higher education
institutions (HEIs) in China [1], making the country the third most popular international student
destination country in the world [2]. It has been estimated that China will replace the United Kingdom
as the second-largest destination country for international students after the United States only [3].

Nevertheless, there is a lack of understanding of international students’ academic engagement
during their studies in China [4]. Worldwide student engagement has become a buzzword in the
discussion of HE quality. It is argued that for effectively formulating and implementing policies
to improve student learning, the government and HEIs need to understand how students mobilize
university resources and devote themselves to meaningful educational practices [5]. Despite the
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recent expansion of international student enrollment in China, there are few international publications
on these students’ academic engagement. Although the growing research has contributed to the
understandings of international students’ choice of China for education [6–8], intercultural adaptation
and identity [9], and levels of satisfaction [6,10], very little generalizable data have been gained for the
purpose of quality management on their engagement in learning in Chinese HEIs.

This article focuses on international undergraduate students’ engagement with Chinese higher
education. The investigation is based on the findings of two studies. The first study is exploratory
qualitative research probing from a holistic perspective into a small group of medical students’ learning
experiences. The second study is survey research designed based on the first study, involving 1428
international undergraduate students at 34 Chinese universities. Drawing on the data generated by the
survey study, complemented by the findings of the exploratory qualitative research, this article discusses
international undergraduate students’ engagement in educational practices and the effectiveness of
Chinese institutions stimulating such engagement. Although focusing on China, the analyses hold
implications for the sustainable development of international education in a broader range of contexts.

In what follows we first review the recent expansion of international student enrollment in China.
We then review the literature on student engagement and environmental factors affecting student
engagement. The article then presents research methodology and findings, followed by a discussion of
the findings and the implications.

2. China Context: International Student Expansion and Quality Concerns

China has long been a major source country of international students worldwide. The new century
sees China rising as a leading destination country for international students [11]. In 1992, roughly 12,000
international students studied in China; this number expanded to 44,711 in 1999 [12]. Since 2000,
with the rapid development of the country’s higher education, China has increased its attractiveness
among international students. In the first decade of the century, the number of inward international
students in China kept growing from 61,869 in 2000 to 238,184 in 2009. The release of the Study of
China Scheme in 2010 marked international student recruitment starting to be pursued as a national
strategic initiative [13]. With government promotion, between 2010 and 2018, the number of inward
international students in China increased by roughly 5% annually, reaching 492,185 in 2018 [1,14].
Figure 1 displays the numbers of inward international students in China in recent decades [1,14–30].

 

Figure 1. International student expansion in China [1,14–30]. 
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Figure 1. International student expansion in China [1,14–30].
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As shown in Figure 1, a high proportion of inward international students are in non-degree
programs, challenging the validity of China’s high positioning as the third-largest international student
destination. For those registered in degree-bearing programs, medicine has long been the most popular
major. The medical undergraduate programs, known as the Bachelor of Medicine and Bachelor
of Surgery (MBBS), were among the first English-medium undergraduate programs that Chinese
universities offered to international students. Over the recent decade, the engineering discipline has
become the most fast-growing major for international students in China, transforming from the 10th most
popular discipline in 2010 [14] to the 2nd in 2018, following medicine only [1]. Behind the rapid increase
of international engineering students is the enhanced academic strength of the engineering discipline,
particularly at the national elite “double-first-class” universities [31–34]. The “double-first-class”
initiative guarantees generous financial investment to selected universities and disciplines to reach
international academic excellence. In support of China’s building the innovation-driven economy,
the “double-first-class” initiative favors science and engineering disciplines [35].

Nevertheless, the rapid expansion of inward international students in China raises concerns over
the quality of education these students receive. Aware of the growing concerns, in 2018, the MoE
issued the “Quality Standards for International Student Higher Education in China (trial version)”
(hereafter the Standards) [36], marking the development of Chinese international education into an era
of “quality and efficiency” [37]. This very first national policy on quality management for international
degree programs focuses on the macro-level of educational standards, concerning faculty qualification,
resources, equipment, and facilities. To better monitor micro-level teaching and course administration,
more research that focuses on international students’ perceptions of their engagement in learning is
urgently required.

3. Student Engagement and HE Quality Assurance

Student engagement is currently the focus in discussions of HE quality assurance, following
“course management” and “teaching quality” [38]. This focus on students in quality evaluation has
drawn on the earlier work by Pace [39], Astin [40], and Tinto [41]. Tinto’s [41] work on the contribution
of social and academic integration to student persistence, in particular, highlights the significance of
student involvement, which Tinto acknowledged has similar meanings with engagement. Krause and
Coates [42] note that since ensuring students’ good learnings is a fundamental function of HEIs,
assessing student engagement is crucial to inform HE practices, policies, and quality control.

One widely cited definition of student engagement is given by Hu and Kuh [43], who interpret
student engagement as the “quality of effort students themselves devote to educational purposeful
activities that contribute to desired outcomes” (p.555). Developing the National Survey of Student
Engagement with his colleagues, Kuh [44] proposes that engagement could be quantitatively assessed
along the following five dimensions, i.e., active and collaborative learning, levels of academic challenge,
student-faculty interaction, enriching educational experiences, and supportive campus environment.
Other researchers argue that student engagement is multifaceted, involving behavior, emotional,
and cognitive dimensions [45], and thus qualitative research holistically exploring students’ perceptions
toward engagement is of importance. Following Kuh’s interpretation of student engagement, a large
volume of engagement research has been published. The findings suggested a close linkage between
student engagement and positive outcomes of learning, such as retention [46], critical thinking
abilities [47], and satisfaction [48]. This research, documenting student learning through students’
perceptions and voices [49], supports the HE faculty and institutions to review and diagnose weaknesses
in practices and design and implement measures for improvement [50].

In China, the academic discussion on HE quality has long been focused on the review of
international literature and its implications for Chinese practices. The recent introduction of Kuh’s
student survey to China, which presents empirical evidence of student learning, has triggered
extensive interests among Chinese HEIs facing competitions for funding and pressure for public
accountability [51]. For example, a survey study [52] found that compared to their peers at
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American universities, Chinese undergraduate students showed lower levels of engagement in
student-faculty interaction and meeting academic challenges. Another survey [53] reported that more
than half of the Chinese undergraduate participants were either “motivated but less-engaged” or
“maladaptive/disengaged” in learning. It should be noted that despite its well-recognized significance
in Chinese HE evaluation, the existing engagement research focused on Chinese domestic students only.
There exists no large-scale engagement survey involving international students in Chinese HEIs or
adequate qualitative studies illuminating international students’ perceptions of academic engagement
during their studies in China. Chinese universities are becoming growingly internationally engaged;
this changing nature of HEIs needs to be addressed in research to ensure their sustainable provision of
quality education for domestic and international students alike.

4. Environmental Factors Influencing Student Engagement

Following Lim and Fraser [54], this article defines learning environments as in-class and on-campus
social and pedagogical contexts, in which students’ learning takes place. Scholars have argued for
the linkage between the learning environment and student engagement. Kahu [38], for example,
by proposing an integrated framework of student engagement, antecedents, and consequences,
stresses student engagement is not “an internal static state” (p.766) but is instead embedded in
sociocultural contexts. Coates [55] argues that although individual learners are ultimately responsible
for engagement, the discussion of engagement should not be limited to the individual student
level; rather, the importance of learning contexts should be acknowledged. Empirical evidence
has shown that a positive learning environment supports and stimulates students’ participation in
educational practices. For example, student engagement can be encouraged by teacher support [56],
innovative instructional methods [57], collaborative learning activities [58], academically challenging
curricula [59], course-related teacher-student interactions [59], and informal learning space outside
classes [60].

Other researchers suggest that student engagement differs by disciplines [38] and that institutions
support student engagement through ensuring well-organized courses and appropriate learning
opportunities [49]. A case study of a midwestern US university showed that students in arts,
humanities, and social sciences were more engaged in interactive learning due to the communicative
nature of these disciplines [57]. In contrast, Brint, Cantwell, and Saxena [61] reported that at US
research universities students in sciences and engineering spent longer hours on study due to the
disciplines’ quantitatively challenging content [62], stringent grading practices [63], and expectations of
higher monetary returns in job market [64]. In China, a case study of Tsinghua University showed that
undergraduates in industrial engineering reported much higher engagement in extracurricular studies
with the school’s stress on challenging course content [65]. It was also reported that undergraduate
students at Chinese elite research universities were generally more engaged in learning than their
peers at teaching-centered universities [66], leading to a conclusion that the elite research universities
in China, with generous national funding to reach academic excellence, could better support their
students’ academic engagement [53].

The body of work on international students in traditional destination countries (i.e., the United
States, the United Kingdom, Canada, and Australia), though usually not flagged with “student
engagement”, has also revealed a significant relationship between learning contexts and student
engagement. For example, studies have shown that group work, class discussion, and writing
assignments provide chances for international students’ cross-cultural learning through meaningful
interactions with teachers and domestic students [67–69]. Academics, through carefully designing and
managing co-operative learning activities, can encourage and support international students’ academic
engagement [70,71]. It is also found that the incomprehensibility of teaching content, traditional teaching
methods, and lack of teachers’ support are more likely to challenge non-native-English-speaking
international students, turning many of them into learners with an independent style of engagement,
i.e., holding an academically but less socially oriented approach in learning [55,72]. It is worth noting
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that a negative campus atmosphere, such as the unequal power relationship between students and
academics [73], and a lack of respect for diversity and differences [38] can result in international
students’ disengagement with higher education [72].

5. The Studies

Study 1 was a small-scale longitudinal study (2011-2016) functioning as a pilot for Study 2.
The study followed a small group of inward international students through their undergraduate studies
in MBBS at a national elite double-first-class university in China. The MBBS program was chosen as a
focus in the given study due to its long history of recruiting international students, and it remains the
most popular discipline for international undergraduate students choosing to study in China.

Primary data sources were annual interviews, investigating their educational experiences in China.
The interviews took different forms, with two rounds of semi-structured interviews at the beginning
and end of the degree course and un-structured interviews in-between. Each interview lasted around
1.5 hours. Interview participants included four female and four male students from six different
countries (i.e., Pakistan, Malaysia, Canada, Tanzania, Zambia, and Zimbabwe). The interview sample
size allowed few generalizable conclusions, but from the unstructured, narrative interviews emerged
the significance of students’ academic engagement in their evaluation of the degree education. For the
purpose of this article, the interview findings related to academic engagement were selected and
briefly discussed from the general findings. These findings complemented those of Study 2, helping us
understand the nature and characteristics of international undergraduate student engagement and
how their engagement was affected by a range of contextual factors.

Study 2 was designed, on the basis of Study 1, to investigate inward international undergraduate
students’ academic engagement on a much larger scale. The quantitative survey used the student
engagement scale of the Student Experience at Research University-International (SERU-I) developed by
the University of California at Berkeley to measure the survey respondents’ academic engagement [74].
The survey adopted two sub-scales of the SERU-I campus climate scale and six sub-scales of the
self-developed University Mathematics Classroom Experience Questionnaire (UMCEQ) [75] to explore
the influences of learning environments on student engagement. Necessary changes were made to
adapt the scales to the survey study, including modifying the original items to fit the participant sample
with board national and disciplinary backgrounds. The original UMCEQ items were translated from
Chinese into English and cross-checked by a native-English-speaking researcher. The survey was
piloted with 25 senior international students at the double-first-class university where Study 1 had been
conducted. Based on these students’ responses, the expressions used within the survey questionnaire
were further modified, clarified, or simplified. Table 1 presents the results of confirmatory factor
analysis, confirming the construct validity of the survey’s factor structures.

Table 1. Construct validity.

Scale χ2 df P RMSEA CFI TLI

Student engagement 2412.894 269 P < 0.001 0.075 0.889 0.876
Classroom learning

environment 5246.248 830 P < 0.001 0.061 0.908 0.899

Campus climate 764.099 64 P < 0.001 0.088 0.949 0.938

Note: RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation, CFI = comparative fit index, TLI = Tucker Lewis index.

In 2016, 3709 copies of the paper-based questionnaire were randomly distributed to international
undergraduate students at 34 full-time Chinese public universities. The study involved participants
in various disciplines, with the majority studying life sciences and medicine. The high proportion of
medicine-major participants documented within this majority was in line with the popularity of MBBS
among the international student population in China. The participating universities are located in
central, eastern, and western China, of which 17 are double-first-class research-oriented universities,
and another 17 are non-double-first-class teaching-oriented universities. The international offices
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or the schools of international students in the participating universities approved the content of the
questionnaire and provided access to potential participants. The paper questionnaire was anonymous
and most participants completed the questionnaire within 45 minutes. The survey resulted in 1428
(38.9%) responses. Table 2 presents the respondent profile. Table 2 presents the respondent profile.

Table 2. Participant profiles.

Category Frequency %

Gender
Male 750 52.5
Female 663 46.4
Missing 15 1.1
Total 1428 100.0

Continent
Asia 999 70.0
Africa 321 22.5
Other (Europe, America, and Oceania) 85 6.0
Missing 23 1.6
Total 1428 100.0

Discipline
Arts, Humanities, and Social Sciences 281 19.7
Sciences and Engineering 147 10.3
Life sciences and medicine 965 67.6
Missing 35 2.4
Total 1428 100.0

Institution
Double-first-class university 445 31.2
Non-double-first-class university 983 68.8
Total 1428 100.0

6. Findings

6.1. Study 1: Exploratory Qualitative Research

Study 1 explored the overall experiences of a small group of international medical students at
a national key research-centered university. The unstructured, narrative interviews revealed that
compared to the off-campus sociocultural experiences, it was the participants’ on-course learning
experiences that attracted much of their dissatisfaction. For the purpose of this article, we sketch the
participants’ comments on learning experiences, which has a strong focus on their academic engagement:

1. Participants reported that host teachers were knowledgeable but failed to adequately deliver their
knowledge to students. Much criticism was on traditional, didactic lecturing and that teacher was
the only dominant figure in classrooms, tending to cram in the information. Participants reported
that they interacted with teachers less often than they had expected or less often than they had
been used to interacting with home teachers:

“ . . . in Canada we had to do like group assignments, we had to do lab reports, it was a good mixture.
Whereas here it’s more like the teacher tells you exactly what he’s teaching you and you just listen . . . ”

2. While all participants reported few teacher-student interactions in class, some found teachers
were not approachable outside the class. Most students attributed the lack of teacher-student
interaction to the language barrier, reporting that the majority of their teachers had inadequate
English proficiency. Some, however, perceived that teachers lacked the willingness to listen to,
communicate with, or “include” international students in teaching:

“ . . . I call my teacher. They don’t even pick up the phone. Why does that happen? One thing that came
to me is that the teachers don’t want to see me or they just find it troublesome”. (Malaysian student)
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3. With the weak teacher-student interaction, participants stressed the importance of the learning
support from other students, particularly more experienced co-national senior students. As one
said in his third-year study, “ . . . many times they [freshmen] come to me for advice, not about Chinese,
but general stuff, the medical course” (Pakistani student).

4. Dissatisfied with teaching, one participant reported that going to class was “just for the sake
of, you know, attendance” (Pakistani student). Some purchased international textbooks and
challenged themselves to learn subject knowledge through self-study. Many adopted the
examination-oriented learning approach, studying primarily before examinations. These students
were also found to study to meet minimal course requirements, i.e., handing in homework,
memorizing what had been crammed in lectures, and passing examinations:

“Back home we don’t cram. You understand and you write what you understand... Here,
[memorizing lecturers’ Power Point] slides, and then exactly the way it is in the slides. Before exam,
we need it . . . just memorising everything”. (Malaysian student)

5. Much severe criticism was on course administrators, whose attitudes were often described as
bureaucratic and indifferent. The negative interactions with non-academic staff resulted in
frustration and a feeling of being hurt, which in turn affected students’ learning:

“I see a problem, I call four times. She [administrator] said, “OK, I’ll send someone”. She doesn’t
send anyone”. (Tanzanian student)

“ . . . XXX [administrator] used to tell us that we have to come to the office to register this and that.
. . . We have classes from 8:00 in the morning until 9:00 in the evening. When you skip the class to go
to the office, he would come and check attendance, and we are absent. When we explain to him, he is
like ‘it’s not my problem’”. (Zimbabwean student)

6.2. Study 2: Quantitative Survey

6.2.1. Descriptive statistics

Drawing on the findings of Study 1, Study 2 was designed and conducted to investigate the
academic engagement of international undergraduate students in Chinese HEIs and the environmental
factors influencing their engagement. Study 2, using SPSS 22.0, calculated the means and standard
deviations of the participants’ responses, which were measured by a 6-point Likert scale from 1
(never/strongly disagree) to 6 (very often/strongly agree).

As shown in Table 3, the respondents rated their academic engagement less positively than their
perceived learning environments. The mean scores for the five student engagement factors ranged
between 4.87 and 2.92, with the lack of engagement (LE, reverse-coded) scoring the highest and the
interaction with faculty (IF) scoring the lowest. The results showed that the respondents almost often
attended a class on time or submitted the assignment before deadlines, tended to frequently engage in
academic analysis and comprehension, challenging activities, or extracurricular learning, and only
tended to sometimes interact with the faculty. The passive engagement and lack of interactions with
teachers were in line with the understandings gained from Study 1.

Table 3 also shows that the mean score for the eight classroom environment factors ranged
between 4.27 and 3.54, with cooperative learning (CL) scoring the highest, teaching innovation (TI)
scoring the second lowest, and learning difficulties (LD) scoring the lowest. The survey results
showed that the respondents slightly agreed that students supported each other in subject learning.
The respondents only tended to slightly agree that class teaching offered adequate opportunities
for autonomous learning, teachers adopted diverse and innovative teaching methods, or teaching
content was adequately challenging. The emphasis on cooperative learning, the lack of teaching
innovation, and the lack of academic challenges in class teaching were in line with the findings of Study
1. In addition, although the survey respondents rated the general campus atmosphere (GA) more
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positively than classroom environment factors, they slightly agreed that they felt being respected on
campus. The results were in accordance with students’ perceived lecturers’ and course administrators’
attitudinal problems that Study 1 identified.

Table 3. Descriptive statistics and reliability.

Scale Factor Number
of

Items

Example Item α Mean SD

SE

AU 9 I explained methods, ideas or concepts and
used them to solve problems. 0.919 3.57 1.09

MAC 6 I asked insightful questions in class. 0.856 3.52 1.13

IF 5
I talked with the teachers outside of class
about issues and concepts instructed
in teaching.

0.847 2.92 1.13

LE
(reverse-coded) 4 I skipped class. 0.862 4.87 1.01

EE 4 I worked on learning project outside of class. 0.807 3.54 1.10

CLE

TS 6 Teachers always try their best to help. 0.931 4.27 1.04

PC 4 My course-mates and I compete with each
other in learning. 0.769 4.21 0.96

CL 6 My course-mates and I help each other
in learning. 0.915 4.40 0.93

CO 5 The programme is well organised. 0.918 4.00 1.05
TI 4 Teaching methods are diverse and flexible. 0.896 3.92 1.10

SA 4 I have the freedom to choose what I would
like to study. 0.821 3.98 1.05

DL 5 It is difficult for me to understand what is
taught in class. 0.889 3.54 1.08

IS 4 Teaching has inspired my enthusiasm for
further learning. 0.927 4.11 0.98

CC
RD 5 The campus atmosphere is safe. 0.932 4.15 1.00

GA 8 Students with my ethnic background are
respected on campus. 0.905 4.30 0.98

Note: 1. SE = student engagement, AU = participation for analytical understanding, MAC = meeting
academic challenges, IF = interaction with faculty, LE = Lack of Engagement, EE = extracurricular engagement;
2. CLE = classroom learning environment, TS = teacher support, PC = peer cooperation, CL = cooperative
learning, CO = course organization, TI = teaching innovation, SA = student autonomy, DL = learning difficulties,
IS = intellectual stimulation; 3. CC = campus climate, RD = respect for diversity, GA= general campus atmosphere;
4. Each factor score is the mean of all items’ scores.

6.2.2. SEM Analysis

Study 2 conducted structural equation modeling (SEM) to explore the influences of learning
environments on the survey respondents’ engagement. Figure 2 presents the standardized regression
coefficients for each path that reached a significant level. The results showed that the model fitted
statistically well to the data. Its goodness-of-fit indices are: χ2=461.533 (df=38, P < 0.001, χ2 can reach
a significant level given the big size of sample), RMSEA = 0.088, CFI = 0.960, and TLI = 0.888.
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Figure 2. Influences of Perceived Learning Environments on Academic Engagement.

Note: 1. CLE = classroom learning environment, PC = peer cooperation, CL = cooperative learning,
SA = student autonomy, DL = learning difficulties, IS = intellectual stimulation; 2. CC = campus
climate, RD = respect for diversity; 3. SE = student engagement, AU = participation for analytical
understanding, MAC = meeting academic challenges, IF = interaction with faculty, LE = lack of
engagement, EE = extracurricular engagement.

As shown in the model, the classroom learning environment factors, except teacher support
(TS), course organisation (CO), and innovation in teaching (IT), had a significant impact on student
engagement. Of the significant regression paths, peer competition (PC), cooperative learning (CL),
and intellectual stimulation (IS) had positive influences on student engagement in activities for
analytical understanding (AU), while difficulty of learning (DL) had negative influences on student
engagement in AU. CL and IS had positive influences on student engagement in meeting academic
challenges (MAC). CL, DL, and IS had positive influences on student interaction with faculty (IF).
CL and IS had positive influences on LE (reverse-coded), while student autonomy (SA) and DL had
negative influences on LE (reverse-coded). PC, CL, and IS had positive influences on extracurricular
engagement (EE), while DL had negative influences on EE. The findings of the significance of peer
interaction were in tandem with the findings from the qualitative research, which found peer support
played a crucial role in international students’ active engagement in learning.

Figure 2 also shows that the campus climate factor of respect for diversity (RD) positively predicted
student engagement in AU and LE (reverse-coded). The result, in line with the finding of the qualitative
research, suggested the significance of feeling respected in effective learning. The other campus climate
factor, general campus atmosphere (GA), had no significant impact on student engagement.

6.2.3. Student Engagement: Comparing Discipline and Institutional Differences

Study 1 involved MBBS students only. To extend our understanding, Study 2 compared and
analyzed academic engagement among the respondents with different disciplinary backgrounds and at
different types of institutions. The ANOVA results (see Table 4) indicated that the survey respondents
in life sciences and medical disciplines (LMed) had significantly higher levels of the engagement
in AU and EE and significantly higher levels of LE (reverse-coded) than the respondents in arts,
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humanities, and social science disciplines (AHSS) or the respondents in science and engineering
disciplines (SEng). The SEng respondents reported higher levels of engagement in AU and EE than the
AHSS respondents. The AHSS respondents reported higher levels of LE (reverse-coded) than the SEng
respondents. There were no significant discipline differences regarding the respondents’ engagement
in MAC and IT.

Table 4. Disciplinary and institutional differences in student engagement.

Factor Group N M SD F/t

AU

Discipline
AHSS 260 3.37 0.95

6.607 ***SEng 130 3.59 1.05
LMed 899 3.64 1.11

Institution
DFU 903 3.57 1.07

−0.129Non-DFU 415 3.58 1.12
Discipline × institution 0.210

MAC

Discipline
AHSS 259 3.43 0.97

2.478SEng 132 3.69 1.21
LMed 890 3.54 1.16

Institution
DFU 896 3.50 1.12

−1.068Non-DFU 413 3.57 1.16
Discipline × institution 2.545

IF

Discipline
AHSS 265 2.96 1.00

1.902SEng 132 3.09 1.15
LMed 914 2.89 1.16

Institution
DFU 919 2.89 1.12

−1.795Non-DFU 420 3.01 1.16
Discipline × institution 0.164

LE

Discipline
AHSS 267 4.68 0.96

20.770 ***SEng 135 4.49 1.16
LMed 894 4.98 0.97

Institution
DFU 910 4.93 0.95

3.208***Non-DFU 413 4.73 1.11
Discipline × institution 1.010

EE

Discipline
AHSS 256 3.22 0.98

14.469 ***SEng 133 3.61 1.21
LMed 869 3.64 1.11

Institution
DFU 881 3.56 1.08

0.854Non-DFU 405 3.51 1.16
Discipline × institution 1.211

Note: 1. *** P < 0.001; 2. DFUs = double-first-class universities, NDFUs = non-double-first-class universities;
3. AU = participation for analytical understanding, MAC = meeting academic challenges, IF = interaction with
faculty, LE = lack of engagement, EE = extracurricular engagement.

The results of t-test showed that the respondents at national elite double-first-class universities
reported significantly higher levels of LE (reverse-coded) than the respondents at non-double-first-class
universities. No significant institutional difference was found for another four engagement
factors. There was no significant interaction effect of discipline and institutional differences in
student engagement.

7. Summary and Discussion

Both studies pointed to important features of international students’ engagement in learning.
The survey study showed that the mean value of MAC ranked the second-lowest among those of
the five engagement factors, while the least positive responses were to students’ interaction with
host teachers. The explorative interview study showed that although some interviewees challenged
themselves by learning international reference books, most adopted an examination-oriented learning
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approach, i.e., learning mainly by memorization for passing the examinations. The interviews also
identified inadequate quality and quantity of teacher-student interactions. All interviewees referred to
lecturers’ lack of English proficiency as a reason for the weak interaction. Some interviewees stressed
lecturers’ unapproachability, perceiving lecturers as unwilling to interact with them in teaching.

The survey study showed that the six environmental factors which had significant effects on
student engagement could be classified into three groups. The first group involved PC and DL, both of
which had double-edged effects on student engagement. DL could promote respondents’ interactions
with faculty and reduce lack of engagement but also reduce respondents’ engagement in extracurricular
activities. Similarly, PC could positively enhance students’ engagement in analytical understanding,
while negatively affecting students’ extracurricular engagement. The second group involved SA and
RD, both of which had limited influences on student engagement. SA could increase students’ lack
of engagement, with no significant influences on other engagement factors. RD had only positive
influences on students’ engagement in analytical understanding and could reduce students’ lack of
engagement. It had no significant effects on other engagement aspects.

The third group involves CL and IS, both of which had positive influences on most aspects of
student engagements. It should be noted that the interview study had also revealed peer collaboration
as an important way of learning. The traditional way of teaching, lack of approachability of lecturers,
and the sense of being inadequately included or respected pushed the interviewees to turn to their
peer groups for support in learning. Lee, Yin, and Zhang [76] found that “the culture-specific nature of
teacher-centeredness in Asian region” induced active learning among Hong Kong college students
(p.228). The two studies reported in this article revealed learner cooperation as one strong predictor of
international undergraduate students’ engagement, highlighting the complexity of Chinese classroom
cultures within its growingly internationalized HEIs.

The interview study focused on international students in MBBS at a research-centered university.
To deepen our understanding, the survey study was designed to examine whether disciplines and
institutional differences influenced student engagement and how. There has been no internationally
published research focusing on Chinese contexts and exploring how international undergraduate
students’ academic engagement varies by disciplines and institutions. Specifically, the survey study
differentiated the respondents’ disciplinary background into three broad types, i.e., SEng, LMed,
and AHSS. It revealed that the LMed respondents reported consistently more active engagement in AU,
LE (reverse-coded), and EE. The more extended history of the curricula development of MBBS may
explain more positive responses among medical students. The results, however, need to be interpreted
cautiously. The interview study evidenced insufficient engagement among the MBBS interviewees.
The survey results of the less positive responses given by SEng and AHSS respondents might suggest a
general lack of active engagement among the respondents across disciplines.

In addition, the survey study revealed less active engagement among SEng majors in AU,
LE (reverse-coded), and EE, while no significant discipline differences were found with regard to
student engagement in MAC and IT. The nation’s generous investment in sciences and engineering
may have led to the impressive enhancement of the disciplines’ research output [77]. It, however,
has not much positively impacted the academic engagement of international students majoring in
these disciplines.

Moreover, the survey study did not reveal significant institutional differences in four engagement
dimensions, i.e., AU, MAC, IT, and EE. The result suggested that the survey respondents at national key
double-first-class universities did not engage more actively in these areas than those at teaching-centered
universities. The only exception was LE (reverse-coded). Furthermore, the survey study revealed
no significant interaction effect of disciplines and institutions on student engagement. The result
suggested that despite their strategic, personnel, and resource advantages, the sciences and engineering
at the double first-class universities did not show any advantages over other disciplines at teaching
universities with regard to supporting international students’ academic engagement. The findings
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were different from those of the research on Chinese domestic students [53,66], which might reflect an
overall inadequate engagement of international undergraduate students in Chinese HEIs.

8. Limitations

The research reported in this article holds several limitations. First, the sample may not reflect the
demographic distribution of the international undergraduate student population in China. Second,
Study 1 focused on the interviewees’ narration, which may or may not reflect the actuality of learning
and teaching. Study 2 classified disciplines into three groups and institutions into two types. Other ways
to categorize disciplines and institutions may shed new light on their impact on international student
engagement [43]. In addition, Study 1 involved international students in MBBS only, while Study
2 followed a one-time “snapshot” survey design. To further our understanding, we call for annual
national surveys and qualitative studies that complement each other. Qualitative research will reveal
the nuances of international student engagement. Annual surveys, while providing a bigger picture,
will allow for the comparison of student engagement data over consecutive years.

9. Conclusions

Rapid international student enrollment expansion has put pressure on Chinese HEIs to assess
and monitor the quality of its international education. The pressure is becoming intense following
the release of the Standards [36]. This article focused on the academic engagement of international
undergraduate students during their studies in China. The discussion was based on the findings of an
exploratory qualitative study, following a small group of international undergraduate students at a
research university, and large-scale quantitative research involving 1428 international undergraduate
students at 34 Chinese HEIs. The qualitative study provided grounds for the survey study, helping to
inform the design of the latter. Comparing key findings from the two studies, which involved
different groups of learners interacting with different groups of academics in different settings,
revealed distinctive, yet common features of international students’ engagement. Given the similar
challenges faced by international students worldwide [67–72], the research findings contribute to the
extended and deepened understanding of international student academic engagement in China and
beyond, informing practitioners worldwide of the crucial environment factors that would influence
such engagement.

Specifically, both studies showed less than satisfactory levels of student engagement, with a high
proportion of the participants being less likely to be actively involved in knowledge construction
activities or enriching learning practices. Both studies pointed to international students’ significantly
inadequate engagement in interaction with the faculty. The qualitative research suggested that
the participants’ engagement was affected by teachers’ heavy reliance on didactic lecturing, hardly
interacting with students, and the course administration showing inadequate “sincere empathy” [78]
(p.530). The survey results indicated six environmental factors, categorized into three groups,
having significant effects on the respondents’ engagement. Dissatisfied with teaching, interview
participants relied on peer support in learning. Similarly, the survey revealed peer cooperation as one
of the two factors strongly predicting the respondents’ active engagement in learning. The noteworthy
point is that the survey did not find significant institutional differences or significant interaction effects
of disciplines and institutions on student engagement.

Studies on international undergraduate students are emerging, but our understanding of these
students’ academic experience remains limited. This article contributes to the existing literature by
analyzing international undergraduate students’ academic engagement and environmental factors
predicting such engagement. It is of potential significance in the current context in which China’s
international student education is transforming from “volume increase” to “quality enhancement”,
as demanded by the national government [37]. The analyses in the article suggest crucial issues
for consideration in the discussion of the sustainable development of China’s international student
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education. To further our understanding, we call for annual large-scale surveys and a series of
qualitative studies that complement each other.

Although focusing on China, the article bears implications for practitioners involved in
international student education in a broader range of contexts. First, it is of importance that the
evaluation of the international education quality is student- and learning-centered. Compared to
the evaluation practices centering on resources, equipment, or quality of teaching, international
students’ perceptions and their voices are much significant, enabling the understandings of the
students’ experiences in general and pinpointing the problematic areas for improvement in particular.

Second, both studies reported in this article revealed low levels of academic engagement
among international undergraduate students in China. The survey study reported no significant
differences with regard to student engagement between research-centered and teaching-centered
Chinese universities; nor was there significant interaction effect of disciplines and institutions on
student engagement. The nature and extent of international undergraduate students engaging in
educational practices are a function of their interactions with the learning environments that host
institutions and faculty construct. Hu and Kuh [43] remind us that students’ personal characteristics
are either unable or very difficult for institutions to change, and therefore the potentially productive
approach to enhance student engagement is to change students’ perceptions of certain aspects
of learning environments. While all HEIs are expected to do so, national elite research-centered
universities, given the resources, facilities, and academic strength they enjoy, should play a leading
role in transforming the learning environments and supporting international student engagement.

For example, based on the findings reported in this article, it is suggested that faculty members
develop competencies to use active teaching methods and techniques which encourage collaborative
learning among international students [57,58] and integrate inspiring learning opportunities to support
international student development [59], whilst carefully managing peer competition and curricula
difficulties to avoid potential adverse effects on engagement. More importantly, universities should
encourage faculty and administrators to review the ways they are working with international students.
The “transformative”, rather than “symbolic”, internationalized environments can best encourage
international students’ engagement [79]. The transformation of classroom and campus climates is by
no means easy but remain central to international students’ sustainable engagement in host higher
education [38,73].
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