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Abstract: International academic visits by university faculty members are common around the
world. While most researchers approach such an international experience in terms of intercultural
communication and acculturation, in this study we view the travel experience as a learning oppor-
tunity in light of Mezirow’s transformative learning theory (TLT). Drawing on Singleton’s ‘3H
model’ (head-heart-hands), we find that the outcomes of transformative learning (TL) are related to
cognitive, affective and behavioral domains, the prevalence of which were then explored among 314
visiting scholars. The results are further interpreted by drawing on key concepts from TLT to better
understand the learning process. We conclude that the international experience is beneficial for
scholars” sustainable development, and call for more study abroad opportunities for Chinese uni-
versity faculty.

Keywords: Chinese visiting scholars; transformative learning; mixed-methods study

1. Introduction

Short-term visits by university teachers to other countries is a widespread measure
for facilitating a faculty’s sustainable professional development and has been imple-
mented by many higher education institutions (HEIs) worldwide [1]. This international
movement of highly-skilled personnel also avoids ‘brain drain’ as the visitors remain af-
filiated to their original institutions. International visiting scholars may be defined as fac-
ulty members who engage provisionally in teaching or research in foreign countries, yet
return to work in their home universities to which they are still affiliated [2].

In the higher education sector, such faculty visits for short-term research and teach-
ing are organised as visiting scholar programmes throughout the world. In China, faculty
members are administered and supported by a non-profit agency, the China Scholarship
Council (CSC), which was established in 1996 to manage and fund visiting scholars. Each
year, many scholars who participate in the State Sponsored Study Abroad Programmes
(SSSAPs) are sent to other countries to improve their research and teaching capabilities
and further contribute to building world-class universities [3]. Several national initiatives
have been enacted to align Chinese faculty members’ research and teaching with interna-
tional standards, which has led to Chinese universities” institutional regulations that con-
nect overseas experience to academic promotion [4].

From the perspective of sustainability, visiting scholar programmes, which promote
personal and professional growth, are now an important form of continuing education
for the sustainable professional development of faculty members [5]. Further, the preva-
lence of international academic visits can also be attributed to the belief that it is beneficial
for the sustainable development of universities. HEIs and governments around the world
are convinced that the mobility of scholars has led to numerous positive effects such as
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appreciation of diversity, worldwide professional networks, updated viewpoints and en-
hanced creativity [6]. These outcomes add a more international flavour to teaching and
research, improve faculty’s daily work, and enhance the quality of teaching, learning and
public service, thus promoting the sustainable development of universities [7].

Chinese faculty members’ visits abroad have attracted researchers and therefore
yielded publications, albeit in small numbers. Rhoads and Hu [8] discussed the positive
influence of international experience on Chinese faculty members’ teaching and course
development. Liu and Jiang’s [4] interviews with 16 Chinese academics who were visiting
Canada indicated that international experience improved teaching, research and cross-
border academic cooperation and led to conclusions regarding internal, external and long-
term outcomes. The internal outcomes were represented cognitively and affectively, such
as a better understanding of Canadian culture and society and attitudinal changes. Once
the cognitive and affective outcomes were internalised, external outcomes—in terms of
teaching and research—were seen in the form of significant changes in the scholars upon
returning home. Liu and Jiang [4] further contended that international academic experi-
ence had an enduring, transformative impact on visiting scholars’ personal growth. In the
Canadian context, Fedoruk’s [9] qualitative research examined 10 Chinese visiting profes-
sors’ crucial learning moments and the impact of their overseas experience on their teach-
ing practice after returning to their home institutions in China. Moreover, employing a
mixed-methods design, Zhao et al. [10] revealed various positive effects of international
academic visits and their generalisability. In a recent study, Hu et al. [11] explored Chinese
scholars’ visiting experiences and professional growth at American universities and found
that visiting faculty members were able to achieve professional growth. Overall, the over-
seas experience seems to be rewarding, as research has constantly demonstrated that it
helped to update knowledge, improve research capabilities and problem-solving skills,
enrich cross-cultural collaboration, increase joint research programmes and co-authored
publications, promote the use of English as the medium of instruction and different ped-
agogical approaches, and diversify curriculum content and design [9]. There are, nonethe-
less, several challenges such as unbalanced funding opportunities, insufficient academic
guidance by the foreign supervisors and limited chances to participate in supervisors’ re-
search programmes [5]. As also anticipated, the visiting Chinese scholars also sometimes
encountered multiple difficulties in adapting to a linguistically and culturally different
world [4].

Despite the existing literature, Xue et al. [3] have claimed that Chinese visiting aca-
demics, as a group, have often been neglected. Many researchers [2,11,12] similarly claim
that empirical studies on the experiences and outcomes of visiting scholars are rare. In a
broader sense, a lack of concern over visiting scholars seems to be universal internation-
ally, even though the number of such scholars has been increasing [2]. It is therefore nec-
essary to strengthen empirical study on this particular group.

International academic visiting opportunities provide visiting scholars with rich, ex-
tended lived experiences. Although faculty members can enrich their factual knowledge
and understanding of other countries without travelling abroad due to the development
of modern technology, immersion in other cultures and first-hand experiences are likely
to facilitate deep and profound learning by pushing academics to learn from people and
experiences through dealing with dilemmas and confusion in a context that is culturally
different from their own [13]. Drawing on Mezirow’s [14] transformative learning theory
(TLT), in this study, we view scholars’ international experiences as a course of learning,
categorise the outcomes, and understand the process. First, we explore the Chinese visit-
ing academics’ changes as indicative of TL. Second, we further develop a survey instru-
ment (questionnaire) that builds on the results of the qualitative phase to test the preva-
lence of these themes (changes) with a sample of 314 academics. In line with Creswell and
Creswell’s [15] taxonomy of mixed-methods study, the present research has an explora-
tory sequential mixed methods design.
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2. Theoretical Framework

TL is a process “by which we transform our taken-for-granted frames of reference
(meaning perspectives, habits of mind, mind-sets) to make them more inclusive, discrim-
inating, open, emotionally capable of change, and reflective so that they may generate
beliefs and opinions that will prove more true or justified to guide action” [14] (p.76).
Essentially, TL is a deep change, as it has an impact on one’s core world outlook and per-
spectives that influence one’s actions [16].

Mezirow coined TLT to explain adults” learning experiences as fundamental shifts in
perspectives or frames of reference. A frame of reference is the configuration of assump-
tions through which we view and comprehend our experience [14]. Disequilibrium in a
frame of reference may cause disorienting dilemmas, an experience that is the root of neg-
ative feelings. This is because people must reflect on and change their established assump-
tions and expectations post-learning experience, which is a challenge to many. Critical
reflection and rational discourse are necessary to challenge and change firmly-held beliefs
and values in order to facilitate new frames of reference and TL [17]. Mezirow [14] has
contended that there are three types of critical reflection: content, process and premise.
While the first two focus on what was done in the past and the origins of actions, premise
reflection is more concerned with how people’s ingrained values, beliefs and assumptions
shape their actions. Engaging in rational discourse and talking with others plays a pivotal
role in critical reflection. This process, in which different interpretations, perspectives and
pertinent evidence are presented and explored, facilitates the exchange of opinions and
encouragement, and the establishment of mutual trust among people. Learners are ex-
pected to be able to reflect on the assumptions that underpin intents, attitudes, beliefs and
emotions [18].

TL has been proven to be a helpful framework for exploring travel experiences [4],
with visits to unfamiliar countries and forays into foreign cultures serving as catalysts in
the TL process [19]. Dunn et al. [20] have pointed to the importance of context in adult
learning opportunities, claiming that many study abroad programmes are designed to be
transformative. Indeed, travelling abroad may yield memorable, transformative experi-
ences [17]. Furthermore, Ritz [21] has argued that newly-gained experiences that chal-
lenge previously held beliefs serve as the basis for the development of overseas study
experiences that allow transformative learning to take place. However, existing studies
have tended to focus on student travel/visit experiences [22,23]. This study therefore takes
a look at the often-untouched group of visiting scholars. There are at least two primary
differences between students and visiting academics. First, compared to young(er) stu-
dents, faculty members are more experienced and cognitively mature. Second, whereas
students’ primary aim is to obtain a degree at various educational levels, visiting scholars
have diverse aims based on their overseas experiences—such as expanding global aware-
ness, facilitating international research collaboration, learning new research techniques
and publishing in journals that are linguistically different. It is these contrasts that make
visiting academics” TL experiences worthy of research.

Singleton’s [24] ‘head-heart-hands’ (3H) model (Figure 1) corresponds to the cogni-
tive (academic learning and comprehension), affective (values and attitudes) and psycho-
motor (skills and capabilities) domains of TL and demonstrates thinking, feeling and do-
ing as the triple essential prerequisite elements of TL experience. We employ this 3H
model as a useful framework for analysing and describing the engagement in TL of Chi-
nese visiting scholars.
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Figure 1. The 3H model.

3. Methodology

An exploratory sequential mixed methods design [15] was adopted in this study. The
first phase was in-depth individual interviews with 22 scholars, all of whom had interna-
tional visiting experience. Data analysis led to the emergence of several prerequisites to
TL. We then developed a scale to test the prevalence of the themes/indicators within a
larger sample. Note that the research design was driven by a qualitative approach and
greater emphasis was put on qualitative data. Researchers should consider this
QUAL>quan design when instruments are unavailable or variables are unknown [25]. To
our knowledge, there is no specific scale that is appropriate for this study.

3.1. Qualitative Study

The first phase aimed to understand how people make meaning from their interna-
tional experiences; therefore, a qualitative research design was adopted. Purposive sam-
pling was employed, and the following three criteria were used for selecting participants:
(1) should be faculty members working in mainland China; (2) should have experienced
academic visits in other countries; (3) should be interested in this investigation and agree
to share their experience. Table 1 shows the participants’ information. In total, 22 faculty
members working for over ten mainland China universities were investigated. A small
number of the participants were returnees, i.e., they had studied abroad before going on
to visit as a scholar in other countries, but in all cases the places of visited were different
from that in which they had studied.
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Table 1. Interviewee Background Information.

Code Gender Length of Visit Age* Ranking Country
VSo01 Male One year 37 Associate Professor USA
VS02 Male One year 32 Associate Professor USA
VS03 Male One year 42 Professor UK
VS04 Female Half a year 44 Associate Professor UK
VS05 Male One year 33 Lecturer USA
VS06 Male One year 35 Associate Professor ~ Australia
VSo07 Male One year 34 Lecturer USA
VS08 Male Half a year 39 Associate Professor UK
VS09 Male One year 38 Lecturer USA
VS10 Male One year 32 Associate Professor Canada
VSi11 Female One year 32 Lecturer UK
VS12 Male One year 37 Associate Professor ~ Australia
VS13 Male Half a year 52 Professor UK
VS14 Female One year 31 Associate Professor Canada
VS15 Female One year 34 Lecturer USA
VS1e6 Male One year 35 Lecturer UK
VS17 Female One year 30 Associate Professor USA
VS18 Female One year 34 Lecturer UK
VS19 Male One year 42 Professor UK
VS20 Female One year 37 Associate Professor UK
VS21 Female One year 41 Professor UK
VS22 Female Half a year 36 Associate Professor Canada

* Note. Age refers to how old the participants were when the academic visit began.

Data were collected by means of in-depth face-to-face and telephone interviews.
Open-ended questionnaires were also employed, as two participants preferred to respond
in writing. The main interview questions included the following: What were the reasons
for you joining the visiting scholar programme? Describe your visit experience and the
ways in which this experience impacted and changed your thinking and performing.

Thematic analysis was employed to analyse the data. Each digitally-recorded inter-
view was initially transcribed verbatim. In order to ensure the credibility of the qualitative
data analysis [26], we sent a copy of each interview transcript to each participant for re-
view prior to the analysis; that is, each individual had the opportunity to edit what they
had said and add information, if necessary. We then read and repeatedly re-read all the
transcripts to achieve familiarity [27]. To ensure the rigour of the data analysis, we inde-
pendently coded the transcripts and compared the codes. When disparities occurred, we
negotiated with each other to reach a consensus. All the potentially relevant data were
sorted and collated into themes. This was followed by a refinement process, in which we
reviewed “the coded data extracts for each theme to consider whether they appear to form
a coherent pattern” [28] (p. 9). Ultimately, we distilled each theme’s essence and identified
the different aspects pertaining to each captured theme so as to allow readers to under-
stand the themes that are represented in our research. Table 2 details the codes, sub-
themes, themes and examples to demonstrate and exemplify the analytical process.
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Table 2. The analytical process.

Codes Sub-themes Themes Examples
® Established assumptions
¢ Priorknowledge “... corrected my previous impression
. . . . ... cor y previous impressi
® Ideological differences 1]. Changing previous as- _ _ k
& . g EMEP that Australia was just following the UK
® Western countries sumptions VY
) and the US.
® Language differences
®  Australian culture
®  Chinese cultural activities
® Disseminating Chinese cul- [2]. Deepening the under- .
& 21 . P & . . “I also deepened my understanding of
ture standing of cross-cultural Cognitive di- . ”
. L L . cross-cultural communication ...
® Promoting communication communication mension
® Deepened understanding
® Lack of passion
® Being passive [3]. Generating new under- “I found that we lack passion in doing
® TFollowing orders standing things.”
®  External assessment
® Introducing positivity . , » . .
® Biased report [4]. Changing others’ as- ...my presentation of the positive aspects
sumptions and beliefs changed their existing viewpoint.”
® Correcting locals’ bias P 8 g VIewp
® Invigoration in research
®  American university re-
search environment
. . . L “] want to work hard and make some con-
® Learning from American  [1]. Changes in motivation o ”
tributions.
colleagues
® Habit and enthusiasm
® New aspirations
® Making presentations
abroad
® Feeling good . . “Academically I have become much more
[2]. Increasing confidence . .
® Changed thought confident now.
® Comparing Chinese and
foreign scholars Affective di-
® Seeing both sides of Cana- mension
dian HE . .
. “I will not blindly . . . say [that] all of them
® Evaluating the strengths .
. are better than us and we are not doing
and weaknesses of Chinese and . . .
. [3]. Changing attitudes well.
Canadian HE " . .
. . ... I will not depreciate my own country
®  Pre-visit preparations _
. S and expect too much of other countries.
®  Seeing the similarities
® A neutral attitude
® A sonlearning in an Amer-
ican school “... this little event stimulated my patriot
. . . ... thisli Y imu iot-
® Buying and hanging the [4]. Emotional changes ,, yP

national flag

Patriotism evoked

ism.

Australian researchers

Multiple methods used by

Being impressed tice

Borrowing new methods

dimension

“...Itried to borrow these novel methods

[1]. Changed research prac- Behavioural and improve the quality of my research.”

“

...Iintend to change my research orien-
tation.”
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®  Seeing the research gap

® Intention to change re-
search orientation

® Different ways of research-
ing moral education

® Seeing different research
paradigms

® Appreciation of the British
way

® Changing research practice
® Ajoint research pro-
gramme on TPACK

® Different responsibilities in
research

® Knowing how to teach
overseas students

® Deepened understanding
of teaching international stu-

dents
® New intention to focus on [2]. Changed teaching prac-
teaching overseas students tice

® Cooperative teaching pro-
grammes signed with the visit-
ing country

® Academic exchange

® A joint online course

“...Ilearned to focus more on empirical
research and place greater attention on the
norms and details of research.”

“I once investigated the literacy of TPACK
of Chinese teachers with my co-advisor in
the USA.”

“Now I intend to focus on education for
foreign students.”
“We're jointly running an online course,
which will be available next week.”

3.2. Quantitative Study

Based on the thematic analysis results, we designed a questionnaire to test the prev-
alence of each theme. The scale was reviewed by the second author, who is an expert in
questionnaire development. It was then tested in a pilot study of 20 faculty members with
international visiting experience, who were encouraged to comment on the draft. The
comments and suggestions resulted in the final scale, which consisted of three themes
indicative of TL, namely changes in (a) perspective and understanding (cognitive domain,
three items, Cronbach’s a0 = 0.911); (b) motivational and emotional aspects (affective do-
main, four items, Cronbach’s oc = 0.823) and (c) research and teaching or professional prac-
tice (behavioural domain, five items, Cronbach’s a = 0.921). The value of KMO was 0.907
and the Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity value was significant. Each theme contained several
sub-themes, all of which were rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 ‘strongly
disagree’ to 5 ‘strongly agree’. We then began to search for appropriate participants online
by browsing the webpages of scholars in universities, followed by sending invitation
emails containing the questionnaire website link.

In total, 314 scholars from the Humanities, Social Sciences and Natural Sciences par-
ticipated in the survey. Of the sample, 175 (56%) were male and 139 (44%) female. Almost
all (291) respondents reported the countries they had visited, and the top five nations were
the USA, the UK, Canada, Australia and Germany. The numbers and percentages are

shown in Table 3.
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Table 3. Destination Countries.

Country US UK Canada Australia Germany Singapore Japan Korea Other

Number 144 53 22
Percentage 49 18 8

12
4

8
3

7
2

5 21
2 7

The scholars’ lengths of stay are shown in Table 4. It can be seen that most academics

spent at least one year in the country they were visiting.

Table 4. Duration of stay abroad.

Duration 3 Months or Less 3-6 Months  6-12 Months 12-24 Months
Numbers 14 40 193 67
Percentages 4 13 62 21

Table 5 shows that most respondents were aged between 31 and 45 when they went

abroad.

Table 5. Age groups.

Age Groups 25- 26-30 31-35 36-40 41-45 46-50 51+
Number 7 20 89 104 65 17 12
Percentage 2 6 28 33 21 6 4

We used SPSS 21 to calculate the frequencies, percentages, means (M) and standard

deviations (SD) where appropriate. The results for each item are listed in Table 6.

Table 6. Quantitative results of the survey.

with international colleagues.

Strongly . Strongly
D Neutral A
Items Disagree ;S?il;ee :z) /:)a n%‘l"/if Agree M SD
1 (%) 1 (%)

g 1 [Thavechanged my previousassumptions of the coun- 5\ 1400 19 605%) 88(28.03%) 99 (31.53%) 95(30.25%) 378 107
o = try of visit.
:..E 'g 2. I'have developed new insights into Chinese affairs. 6 (1.91%) 4 (1.27%) 15 (4.78%) 114 (36.31%) 175 (55.73%) 443 0.8
= : R .
é" 3 IC};;‘E changed foreigners’ existing perception of 15 (4.78%) 27 (8.6%) 75(23.89%) 113 (35.99%) 84 (26.75%) 371 1.1
& 4. I have become more motivated to research. 2 (0.64%) 12 (3.82%) 53 (16.88%) 116 (36.94%) 131 (41.72%) 4.15 0.88
% = 5 I'have become more confident academically. 3 (0.96%) 9 (2.87%)  61(19.43%) 118 (37.58%) 123 (39.17%) 4.11 0.88
2 g fecti ~
£ g 6  Ihavebecome objective and neutral when making 6(191%)  4(1.27%)  25(7.96%) 107 (34.08%) 172 (54.78%) 439  0.84
& comparisons between the host and home countries.
< 7. Thave become more patriotic. 8(255%) 10 (3.18%) 34 (10.83%) 90 (28.66%) 172 (54.78%) 43  0.96

g 8. i;sriﬁd"a“"e‘i technology from abroad in my re- 6(1.91%)  3(0.96%) 37 (11.78%) 118 (37.58%) 150 (47.77%) 4.28 0.85

g .

8 9. I have changed my research area. 5 (1.59%) 15 (4.78%) 58 (18.47%) 114 (36.31%) 122 (38.85%) 4.06  0.95

= 10, 1 ble to teach in English for both Chi

g 10 Tlamnowabletoteachin English forboth Chinese 5 ) 140/ 35 (10.109%) 108 (34.39%) 94 (20.94%) 67 (2134%) 354 1.06

H and international students at my institution.

E 11. Ihave helped to establish new joint programmes. 20 (6.37%) 50 (15.92%) 113 (35.99%) 69 (21.97%) 62 (19.75%) 3.33 1.15

': _ . .

g 12 [Ihaveco-authored articles oracademic monographs 1, 3 gy0) 33 (10.519%) 78 (24.84%) 101 (3217%) 90 (28.66%) 371 1.1

4. Findings

Singleton’s [24] 3H model was used as a framework for analysing and describing the

TL experience. More specifically, three main themes were identified as prerequisites to TL
for the Chinese visiting academics as a result of their overseas experiences: (a) changes in
perspective and understanding (cognitive domain); (b) changes in motivational and emo-
tional aspects (affective domain) and, (c) changes in research and teaching or professional
practice (behavioural domain). These shifts correspond well with the 3H model. To make
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the presentation clearer and more structured, the findings of both qualitative and quanti-
tative phases are integrated and reported below.

4.1. Changes in the Cognitive Domain

Some scholars reported having changed their previously-held or established assump-
tions; that is, prior to experiencing the destination country in person, the visiting scholars
had held certain assumptions that subsequently changed because of their new experiences
and perceptions. Obtaining a PhD degree in a European country, VS06, for example, had
assumed his visiting country, Australia, would be similar, or even identical to the UK or
America in terms of language, tradition and scientific research culture. This was because
all three states share an Anglo-Saxon culture and are ideologically categorised as western
countries by the Chinese. Their differences might be very subtle, to say the least. However,
during his stay in Australia, VS06 truly sensed the differences in various aspects, which
fundamentally changed his cognition as exemplified by the statement below:

Before the visit, I thought Australia would be very similar to the UK, since it used to be
a British colony and (is) now a British Commonwealth country. However, Australia has
its own characteristics in terms of culture, conventions and language. ... For example,
the British would say ‘excuse me’, but the Australians say ‘sorry” and they seldom use
‘excuse me’. If you thank an American, s/he would reply “you re welcome’. But the Aus-
tralians say ‘no worries’. Incredible, right? Australian English is very special.... As for
research, I think Australia is trying to build its own unique research culture, which
corrected my previous impression that Australia was just following the UK and the
USA.

Our survey data showed that 194 participants (61.78%) agreed or strongly agreed
that they had changed their established assumptions regarding their countries of visit
while 88 respondents (28.03%) were neutral about this.

The abovementioned changes led to a deepened understanding of certain aspects.
For instance, VS15 reported that the experience helped her learn more about intercultural
communication and become more interested in it:

I'successfully organised a series of Chinese cultural activities, such as calligraphy work-
shops, cooking workshops, music workshops, and spring festival gala evenings, and [I]
received positive feedback. These activities played an important role in disseminating
Chinese culture and promoting communication between Chinese and American stu-
dents. I also deepened my understanding of cross-cultural communication and strength-
ened my research interest in Chinese and Asian cultures.

Meanwhile, some scholars were able to develop insights into phenomena in their
home country. As a philosopher, V508 described his understanding of the lack of passion
in China:

Upon returning home, I found that we lack passion in doing things. Not only individu-
als, but the institution and even the whole society, (all) lack passion. We do not know
where passion comes from. You are assigned to work somewhere, and told what to do,
and evaluated by performance assessment. Especially for our humanities and social sci-
ences researchers, we lack passion. We just follow orders and do things for the purpose
of various indicators of performance appraisal.

These comments demonstrated a critical and reflective understanding. This subject
seemed to be dissatisfied with individuals and institutions driven largely by external man-
datory forces such as performance indicators and assessments. He was also depressed to
see that many people did not realise that usually passion comes from within. In Chinese
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academia, social needs and national development are the top priority for academic re-
search in HE. Numerous research projects take the form of hierarchical arrangements
which often ignore researchers’ interests and expertise. Autonomy and close involvement
are devalued. Therefore, it is less likely that scholars will fully engage in authoritative
research contracts with great commitment and enthusiasm. From a cultural identity per-
spective, VS08's reflection and critical comments strengthened his identity as a Chinese
scholar, and he seemed to link himself as an individual with the nation as a whole. Rec-
ognising himself as Chinese, V508 found fault with Chinese academia and even with the
whole society, but with the ultimate goal of improving both.

The survey data indicated that 289 participants (92.04%) agreed that they developed
new insights into Chinese affairs, a surprisingly high number. It seemed that immersion
in a culturally different context (the host country) could stimulate reflections upon famil-
iar surroundings (the home country) and thus facilitate new thoughts or ways of thinking.

The aforementioned cognitive shifts seemed to be inward; that is, scholars’ under-
standing and awareness changed as a result of their experiences in other countries. How-
ever, some attempted to project these changes outward by trying to change others’ beliefs,
assumptions and understandings. This effort was seen when Chinese academics de-
scribed their intentions to change foreigners” understandings of China through various
activities, such as in the following statement from VS06:

In Australia, I introduced positive aspects of China to the locals. I hosted a lecture to
present the education situation in China and my personal research. The Australian
newspapers reported (on) China every day, but in a biased way. Therefore, my presenta-
tion of the positive aspects changed their (the locals) existing viewpoint.

The quantitative data suggested that many participants (n = 197, 62.74%) confirmed
that they had changed local people’s existing perceptions of China, although 75 (23.89%)
were uncertain about this. This tended to suggest that many academics would actively
provide corrections when they felt that people in host countries misunderstood certain
issues and phenomena regarding China.

4.2. Changes in the Affective Domain

The heart dimension encompasses motivational and emotional aspects [29]. A few
participants were found to be more motivated towards work; in particular, they showed
more enthusiasm for research. According to VS05, this was because of the competitive
environment in foreign universities, where there was a strong appreciation for innovation
and professional dedication. This environment impacted scholars in a positive, lasting
way, helping them to form a habit of devoting themselves to work. This is evidenced in
the following statement from VS05:

Upon my return, I became very much invigorated, totally different from how I used to
be. I became much more motivated to do things. (Why?) This is because the research
environment in American universities was perfect. The researchers around you are en-
ergetic and hardworking, and I learned a lot from them, so I wanted to do many things.
I then brought this habit and enthusiasm back to my university in China. The impetus
is still ongoing, and I can clearly feel it. I want to work hard and make some contribu-
tions. This is a remarkable change.

A few scholars reported that they had become much more confident academically, as
the case below demonstrates:

Academically, I have become much more confident now. I gave several academic presen-
tations in the London knowledge lab and I felt good. I didn’t think our Chinese scholars
academic competency was inferior to that of the foreigners. Some of them (non-Chinese
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scholars) were just so-so, to be honest. Their thinking abilities are not necessarily much
better than ours. It's just because of their academic norms and discourse system, and
they have been set as international standards. (V521)

Such confidence in scholarship and academia could be attributed to the academic
communication in the visited country. The visiting scholars gradually became more capa-
ble of exchanging thoughts and ideas skillfully in English. Furthermore, through this com-
munication and immersion they became more familiar with western academia and so
might have changed a previous belief that Chinese scholarship was inferior to that of the
west—a change which could help them establish new confidence in their research.

The qualitative findings were also supported by the survey results which showed
that 247 respondents (78.66%) were motivated to do well in research. Furthermore, 241
(76.75%) reported that their academic confidence had been boosted due to the interna-
tional visiting experience.

Having worked in Chinese universities for years, the visiting scholars had gained
extensive experience and knowledge of their society and institutions. While living and
working in their host countries and universities, they also gained first-hand experience
through observing, experiencing and rethinking. The co-existence of previous and new
experiences facilitated comparison and contrast, which led to scholars’ judgement on the
strengths and weaknesses of both host and home countries. V510 stated that:

Visiting enabled me to fully understand the advantages and disadvantages of foreign
universities. I will not blindly say (that) all of them are better than us and we are not
doing well. Spending such a long time in Canada, I was able to realise that, for example,
our government was doing better (in terms of) financially supporting higher education
research. At the same time, we need to learn from the Canadians (how) to make our
institutions more flexible.

Such a case illustrated that a change in the cognitive domain could result in a change
in the affective domain. That is, the first-hand and resulting subjective judgment led to
scholars’ more neutral attitudes. A misconception that everything in foreign countries was
better than China was corrected and replaced by a more rational view. Thus, the blind
worship of western or developed countries no longer existed.

The visiting academics, such as V518, were also aware of the similarities—such as
Chinese and British schools’ similar coping strategies regarding external visits. Having
observed this and other commonalities, VS18 became calmer, more peaceful and neutral,
and she thought more rationally, given her diminished prejudice. In this sense, observed
similarities could also lead to changes in attitudes, as VS18 described:

I organised a visit by a group of Chinese people to a British school during my stay in the
UK. I found that the people in the school had already made good preparations before our
visit, for example, selecting excellent students and preparing “official answers” to our
questions. This was what we did in China. I then realised the similarities between the
two countries. Now, I will not denigrate my own country and expect too much of other
countries. With such a neutral attitude, I can think about some issues more rationally.

In the subsequent questionnaire survey, we found that a majority of scholars (n =279,
88.86%) stated that, post-visit, they were able to hold a more objective attitude when com-
paring host with home countries. Having experienced two different contexts, they might
evaluate and identify the strengths and weaknesses of each part, which helped to develop
a more neutral attitude.

Some interviewees were also found to be more patriotic in terms of emotion. VS15
descried her experience in the USA:
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I visited the USA together with my child. He was learning in a school which recruited
many students from diverse countries and cultures. There were lots of national flags
hung in the long corridor, but no Five-Starred Red flag. I said to my child we should buy
a national flag next time and hang it there to let everybody know where we came from.
You see, this little event stimulated my patriotism.

The above experience illustrated that VS15 experienced a reinforcement of her iden-
tity as Chinese and stimulated her love of her home country. She thus showed assertive-
ness in presenting and defending this, without hesitation or bashfulness, through real ac-
tions. This might be due to the strong identity contrast and comparison between “us’ (Chi-
nese) and ‘them’ (foreigners or local people). This in turn evoked the scholar’s awareness
of who she (and her child) were and what she could and should do to show their identity.

Similarly, some scholars felt that they loved their home country much more while
abroad. The quantitative statistics indicated that 262 (83.44%) participants agreed that
they were much more patriotic.

4.3. Changes in the Behavioural Domain

The scholars were found to have changed their research and teaching or professional
practice as a result of their academic visits overseas. First, foreign researchers’ techniques
seemed to inspire Chinese scholars. V506 mentioned encountering innovative educational
research methods. His overseas experience enabled him to reflect on his own research
practices and change his research approach. As evidenced in his statement below, he came
to believe that novel techniques could improve research quality:

I learned a lot from the methods used by Australian researchers. For example, they would
use camera, video and audio for details of classroom teaching, which I had never heard
of. Then, the collected data were analysed from different perspectives. Such methods of
data collection and analysis have greatly impressed me. Before the visit, I was unaware
of new research methods and (I) just used very traditional research techniques. But now,
in my research, I try to borrow these novel methods and improve the quality of my re-
search.

This finding was further strengthened by the survey data, which revealed that 268
respondents (85.35%) agreed or strongly agreed that they used more advanced technology
from abroad in their research.

A few Chinese scholars experienced a more profound change with respect to re-
search. Even though VS04 had returned from a German university as a PhD graduate
many years ago, her visiting experience in the UK was also fruitful and productive. Hav-
ing been inspired by her supervisor, VS04 explained that she changed her research field.

VS04: 1 saw and began to understand how they (British researchers) conduct research. I

realized ... the gap between Chinese and British research. In the UK, my co-advisor’s

insights greatly influenced me. Now, I intend to change my research orientation.

Interviewer: What change? What do you mean?

VS04: 1 want to study moral education in a different way. You and I both know that

moral education is more like moral indoctrination in our country (China), leaving very

limited space for research. But my supervisor made me realize that we can study moral
education through analytic philosophy and elaboration, a way that is more scientific. He

(the supervisor) would try to convince you, persuade you, instead of forcing you to do

something. Would you be disgusted with it? No, you wouldn't.

In contrast to the aforementioned changes that simply concerned learning and the
adoption of new techniques, VS04's change occurred with respect to her research orienta-
tion, which seems to have been more penetrating and far-reaching. This change is men-
tioned because the participant clearly perceived the different ways in which British and
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Chinese scholars studied the same issue (moral education). More importantly, VS04
highly appreciated the British approach, which was definitely an impetus to follow and
change. A change relating to research field or orientation could be fundamental and long-
lasting, even throughout her remaining academic life.

Similarly, after V519 observed a research paradigm discrepancy between the Chinese
and the British, he decided to change his own research practices. The discrepancy made
him reflect on Chinese habitual and taken-for-granted educational research practices,
which prefer grand and broad topics and often employ a literature-to-literature research
approach. Following this paradigm, Chinese scholars came up with ‘konghua’ or ‘empty
talk’, i.e., meaningless words that have very little impact on reality. Immersing himself in
a different research culture, V519 gradually understood and appreciated the British ap-
proach, which valued more specific problematisations and utilised diverse empirical ap-
proaches. VS19 described his intention to modify his own research practice:

I attended a number of lectures and seminars during the visit. When comparing, I found
many differences in ways of doing research between China and the UK. I think most
Chinese researchers, including me, like broad topics most, and we frequently do many
literature-to-literature works. However, the British prefer more specific questions, and
they will use carefully selected methods to address their problems. There is little empty
talk. I think this is good. Upon (my) return, I learned to focus more on empirical research
and place greater attention on the norms and details of research.

Quantitatively, 236 academics (75.16%) reported that their research had been affected
and intended to change their area of study. This suggests that international academic ex-
perience could have an enormous impact on research work.

A few participants reported that they were more capable of teaching in English. VS08,
for instance, was a typical case. Having returned from Sweden as a doctoral degree holder,
he later visited the UK to experience higher education in another country. This latest im-
mersion deepened his understanding of instruction and strengthened his teaching abili-
ties. As a result, he found himself more capable of giving sessions to overseas students
who were studying in his university in China. Obviously, this was a result of his language
usage and intercultural communication in the UK.

I stayed in Sweden for many years for my PhD degree. To some extent, I more or less
knew and understood how to teach overseas students because I used to be an interna-
tional student as well. This new experience of visiting the UK deepened my impression
of teaching international students as I observed from a scholar’s perspective. So, upon
my return, I found I could teach foreign students in my university skillfully. Now I
intend to focus on education for foreign students. So I think my overseas experience gave
me another ‘rice bowl’ to earn my living.

The quantitative data illustrated that only half of the respondents (1 = 161, 51.28%)
believed that they were capable of using English as the medium of instruction; 45 (14.33%)
reported that they were not able to do this and a large number selected ‘neutral” (n = 108,
34.39%).

International joint programmes have been facilitated and developed as a result of the
engagement and the active role visiting scholars played in the process. For instance, V520
talked about a teaching programme between the visiting university and the institution she
was working for:

It’s about international cooperation projects. I signed a few small cooperative pro-
grammes with the visiting university in the UK. After I returned, my British friends
came to my university for academic exchange. I've been working closely with Diana.
We're jointly running an online course, which will be available next week.
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During their stays in their host countries, active Chinese scholars had plenty of face-
to-face communication opportunities with foreign researchers, allowing an in-depth un-
derstanding of the resources and needs of both parties and thus promoting potential co-
operation. The cross-cultural teaching and learning programmes were positive results of
these academic visits, demonstrating a change from thinking to action. Such international
projects are beneficial for stakeholders in HE, in particular the students. In this sense, an
individual academic visit may lead to collective profits.

Another collaborative action was synergetic research and publication. Both the Chi-
nese visiting scholars and their newly-made foreign friends participated in the whole pro-
cess. Both parties were involved in different research stages, either jointly or separately,
such as designing, data collecting and analysing, drafting, revising and submitting. VS01
detailed a joint research project with an American faculty:

I once investigated the literacy of TPACK of Chinese teachers with my co-advisor in the
USA. First we discussed the questionnaire design together, and then I was in charge of
approaching the survey subjects, handing out and collecting the questionnaires. My co-
advisor conducted the follow-up in-depth analysis. Now the research article has been
completed and we’re looking for suitable journals.

However, the survey data did not fully support the qualitative finding. Less than half
of the respondents (n = 131, 41.72%) had helped to establish joint programmes upon re-
turn. Approximately 70 (22.29%) never did so and 113 (35.99%) teachers selected ‘neutral’.
Joint publication seemed to be slightly better. According to the statistics, 191 scholars
(60.83%) had published collaboratively with international colleagues.

Notably, the last three changes (being able to teach in English, playing an active role
in establishing new joint programmes and co-authoring articles or academic monographs
with international colleagues) seem to be less prominent compared to other TL indicators
as the mean numbers of these items are lower. Such statistical findings indicate that, alt-
hough conceptual, mental, emotional and attitudinal changes are prevalent, it is not al-
ways easy to take action and manifest the behavioural gains. To make the visiting scholar
programmes more meaningful and sustainable, actions must be taken. Appraisals of the
transnational academic visits need to pay more attention to actions, rather than thinking
or intentions that have not been turned into real actions.

5. Discussion

Understanding the nature of changes requires discussion of the findings in relation
to TLT. TLT is used to explain and depict how people’s experiences change their frames
of reference, or the ways in which they make sense of the world. The TL process is often
troublesome, in that individuals tend to deny those ideas, perspectives, experiences,
thoughts and behaviours that do not align with their existing frames of reference. Accord-
ing to TLT, experiencing a ‘disorienting dilemma’ is a critical premise for modifying
frames of reference. In fact, international stays may possibly lead to just such disorienting
dilemmas as new cultural experiences alter one’s way of thinking [30] and challenge for-
merly held assumptions. People’s first-hand knowledge of another culture is deemed to
be essential for perspective transformation, which then gives rise to changes in frames of
reference [31]. By immersing oneself in an environment that is culturally different from
one’s own, one may experience something unexpected, or even conflicting, which then
triggers an examination of long-standing values, notions and beliefs; this self- examina-
tion, in turn, acts as an impetus for the TL experience [32]. In this sense, the novelty that
visiting scholars encounter in a new country or culture is essentially a catalyst for TL
[19,23].

Most of the participants were over 30 at the time of their stay, as Table 1 shows. Prior
to their visits, most scholars had spent at least three decades in their home country
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(China), during which time their ideas, perspectives and habits were formed and rein-
forced. However, living in and experiencing a new cultural environment, the Chinese vis-
iting scholars naturally encountered many unfamiliar and unexpected ideas, events and
behaviours. They very frequently found it difficult to integrate the new experiences into
their existing meaning perspectives, and thus they experienced significant disorienting
dilemmas while abroad. To address this problem, individuals may either deny the new
experience or change their perspectives to accommodate it. According to our data, most
participants actually practice TL, which encourages trying new things that originate from
fresh experiences. This implies that many scholars view the dilemma as a catalyst for
learning and change, or, in other words, an opportunity for TL. This confirms the assertion
of Nada et al. [23] that TL often occurs through the engagement of international experi-
ence. Compared to young(er) students [23] then, these groups of Chinese visiting scholars,
most of whom are over 30, may experience a more profound shift in meaning perspectives.
As Nada et al. [23] have argued, this is due to the questioning of older individuals’ long-
standing, taken-for-granted meaning perspectives.

Both rational discourse and critical reflection are indispensable for TL [33]. Rational
discourse is essentially a form of dialogue aiming at searching for common understanding
and evaluation of the justification of an interpretation or belief [34]. The participants’ tran-
scripts show that they looked for opportunities to communicate with other Chinese visit-
ing scholars or peers. V509, for example, describes the experience: “I often chat with other
Chinese visiting scholars, because I like the comfortable conversation atmosphere. We
share our experiences, discuss respective views and we became good friends. Such infor-
mational discussion plays a role in changing my presuppositions and beliefs.” First, we
can see that participants” perception of a good atmosphere is a key precondition. As Me-
zirow [35] contends, positive feelings such as trust, solidarity and empathy are crucial
premises for participating in rational discourse. Second, the discourse is not about who
wins or loses in argument. Rather, it mainly encompasses reaching an agreement, being
open to differences, testing other viewpoints, searching for the common between mutu-
ally contradictory things and seeking synthesis and reconfiguration [35]. Through this
process, knowledge may be constructed and long-standing beliefs changed.

In TL, adults” assumptions or presuppositions comprise the object of critical reflec-
tion. Mezirow [14] identified three levels of reflection: content, process and premise re-
flection. As Kreber [36] has claimed, content reflection deals with questions like “What do
I'know?’ Process reflection is related to procedures and methods. Premise reflection seems
to be more profound and far-reaching since it queries the assumptions underpinning peo-
ple’s knowledge. Only premise reflection has the potential to lead to perspective transfor-
mation and thus bring about TL. Therefore, premise reflection is often regarded as a more
advanced reflective thinking pattern [37]. Changes in academics” professional practice il-
lustrate this point. Given that Chinese visiting scholars are in an unfamiliar context, they
question the ways in which local faculty members think, feel and behave in terms of re-
search and teaching. They constantly make comparisons between their newly-gained and
pre-existing experiences, which may lead to critical self-reflection and the re-examination
of their long-held, socially- and culturally-constructed assumptions, beliefs and values
with respect to research and teaching. During this process, they may recognise the justifi-
cation for and superiority of Western-style research and teaching and thus change their
existing unconsciously-assimilated understanding and behaviours which were formed in
the Chinese higher education context. Such a shift can be quite difficult because beliefs
and assumptions are often deeply embedded. Consequently, the scholars’ behaviours, or
more specifically, their professional practices, have been re-directed. For example, VS19
critically examined the deficiency in his previous research paradigm which relied exces-
sively on the macro-level literature-to-literature research style. Having gained an under-
standing of the merits of empirical research, he decided to shift his focus and ultimately
change his approach.
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All the findings correspond well with Hoggan’'s [38] typology of transformative
learning outcomes. Transformative learning involves changes in assumptions and atti-
tudes, which can be represented by the scholars’ changed assumptions regarding their
country of visit, and more objective and neutral attitudes while comparing host and home
countries. The development of new insights demonstrates new awareness or understand-
ings. A few participants were found to be more motivated in their research, which could
indicate a transformative outcome of changing in “the perceived meaning and purpose of
a person’s life” [38] (p.72). Some scholars” enhanced confidence in academic work may be
the result of transformative change affecting their sense of self and increasing their self-
knowledge, leading to clearer perceptions of personal strengths and limitations. Affec-
tively experiencing the world is also deemed to be a transformative learning outcome [39].
In this study, the changed living environment affected the visiting academics’ feelings and
emotions, in particular making them more patriotic. The changes in the behavioural do-
main are consistent with Hoggan’s [38] professional practices and skills categories. Hog-
gan [38] contends that transformative outcomes are manifested by new professional prac-
tices such as those which were found in the visiting scholars’ research (using technology
from abroad, change in research area, international publication with foreign colleagues),
teaching (using English as a medium of instruction) and service (building new interna-
tional programmes) in the present study.

Some of the findings in this study are consistent with those of other studies, such as
changing the stereotypes and previous perceptions of colleagues in the host country [4],
the pedagogical change of being capable of teaching in English [40], changing research
area or focus and adopting new methodology and technology [4], conducting joint re-
search projects [13], renewed enthusiasm for research and commitment to high-quality
research [4], collaborating with foreign colleagues on international publications [11] and
more academic self-confidence [4,9]. Nevertheless a few unique findings in this research
are also interesting. Previous research tends to show that Chinese scholars generate in-
sights into their host cultures and societies while abroad [4]; in contrast, the participants
in this study report having developed new understandings of and perspectives on the
affairs of their home country, China. This suggests that people in an unfamiliar environ-
ment could develop new ideas on contexts and phenomena that they are familiar with.
Having changed local people’s (in the host country) existing perceptions of China is an-
other finding that has seldom been reported previously. It demonstrates that Chinese vis-
itors not only learn from their environment, but they also attempt to make changes. Liu
and Jiang [4] find that the scholars would, whether intentionally or unintentionally, make
comparisons between host and home countries, leading to the expansion of their horizons.
Our qualitative and quantitative results add an affective dimension (objective and neutral
attitudes) to such factual comparisons and horizon expansions. Finally, existing studies
scarcely mention the patriotism of the visiting researchers, yet both our datasets clearly
demonstrate the patriotism of Chinese scholars abroad. They are concerned about the rep-
utation of their nation and show love of their home country.

The integration of both qualitative and quantitative data has broadened the empirical
foundation of this study and increased its depth. It is not difficult to see that there are both
agreements and disagreements between the two datasets. In general, the degree of con-
vergence in the cognitive and affective domains is high. As reported in the interviews,
many respondents reported in the survey that they had changed their previous assump-
tions regarding their visited countries, developed new insights into their home country,
changed local people’s existing perceptions, were more motivated to do well in research,
had boosted their academic confidence and become much more patriotic. There are, how-
ever, more discrepancies in the behavioural domain. For instance, even though the inter-
viewees reported that they could use English as the medium of instruction upon returning
to China, only half of the respondents believe that they are able to do this. This might
suggest that, although the interviewees have gained linguistic abilities, on a larger scale,
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being able to teach in English is not so prevalent among returned visiting scholars. Fur-
thermore, less than half of the respondents have played a role in establishing joint pro-
grammes, which does not support the qualitative finding. In this sense, it cannot be taken
for granted that returned scholars will always help to create new international pro-
grammes. Note that such discrepancies do not question the quality or design of a mixed
methods study [41]; rather, it provides a more complete way to understand the research
findings and proves the value of the mixed methods design. Unlike some pure qualitative
studies [2,8,9,11] of visiting scholars, a more holistic picture of the outcomes of interna-
tional experience is gained. The contradictions between qualitative and quantitative da-
tasets may be viewed as cues for follow-up studies.

There seems to be an issue regarding imbalance, more specifically the unidirectional
learning, which could hardly be viewed as academic exchange. People in the visiting
country seldom learn from the Chinese visitors, or, at least, there is very little evidence to
this effect. Even though VS06 mentioned that he had corrected some misconceptions held
by people in his host country, examples like this are few and far between, and such a case
seems to be more social than academic. One possible reason may be the long-standing
reverence for the west, particularly in social sciences in China, where most theories and
research approaches have been borrowed from western countries. Another cause relates
to the aim of visiting scholar programmes—to promote the sustainable professional
growth and improvement of Chinese faculty members [5]. In the Chinese context, visiting
scholar programmes refer to “Guo Wai Fang Xue” or “Chu Guo Jin Xiu”. Both “Fang Xue”
and “Jin Xiu” imply learning from the host countries while abroad. Such programmes, in
this sense, are basically continuing education that focus on learning, improving and pro-
fessional development. Therefore, a majority of scholars place an emphasis on learning
and input rather than output.

6. Conclusion and Implications

Based on Mezirow’s TLT, the present study identified three significant changes that
are indicative of TL. They revolve around the cognitive, affective and behavioural aspects
of TL. Drawing on the key concepts within TLT, we can better understand visiting schol-
ars’ international experiences as TL experiences. The existing research seems to place
much emphasis on the acculturation and sociocultural perspective while analysing the
cross-border movement of people [42]. In contrast, in this study we view the visiting schol-
ars’ overseas experiences as sources of learning in light of Mezirow’s TLT. The study con-
tributes to TLT by elaborating on how such experiences impact the TL of Chinese visiting
academics.

This empirical study has demonstrated that visiting faculty programmes are a sus-
tainable measure of the professional development of Chinese university faculty members
due to the significant changes they bring about. Given these positive outcomes, it is rea-
sonable to call for the sustainability of such programmes for Chinese faculty. We concur
with Liu and Jiang [4] that scholars who are interested in international academic visits
should be able to make more than one. Faculty members, universities and government
should do their part to facilitate the sustainability of visiting scholar programmes. On the
part of individual teachers, a high level of academic commitment and self-management
while abroad is the key to a fruitful visit. Universities are expected to establish appropriate
management and assessment mechanisms to better regulate and monitor the process and
effects of international visits, so that the sustainability of such cross-border programmes
can be realised. Moreover, the dissemination of positive outcomes of overseas experiences
upon their return, which has often been neglected, should also be encouraged. The value
of such dissemination lies in promoting the sustainable impact of international experience.
Faculty members with rich overseas experience should play a more active and construc-
tive role in the sustainable development of internationalisation of Chinese HEIs upon their
return, such as engaging in international student education, transnational research coop-
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eration, and faculty and student exchange: through such activities, the sustainable influ-
ence of international experience can be witnessed. In respect of the state-level manage-
ment, due to the high costs of such programmes, pertinent government departments such
as the CSC should also improve their administration.
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