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This study explored Western students ° learning
experiences at a Taiwanese university. The
participants were 35 undergraduate and Master ‘s
students from Central America, North America and
Europe. The study focused on the interaction
interplay between their educational dispositions and
the teaching practices they encountered at the
Taiwanese university. Findings of the study indicate
that the students experienced a clash in the
educational cultures of their home and host
countries. This report discusses the

students ‘ perceptions of the course content and
teaching methods they experienced at the university.
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Negotiating a new learning culture: How international students adapt to the Taiwanese
academic environment

Introduction

Internationalization has been a major catalyst for recent changes in higher education worldwide. To
increase its global competitiveness, the Taiwanese government has followed this trend and has been
actively seeking to internationalize its universities since 2004 (Ministry of Education, 2004). One
main strategy has been to increase the population of international students (Ministry of Education,
2009). Statistics show that the number of international students in Taiwan has steadily increased
over the years (Education Statistics, n.d.). It can therefore be expected that in the years to come,
Taiwan will face the challenge of educating students from countries of different educational cultures.
To be able to retain these students as well as to attract new ones, it is essential that Taiwan provide
them with quality education. However, currently, we have little understanding of these students’
conceptions of and beliefs about learning, and also their academic adaption to Taiwanese higher
education. While there are a growing number of reports about the international student market and
strategies for attracting overseas students to Taiwan (e.g., Chang, 2010; Chu, Chu & Jin, 2010; Liu
& Sheu, 2008), rather less attention has been paid to these students’ educational experiences in
Taiwan.

Roberts, Chou and Ching’s mixed methods study (2010) investigated 88 students’ social and
academic adjustment at a university in northern Taiwan. Using focus group and survey data, they
outlined the “pull’ factors that affected foreign students’ decisions to study in Taiwan; their
satisfaction with their choice of the university; and their perceived benefits and challenges of
studying at the university. Findings related to students” academic experience include students
reporting choosing the university because of its reputable Mandarin Chinese study programs and
“environment conductive to learning” (p.160). Unfortunately, the authors did not provide further
details regarding why the particular Mandarin programs were considered by the students to be an
attraction or which aspects of the environment were viewed by the students as being able to
facilitate their learning. In terms of challenges, an interesting finding of the research is that the
students rated “memorizing Chinese characters” as the greatest obstacle, as they were not used to
learning through memorization. One limitation of this study is that the sample consisted of only
students enrolled in the Mandarin Study Program. As such, the findings may not reflect the
experience of students undertaking degree programs, whose sojourn is usually longer and who may
have fewer language barriers.

Jenkins and Galloway (2009) conducted a similar but larger-scale quantitative study on foreign
students’ adjustment problems across 15 Taiwanese universities. They surveyed 1,174 foreign
students enrolled in both degree and non-degree programs, and 189 university personnel involved in
international student affairs. The majority of the student participants were from Asia. The research
used modified versions of the Michigan International Student Problem Inventory (MISPI), which



asks respondents to rate a number of adjustment problems foreign students may encounter,
including admissions, orientation services, academic advising, student activities, financial aid, and
the English and Chinese languages. Comparing students’ and the staff’s responses, Jenkins and
Galloway concluded that foreign students in Taiwanese universities encountered relatively minor
adaptation problems and that university personnel tended to overestimate the severity of these
problems. It should be noted that in measuring the extent of adjustment problems, the study made
no distinction between the experiences of degree and non degree-seeking students. This is a
limitation of the study, as the purpose of sojourn may greatly influence one’s perception of the
problems they encounter.

In terms of research that has focused on degree-seeking international students’ adaption, Shih’s
study (2006) involved 69 undergraduate and graduate foreign students in a Department of Tropical
Agriculture and International Cooperation at a university in southern Taiwan, most of whom were
from Central America. The research utilized a questionnaire containing both fixed-response and
open-ended questions to identify the factors that motivated the students to study in Taiwan as well
as their views of a culture field trip organized by the university. Shih found that in addition to
scholarships and Taiwan’s reputable economic achievements, a high quality educational system and
learning environment were also the reasons why the students chose Taiwan as the host nation.
However, the study did not provide explanations of these findings.

Finally, Lee’s survey study (2004) examined foreign students’ needs and adjustment problems
based on the variables of gender, age, marital status, education level, length of stay in Taiwan and
country of origin. The respondents were 346 degree-seeking undergraduate students across 21
universities. Findings that have relevance to the present study are: 1) students reporting more
adjustment problems tended to belong to one of these categories — those who are: female, European
or American, in the first two years of their study, married, or under 20 years of age; 2) first-year
students had greater needs in the area of language communication, while second-year students
reported more academic needs; 3) European students experienced greater communication needs,
American students reported greater social and cultural needs, and Oceania students had more
academic and advising needs. Again, there was no discussion of the reasons behind these findings.
It would be of interest, for example, to learn why there were more barriers to European and
American students’ adaption; why second-year international students perceived greater academic
needs than first-year international students; and most importantly, what kinds of academic
challenges the students had experienced.

Although these studies discussed international students’ adaptation in Taiwanese higher
education, academic adaptation was not their major focus. That is, these studies did not investigate
how the students negotiated the pedagogic practices they experienced in academic settings. This
study, therefore, aimed to bridge this gap in the literature by exploring in depth what international
students, particularly Western students, encounter in the Taiwan learning environment.



Methodology
The study was conducted at one of the major host universities of international students in Taiwan.
The following research questions were formulated to anchor the research:

1) What are the educational beliefs and values that international students bring with them to

the educational context in Taiwan?
2) What are the characteristics of the pedagogic practices at the Taiwanese university they
attend?

3) How do the students negotiate these pedagogic practices?
Participants for the research were 35 undergraduate and Master’s students from Central America,
North America and Europe. 22 of them were degree-seeking students, and 13 were exchange
students. This report only presents findings concerning degree students’ experiences. The
degree-seeking participants consisted of 9 undergraduate and 13 Master’s students and the
percentage of males (55%) and females (45%) were closely balanced. They were drawn from the
departments of commerce (N=10), social sciences (N=7), liberal arts (N=2) and communication
(N=2), with 11 of them in their first year, 5 in the second year, another 5 in the third year, and 1 in
the fourth year of study. The students were from eleven countries of origin: the U.S. ( N=5),
Guatemala (N=5), Nicaragua (N=3), Germany (N=2), England (N=1), the Netherlands (N=1),
Russia (N=1), El Salvador (N=1), Honduras (N=1), Peru (N=1) and Colombia (N=1). More than
80% of them had studied at university back home before coming to Taiwan, which gave them a
point of reference when commenting on the teaching practices they experienced in Taiwan. Finally,
although one-third of the participants said they were confident in their Chinese language ability, the
majority (86%) were enrolled in English-taught courses.

Each participant was interviewed once for about an hour. All interviews were semi-structured
and the questions were open-ended in nature. During the student interviews, participants were asked
about their educational experiences in their home countries and their learning experiences at the
university. They were also asked to describe the learning activities in their courses, the perceived
benefits and challenges of these activities, how they approached the tasks involved, and their
evaluation of the learning outcome. All interviews were transcribed verbatim for analysis.

Data analysis was facilitated by the software tool, NVivo 9 (QSR International Pty Ltd, 2010).
The analysis started with a provisional list of codes derived from the research questions and the
literature review. The data was read closely to generate new codes with an inductive technique to
account for emerging issues. The coding categories were be continuously modified until
overarching themes emerged.

Results

The study generated a large amount of data. This section only presents findings related to the
second research question. It should be emphasized at the outset that the findings reported here
represent the teaching practices as the students experienced them, rather than Taiwanese teaching



practices per se.

What they were taught: Student perceptions of the course content

One persistent theme running through the data was the focus of the teaching on the course text,
whether it was the textbook or reading materials assigned by the teacher. Many undergraduate
students found the amount of content covered overwhelming. For example, one said that the courses
“take a lot of content very fast ... . You just go, knowing something about something, but not deep
into the content” (u03, Commerce, Guatemala). Master’s students, on the other hand, were split in
their opinions of this issue. They said the amount of content varied from course to course.
Nevertheless, they shared the observation that the knowledge taught tended to be factual, as
illustrated in this German student’s comment:

It is extreme amounts of facts which is nothing that German teachers would do. I think what we
are being taught in Germany is to access information in a certain way. They are teaching us how to
find the key for certain information, how to interpret certain information before which background,
and here it is a lot about factual knowledge in a lot of cases. (m13, Social Sciences)

Unanimously, the students expressed the concern that they were not taught how to apply
textbook knowledge to real-life situations in their courses. A Commerce participant stated:

The lecture is about the chapter that we read. It doesn’t give more added value, you know, like cases
where the chapter was applied, companies for example that applied the things that we are discussing
and how they were successful or not. Those were the things that | was expecting but basically, it’s
lecture. (m02, Commerce, Guatemala)

Others also spoke of the teachers relying heavily on examples in the textbook to illustrate the
theoretical knowledge being taught. An American student gave her calculus teacher as an example,
noting that the teacher would use “really crazy examples for you to work out, [such as] if you’re
going to design a bridge” (u07, Commerce). For this student, the example was “unrealistic” and not
a “real-life application” for a business student, so she did not find it particularly effective for her
learning.

Also related to the emphasis on the course text is the repeated comment that most teachers did
not tend to draw on their own experiences beyond the classroom in their teaching. In fact, when
discussing their favorite courses at the university, all participants highlighted the teacher’s
professional practices. In business courses, this referred to the teacher’s work experience in
industries. In courses that required students to conduct research, this meant the teacher’s own
research experience in the field. For example,

[The teacher is] a CEO from a company who is experienced and knows what he’s talking about.
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So when you ask something, you know you’re gonna get the right answer, not the book answer.
You’re gonna -- the field answer, the experience. (u06, Commerce)

She is living for the topic that she is teaching... . Her topic of research is her topic of teaching and
you can really feel the personal involvement in the whole thing and she is teaching something that
I cannot access on my own which I think is an extremely valuable thing. (m13, Social Sciences)

Admittedly, not every teacher came with a plethora of work or research experience that they
could utilize. However, the following quote suggests that it was not the experience per se but the
knowledge that the teacher as a more experienced practitioner in the field had developed from their
life beyond the immediate teaching context that the students deemed to be most valuable:

It’s more like they know what they’re talking about because they’ve been through; they don’t have
to say, ‘I’ve been through this and that,” but when they talk, they have this conviction, they know
it -- not because it’s in a book written by someone random, it’s because they know it, they’ve seen

it. (u05, Commerce, Nicaragua)

Unfortunately, in the students’ experience at the university, this kind of teachers was in the minority.
As one student put it, most teachers “only base their teaching on the book, and they don’t [share]
any experience they had or [things] they see ... to support the reading or the material in the book.
They do everything literally and textually” (u03 — Commerce, Guatemala).

How they were taught: Student perceptions of the teaching approaches

The students were agreeable in the opinion that their teachers had expert disciplinary knowledge
and were ready to help them solve problems when approached after class. Nevertheless, the
interviews recurrently indicate that the students found the teaching methods they had experienced
were lecture-oriented and not sufficiently engaging. The following quote aptly summarizes this
view. In the quote, a student was comparing two Taiwanese teachers’ lecturing styles, with the first
one being a more common practice:

He’ll use a PowerPoint and then just kind of read off the PowerPoint and talk a little bit about that.
That teaching style for me, and I think for a lot of other international students, is really difficult to
get something out of. Although it’s very clear, he has all the points written down like that, it’s kind
of monotonous and it’s hard not to fall asleep. My [other] teacher is really great. He’ll move
around ... . And there is a lot of interaction. It’s a lecture style but he is still interacting with the
class. (u07, the U.S))



The lack of interaction was also highlighted in the students’ discussions of how their teachers
dealt with reading materials that they assigned students to read before class. Some said they would
expect the teachers to conduct interactive activities based on students’ understanding of the readings,
but they found the teachers often just lectured on the readings. According to the students, this
approach differed greatly from their prior experience in their countries: “[back home] when the
teachers said ‘read this’ is because ... you were going to apply what you read into something else.
She wasn’t going to tell you the concepts of what you read again” (m04, Nicaragua).

Several students said they noticed their teachers’ intent to interact with the class, especially the
younger teachers or teachers who had experiences overseas, but the intent was often not
successfully executed. These teachers were found to adopt two technigues to encourage interaction.
The first involved asking if students had questions and posing questions to them, which the
participants noted often induced few responses. One student recounted why she was unable to
interact with the teacher in this kind of situation:

There is no discussion. Pretty much like when they lecture, they lecture, and then at the end of the
time would be like *Any questions?’. Well, we just learn this; there is nothing to focus on or any
questions to ask. (m07, the U.S.)

This was not an isolated comment. Others expressed the similar concern that the amount of
information received during a lecture was normally too large for them to process before the teacher
posed a question. The other common technique was to reward students who contributed thoughts
bonus marks. Several undergraduate students reported that in some courses, a teaching assistant
would keep record of their participation. Disapproval of this method was ubiquitous among the
participants. One asked, “What happens if you ... understand everything that the teacher’s saying,
and you have no comments?” (u03, Guatemala); another observed that this method resulted in
students making meaningless comments or asking uninspiring questions, consequently wasting
everyone’s time (m03, Nicaragua); still another said she refused to win marks this way because

the whole point of expressing your mind and sharing your ideas is to have the initiative to learn
something from someone else, or to know if what you’re saying is right or wrong; but nobody has
initiative -- they just do it because they get something afterwards, and at the end, it’s just grades,
and to me, that’s just pointless. (u05, Nicaragua)

Clearly, the form of interaction the students felt was missing in the teaching was not a one-way,
superficial exchange between the teacher and students but a more interactive and thought-provoking
discussion. One Master’s student recalled experiencing the latter type of interaction in one of her
courses:

Everyone gathered in their own groups and they discussed and then after we had discussed the
6



cases in each group then we had to discuss them all together in a big class so it was quite a nice
experience because we all got the chance to express our thoughts and discuss and debate so that
we had the opportunity to be more able to say what we thought and everyone participated more.
(m01, Commerce)

Most students, however, did not report this level of interaction in their courses, and it appeared to be
particularly disappointing for Master’s students. For example, a fourth year Master’s student said he
could not recollect having a good discussion in his classes (m10, the U.S.) and another first year
student also stated, “I’ve never been in a class where a comment has really started a fascinating
dialogue” (m09, the U.S.).

Discussion and conclusion

Put together, the findings concerning the course content suggest that, from the students’ perspective,
the connection between what they were learning and their real life contexts was relatively weak.
This weak connection was manifested in three aspects: the predominant lecturing style, which
aimed at the breadth of content knowledge; a reliance on drawing examples from the textbook
rather than from the real life to illustrate the content being taught; and a lack of the teacher bringing
their personal knowledge (i.e., knowledge developed in the everyday life that is related to the course
content) to the teaching. While such a traditional teaching approach may be, as previously stated, a
product of the exam-dominated educational system, it is perplexing to identify its prevalence in this
study, given that the pressure of exams is lifted off learners and hence their teachers at university.
One reason that can account for this form of practice is that it may accord with the teachers’ own
conception of learning.

According to Paine (1990), the learning process in Confucius-heritage cultures (CHCs)
involves four key stages. The first three require the learner to learn perceptual knowledge from the
text, understand the knowledge and solidifying the knowledge. Only when all this has been
achieved can one apply the knowledge. Moreover, as understanding and solidifying knowledge
have to be achieved through accruing a substantial amount of content and reviewing it diligently,
and the teacher is believe to be an expert in the content, teachers are expected to teach as much
content as they can in a systematic and efficient manner. As for knowledge application, despite the
abundant literature on CHC learners, how they are taught to apply what they learn at school
remained unknown. In fact, as Hu (2002) pointed out, the potential application of school knowledge
in CHCs is rarely made transparent to learners; what is considered more important by CHC teachers
is to help learners build a strong foundation on which their future application of this knowledge is
possible. In other words, it is believed that real-life application takes place after one leaves school.
Accordingly, knowledge beyond the educational context, including examples from the real life, and
the teacher’s or learners’ personal experiences, is not regarded as significant forms of knowledge at
university.



The students’ description of the Taiwan teaching practice, in fact, resembles that of a
traditional form of East Asian practice documented in the literature. This warrant special attention
given that traditional and authoritarian pedagogies are indisputably seen as undesirable in modern
East Asia and scholars have optimistically predicted the transformation of East Asian university
teaching as a result of the burgeoning number of foreign-educated academics (Kember et al., 2006;
Tam, Heng & Jiang, 2009). Admittedly, students in this study did observe the teacher’s intention to
shun an authoritarian teaching approach by welcoming students to speak in class. Therefore, it
could be said that changes were happening, albeit slowly. Nevertheless, it remains unclear whether
the slow change was because the teachers do not have know how to implement a less traditional
approach effectively (as seen in their ways to conduct interaction) or because the Asian belief about
the aforementioned learning stages is still solidly rooted in the culture. Future research exploring
the views of the teaching staff in this regard will be an especially valuable contribution.

Like in many countries, university teachers in Taiwan do not receive teacher education before
taking the post. This did not seem to be a major problem prior to the arrival of international students
on university campuses since teachers and students held similar beliefs and expectations about
education. With the growing presence of international students, particularly those from the West,
East Asian universities are urged to reexamine their programs that involve Western students, and to
better support these students in their study sojourn and the teachers who are teaching these students.
Presently, in Taiwan, the main support for teachers include talks and workshops that intend to
improve teachers’ English language skills and teaching methods. While these are useful measures,
the study argues that additional, longer term action should be taken to help teachers examine their
existing conceptions of learning and teaching as studies have demonstrated a correlation between
academics’ conceptions of teaching and their approaches to teaching (Trigwell & Prosser, 1996).
Further, more research on international students’ experiences with East Asian teaching should be
conducted and results be made accessible to teachers. It should be emphasized that this study does
not suggest that converting to a Western pedagogic approach is the solution since student
demographics are becoming heterogeneous and adopting such an approach may hamper other
students’ learning. Rather, the study argues that by understanding the educational beliefs of their
own and of their students, teachers will be more aware of the difficulties their students may be
experiencing and more able to make informed pedagogic decisions appropriate to most learners.
This will, in turn, not only benefit international students but local students as well.

Overall, these results point to a highly structured pedagogic approach characterized by strong
teacher control, manifested in the dominant lecturing style and class interaction. As previously
discussed, CHC teachers see providing a large amount of content for students as their main
responsibility. This may have, in part, contributed to their mostly expository methods as in a
practical sense they may have felt lecturing through slides in a predetermined order ensured that all
prepared content was taught. Their inclination to lecture in this manner may also have been made
stronger by the fact that the most of them were teaching in a foreign language. Hsien (2012) found



that being able to present the course material clearly in English was a major concern for Chinese
lecturers in the U.K. because according to the lecturers, British students tended to attribute their
own inability to understand the content to nonnative English speaking lecturers’ English. The
teachers in the present study may have shared the same concern, which caused them to focus on the
clarity of their presentations in order to avoid such criticism from students. A third explanation is
that this lecturing approach is reminiscent of the “virtuoso” teaching model described by Paine’s
(1990), which portrays the relationship between the teacher and students in CHCs as one between a
performer and the audience. In this model, a crucial role of a good teacher is to command the stage
by virtue of their skillful performance. This does not mean the teacher is indifferent to student needs,
as they are expected to adjust the pace and content of their teaching according to the progress of a
particular student group. Nevertheless, this expository approach remains one that highlights the
teacher demonstrating their ability to illuminate the content and learners being part of a group rather
than individuals.

With regard to the strong teacher control in class interaction, the findings show that interaction
in the Taiwan teaching context was orchestrated in the sense that the class time allocated to teacher
and student talking was clearly demarcated and that students’ opportunities to speak were carefully
planned. For example, only when the teacher finished their presentation were students invited to
talk. Interruptions of lectures by students appeared to be uncommon, suggesting that spontaneous
interaction initiated by students during lectures was not encouraged, which indicates a lower
tolerance of disorder and the unpredictable in the teaching practice. In addition, rewarding student
participation in class interaction with bonus marks, regardless of what students actually contributed
to the discussion, shows that what mattered to the teaching was the effort students made to
participate rather than them trying to enhance understanding and co-construct knowledge through
sharing thoughts. This raises the question of whether the teachers who adopted this method with a
view to increasing class interactivity believed in the pedagogic benefits of an interactive
environment. As Kim (2002) found in her research, the Western notion of verbalizing one’s
thoughts facilitating one’s thinking is not shared by East Asians, who consider silence and
introspection as essential for thinking. The teachers in this study may have held the same belief but
still created opportunities for students to interact (despite ineffectively in the students’ view)
because they were aware of the emphasis on interaction in modern education.

In conclusion, the Western students in this study felt that the Taiwan context considered the
authoritative text and the teacher’s analysis and interpretation of the text major forms of valid
knowledge. They experienced frustration with this form of curriculum that is highly insulated from
the real life. In contrast, they believed it to be paramount that what they were taught had immediate
relevance to their life. They also viewed textbook content as knowledge that they could access on
their own and therefore had less value. Hence, in terms of course content, the Taiwan teaching
practices did not meet the students’ expectations. Moreover, the students in this study could not
identify with these teaching methods. They expected the teachers to involve them in a different way



in class. Their accounts indicate that in their formative education, primacy was given to the teacher
inspiring students to think independently and critically about the content being taught by using
different teaching methods, rather than given to the amount of content and the teacher’s detailed
elaboration on the content. Shaped by their educational experiences back home, the students were
used to being able to question and challenge what was taught to them more spontaneously. They
were also accustomed to the teacher challenging them to express their thoughts and debate with one
another. However, while all of them expressed a strong motivation to interact with the teacher and
their fellow students in class, the results show that most of them did not take the initiative to do so.
This appeared to be partly due to their inability to digest the overwhelming amount of content to be
able to discuss it, and partly due to their caution about behaving properly in a new culture. In sum,
the students benefited little from the pedagogic approach they had experienced at the university.
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A sociological perspective on student experiences of cross-border learning

Rainbow T.-H. CHEN
rchen@nccu.edu.tw

National Chengchi University, Taiwan

This paper uses a sociological approach to explore international students’ cross-border
learning experiences in higher education. Drawing on Maton’s Legitimation Code
Theory, two qualitative studies were conducted: one involved Chinese students
studying in Australia (henceforth, the Australia study) and the other involved
non-Asian students studying in Taiwan (henceforth, the Taiwan study). The paper
focuses on the interplay between the students’ educational dispositions that they
brought from their home countries and the pedagogic practices they encountered in
their host learning environments. At the time of writing this abstract, the Australia
study had been completed, while the Taiwan study was still in progress. The Australia
study concluded that Chinese students experienced a ‘code clash’ during their
adaptation to the teaching practices they encountered in Australia. This code clash
was found to result in adverse educational and psychological consequences.
Preliminary data from the Taiwan study also suggests a code clash, but with the roles
of home/host nations, and the codes underpinning them, now being reversed.
Certainly, this initial insight requires further investigation. It also remains to be seen
whether the code clash (once fully identified) leads to differing consequences from
those in the Australia study. A comparison of the findings from the two studies and its
implications for Asia-pacific nations devoted to enlarging their international student

body shall be available for report at the conference.
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