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Abstract

This is a qualitative research on Chinese postgraduate students’ intentions and
expectations of studying abroad. Using focus groups and in-depth interviews on
Chinese overseas students who were taking master’s degrees in the UK, the
research analysed the students’ motivations of studying abroad in the
perspectives of both individual development and their reflections of the
globalisation process. Complementary to previous arguments about studying
abroad as the acquisition of human capital and enrichment of distinction that the
students found helpful for their future career development, results in this research
showed that it was the incompatibility between the capital they gained from
previous HE experiences in China and their future aspirations that stimulated the
students to consider about other HE opportunities, and how their imaginaries of
the global HE hierarchy brought them the motivation to study abroad. Another
contribution of this research was that it showed how individuals (university
students) reflect and react to the influence of globalisation, and how they connect
their individual development with the imagined global hierarchy. Their attitude
toward China also proved to be influential, as many students planned to study
abroad and go back to China for future careers due to the growing globalisation
process in China and their anticipation of a rising China. Such was complementary
to previous arguments of the admiration for the developed world citizenship (Fong,
2011), as it showed that the students could find their jobs in China without
undermining their developed world citizenship as China’s increasing level of

economic development and globalisation.
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Chapter I Introduction

1.1 Research Question

A vast and increasing number of Chinese students are studying abroad for their
higher education (HE) each year, among which the majority have been
postgraduates. (National Bureau of Statistics, 2014) Why do so many Chinese
students choose to study abroad for their master’s degrees? Why do they stress
the importance of the master’s degrees? Why didn’t they study their postgraduate
programmes in China? What do they think the benefits are of studying in foreign
countries? In this thesis, | will analyse the thinking pattern and decision-making
process about studying abroad for master’s degrees in order to shed light on what

drives the students to study abroad in the broader social and international context.

This research aims to answer the question: What are the motivations for Chinese
overseas students to study abroad for master’s degrees? As a qualitative research
on the individual level, this research aimed to interpret the students’ thinking
about studying abroad in the broader context of their life course and their
interactions with globalisation. To answer this basic research question, it is also
important to answer other questions including: how Chinese overseas students
reflect on their previous experiences; what they expect for their future life and
career; how they reflect on globalisation and the development of China; as well as
how other people around them think about studying abroad. Such questions will
be taken into consideration in the research design and answered in the following

empirical chapters.



One of the most important basic assumption in this research is that the students’
motivations for studying abroad is associated with their reflections on their
previous experiences as well as their expectations for the future. Such an
assumption is in accordance with the arguments of previous research. For
example, Findlay et al. (2012) pointed out that the relation between international
student mobility and the development of their life-course. Following this line of
argumentation, life course interviews were adopted as the main method of
generating data for the analysis to show the possible influences of their life course
context (in terms of both time and space) on their consideration and decision

making of studying abroad.

Collected by focus groups and qualitative interviews, the data was analysed in two
different aspects: the perspective of life path and individual development, and the
perspective of globalisation and involvement with international interaction. In the
former perspective, | discussed the motivation of Chinese postgraduate students
regarding their previous experiences with the Chinese HE system as well as their
career plans. | also argued the important role studying abroad for master’s
degrees played in the students’ imaginarym of a transformation from students in
the Chinese HE system into future careers where they expected great prosperity.
In the latter perspective, | analysed the students’ experience and expectation of

international interaction in the context of globalisation, which was discussed to

M The concept of ‘imaginary’ was inspired by the literature, and will be discussed in the

following part of Theoretical Framework.



uncover its possible influence on the students” motivation for studying abroad at

postgraduate level, and their expectation for their future life.

In the remainder of this chapter, | shall first discuss the broader context of the
Chinese postgraduate overseas students by introducing the Chinese HE system, its
influence on the Chinese students, and the rising of Chinese middle class. This will
be followed by the literature review, in which | shall review the previous works

and develop the theoretical framework for the research.

1.2 Theoretical Framework

The motivation and decision making of international higher education (HE) has
drawn many scholars’ attention. This is understandable because in many countries,
international students make up large proportions of the total number of students
in their higher educational systems. The United Kingdom, for example, provided
388,255 full-time higher education positions for international students, taking up
22.9% of its full-time student population in the academic year 2013-14. (Higher
Education Statistics Agency Limited, 2015) Although there have been plenty of
researches analysing the motivation of transnational HE, not all of them showed
great relevance to this research. Many of them were market-oriented, analysing
the costs and rewards of studying abroad on a more macro level, rather than
researching how the students understand and interpret their decision to study
abroad as well as how they were influenced by their social context. To generate
more coherent theoretical sources for my research, | started to check the

literature on slightly different but relevant topics (such as Fong’s works on Chinese



transnational students’ experience, see Fong, 2011) with deeper sociological
insight in my research. These researches generally adopt theoretical approaches
including the arguments of different types of capital, notably the theory of cultural
capital and the reproduction of advantage by Bourdieu (1984), the transnational
imaginary (Collins, 2013) and identity (Fong, 2004b) as well as the rising of middle
class in East Asian countries (Shin, 2013; Kim, 2013). Such arguments were deeply
illuminating for my further analysis in the thesis, so | shall discuss this selection of

theories in the following text.

I will elaborate the theoretical framework from the literature in two sections. In
the first one, | will discuss the theories about the individuals’ motivations for
studying abroad, and how they make their decisions. In the second part, | will
elaborate the broader picture about globalisation and the internationalisation of
higher education. Macro as it seems, such trends and international dynamics may

have significant influences on students’ consideration about studying abroad.

1.2.1 Individual’s motivation to study abroad

Although few studies on international students take an analytical approach
starting from an individual level, there have been plenty of arguments about the
imagined benefits of studying abroad for the students’ individual development.
The individual development, as argued by many scholars (Collins, 2013; Fong, 2011;
Findlay et al., 2012) with various terminologies, had been significantly influential
in the students’ motivations for studying abroad. Among the studies on students

doing master’s degrees abroad, very few focused on the specific benefits of



individual development or achievement the students gained from studying abroad.
Therefore, | shall review the theories and conclusions of the literature on the
general motivation for studying abroad in the individual’s level instead, and show

their possible theoretical guidance on this research.

To generalise, there are two major approaches about the individual’s motivation
to study abroad in the literature. There is the human capital approach that regards
studying abroad as a means to obtain human capital that could bring them success
in their career and achieve their aspirations for upward mobility. There is another
approach that stresses more emphasis on cultural and class factors, which |
generalise as cultural capital approach. In this approach, studying abroad can be
understood as an attempt to accumulate cultural capital and ensure people’s
status of scarcity, which, as Bourdieu (1984) argued is crucial for their class
reproduction. Different as these two approaches are, it is not easy to separate
them because both emphasise the ‘transnational imaginary’ (Collins, 2013) of
studying abroad which the students see as invaluable for the further development
of their life and career. Shaped by the students’ social interaction and
environment as Collins (2013) argued, the students have the ‘desire to be mobile’,
which eventually developed into the imaginary of the transformative potential of
transnational HE. Studying abroad, then, was imagined to be valuable for getting
the social and cultural capital that could achieve the students’ geographic and

upward class mobility. (Brooks & Waters, 2012)

For the human capital approach, such transnational imaginary is based on the

imagined ‘global circulation of knowledge’ (Collins, 2013) in which overseas

10



students are enabled to gain more knowledge and abilities that would be their
human capital for their future career. From here we can see that under this
assumption, studying abroad is driven by the students’ hope to get more advanced
positions in the job market, and bring themselves more likelihood of career
success and upward mobility. Sometimes the upward mobility may also include a
geographic one, as Robertson (2013) argued that studying abroad is often a
strategy used by the students in an attempt to migrate to the countries that they
study in. It is understandable that the students would like to achieve their
individual development through their HE, but what is lacking here is that currently
few works have attempted to explain how individuals understand about the
‘global circulation of knowledge’, and what they consider the meaning of
postgraduate education in the context of their own life course instead of the
macro image of the international HE industry. Additionally, although there have
been many researches on the motivation of studying abroad for postgraduate
programmes with the perspective of human capital, very few of them specified on
what exact kinds of human capital a student can and would expect to gain in the

master’s degree abroad.

Studying abroad has also been understood by a lot of researchers as the
‘redistribution of cultural capital’ (Findlay et al., 2012), by which the students
become simply “different’ from others and are therefore empowered to achieve
“distinction’. Those who take the view of cultural capital argued that students
study abroad to have educational experiences that is scarce to others. Such

educational experience of scarcity is considered as beneficial because it could
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bring them the embodied cultural capital that is distinctive from others, which
makes them more likely to realise their individual development in the future.
(Findlay et al., 2012; Collins, 2013; Waters, 2006) For example, Findlay et al. (2012)
argued that many British students chose to study abroad as they would like to
enter a ‘world class university’, which they considered as important for them to
guarantee more likelihood of upward mobility. They also stressed the importance
of understanding the students’ development in their entire life-course, as studying
abroad not only brought the students mobility in the international HE system, but

also expectations about their future mobility in their life and careers.

For the overseas student of East Asian origins this point of view is particularly
persuasive as there is widespread intense competition in domestic higher
education as well as job markets in East Asian countries and regions including
China, Japan, Korea and Hong Kong. (Fong, 2011; Collins, 2013; Shin, 2013; Waters,
2006) Although researches reveal that much development and expansion has
taken place in HE systems in these regions, students in these areas found that their
HE systems were very hierarchical and that only institutions among the highest of
the hierarchy could be well-recognised in their own countries. (Fong, 2011; Collins,
2013; Shin, 2013; Waters, 2006) In this context, Waters (2006) argued that Asian
students had to seek other educational credentials to secure their educational

status, which is essential for them to achieve upward mobility.

It is also shown in the literature that the two different ways of thinking co-exist in
a lot of overseas students’ consideration about studying abroad. For example, Shin

(2013) argued that for Korean students who study abroad at a younger age, the
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English language is considered as an important skill which could greatly benefit
their future careers when they go back to Korea and join the job market.
Proficiency in English is not merely a form of human capital that is useful in their
future professional occupations, but also an important symbolic capital that is
influential in class reproduction in Korea. In other words, for many Korean
students, English proficiency might not be practically beneficial in the productivity
of their future occupation per se, but is vitally important to show their educational
background and social status. Similarly, Waters (2006) found earlier that students
who possess higher educational credentials could have better careers because the
recognition of their educational credentials is key in maintaining the social
boundaries of class privilege. What they gain alongside the credentials is the
cultural capital which includes their embodied traits and geographic mobility. This
is the situations when the student can find the combination of the two different
considerations, but what is lacking in the literature is the discussion about how
the students tend to prioritise these two and how it influences the students’

decision-making process of studying abroad.

There are many other influential factors that were discussed in the literature in
the formations of the motivations for international study. Such factors are often
associated with the socioeconomic situation of a certain region, Asia being a prime
example. Many scholars (Collins, 2013; Waters, 2006; Shin, 2013), for example,
argued that the motivation for studying abroad is deeply associated with the rising
of middle class in Asian countries. What comes alongside the emergence of middle

class is their greater aspiration for upward mobility and the urgent need to secure
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their own social status. That could explain why so many students in Asia wish to
study in foreign countries even with the high cost to their parents, because as |
elaborated before, their international education could not only enhance their
human capital that could be beneficial for their upward mobility in the future, but
also grasp the opportunity to become more distinctive, which is of vital

importance for the reproduction of their social status as the emergent middle class.

In studies on Chinese HE student mobility, many scholars (Li & Bray, 2007;
Bodycott, 2009) analysed their motivations with the push-pull theory. These works
argued that Chinese students were motivated to study abroad because of the
push-factors from the Chinese HE system, such as the limited opportunity for HE
in China; and the pull-factors from the foreign system, like the imagined more
advanced standard in foreign HE system. Li & Bray (2007) developed this theory
by pointing out that the push and pull factors can also be understood as negative
and positive forces. Such negative and positive forces coexist in both China and
the destination countries for studying abroad, and the students’ motivation and
decision of studying abroad would be a strategy to find the best option for their
future development with the consideration of pros and cons on both sides. This
modified theory could bring insight into the decision-making process and the
arrangement of priorities between human and cultural capital in their studying

abroad.

Studying abroad is also associated with the social interactions of the emergent
middle class, and such social interaction could lead to a shared ideology among

people of similar social status in a certain area. Shin (2013) found in her research
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on young Korean students studying abroad that it is mainly the middle-class
parents who send their children abroad for early international education, and
there are even gireogi gajok families ‘where the mother and pre-college-aged
children migrate to a foreign country for the children’s education while the father
remains behind to ensure the financial security of the family’. (Shin, 2013: 528)
And it is clear in her research that such middle-class families tend to have shared
opinions about their children’s education, such as the emphasis of the importance
of English, and the ideology of a ‘single-best’ university, which results in the fierce
competition for high school students in Korea. She also pointed that it is the school
ties system (hakbeol) in Korea, i.e. the system in Korea where people build up their
social network based on their alma mater, (Kim, 2013) that forms today’s Korean
people’s ideology of a good education being equivalent to having a social network

in a higher position of the hierarchy of the hakbeol system. (Shin, 2013)

For the Chinese students, the rise of the middle class mingles with the influence
of the One-Child Policy and the familial structure. Many researches (Fong, 2011;
Liu, 2011; Hu and Scott, 2014) discussed the great pressures and expectations
today’s Chinese only children endure from their parents. Brought up with the
traditional Confucian value of the filial duties to their parents (Liu, 2011), the
Chinese only child is always considered as the ‘only hope’ (Fong, 2011) for the
future prosperity of the family. With this level of parental pressure, Chinese
students are expected to be winners ‘in a pyramidal socioeconomic system that
allowed only a small minority to win’ (Fong, 2011). These pressures are put on the

students’ HE as it has always been considered by Chinese parents as one of the
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most important ways of securing better opportunities of success in a future career
for their children. Other works (Collins, 2013; Shin, 2013) also found that the

students’ idea and information of studying abroad often come from their parents.

These discussions on the rising middle class could be crucial for my research as it
could shed light on the relation between Chinese students’ motivation for
studying abroad and their sense of social status as well as their wish for upward
mobility. What needs to be supplemented in these analyses is how individuals
consider the socioeconomic aspect of themselves and how it affects their life path.
What is also missing on the micro level is the familial dynamics about the Chinese
students’ future life and career in the context of Chinese one-child families, which

shall be analysed in my research.

1.2.2 Broader picture — globalisation and the internationalisation of HE

The literature also shows a growing emphasis on the internationalisation of HE
(Collins, 2012, 2013; Findlay et al., 2012; Waters, 2006; Yoon et al., 2013), which
has already become an international business. Collins, for example, adopted what
he termed the ‘transnational approach’ in his research (2013) and argued that the
globalised infrastructure of education facilitated and integrated the world’s higher
educational system into a global educational industry. Findlay et al. (2012), on the
other hand, argued that it was the competition among the HE institutions driven
by the neo-liberal policies of the states that formed a globalised international HE
system, in which students from different countries developed the imaginary of the

world HE hierarchy and would like to study abroad in certain destination countries
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and institutions. Yoon et al. (2013) agreed with this point of view and added that
the international educational system is a result of the unequal development of
higher education among different countries (or regions), with developed countries
having extra higher educational opportunities, while the underdeveloped ones
have shortages. Therefore, there are usually large flows of international students
from countries that are underdeveloped in higher education to the developed
ones, which is typically Western countries that are usually considered to be more
developed. Yoon et al. (2013) pointed out that such constant student flows could
lead to either ‘brain circulation” or ‘brain drain’ for the countries with student
outflows. A ‘brain circulation’, meaning the students coming back to their
countries after the accumulation of human capital during their studies, could be
eventually beneficial for both sides of the flow; but a ‘brain drain’, which means
the emigration of skilled labour to more developed countries, could result in a

one-side-win, bringing serious damage to the outflow countries. (Yoon et al. 2013)

Although not directly supportive for a research on the individual level, these
analyses could be illuminating for understanding Chinese students’ social
interactions regarding the internationalisation of HE. For example, it would be
enlightening on how Chinese students react to the scarce opportunities for HE in
China, as Bodycott (2009) argued, and how they consider studying abroad as an
alternative. It would be also inspiring for the enquiry into the individual
consideration about the ‘brain circulation’ or ‘brain drain’ that might result from
studying abroad. Another flaw of the previous works is that few of them intended

to compare the postgraduate students with others who sought HE opportunities
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abroad. Coming from different age groups and pursuing different qualifications
from students who study abroad for undergraduate programmes, postgraduate
overseas students might have different views about the global HE industry and
therefore different motivations for studying abroad from their undergraduate
counterpart, which is seldom discussed in the literature, and will be addressed in

this research.

There have also been analyses on the individual level. Fong (2009), for example,
argued that Chinese students who wished to study abroad had ‘great admiration’
for developed countries or the developed world, which she termed in the sense of
both economic criteria like the per capita GDP, but also on the countries’ political
as well as cultural powers. She also added in her later research (2011) that while
developed countries or sometimes even ‘foreign countries’ often refers to a set of
countries including Australia, Britain, Canada, Japan, New Zealand, Singapore, the
United States, and the Western European countries, what Chinese students really
admire is the citizenship of their imaginary ‘developed world’, whose members
are not necessarily legal citizens in the developed countries (Fong, 2011). Such
eagerness for the citizenship of the developed world then became the motivation

for the Chinese students to study abroad.

Fong’s analyses surely brought great insight for understanding the motivation of
Chinese students to study abroad. However, there is something worth noticing in
these arguments. By conceptualising the ‘general admiration of the developed
world’, Fong’s arguments suggested that there was a tendency to view the world

as a system with a stable hierarchy in which there are the developed countries and
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the developing ones. Although she stressed the difference between the notion of
developed countries and the developed world (i.e. not only about the
geographical boundaries of the countries but also the shared wealth, power and
values that are attached to these countries), her basic assumption about the world
and its HE system was still static rather than a dynamic view based on globalisation,
which would possibly bring shifts in power and capacity. Therefore, there is a
necessity to look at the influence of globalisation and the uneven development of
HE across the globe to understand how individuals make sense about such shifts
in the global HE system and how they develop the admiration toward certain
destination countries for their further education. Again, since postgraduate
students are at different life stages (notably more urgent to join the labour market)
than their undergraduate counterparts, they might have different reasons to
admire the development world and the HE it could provide, which was not

reflected in previous researches.

There were also arguments about a different trend against globalisation. Yoon et
al. (2013), for example, noted that the internationalisation of higher education
goes side by side with its nationalisation and localisation. They argued that foreign
educational systems do not necessarily suit the local people, due to the problem
of transferability of the human capital gained through studying in countries with
dramatic different social realities. Such was echoed by Akimoto (2008) who argued
that teaching models in the US higher educational system did not apply perfectly
well in the Japanese context and therefore need modifications. There is, however,

little work that addressed the confrontation between the logic of the localisation
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of HE and the students’ admiration of the developed world as well as its
educational system. This shortage of literature surely justified the necessity to do
research into the Chinese students’ consideration of the value of studying abroad
and how they solve the dilemma between their admiration of the developed world
HE system and their possible scepticism about the transferable human capital to

their future career if they plan to go back to China for future careers.

What is also argued in the literature is that there has been a moral dilemma
between starting a career in the destination country and going back to their home
country, as Fong (2004b) found that many students and their parents in China
would think it is not moral to live in a foreign country and never go back because
of their deep-rooted filial nationalism. Contrary to the logic for the aspiration of
attaining the ‘developed world citizenship’, the argument of filial nationalism
illuminates the necessity of analysing the Chinese students’ choice of future
careers. Their choice of these two might reflect their priority between the pursuit
for developed world citizenship and their affinity as well as their sense of duty to

the Chinese society.

The choice of destination country was deeply associated with the students’
motivations for studying abroad as it reflected their imaginary of the global HE
hierarchical system. This might suggest that it could be not possible to have the
whole picture of Chinese students’ motivation for studying abroad by researching
on those who take one certain country as their destination, which therefore
reminds the issue of generalisability of this research. For instance, the literature

reveals that there has been a traditionally favoured group of destination countries
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such as the Anglophone developed countries including the United States, United
Kingdom, Canada, Australia and New Zealand, as well as other Western European
countries. (Collins, 2013; Fong, 2011; Waters, 2006) Collins (2013) attributed this
to the students’ imaginary of the contemporary world system. He argued that,
mostly, the United States has been the students’ first choice because of its power
and prosperity as the world leader. This is in accordance with Shin’s (2013)
arguments of Korean students’ ‘single-best’ ideology and their wish to obtain
English proficiency, which make the US to be perfectly admirable both for its
‘authentic English’ and global power. Yet Collins (2013) also noted the growing
number of Asian international students studying within Asia. He attributed this
partly to these students having a different point of view about today’s world
dynamics, in which they share a brighter anticipation of the imagined potential
prosperity of Asia on the future world stage, though there are also other
arguments such as cultural proximity and identity, as well as financial
considerations. (Collins, 2013) Although all the students in my research chose to
study in the UK, the view about the world’s changing dynamics might hint at
another reason for Chinese students’ plans to go back to China for a future career:
returning to China might reflect their optimistic anticipation about the future

development of China.

1.2.3 Conclusion

To summarise, three main arguments emerged from the literature on
transnational HE, which are of great importance to understand today’s Chinese

students’ motivation to study abroad. First, studying abroad has been generally
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understood as the accumulation of capital. Many (Waters, 2006; Li & Bray, 2007;
Findlay et al., 2012; Robertson, 2013 etc.) have argued that students see
transnational experience to gain different forms of capital so that they can
reproduce their social privilege and difference (Bourdieu, 1984). Findlay et al.
(2012) and Robertson (2013), notably, argued that the reproduction of advantage
through capital accumulation is increasing the differentiation of the global HE
system, in which the more advantaged can enjoy more transnational mobility. Yet
the process can hardly be summarised as simply reproduction, as many researches,
including Fong’s (2011) work suggest that many students from disadvantaged
familial backgrounds also see studying abroad as an invaluable opportunity to
achieve upward mobility, and are ‘desperate’ to seize it. Therefore, the
accumulation of capital through studying abroad could be interpreted as the
reconfiguration of social advantage, through which many students see great
expectation for stepping up. These arguments of capital accumulation are of great
significance in researching the expectation of Chinese students who study abroad
and how they see the connection between the build-up of different forms of

capital and their sense of social identity.

Second, studying abroad has often been understood as a form of migration, or at
least part of the attempt to emigrate to the destination countries for better
individual development. In this sense, it is important to understand the students’
motivation for studying abroad on a broader life-course perspective (Findlay et al.,
2012), since in many cases, immigration can be a long-term process in which

transnational educational experience could be used as leverage. This is echoed by
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Robertson & Runganaikaloo’s (2014) research on immigration in Australia, arguing
that the prime goal of most students motivated to study in Australia, was to
emigrate to that country. These indicate that it isimportant to understand the life-
course context of the transnational students and their motivation to study in a
foreign country. The affinity between studying abroad and migration also inspired
many scholars (Li & Bray, 2007; Bodycott, 2009, etc.) to adopt push-pull analysis,
claiming that students choose to study abroad as they are pushed by
unsatisfactory factors from home countries, and pulled by pull factors from the
destination countries. Li & Bray (2007) refined this argument by adding the
‘reverse push-pull factors’ in the model. It is illuminating for my research to
discover to what extent today’s Chinese transnational students respond to push

and pull factors from both home and abroad.

Third, international students have a shared aspiration for the ‘transnational
identity’ (Li & Bray, 2007; Fong, 2011; Findlay et al., 2012; Robertson, 2013; Collins,
2013) fuelled by globalisation and the HE internationalisation. What today’s global
HE system brings to the students is not only the global circulation of knowledge,
but also the internationalisation of individuals (Li & Bray, 2007), which would
provide the students ‘the access to further international mobility for study and
work’. While globalisation, when understood in the macro sense, means both
opportunities and challenges, with most students giving more consideration to the
former, (Li & Bray, 2007; Fong, 2011), it may also bring the ‘internationalisation’
of the individuals who take this route. This is followed by the neoliberal point of

view that by studying abroad in ‘world class’ universities, they are more likely to
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enjoy the ‘world class distinction” themselves (Findlay et al., 2012), or in Fong’s
(2011) term, the imagined ‘developed world citizenship’. Yet the value of this kind
of ‘transnational imaginary’ (Collins, 2013) is sometimes unclear as scholars
including Robertson & Runganaikaloo (2014) argued that studying abroad can also
bring uncertainty, and the capital accumulated is not often transferrable to
different regions. Fong (2004b) further challenged such imaginary by arguing the
prevailing ‘filial nationalist’ sentiments among Chinese young people. Therefore,
in my thesis, it remains a significant quest to discover how contemporary Chinese
students weigh the balance between the imagined value of the ‘transnational

identity’, their doubts, and nationalism.

1.3 Contextualisation

Studying abroad has seen a rapid growth in China over the past decade. In 2014,
more than 450,000 Chinese students chose to study abroad (National Bureau of
Statistics of China, 2015), which was nearly four times more than in 2005 (NBSC,
2015). Among them, an increasing number of postgraduate students have made
up a large part of the Chinese overseas student population. To understand this
enormous student flow from China, it is necessary to look at the Chinese HE

context.

HE development & growing expectation

The statistics show that HE in China has undergone great development and
expansion over the past two decades. The total number of undergraduate

enrolments reached 7.38 million in 2015, nearly eight times as large as the figure
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in 1996, while the Chinese population has merely increased by 12.3% (NBSC, 2015).
In the same period, postgraduate admissions surged by more than tenfold from
59,398 to 645,055. (NBSC, 2017) HE institutions more than doubled from 1,032 in
1996 to 2,560 in 2015. (NBSC, 2017) Such enormous expansion is inseparable from
the broader context of socioeconomic development in China as well as the rising
of Chinese middle class. The average per capita income in China has grown
dramatically in the past decade among both urban (¥28,843 [£2,955] in 2014,
while ¥10,493 [£1,075] in 2005) and rural (¥10,488 [£1,074] in 2014, while ¥3,254
[£333] in 2005) families. (NBSC, 2015) Although these figures do not seem to be
enough for the students to study abroad in some of the Chinese students’
favourite destinations, a vast number of Chinese parents (especially of middle
class urban families) began to find sending their children abroad economically
practical thanks to the high level of social inequality in China (with a Gini

Coefficient of 46.2 in 2015, See NBSC, 2015).

The rise of the Chinese middle class is also associated with China’s One-Child Policy
that had been implemented from 1979 to 2015. Fong (2011) argued that the Policy
had ensured that the highly concentrated economic capital and educational
resources went to the Chinese only children (or ‘singleton’ children in Fong’s term).
Being relatively more economical than undergraduate and doctoral programmes,
studying abroad for master’s degrees is therefore affordable for a greater variety
of Chinese families who would like to consider a different kind of investment in

their children’s HE.
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Another significant development in today’s education in China is the rising
prominence of English proficiency. Even though English is not a commonly used
language in China, it is both an entry requirement for universities and a
compulsory course in higher educational institutions, and the proficiency of
English is often prioritised (Fong, 2011). There are also plenty of private English
teaching services in China. New Oriental Education & Technology Group, one of
the most famous of this kind, has enrolled over 22.6 million students, providing
courses for English language tests like TOFEL, IELTS, as well as academic
qualification examinations like GRE and GMAT (New Oriental E&T Group, 2015).
Such an environment also contributes to the idea of studying abroad as an

accessible and desirable route for Chinese students.

Discontent with the HE system: shortage for social advantage

Yet the progress of the Chinese HE system often falls short of the students’
expectation for future development. Despite the significantly increased
opportunities in Chinese HE institutions, many scholars (Fong, 2011; Liu, 2014)
challenged the influence of such an increase as there has been a consequent drop
of value among the Chinese HE certificates. Liu (2014), for instance, argued that in
terms of the acquired cultural capital and social advantage from HE, the defining
criteria is no any longer whether the students have graduated from universities,
but what level of universities they have graduated from. In other words, today’s
Chinese HE system has already become a multi-tier (six in Liu’s argument)
hierarchy so that only universities in the upper tiers are considered more socially

recognised.
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Such a classification of HE institutions in China is partly because of the HE enrolling
process. In China, most university students are admitted through the National
College Entrance Examination (NCEE, or commonly known as Gaokao), in which
their performance is the only criterion for their admissions. Such a one-test-
decide-all process produces fierce competition and serious anxiety among the
prospective students (Fong, 2011; Liu, 2011), as in numerous cases a slight
difference in the marks could result in significant effects. Since the entry
requirements vary among different majors in the same university (Tsinghua
University, 2017; Wuhan University, 2017), many students face the dilemma
between better-recognised universities and their favourite majors. Since each
option may risk sacrificing the other in the application, studies showed many
students ended up unsatisfied with either their previous universities (Bodycott,

2009; Fong, 2011) or their majors (Wang & Tong, 2004; Long & Li, 2007).

Although it has been regarded as one of the most important processes to ensure
justice and equality in the Chinese educational system, Gaokao has also been
criticised for its failure to provide equal opportunities for people of different
backgrounds. (Liu, 2014; Xu, 2013; Zheng & Chen, 2010) One of the most
significant inequalities lies in the relationship between the students’ HE
opportunity and their social backgrounds. Liu (2014) argued that although today’s
Chinese HE distribution reflects the principle of meritocracy, the impact of familial
background is also significant, especially for students in top universities. There is
also great regional inequality among the Gaokao examinees. Many scholars (Xu,

2013; Wu & Hong, 2013) argued that since most universities congregate in
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economically developed urban regions, and all universities have leaning policies
for local students, students from developed areas have a significant advantage.
For example, in the year 2016, Peking University (a top Chinese university in
Beijing) enrolled 186 undergraduates from the city of Beijing, while recruiting
merely 88 from the Henan Province, which had a population that was more than

five times larger than that in Beijing (Peking University, 2017).

In conclusion, the rapid development and expansion of the Chinese HE system has
brought both increased number of HE opportunities and a growing discontent
with the HE system. Such discontent is deeply associated with the enrolling
process of the Chinese HE system, especially Gaokao, and the highly unequal
distribution of better HE opportunities and therefore social advantage. In other
words, many students in China are not satisfied with the HE system’s promise to
promote social justice, equality and meritocracy (Liu, 2014), which pushes them

to seek for other destinations to ensure their aspiration for social mobility.

1.4 Structure of Thesis

In the next chapter, | will elaborate the methodology and design of research in my
dissertation. This will include an introduction to the choosing of participants, the
use of focus groups and interviews, the data collection, and the process and
analysis of data in this research. Chapter Ill and IV will be the two empirical
chapters in which | shall develop the analysis of data and the arguments.
Specifically, | will discuss the relationship between studying abroad and the

students’ previous HE experiences in China, and analyse how the students’
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previous experiences in the Chinese HE system in terms of the acquisition of
human and cultural capital shaped their expectation for further individual
development, which motivated them to study abroad. In Chapter IV, | shall analyse
the students’ previous involvement with globalisation, their reflections on China,
and their imaginaries of the world hierarchy and aspirations for further
engagement with the world, which brought another motivation for Chinese
students to study abroad. Finally, | will give a conclusion in Chapter V on the main

arguments and contributions of this dissertation.
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Chapter Il Methodology

As a qualitative research to interpret how individuals understand their decision
to study abroad, this research takes the constructionist position on the
relationship between theory and data, so that the theories are partly generated
from the data. Adopting the grounded theory approach (Bryman, 2004), |

arranged the research design in the following steps:

a) General research question

b) Selecting relevant subjects in relevance to the literature
c) Collection of relevant data (focus groups)

d) Interpretation of the data and re-conceptualisation

e) Collection of further data (in-depth interviews)

f) Further analysis and writing up findings

This data collection — interpretation — another data collection process aimed to
uncover the ‘point of view of the participants’ (Bryman, 2004) instead of that of
the researcher or the literature. And due to different objectives, | adopted two
different data-collecting methods in the two sessions. Focus groups were used in
the first data collection as they had the great advantage of generating a wider
range of views and reflecting ‘the way in which individuals collectively make
sense of a phenomenon’ (Bryman, 2004). However, it was not adopted as the
method for further data collection because of practical problems like participant
recruitment, the time-consuming transcription (Bloor et al., 2001), and technical

limitations such as the influence of group interaction, which might result in

30



overly dominant participants (Krueger, 1998) or the tendency to express
culturally expected opinions (Morgan, 2002). Thus, it was considered more
proper to conduct focus groups as a pilot study to generate more potential

topics and probing questions for further data collection.

Life course in-depth interviewing was chosen as the main data generating
process for this research due to its significant advantages over focus groups.
Firstly, one-on-one interviewing, with the promise of uncovering ‘the point of
view of the participants’ (Bryman, 2004) is more consistent with the research
question of how individuals understand their choice of studying abroad.
Secondly, unlike focus groups, there is no participant interaction and less social
and cultural restraints during the interviews, so the participants are more likely
to express their own views rather than the modified ones. Thirdly, the use of
individual interviewing can form triangulation, which could improve the
‘confidence of findings’ (Webb et al., 1966; Denzin, 1970). Finally, life course
interviewing enables the generation of narratives on a wider life context rather

than staying focused on the topic of studying abroad for master’s degrees.
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2.1 Sampling

The five focus groups were conducted as part of a bigger project[” on
transnational HE mobility. There were both undergraduate and postgraduate
students in the focus groups. Recruited and conducted in the same university as
the interview participants, the focus groups took place prior to the first two
sessions of interviews. Theoretical sampling was adopted in the participant
recruitment while snowball sampling was also used as a compromise due to

limited number of applications. (The details of the focus groups are shown in

Table 2.1.1)
Focus group Date interviewed Stage of academic year
[ July 2015 Finishing
Il July 2015 Finishing
Il August 2015 Beginning
v August 2015 Beginning
\Y October 2015 Beginning

Table 2.1.1 List of focus groups

The participants of focus groups did not fully consist of postgraduate taught
students for various reasons including limited numbers of applications by
postgraduate students. This, however, was not considered (and did not prove) to
be a major restriction on the validity of the research because the aim of the

focus groups was mainly to explore the themes in the students’ reflection on

[1] The ‘Bright Futures’ Project was an international research project on student migration
conducted by researchers from the UK, Germany and China, lead by Professor Yasemin

Soysal from University of Essex.
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studying abroad, rather than providing valid data for the research question of

this thesis.

In the individual interviews, the participants were Chinese overseas students
who studied for postgraduate taught programmes. Due to the limitations of time
and research expenditure, most participants in this research were studying in the
same university in South-East England when the interviews took place. Most of
them were during their 2015-16 academic year (with two exceptions, namely

student A and B, who were studying for the 2014-15 academic year).

When the interviews took place, due to the limitations of time and research
expenditure, most of these participants were studying in the same university in
South-East England for the academic year 2015-16 (with two exceptions, namely
student A and B, who were studying for the 2014-15 academic year). Theoretical
sampling was adopted for the interviewing, with the consideration of key
demographic factors including sex and course titles. As shown in the following
table, there were a similar number of students of either sex (6 females in 11
participants). The students were studying their master’s programmes in different
departments with three of them in the business school, three studying social
sciences, two studying computer sciences, two studying translation and
interpreting, and another one studying economics. Such a dispersion of course
titles was in accordance with the distribution of Chinese students in the
university, as about half of them were studying in the business school (this is
because the three in the department of sociology were taking joint master’s

programmes with the business school). However, with a limited number of
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participants, it was not possible to cover other influential factors (place of

residence in China, for instance) to reach full theoretical saturation (Warren,

2002).
Student Sex Department
A Male Sociology
B Female Business
C Female Business
D Male Business
E Female Sociology
F Female Sociology
G Male Language & Linguistics
H Male Computer Science
I Male Computer Science
J Male Economics
K Female Language & Linguistics

Table 2.1.2 Sex and department of the participants

Another limitation of such a sample was that the participants’ current experience
of their overseas education might affect both their recollection and
consideration of the meaning of studying abroad. In other words, the
participants’ life story of the past might had been distorted by their new HE
experiences abroad (Bryman, 2004). However, since most (all but one) of the
students were one-year postgraduate taught students, they were considered
likely to have a vivid recollection of their previous thinking and decision making

for studying abroad.

To minimise such influence, the participants were interviewed at different stages
during their postgraduate programmes. As shown in the following table,
students A and B were interviewed at the finishing stage of their master’s

programmes, C to F were interviewed at the beginning stage, and G to K in the
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median stage. Such a dispersion of participants was adopted to detect the
possible influences of the experiences of studying abroad on the students’
recollections of previous considerations. It was assumed that students who had
spent more time studying abroad were less likely to have vivid recollection of
their decision-making process for studying abroad and more likely to be
influenced by these experiences when they remembered their previous decision-

making process.

Student Date interviewed Stage of PG programme
A July 2015 Finishing
B July 2015 Finishing
C October 2015 Beginning
D October 2015 Beginning
E October 2015 Beginning
F October 2015 Beginning
G January 2016 Median

H January 2016 Median

[ January 2016 Median

J January 2016 Median

K January 2016 Median™

Table 2.1.3 Time of interviews by each participant

2.2 Focus Groups

Smaller group sizes were expected as it had been argued that fewer participants
in focus groups could bring more relevant conversations on the research topic
(Morgan, 1998). However, due to slight over-recruiting as a strategy to prevent

absence (Wilkinson, 1999), the real group sizes ranged from four (Group I) to

[1] Student K was studying for a two-year postgraduate programme, and was on her second

year when she was interviewed.
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seven (Group IV). There were two moderators for each of the focus groups, in
which the first moderator was more involved with the conversation while the
second moderator was more involved with note taking. This, however, was not
completely solid, as sometimes it took more than one moderator to keep the
conversation focused or in control. | conducted the focus groups as either first or
second moderator with the collaboration of a colleague who worked in the same
project. Five focus groups were conducted in different sessions, and each of
them provided at least one participant for the follow-up interviews. All the focus
groups except for the second one (by time order) were in Chinese, which was
because of the comparison between the first two focus groups (the participants
in the first focus group conducted in Chinese being more fluent in expressing

their ideas and more likely to be revealing).

2.3 Interviewing

The main research method for data generation, as mentioned before, was life
course qualitative interview. Six of the interviews (student A to F) were follow-up
interviews from the previous focus group session, while the other five (G to K)
were independent from the focus groups. To ensure that the participants could
express their own narratives about their consideration and decision to study

abroad, there was no set structure to the in-depth interviews.
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Yet the interviewers™ did probe questions intentionally to cover some basic
points, including their previous experiences, future expectations, their
communication with parents, friends, etc., and opinions about the idea of
studying abroad. Such probing questions were based on the themes which

emerged from the focus groups.

There were attempts to draw life course flow charts for the interviewees, i.e. the
creation of flow charts by both the interviewer and participants which showed
anything that had happened or was expected to happen in the future in the
sequence of the participants’ life course. This technique was intended to shed
light on the logic of the students’ decision to study abroad in the broader picture
of their life history (Miller, 2000). However, such attempts proved to be
unproductive as the participants did not take active part in the creation of the
chart, and there was no sign that adding this activity in the interviews would
boost the participants’ involvement in the interview. Therefore, life course flow
charts were abandoned in later interviews after three attempts with students C,

D and E.

[1] Student A was interviewed by my colleague who did not speak Chinese and the interview
was therefore conducted in English. It was the same for focus group I, with the same

researcher working as first moderator.
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2.4 Recording & Transcription of the Data

Audio recording was the main means of data collection for the research for both
the focus group session and the interviews. Note taking was also used in the
research as a supplement to the audio recording, especially in the focus groups,
where some non-verbal information might be neglected if only audio recording
was used, for example, the participants’ special facial expressions. However, it
had been much less frequent in the individual interviews due to the greater
intensity of interaction between the interviewer and the participant. Any data in
the recordings that was related or potentially related to the research questions

was transcribed for further analysis.

Since most of the interviews were in Chinese, some of the text data was
translated into English for the writing of the dissertation. | did the translation
myself due to limited funding for the process of data. There were also indirect
citations from the data, usually in the form of narratives to support the
arguments in the thesis. Such narratives were entirely based on the transcribed
text data, which can be checked through both the transcription files and the

original audio recordings.

2.5 Data Analysis

Coding and narrative analysis were adopted as the main data analyses. Coding
was mainly adopted in the data analysis of the focus groups, in which the
participants were encouraged to discuss specific topics, making the

understanding of the context less undermined by the fragmentation (Coffey &
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Atkinson, 1996). Since the individual interviews contained much more life-course
context, narrative analysis was used in the data analysis to produce more
coherent interpretations. One limitation of data analysis is that it is difficult to be
critical of the narratives since it is impossible to verify the participants’ life
stories (Bryman, 2004). This could limit the reliability and transferability of the

findings.

2.6 Ethical Considerations

This research has taken ethical issues into serious consideration, having received
approval to use the ethical clearance form from the Department of Sociology in
University of Essex. For each focus group and interview in this research, every
participant was asked to sign the Ethical Consent Form (in Chinese), and to agree
on the instructions of ethical consideration at the very beginning of each session.
Every single detail included in the consent form was rigorously implemented
during the whole course of the research. The knowledge about the purpose of
the research, the consent of collecting data by using audio recorders and the
confidentiality of the data collected were main considerations for this research,
as can be seen in the sample consent form in the appendix at the end of the

thesis.

2.7 Limitations

Apart from the general limitations of qualitative research, including the problems
of replication and generalisation (Bryman, 2004), there are a few limitations in

this research design that could hinder the reliability and validity of this research.
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Firstly, there is a problem about the sample. With a small sample size in the
whole research, and therefore a potential lack of theoretical saturation in the
sampling in both the focus groups and interviews, the findings of this research
might be of very weak transferability. Secondly, since there are interviewees
who participated in both focus groups and interviews, it would be difficult to
verify the authenticity of the narratives if the two versions contradict each other.
This would undermine reliability. Thirdly, the focus group — interpretation —
interviewing process might be insufficient for theoretical saturation, which might

result in the lack of significant points in the findings of this research.
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Chapter lll Studying Abroad and Previous HE Experiences in China

Student A found himself both challenged and bored in his job after graduating from
university: challenged due to his lack of English proficiency which he found
necessary for his job; bored because he was totally uninterested in his work. Things
seemed even worse as he found it extremely difficult to improve his English, and
even more difficult to change his job into what interested him as he was majoring
in communications engineering while his interest was in media. It all started four
years ago when he took the Gaokao (formally National College Entrance
Examination) for university. He did well enough to get enrolled in a well-known
university, but not well enough to secure his favoured major. Then the idea of
studying abroad, which was once proposed by his parents, came back to his mind.
Hoping to study a postgraduate course in media and change his career direction

forever, he made some applications, and got the opportunity to study abroad.

For student A, studying abroad is deeply associated with his previous
unsatisfactory experience when he was studying for his undergraduate
programme. His lack of English proficiency undermined his confidence in the
competitiveness for his previous post, and his previous undergraduate
background of communication engineering had proved to be a handicap to his
career aspiration of working in the field of media and the internet. Studying
abroad for a master’s degree thus became a strategy to erase of the effects of the
unsatisfying experiences from his previous undergraduate study and build up his

competitiveness for his future career.
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He is not alone. Many other Chinese students in my interviews also had previously
unsatisfactory higher educational (HE) experiences that might be associated with
their later choice of seeking other HE destinations. In this chapter, | explore such
association by analysing their previous HE experiences in five different aspects:
the choice of major, the learning of academic/professional knowledge, the value

of certificate, and sense of distinction.

3.1 Choice of Major

Let us come back to the case of student A. When asked about his motivation to
study abroad, he said that one of the main motivations when he made the decision

was to change his major:

My previous BA (BSc) degree was engineering, and | wanted to change it (in my
postgraduate course). | wanted to learn something different. And in China, it’s very
difficult to change your major, if you don’t have that background. But it is easier
to change to another major if you apply for an overseas university.

Student A

Student A made it clear that his previous HE experience in China was not a
pleasant one, as he would like to study a subject in which he was more interested.
He was not the only one who had this kind of unsatisfactory feeling about his
previous major. The discontent with undergraduate majors can be seen in other
cases (student D, for example) in my research. Although those students did have
different reasons to worry about their previous majors, there was one significant
thing in common among them: they did not believe that their previous majors
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could be beneficial enough for them to find jobs that they would like to do in the
future. In other words, they did not think that they could get the human and
cultural capital that would be required (or at least as they believed) for their future
career expectations from their previous undergraduate majors. Why did they
choose to study something they felt would be useless or which they had no
interest in? Why did they finally make the choice of studying abroad for master’s
degrees in order to change their subject of study? Did they try other ways such as
changing their majors during their undergraduate programmes? How did they
think that their master’s programmes abroad could help them to fulfil their career
expectations? In the following texts of this part, | will answer these questions by
analysing the students’ previous experiences in the Chinese HE system and their

reflections of it.

To answer the first question, it is necessary to look at the recruitment process of
the Chinese HE system. Many students in my research described the dilemma
between choosing the best university and their favourite major when they were
applying for universities. This was because the students’ performance in Gaokao
was the only criterion for their admissions, and therefore, the students had to
perform very well in the exam to secure their entry both to their first-choice
institutions and to their preferred majors. However, that was hardly the case for
the students in my research, which is not surprising given the severe competition
in Gaokao referred to in many previous works (Fong, 2011; Liu, 2011). With such
a dilemma, many students in my research chose to prioritise on the prestige of the

university rather than the majors that they would like to study, with some of them
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ending up studying majors they did not like. Student A, for example, performed
well enough to enter a well-known university which is among the ‘211 Project’ 2
but not well enough to study media which was his favourite subject. Unable to

study his first choice, he found himself studying communication engineering and

found no interest at all in the subject.

That is, however, only the start. As student A carried on with his undergraduate
study, he turned increasingly disappointed with his major as he built up his future
expectations, which was inspired by the environment of his former university.
Fascinated by the general environment of the university specialising in media, he
began to develop a deep interest in the internet, media and popular culture, which
prompted him to attend classes in these areas even though they were irrelevant
to his then major. He felt frustrated because his undergraduate major could not
help him achieve his aspiration of a future career, which, as he revealed in his
interview, would be to work in the internet industry. Being a major in engineering
did not give him any chance at all. In other words, he sensed that he had failed to
accumulate enough capital from his experiences as an undergraduate student to

achieve his future aspirations, and would therefore consider the opportunity of

[1] A project of developing more about one hundred top universities and many key academic
disciplines to flourish the Chinese HE system and achieve socioeconomic development for the
Country. The project was ratified by the State Council of China and initiated by the Ministry of

Education in 1995. (Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China, 2015)
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further education to reverse the disadvantages his previous HE experiences

brought him.

The reason why | chose my topic of research, namely mobile application
consumption, is that the internet industry in China is so highly increasing (rapidly
developing). It’s very developed in China. | think it’s the first-class (primary)
industry in China now. So, | really want to get into this industry in the future. | want
to research on the internet industry, so | get this as a key to go into (unlock an entry
into) the industry... So, | plan to go back to China, and immediately get a job... (The
plan) it has hardly changed. From the very beginning, the plan was like this.

Student A

From his explanation of the change of major for his master’s degree, it can be seen
clearly that student A thought that the change of his subject was the way to
overcome the barrier between his previous major and his future expectation. By
seeking a postgraduate programme in media and the internet, he attempted to
accumulate both the relevant academic qualification (institutionalised cultural
capital), and the proficient professional skills and experiences (human capital and
embodied cultural capital), which he saw as significant in order to fulfil his career
aspirations. This, he understood, was difficult to achieve as he found that there
was limited opportunity for him to apply for a master’s study in media with his
first degree in engineering due to strict admission entry requirements on relevant
subjects, which was why he wanted to turn to other options. These unsatisfactory
experiences also remind me of the push-pull arguments that have appeared

frequently in the literature about Chinese students’ motivation to study abroad.
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All the unsatisfactory experiences with the Chinese HE system, including the fierce
competition in the Gaokao, the lack of choice with undergraduate majors and the
restriction in the postgraduate recruitment process can be understood as
signifiers of the push factors in the individual level that drove student A to seek
opportunities outside the Chinese HE system. Although not directly supported by
previous works using the push-pull arguments, there was the conclusion that
many Chinese students were pushed by the limited opportunities in the Chinese

HE system.

Student A was not the only one who sought studying abroad as a strategy to
change their previous majors. Although different students had various reasons for
changing their majors, their decisions were all associated with their previous
experiences in the Chinese HE system, which tended to have similar patterns as
shown in Figure 1. Data from many interviews indicated that the HE experience
when students studied for their undergraduate programmes was like a period of
transformation from having no knowledge of academic disciplines or future career
into the discovery of an interest as well as the development of future aspirations.
During the previous experiences with the Chinese HE system, these students
began to realise the gap between their previous majors and their expected careers
as their future aspirations were formed. Thus, they felt the necessity to study for
postgraduate programmes in their favoured subjects to get enough human and

cultural capital.
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Entry to university
(lack of knowledge about academic subjects and future career;
sometimes dependent on other people such as their parents with their decisions)

|

HE experience: finding interest and developing future aspirations

If not relevant to their previous major
or requiring more capital
v

Hoping to change major

Not possible during undergraduate
programmes or applying postgraduate
programmes in China
Studying abroad for a master’s programme as solution

Figure 1

For many students in my research, the decisions about their previous majors could
not been considered thoroughly enough. That was because they were not fully
informed about the nature of the different academic disciplines that universities
could offer, like student K who acknowledged that she chose to study English for
her undergraduate major only because she ‘had no idea of what other disciplines
are about’, and ‘knew at least what English is about’. Many students chose their
majors based on other considerations rather than the knowledge of different
majors’ content. For example, student I and student J had chosen their previous
majors as they were high-ranking majors in their respective institutions. Student |
therefore ended up studying a major (environmental engineering) in which he was
not interested. It is worth noting that he might have had the opportunity to change
his major in his first year at university but did not really investigated it, deciding
instead to attempt a transfer to a more prestigious university in the same city. This

might be another indication of how some Chinese students would prioritise the
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prestige of their undergraduate university over their majors, which is

understandable in the context of the severe competition for HE in China.

Parents’ attitude might have also been influential in their choice of major as many
students ended up studying in majors that were relevant to (one or both of) their
parents’ occupations. For instance, student A’s parents had significant influence
on his choice of major as he revealed in his focus group that when choosing the
majors for his university application, he only made the first choice on his own,
letting his parents decide the second and further choices. [ Studying engineering
in their previous HE, his parents advised and persuaded him to take engineering
as the second choice, which turned out to be his destination as he did not perform
well enough in Gaokao for both his first-choice university and his major but did
not want to go to universities with lower rankings. It is understandable that

parents can have significant influence on their children’s choice of undergraduate

[1] In China, normally the students can choose several favoured majors in sequence for each
institution they apply for. (Ministry of Education of the PRC, 2016) Since different majors
often have different entry requirements on the marks of Gaokao, if the students failed to enter
the institution for their first choices, their second, third, and further choices will be taken into
consideration. There is a maximum number of majors that one can choose for one institution,
whereas the students can choose to apply any number of majors within the limit (at least one).
If the students reach the entry requirements of the institution but fail to reach that of their
chosen majors, they will either be rejected or be allocated to other majors chosen by the
institution. That will depend on the students’ consent of the privilege of the institution over
the choice of majors if the students do not reach the entry requirements for their chosen

majors.
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majors because of today’s unique Chinese familial structure. Parents’ influence on
their children’s decision of undergraduate major reflects the great pressures and
expectations Chinese parents put on their children’s HE and careers thereafter,
like Collins argued in his work (2013) on Chinese HE migration. With great
expectations for their children, the parents would like to influence and, in some
instances, intervene in their children’s choice of undergraduate major in order to
ensure that their children have better development in human as well as social
capital and be more competitive in the job market. However, such intervention
proved to contribute to some students’ discontent with their previous majors, as
they might feel that they were forced to study something in which they were not

interested.

Students’ experiences in the Chinese HE system proved to be of vital importance
for them to think about their subjects and careers. Getting more familiar with their
courses and feeling increasingly closer to their career, some students began to find
an ambivalence between their majors and what they expected to do in the future.
Student D, for instance, wanted to change his previous major because it could not
achieve his aspiration towards a future career. Studying accounting in his
undergraduate programme, he found the experience quite unsatisfactory because

it could not give him much advantage in getting himself jobs that he saw attractive:

I don’t like my previous major very much, which was accounting.

When | was good at mathematics, | felt accounting to be something that requires

very limited intellectual equipment, merely about making diagrams and calculate
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all the time... Then (after undergraduate years) | have not been good at maths any
more, and began to realise that now | only know about calculation... | feel obviously
that | don’t have any advantage after graduating from university, no advantage at
all. I don’t like my major, and my major being not actually a very specialised one.

Student D

He felt he had ‘no advantage’ because he had no intention of working as an
accountant. As he said in his interview, although he had his undergraduate
background in accounting, he would not restrict his future career to being a
certified public accountant (CPA), but also saw the possibility of working in a
securities company as a certified financial analyst (CFA), which he believed to be
promising. Therefore, his previous accounting background could be a potential
handicap to his future aspiration, as he said he would not like to be an accountant
and was more interested in finance. Student J had similar motivation about
changing his major from international trade to economics. For him, economics was
more generally applicable, as he said ‘(with a certificate in economics) you can try
a wide variety of jobs: you can work in a bank, you can work in companies, you can
work in multinationals, you can do trading... anything. You can simply try any sort
of thing that is relevant to economics.” Thus, changing majors into what the
students regarded as more promising fields can be understood as an attempt to
gain different kinds of human capital and therefore more possibilities in a future

career.

For the possibility of changing major as an undergraduate in China, there are

mixed results. Although student A claimed that it is ‘difficult’ to change one’s
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major in China, there is one example, student G, who managed to change his
major from applied psychology into English as it could be helpful for his future
career as an interpreter after graduation. Student | also mentioned the
opportunity to change his major during his first year of university. He did not take
the chance to change his major as he was attempting to transfer himself to a more
prestigious university, although it would mean that he would study what he did
not like for four years as his undergraduate major. Clearly student I is an exception
to the pattern shown in Figure 1. The mechanism for such exception will be

discussed later in this chapter.

3.2 Learning of Academic/Professional Knowledge

Scenario |

Studying in a professional college instead of a university, student D found the
campus environment not friendly enough for him to focus on his studies. Living
with his classmates who were paying no attention to studying, he found himself
soon converted by such an environment, and became less motivated in performing
well in his courses. From his second year in college onwards, he began to indulge
in campus sports events, travelling and video games, although he later regretted
this and found it ‘a waste of time’. Suddenly he found himself about to graduate
and became quite worried about his future career, as he did not think he had any
advantage in finding a satisfactory job. Feeling inadequate about his limited

professional knowledge and abilities learnt through college years, he saw the

51



importance of improving his competitiveness in the job market by studying for a

master’s degree, and began to consider the idea of studying abroad.

Scenario Il

Student K studied English during her undergraduate years. Like a lot of other
students, she did not focus much on her courses in her first year, which she spent
mostly on campus activities. Yet from the second year, she began to sense some
‘pressures’ and concentrated on her study, which later became enjoyable as she
began to show a strong interest in translating and interpreting, which she chose
as her specialisation. She also did several internships during her undergraduate
years, and it was through such internships that she began to regard interpreting
as her future career, and to realise that her professional knowledge and skills
learnt from undergraduate programmes might not be enough to realise her future
aspiration. During one internship in her third year, she began to think about
studying for a master’s degree abroad as she thought it would be beneficial for her

to improve her English in an English-speaking environment.

The two scenarios seem completely different at first sight, however, both show
the deep connection between the idea of studying abroad and the students’
previous experience of learning academic and professional knowledge in the
Chinese higher education. In the following part of this section, | shall analyse the
two individuals’ undergraduate experiences in China before shedding light on the
more general question of Chinese students’ motivation for studying abroad for

master’s programmes in terms of human capital.
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Let us start with the case of student D. As he said in his interview, the environment
of the institution where he did his previous HE had a negative impact on his

motivation to study.

To be honest, | had been quite hard-working in the first year, but was converted in
the next year... converted by the general environment... | did feel that 60 (the
normal passing grade for a course in most Chinese HE institutions) in an exam is
enough, since no one cared about high marks, they just wanted to pass. Perhaps
the environment of my previous college wasn’t very nice, or perhaps it was the case
of my own accommodation.

Student D

For students D, the previous HE experience in China was very unsatisfactory
because he failed to accumulate enough human capital for his career expectation.
Calling his undergraduate experience as ‘decadent’ and ‘a waste of youth’, he was
not putting much effort into his courses at the university as most other students
around him were not either. Low motivation eventually led to low achievement in
academic performance, which brought student D many regrets as he regarded the
time of undergraduate study as a period to accumulate professional knowledge
and skills which can be useful as human capital for his future career. Unfortunately,
the environment of his previous HE institution affected his motivation for such
accumulation of human capital during his years as an undergraduate. Therefore,
he felt that his previous HE experience failed to fulfil the function of human capital

accumulation that was necessary for the future career.
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It can be seen clearly that most of the students in my research tended to think of
their life in different periods, and their life as a university student was considered
a transition period from a student to an employee. Therefore, by achieving more
in the period of university study, the students can make better preparation for
their career. However, for some students such a transitionary period was not a
satisfactory one. And with time advancing closer and closer to the end of the
period, they began to be increasingly worried about the gap between their
achievements in the current period and their expectations for the upcoming one.
Student D was a typical example for this situation. On the one hand, he began to
realise that he had no ‘advantage’ which could make him more competitive in the
job market. This made him confused about his future career as he said ‘For a time
| was in a state of great confusion, knowing nothing about what | was going to do
(as a career). You know, when you have no advantage at all, you will never know
what you are capable of, or what you want to do.” On the other hand, he also had
pressure to gain more human capital from his future aspiration. Wishing to have
a greater variety of options in the financial circle for his future career, he also
found that his professional proficiency at the time fell short of his expectations for
his career. To solve such tension between the limited acquisition of human capital
in previous HE and the expectations for future career, spending another year to
cultivate his professional proficiency can be understood as an investment on his

human capital in preparation for his future career.

Slightly different from student D, student K focused more on her studies from her

second year at university onwards, as she started to ‘calm down’ and concentrated
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on her courses, as shown in her remark, ‘Because you have already had fun for a
whole year, you would sense pressures coming along gradually in the next three
years in university.” Such pressures might be associated with her plan of career, as
not only did she spend intensive time on her study, but also participated in many
other activities such as summer schools and internships. She graduated from a
university, quite different from student D’s previous college, which might indicate
a different kind of academic environment. She was also happy about her previous
major — English, which she was interested in and wanted to start her career with
jobs related to it. It appeared that she gained quite a lot of human capital and rich
social experiences during her undergraduate period, but still, she did not think
that was enough and wanted to accumulate more from further study. In a summer
school on interpreting during her third year in university, she realized that it would
be very helpful to take a master’s programme abroad if she wished to have a

prosperous future in interpreting.

In the third year, we had to decide our specialisation, and | chose translating and
interpreting rather than business English or normal English. | began to get more
and more involved with this area as | would like to know about it as much as
possible, and that is why | participated in this summer school... Then | decided to
study abroad, and began to study even harder as | would need to improve my
academic performance. Therefore, my third and fourth years in university were
quite busy.

Student K
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The decision to study translation and interpreting reflected her aspiration to
become an interpreter, and it was this aspiration that made her consider gaining
more specialised knowledge and professional skills in this field; in other words

more human capital, that would better prepare her for her preferred job.

The acquisition of academic and professional knowledge has also been an
important factor in motivating other students (notably including students G, | and
J) to study abroad, and such influence tends to have two different mechanisms.
For some students, their previous HE experience in China lacked a great amount
of professional proficiency, as they were not motivated enough to concentrate on
their courses during their undergraduate years. Therefore, they were faced with
great pressures in terms of human capital when they started to think about their
future career. Such pressures turned out to be an important factor pushing them
to seek opportunities to gain more knowledge and skills which could build up their
competitiveness for future job opportunities. For those who did consider their
future career and were motivated to focus on their courses during university, their
previous HE experience, which usually contained professional practices and
internships, made them realise the importance of building up their human capital
further in order to gain themselves the leverage to excel in their future career.
With the growing future aspirations, studying abroad for a master’s degree
becomes a suitable option to achieve their expectations. Since many of the
students in this research showed both features, the mechanism of the influence

of professional knowledge is as follows (Figure 2):
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degree as an option

l would require further

Figure 2

3.3 Value of Certificate

I was in... | have both college and university certificates... | got the undergraduate
certificate through an undergraduate diploma programme. As | found it a bit bad
since | was studying for my second year in the college, ... | was thinking about the
idea of studying abroad. My plan was to take advantage of some short-term plan
to get a normal undergraduate degree, that is, to get it through self-studying
programme, and then use that as my leverage to apply for a master’s degree. After

all, the undergraduate certificate | got was useless (for job-finding) ...

For me, frankly speaking, my undergraduate certificate was just one that was
recognised by the state, which | would use as a springboard. Most companies
won’t recognise your certificate. Some may think that a proper undergraduate

certificate is like a regular army, while mine is like an irregular one.

In my college years... | was concentrating on my study in the first year. However,
from the second year, | began to feel like... In fact, | hated to be resigned like that.
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I didn’t perform well in my Gaokao. | failed to enter either the university | desired
or any of the other universities that | had applied to. Then | chose to study in a
professional college... It would have been worse if | had applied for private
institutions, as they would be even less well-recognised. When | was studying my
preliminary courses, | happened to know someone who was rejected by some
foreign institutions, because they had graduated from private institutions. They
just don’t recognise you. Although these institutions are recognised by the state,
people would think that you come from an institution of a low rank. They won’t
recognise you even if your institution is a university. | had thought about it quite
thoroughly in my high school as | was warned about this...

Student D

One of the most frequently talked themes in virtually all interviews was the value
of master’s degrees. Yet this was quite a controversial one as different students
tended to have different views about what their certificates would mean to them.
From the quotation in the beginning of this section, we can see clearly that student
D was not at all satisfied with his previous certificate. He was unhappy with it
because he realised the importance of HE certificates as necessary qualifications
for starting his future career and for gaining later promotions, while his own
undergraduate certificate was regarded as not very well recognised. To change
this disadvantaged position and earn himself a more competitive HE certificate, or
in Bourdieu’s term, more institutionalised cultural capital, he decided to study
abroad for a master’s degree. In the following text, | will discuss the students’

consideration about the importance of academic certificates for their future
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development by analysing their previous experiences in the Chinese HE system

and the subsequent future aspirations for their careers.

To understand how they perceived the value of the certificates, it is necessary to
know who was motivated to study abroad for the certificate’s own sake. From the
empirical data, there was one thing in common with these students, i.e. they came
from HE institutions that were not so highly-ranked. It is understandable, in terms
of Bourdieu’s (1984) sense of capital and distinction, that those who graduated
from lower-ranked universities might lack the cultural capital, which could be a
handicap to their advancement into the job market. Student C, for instance,
thought the value of a certificate gained studying abroad was important, as she

felt inadequate about her previous undergraduate one.

There is another reason, that is, my previous university where | did my undergrad
was not very good. It was a Tier-3 university... though it has upgraded into a Tier-
2 one. But as you know, even if you could study in a Tier-2 university... you could
only be competitive if you graduate from a key (Tier-1) university. In today’s
situation in China, you have to be a key university graduate. What’s more, as one
studying in finance, you won’t be competitive if you don’t have a master’s degree,
at least in China.

Student C

In this regard, studying abroad became an investment in a student’s postgraduate
certificate at the cost of the family’s economic capital, especially for those who

graduated from university with lower rankings. Despite the relatively high financial
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cost of studying abroad (compared to postgraduate programmes in China), many
students (student C, D, and J for example) would like to make this choice as it could
guarantee them certificates that they believe are better recognised in China than
those they could get in China. Many students also believed that studying abroad
could be less costly because it could save time, as many Chinese postgraduate
programmes take three years to complete, while the same programme could be
one or two years shorter in a foreign country. Student D, for instance, had
expressed his consideration about studying abroad in terms of the value of the

certificate:

So, after coming here to study a master’s degree, | believe | can thus make
amendment for my previous disadvantage. At least | should be the same as other
postgraduate students once | have graduated. | won’t be too smug about my
overseas educational background, as | think it would be equal to the master’s
degrees in China. You may say that | only studied abroad for one year, which is a
bit crap, so | don’t think | would have much advantage over them. But anyway, we
are all postgraduate students...

Student D

Different students in my study stress various levels of emphasis on the value of a
certificate. Some students, for example student G, did not prioritise that much
about the certificate and said in his interview that he regarded the acquisition of
human capital such as professional knowledge as more important than the value

of his master’s degree.
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I think for most of those who study abroad there are two main kinds of people:
some came to study abroad in order to get the certificates, so that they could have
good certificates when they go back; others may come to really learn something.
Of course, | don’t see these two as contradictory, but | do think there is sort of a
compromise between these two sometimes. As for me, if | had not come here to
study such a hard-core subject, | may have been admitted by a better university.
But if | choose to learn interpreting, or TESOL, which have higher entry
requirements, | would end up studying in a university that is lower in level
compared to the situation if | choose to study some more popular courses... such
as human resources. Eventually | decided to learn something more practical, which

is interpreting, in this university.

I think the matter at issue is whether you want the certificate or to learn something.
If | were to come and study HR... It is not that | look down upon HR, but | do think
some postgrad courses are not very professional. In this case, the only thing that
can stand for your year as a postgraduate student is your certificate... But since |
have come here to study interpreting, | would have to make a living with
interpreting, my certificate won’t be that helpful. ‘Cos | will be faced with a
situation where | have to prove myself with my professional skills, my certificate
won’t be very important then.

Student G

He claimed that such a dilemma between the learning of professional knowledge

and the value of certificates was because of the nature of his major. He considered
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the learning of professional knowledge as the main concern rather than the
certificate, but it was a bit more complicated than that for him and for other
students. Looking back into his previous HE experiences we find that he already
had a lot of information about the employment situation in China with his previous
internship experiences, and was aware that his undergraduate degree would not
be a big obstacle for him to find a job. However, he realised that it would not be
so easy for him to find the job that he wished to do when he graduated from his
previous university, not because of the value of his certificate, but because of his
insufficient English proficiency, which was the main human capital he needed to
achieve his career aspiration. Therefore, he would prioritise on the professional
knowledge and skills rather than the certificate, as it was further human capital
that he needed to accumulate for his career, not the distinction in academic

qualification.

But for student D, the situation was totally different. Having graduated from a
much lower-ranked professional college, he saw his certificate as a great handicap
to his future in the first place. Therefore, when making the decision about studying
abroad, he found the necessity to put the value of his certificate as a high priority.
Yet this did not mean that he did not consider professional proficiency in his
further HE investment. On the contrary, he also mentioned that he intended to
learn as much professional knowledge as he could during his studying abroad,
unlike student G’s indifferent attitude towards a certificate. Such a difference may
not be merely an isolated example, as many other students in my research shared

the same pattern. Students who prioritise the certificate (like student B, C and J)
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also expressed the wish to acquire more professional abilities for their careers,
while students who were more driven by human capital (like student K) did not
talk much about the perceived value of the certificate from studying abroad. Such
might indicate that the students had a layered imaginary of what was required for
their career, with the value of a certificate being imagined as more like a
fundamental stepping-stone for their careers and therefore considered prior (in
the sense of time) to the academic/professional knowledge, while the latter being
considered as more important after they could guarantee their jobs. This
imaginary might be associated with Collins’ (2013) argument about the
transnational imaginary of the global HE system. This layered imaginary could
explain why students like D tended to care about both, but students like G mainly
focused on the human capital. There was a hint when student D talked about this

issue:

After all, you will know what’s your aim here as a postgraduate student. Some
come to learn something, while some others come mainly for the certificate... My
own goal here, in fact, lies somewhere in between. | want my degree to be
guaranteed, while at the same time | also wish to learn as much as | can. After all,
it is sort of an investment, and your investment should pay off.

Student D

3.4 Sense of Distinction

My parents might have been influenced by their colleagues and former classmates,

and thought that sending their children out is something... | mean, my Mom would
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always believe that, since she is working in a bank, that since she saw the chief of
her bank send their daughter to study abroad, sending her own children out might
be beneficial for me to get one step upward. | think it was this that she noticed,
rather forward-looking really... They believed that this might be helpful for me,
that’s it... She didn’t research much about it really, just felt it would be helpful.

Student F

From student F's words about her parents’ consideration about her studying
abroad, there was something different from and more important than the
academic qualifications or professional knowledge that they wished her to acquire
from studying abroad. It was the experience of studying and living in another
country itself that they were primarily concerned about to further their daughter’s
HE. It is clearly that student F adopted this way of thinking as she believed that
studying abroad would be a special experience that could ‘broaden her horizon’.
Many other students in my research shared this view about the experience of
studying abroad, which they believed to be beneficial for their future life and
career. Comments like ‘studying abroad could broaden my horizon’, or ‘I would
like to experience something different from studying abroad’ have been quite
pervasive among almost every single interview in my research, although many of
them could not explicitly explain why they considered studying abroad in this way.
To shed light on their understanding of the experience of studying abroad, | shall
analyse their previous HE experiences in China and their future expectations in

terms of distinction and cultural capital in the following texts.
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As an important form, the institutionalised cultural capital, whose manifestation
is the academic qualification, needs a bit more elaboration here as it can also be
the source of distinction. For some students in my research, the value of their
certificates from studying abroad was not only restricted to the potential for them
to find their preferred jobs, but also about being exceptional. For example, neither
student E nor student H agreed that the certificates they would get from studying
abroad could be helpful for their future career. Claiming not to be interested in
academic background, however, both expressed that they were hoping to go to a
higher-ranked university if they could. This showed that they cared a great deal
about the value of the academic qualification not because they expected it to be
practically useful for their career but because they regarded it as a token of

distinction, making them different from their peers.

For most students, the sense of distinction was more associated with scarcity of
overseas educational experience. In a qualitative research project, it is, of course,
not possible to measure how scarce the number of master’s students from the
Chinese postgraduate population is. However, the issue here is not the real
scarcity of students who have been abroad, but how the students imagined about
the scarcity of their experiences, which could be intelligible from a research of the
individual level. Paradoxically enough, although many students disagreed that
their master’s degrees from abroad would be helpful for their future career, as
they feared that there were ‘too many Chinese overseas students’, most had a

positive view about the value of their experiences of studying abroad, as such
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experiences could make them somewhat different from their peers, and therefore

distinctive.

Coming back to the case of student F, we can see the link clearly. As her mother
noticed that some of her senior colleagues sent their children to study abroad, she
interpreted this as connected with their social status. Studying abroad, therefore,
was not only understood to be about the certificate and acquisition of professional
knowledge, but was also a life experience that is associated with one’s higher
socioeconomic background. If people of higher socioeconomic background prefer
to send their children to study abroad as a reflection of their social status, then
sending her own daughter abroad would be easily understandable as it might
bring her more possibility of upward mobility. This accords with the argument
(Fong, 2011; Liu, 2011; Collins, 2013) of the rising of the Chinese middle class as
well as the growing parental expectation for their children’s future development

and upward mobility.

Her previous HE experiences strengthened this way of thinking about studying
abroad and distinction as she began to think about her future development. As
she interned in a foreign company during her third year in university, she ‘got to
know about a new group of people’, which, as she said, clearly influenced her
thinking about life and career. She began to value her own development much
more, and not only wanted to study but also start her career in another country

as she began to prefer a different life path and a bit more uncertainty:
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And another change was that: since our boss then, our boss in Chongging, was a
man of quite some individuality, even a bit dissolute sometimes... | think he had
quite a significant influence on me. My boss had graduated from Tsinghua
University, and did his master’s in Columbia University before starting his career in
The Bank of New York and reached vice president. Yet he quit his job, and started
to do his current job. You know, we can always make a change, go to somewhere
else, which | think was a totally different point of view. Maybe | was quite
influenced in this aspect. | began to ask why | must have a future that | can see
through at this moment...

Student F

Her changed preference for difference and uncertainty was a result of her
increased aspirations for her future career. As she interned in her previous
company, she saw people with different life paths and what she perceived to be
more colourful experiences. Fascinated by such life paths and experiences, she
also wanted to break the conventional ideas of life and have a different life path
of her own. Her previous boss’s studying and working experiences in the United
States might have been a hint for her about the possible link between living
experience abroad and individual development, which for her could mean a more
distinctive self-development with more cultural capital. Such might indicate that
with the rising of Chinese middle class, Chinese young people are not only seeking
upward social mobility, but also an increasing level of individuality, which they

consider deeply associated with their sense of distinction.
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There has been other evidence suggesting that one’s future aspiration can be an
important stimulus when considering studying abroad for master’s degrees after
graduation from university. Student C, for instance, decided to study abroad for a
master’s degree in banking because she wanted to start her future career in a
foreign bank, which as she said would have much higher entry requirements as
well as standards for its employees, including customer service manager which
she had been considering. She also wished to work in what she saw as a more
advanced circle so that she would be communicating with people of a higher

socioeconomic status.

Another factor that | considered was the customers. If | were to work in X bank, it
is a world-famous bank after all, so the people | would be communicating with
won’t be that bad... how should | put it... petty citizens. Your customers would be
slightly more advanced, and therefore your social network would be different.
Otherwise, you might be working in a domestic bank, which is in a tiny place, and
you might find yourself dealing with those petty citizens... So, your social circle
would be completely different. The potential benefits might be that once | decide
to create my own business, | would have direct customer information.

Student C

What is interesting here is that student C had quite a strong opinion about the
labour market she would be joining despite that she had never worked at all
before coming to study abroad. This might suggest that she had constructed an
image of the job market in China and would therefore make active preparation for

it. Such an imaginary had been gradually generated during her years studying at
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university. As she said in her interview, she had been thinking about her future life
and career since her second year in university, and began to make her career plan
step by step in her last two undergraduate years. Apart from an investment to her
human capital, she also saw her studying abroad as an important life experience,
as she said, ‘Youth is but a couple of years... | wish to live a more colourful life. | am
truly grateful that my parents provided me with such an opportunity to come here,

though only for one year. | will really cherish it, cos it’s so precious.’

Again, parents had been important mediators in the consideration that studying
abroad could make their children more distinctive. It is quite clear that parents
will have a great influence on their children’s thinking about studying abroad as
many students’ idea of overseas education come from their parents. Student A,
for example, mentioned about his parents’ attitude toward studying abroad and

concluded that it was a general one:

Actually, in China, the previous generation, the majority of them would never have
the opportunity to go abroad to study. So, this would be their kind of hole in their
experiences... some lack of their personal experiences, so they would think that
‘vou could achieve this for us’, and ‘we know how important it is for education, but
we didn’t have the opportunity’. “You should cherish this opportunity.’

Student A

Although it may not be the main reason for parents in every family, it is quite
interesting to look at the scarcity of study abroad in the students’ parents’

generation. Among those participants | interviewed in this research, almost none
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mentioned that either of their parent had studied abroad. This is not a surprise,
surely, as a recent report on overseas education by New Oriental Education &
Technology Group Inc. (2015) indicated that only a very small proportion of the
overseas students’ parents had studied abroad themselves. Therefore, it is not too
difficult to understand why many Chinese students still believe that their overseas
education is scarce and treasurable even though they believe there are many
Chinese overseas students, which lessens the value of their master’s certificates.
In the case of student H, his father had studied abroad, and encouraged his son to
study a master’s degree abroad as he thought the experience would be valuable
and somewhat distinctive. This is quite in accordance with Bourdieu’s (1984)
theory of cultural capital: the parents who had not studied abroad encouraged
their children to study abroad for more accumulation of cultural capital, which
might build up their children’s distinction and bring them upward mobility; while
those who had studied abroad also persuaded their children to take this approach
for the reproduction of the cultural capital, which could help them maintain their

socioeconomic status.

For many students, the benefits of studying abroad in terms of cultural capital
could also mean certain improvements. Different from professional knowledge or
practical abilities, such improvements, as they understand it, could make them
somewhat more mature and sophisticated persons with many plausible qualities

that are essential for both their future life and career.

. studying here is very independent. In China, just like | said, it’s quite like

management. Everything you do has been already arranged by your teachers, by
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your tutors. You don’t have to care about everything about your study, cos you just
follow up your schedule, (then) you will get the mark... But here you have to be

very self-motivated.

people who study in China are not very self-motivated. Even in my university — it
was quite a good university, to me — but everybody who is studying in the library,
in the labs, they are always sleeping. But here, | have never seen anyone sleeping
in a library... in China the pressure is not from yourself. | just persuade myself to
stay here. | cannot study, but I’'m here, so | can tell myself ‘yes | am studying’, so
nobody can blame me.

Student A

For student A, the most important quality that he learnt from studying abroad was
self-motivation, which he concluded to be something that had been lacking among
many Chinese students. Since he believed self-motivation was of vital importance
for one’s career and self-development, studying abroad can thus be an important
way for the students to build up this quality and therefore become distinctive
among their peers. He began to realise the importance of self-motivation when he
was working in China before studying abroad. At that time, some of his friends had
already been studying abroad, and when he was communicating with them, he
was much impressed by their ‘special qualities’ gained while studying abroad.
These ‘special qualities’ including self-motivation became one of the main
motivations for him to study abroad. For student A, the most important quality

that he learnt from studying abroad was self-motivation, which he concluded to
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be something that had been lacking among many Chinese students. Since he
believed self-motivation was of vital importance for one’s career and self-
development, studying abroad can thus be an important way for the students to
build up this quality and therefore become distinctive among their peers. It was
not only studying that the students were looking at when talking about the
acquired qualities from studying abroad. In fact, the ‘self-motivation,” as student
A described it, is only one aspect of a more general individual quality that many
students expressed their hope of gaining through studying in another country, and

| shall term such quality as independence and maturity.

Considering the students’ previous experiences in the Chinese HE system, it is not
difficult to see why university graduates would need such independence and
maturity finding themselves in a disadvantaged position in the job market. Just
like other participants in this research, student A said there is a generally believed
difference between the Chinese educational system and the Western one. Many
students in this research expressed their discontent with the Chinese HE system
for its restrictive policy on their freedom of choice over their curricula and the
limited student support on their careers. Such policy, they concluded, discouraged
them from thinking about future career and building up their independence and
sense of responsibility. For example, student C said there was hardly any
information about employability when she was studying her undergraduate
programme in China, and student E said university students are always treated
differently from other members of the society, making them somewhat free from

their legal responsibilities. These deficiencies in their previous HE experiences thus
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became a handicap for them to adjust themselves to the labour market, as student

E said:

For example, when senior students in Chinese universities graduate, many of them
would complain a lot when they take internships as they feel very adapted. They
also complain about the colleagues in the companies, accusing them of being too
cold towards them, teaching them nothing. Why do | have to teach you? You come
here to do jobs, and | will give you salaries! You’re not coming to pay us tuition
fees! Some of them cannot even use a printer. | often hear about the complaints
from students in China that they can learn nothing from their jobs. They always
need others’ guidance and teaching. They are already senior students, yet they are
still thinking in this way, which made me so speechless. And then they felt that the
society was so cold... | do think these are just childish.

Student E

Such a negative attitude to newly-graduated students does show quite a general
picture of the scenario when a senior university student starts to work in the
labour market. There was supportive data from the other side of the story that
confirmed student E’s view about the university graduates’ lack of important
qualities for the job market. Many other students also expressed discontent about
their previous HE experience failing to bring them the required qualities for the
labour market, and the great challenge when they were just about to do their first
internship or formal job. Student B, for example, said she felt she was doing
nothing serious at all but trivial things all the time, and therefore learned nothing

about how to work properly. Many students also admitted that they had been not
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independent enough to meet the requirements of the job market, and wished to
improve it through studying abroad. Studying abroad, therefore, can be
understood as a time of transition from life in the Chinese HE system into the new
life in the labour market, since the former in some circumstances fails to provide
the students with the necessary individual qualities for their future career, such as

independence, self-motivation, and responsibility.

Sometimes such disappointment came from the students’ interaction with their
parents. One of the most typical examples is student E. Although a relatively older
student with eight years working experience in the field of public relations,
student E still cannot feel totally independent as she explained how her life
directly transferred from being managed by her parents to one managed by her
husband. Born into a well-educated but very conservative family, she grew up in

a very tightly-knit family background, following strict traditional values:

Both my parents are doctors; my grandfather is also a doctor. Every family member
of mine except me is a doctor, and they cannot be more conservative. They would
never ever change their jobs, and they would work in the same hospital for all their
life... When | was in high school, no one dared make telephone calls to me, not even

girls.

(While in university) they telephoned me from time to time in the evening. They

only phoned the landline telephone, even if | got a mobile...

Student E
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Such was the familial environment that she later found she had no independence
in her life. She regarded this to be a disadvantage, which could affect her
performance in her career. This might be an extreme example, but many other
students also discovered the importance of independence as they thought about
the motivation to study abroad. Student B, for example said in hindsight that
learnt about dealing with a lot of things on my own... Now | feel | am a
superwoman, | can do anything on my own.” Student G also concluded studying

abroad as a transition from a student to a person more adapted to society.

3.5 Conclusion

In general, it has been clear that the students’ motivation to study abroad was
associated with their previous experiences in the Chinese HE system. More
specifically, the students’ studying abroad can be understood as both a reaction
to their previous HE experience in China, and a strategy to get themselves more
prepared for their future career and human development. There were two ways
that their previous HE experience could be the push-factor to their motivation for
studying abroad. On the one hand, many students were disappointed with their
previous HE experiences for various reasons: some disliked their previous major
and did not get the chance to change it; some felt they lacked
academic/professional knowledge; some were not confident enough about their
certificates; and some felt they lacked certain personal qualities and experiences
that could make them distinctive. On the other hand, it could sometimes be an
indirect push-factor, as many students were inspired to study abroad because of

their future expectations formed during their previous HE: some students found
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subjects in which they found interested and saw prosperity; some aspired to work
in certain fields that required more professional qualifications; some simply

expected to have life-paths on their own.

Pushed by the previous HE experience, studying abroad was considered as an
investment in the students’ future. With the cost of economic capital including
time and money, the students expected studying abroad to bring them both
human capital and cultural capital. The reward of human capital focused on the
acquisition of specialised knowledge and skills, in some cases different from their
previous subjects of study, which could be useful for the students to find more
skill intensive jobs in their preferred fields. Cultural capital focused more on the
value of the certificates and experience of studying in a foreign country. It was
generally believed that the experience of studying abroad could bring the students
a greater sense of distinction and could enrich them with certain individual

qualities that were required but scarce among Chinese university students.

Another thing worth noticing is that female students tended to think about the
benefit of studying abroad in a similar way as their male counterpart. In most cases,
female students showed comparable aspiration for future career development to
male students, and therefore similar motivation for the accumulation of human
and cultural capital through studying abroad. Since most of the students were the
only children in their families, this phenomenon was in line with Fong’s (2002)

argument of the empowerment of girls under the Chinese One-Child Policy.
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Chapter IV Studying Abroad and Chinese Students’ Involvement in

Globalisation in the Context of a Rising China

Before coming to study in the UK, student F had been interned in a foreign
company in a large Chinese city for a few months. Such internship experience had
had a significant influence on her as she began to think about her future life and
career in a different way from what she used to do. Instead of living with a
foreseeable life path, she began to expect more uncertainty in her future because
she felt that she ‘could go much further’, for example, she would not limit herself
to start her career in China as she saw the possibility of working and living in other

countries in the future.

She owed this change to the environment in the company where she did the
internship, and where she knew a different group of people from her former friends
and classmates. She admired her boss a great deal, as he chose to quit his previous
job as vice president in a bank in the US in order to develop a business back in China.
This way of thinking about career had a great influence on her own career plan, as

she started to doubt her previous thoughts about looking for a future career.

Although this experience happened after her decision to study abroad, it managed
to change her thinking about the meaning of studying abroad, as she began to
consider looking for a job in the UK after graduating from her master’s degree.
Thus, it seemed that everything that would happen later might change

significantly.
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The experience of internship in a foreign company had a great influence on
student F’s thinking about her life, her career and her future expectations. What
is worth noticing here is that such an internship experience could not only be
understood as a previous working experience, it was also an involvement with the
globalisation process which had been taking place in today’s China. Student F was
not the only one that had been influenced by their involvement with globalisation.
There had been plenty of data from my interviews which showed that such an
involvement had a significant influence upon the students’ understanding about
their life as well as the world. Such influence was highly likely to be associated with
their motivation to study abroad, for just like student F, it could be something that

would bring them different possibilities and more diverse life paths.

It was also shown that many students would expect more involvement in the
globalisation process in their future life and career. Not only inspired by their
previous experience with the globalisation process, many of the students were
also motivated by the reflection of the world dynamics and the global hierarchy of
HE. Many students were convinced that by studying abroad in a more prestigious
university in the developed world, they could have a more advanced position in
the globalisation process, which could increase the involvement with the world in
their future career. For example, a lot of students revealed that they would prefer
to work in foreign companies after graduating from their master’s degrees abroad,
with some of them believing that such careers would bring them more

opportunities for intercultural communication. Studying abroad could then be
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understood as a strategy to achieve their expected involvement in the

globalisation process in China.

What was also influencing the students’ involvement with the globalisation was
their reflection about their country. Although most students would like to get
more involved with the globalisation process, and thus have cultural affinity to the
Western culture, they also shared an optimistic attitude and expectation for the
future development of China. Such confidence about China had also been
influential for their thinking about the world as well as their future career, as most
of the participants decided to go back to China for their career development since

they had great expectations for China’s future.

In the following, | shall analyse the students’ involvement with the globalisation
process in two sections, i.e. their involvement in globalisation prior to studying
abroad, and their expectation for such involvement in the future. | will also analyse
the possible implications between this involvement and their motivation to study
abroad. For each of the two sections, | will discuss two aspects, which are the
involvement (or expected involvement) in globalisation, and individual qualities
the students gained from (or expected to gain from) globalisation. There will also
be a third section about the influence of the students’ optimism and expectations
for the future development of China. | will discuss how the students think about
the future of China and how such thinking influences their own future careers and
the globalisation process, which might be closely associated with their decision to

study abroad.

79



4.1 Chinese students’ involvement in globalisation prior to their studying

abroad

Looking back at the case of student F, her previous internship experience in the
foreign company can be understood as a personal involvement with the
globalisation process in China. Although this experience did not grant her the
direct opportunities to communicate with people from other countries, she was
still greatly influenced by the different corporate culture of the Western society,
which had a significant effect on her thinking and aspiration for both her life and
career. One of the influences of working in a foreign company was that she worked
with people who had more association with foreign countries. For example, she
was deeply impressed and therefore influenced by his previous boss, who had
studied and worked in the United States before going back to China to start a
different business. Inspired by her previous boss’s different and innovative
lifestyle, she began to expect different kinds of opportunity and more uncertainty
in her future. It was then that she became more determined about studying

abroad and began to think about looking for more possibilities in her future career.

It can be seen in the data that the communication with people who have had more
connection with foreign countries also shaped student F's expectation for a
different kind of lifestyle that might be related to people’s studying or living
experiences abroad, and it was such expectation that confirmed and justified her
decision of studying in a foreign country. This coincides with Collins’ (2012)
argument about the ‘transnational imaginary’ in the developed world, and may

suggest that students’ previous working experience in foreign companies serve as
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a possible source of such imaginary. Another indication from this was that those
who had experience abroad could be the agent for intercultural communication
as it could inspire Chinese young people to build up the imaginary of the

globalisation and the aspiration to pursue different life-paths.

It is worth noticing that student F expressed that she was inspired to have more
‘uncertainty’ in her future, instead of some foreseeable routine life path like many
of her peers. Such a clear emphasis on individuality reflects that her contact with
international working environments had not only made her motivated to become
more involved with the world, but had also given her with a different way of
thinking about her individual value and achievement. Inspired by her former boss,
she would also like to live a life that was not restricted by the norms and traditions,
but be free to achieve her individual development. In this case, studying abroad
can be understood as an opportunity for her to break the limitation of social
conventions and pursue her own individual achievement. It is not a surprise to find
the influence of globalisation on a Chinese student’s aspiration for individuality,
as it was in accordance with Yan’s (2009) argument regarding the influence of
globalisation on rural Chinese young people’s individualisation, which often goes
side by side with the detraditionalisation of the social conventions and

expectation affecting the individual’s life.

Clearly student F was not an exception among the participants of my interviews.
There were other students who were inspired to study abroad by their previous
exposure to the globalisation process in China. Student A, for example, had

previous working experience which included frequent communication with
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foreign people. As discussed in the previous chapter, he found that his lack of
English proficiency restricted his capability in his position, so he began to look for
effective ways to improve his English, which later involved studying abroad.
However, it would only be one side of the story to interpret his study abroad as an
attempt to enrich his human capital including English because it could not answer
the question of why he wished to build up such human capital that would make
him suitable for jobs with more intercultural communication. He may, for example,
change his job to positions that were less reliant on interaction with foreign people,
which was obviously not what he would have liked. The probable reason for not
choosing this solution was that he thought positively about intercultural
communication. Therefore, although he found his previous working experience
unsatisfactory and difficult, it was also inspiring as it built up his positive imaginary

of the globalisation and intercultural communication.

Here we can find that the learning of English might have another meaning for
some Chinese students, as it reflects the course of globalisation that is taking place
in China and how today’s Chinese students react to such a process. On the one
hand, since China is becoming more and more globalised, there is an increasing
number of companies that are recruiting employees with a better English
proficiency, which is necessary for the required intercultural communication in
these positions. The students, therefore, find English is an important tool which
can make them more competitive in the globalised environment. On the other

hand, students in China also see jobs associated with other countries as desirable,
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and therefore would like to improve their English skills when, in their positions,

they find that their international communication skills are inadequate.

The students’ previous major might be influential in their attitude toward
globalisation. For example, those who had most frequent involvement with the
globalisation process before coming to study abroad were previous English majors,
and they all appreciated their previous experience of international communication
which brought them inspiration for studying abroad in return. Student K, for
instance, had plenty of international experiences when she was studying her
undergraduate programme in China. Her internship experience at a major
commerce fair in the south Chinese city of Guangzhou was very important for her
as she gained both the professional expertise in interpreting and the opportunity
of intercultural communication with people from other countries. She was quite

pleased about this piece of experience as she remarked:

Now | think that period was rather interesting, as | got to know many foreign
friends. That could be the period of my life in which | had most communication with

foreign people...

| think this is quite positive. Since China has always been a rather traditional
country. Even now there are still a lot of people who think in a very traditional way.
People in my parents’ and grandparents’ generations have difficulty in getting
used to new things, and they may be quite unfamiliar with foreign people, well at
least in my family...

Student K
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It is interesting that she talked here about the difference between her and the
previous generations. She seemed aware of the fact that by having much more
communication with people from other countries she was heading in a different
direction from her parents and grandparents. In this sense, getting more involved
with the globalisation process means breaking the tradition, and therefore can be
understood as a behaviour that mainly belongs to the young generation, making
them different from the previous generations. This reminded me of Yan’s (2009)
arguments of detraditionalisation and the growing focus on the individual. Again,
globalisation was playing a significant role in the individualisation process as many
students had very different experiences of intercultural communication from their
parents. For example, only one of the participants’ parents had ever studied
abroad, and many others revealed in their interviews that their parents have never
been abroad or never been to any Western country. If these students’ generation
is having much more intercultural communication than the previous generations,
such communication or involvement with the world could become a typical
characteristic of the students’ generation, and therefore become an important
sense of identity for that generation. There was a hint when student F mentioned,
with great admiration, that many of her undergraduate classmates had already
been to many foreign countries. Therefore, by studying abroad and getting more
involved with the world, the students were pursuing their own individual values
and achievements and breaking away from the conventional ways of thinking

which had been predominant in their parents’ generation.
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Such cross-generational dynamic can also be found in some other students. For
example, student G said in his interview that his parents had been quite traditional
in his education, an education that placed a great deal of emphasis on Confucian
ideas. He also found people in his parents’ generation to be generally traditional
and many of them held very sceptical views about the Western way of thinking
and education. Yet he had much cultural affinity with the Western society and was
guite open to becoming more involved with the rest of the world, or at least the
Western world. Majoring in English, he Since he was also majoring in English, he
participated in a lot of internships and other activities in various international
companies and organisations. For instance, he worked as a translator in an
international tourist company which inspired his interest in travelling to different
places outside China. From student G’s case, we can see that the students’
previous exposure to the globalisation process might have significant influence on
their reflection on globalisation and the developed world, which could develop
into a positive imaginary of the developed world. Such an imaginary encouraged
the students to break away from the conventional thoughts that were pervasive
among their parents and to pursue their individual aspirations. Studying abroad

for a master’s degree became the method to achieve this individualistic pursuit.

Student E, from her high school years onward, had much more severe
confrontation with her parents’ traditional ways of thinking and behaviour. She
found her parents, as well as many other members of her extensive family, to be
‘extremely traditional’. Below is how she described her parents and her familial

environment:
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Both my parents are doctors, as well as my grandfather. Everyone in my family
except for me is a doctor, and they live in an extremely traditional way. If ever
anything like smoking, drinking, or falling in love in high school happened to me,
they wouldn’t accept it and would be furious. No one dared to telephone me when
I was in high school, not even girls.

Student E

Yet such a traditional familial background proved not to be the barrier of her
getting involved with the world and pursuing her individuality. Despite her
conservative parents, she began to have more and more involvement with the
globalisation process in China as some of her friends started to work in foreign
companies that involved a lot of communications with the outer world. She also
found it a common phenomenon that many people of her age already had the idea
of studying abroad. Having had frequent communication with some of her friends
who were planning to study abroad, she began to think positively about studying
abroad, as well as the possibility of getting more understanding about foreign
countries, which finally motivated her to take the route herself. From here we can
see that the different attitudes between the students and their parents towards
globalization might result from their different levels of exposure to intercultural
communication. Since many students found themselves more involved with the
intercultural communication than their parents, they tended to have a more
positive attitude toward the globalisation process. What was also noticeable from
the intergenerational gap was the trends of individualisation among some of the

students in my research. As previously argued, these students found their previous
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experiences of intercultural communication desirable, and therefore found it an
important way to break the traditional thinking of their parents’ generation and

realise their own individual development.

But for many other students, their positive reflection about the globalisation was
not that distant from and sometimes even inspired by their parents’. For some
students, such imaginary was about the HE system. Student A, for instance, said
he believed that the Western educational system was ‘more advanced’ than the
Chinese counterpart, and he thought this was a common attitude toward the
Western HE system. It is justifiable for him to have such attitude as we can see
that many people in his close social network shared the same feeling. His parents
had wanted him to study abroad for years as they believed it would be an
invaluable experience to learn from the Western HE but were unable to achieve
that for themselves. Student A also noticed the change in some of his friends who
had studied abroad (mostly in Western countries), and he owed such change to
the different environment and HE system. He was not alone, as many other
students, like student B, D, and I also thought quite highly of the Western HE, and

thought they could ‘learn a lot’ from studying abroad.

But in other cases, there was a general admiration for the Western society. Like
Fong’s (2011) argument regarding the admiration for the developed world
citizenship, many students in my research also showed great affinity to their
destination country in terms of economy, culture and global power. Student D, for
instance, kept referring the UK as an ‘old capitalist country’ in the focus group. He

was convinced about that even after he went to study in the UK as he commented
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in his interview that the country was much more developed socially and culturally
(than China), despite he admitted the fact that the infrastructure in the UK was no
better than that in China. Such admiration was not restricted to the students, and
there have been examples that parents sharing the same attitude toward the
Western society as their children. For example, student B mentioned in her
interview that her parents thought the UK was ‘much better than China’, and she
concluded that such opinion was a common one among the Chinese people. This
might suggest that the admiration was transmissible, with the students’ parents

being the mediators.

What was also in accordance with Fong’s (2011) analysis of Chinese HE migration
was that many students in my research had clear focus on a certain set of countries
which they believed to be more developed and therefore more attractive. The
slight difference was that my participants tended to be only focused on the
Western developed countries (or as student D put it, the Anglophone as well as
Western European countries), while Fong (2011) concluded that the list also
included other developed countries such as Japan and Singapore. Such a
difference might be related to the sample of my research, which included only
students who studied in the UK. The focus on a certain group of countries might
reflect the students’ imaginary of the world hierarchy. For example, student A
expressed that he was only informed about the big and influential countries such
as the US and the UK, while having little knowledge about other smaller countries
which made him feel ‘guilty’ when he was communicating with the Romanian

interviewer. Clearly the difference between big and small here referred not to
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geographical size but the international image, power and influence, and such a
differentiation showed his imaginary of the world system consisting of countries
with different levels of development and importance. Yet he did not wish to get
rid of this way of thinking about the world completely as he mentioned that he
preferred the location of the UK to that of China because he was more interested
in countries close to the UK (which he found more diverse and attractive) than
that surrounding China (which he commented as ‘only Japan and Korea around

China’).

For some students, studying abroad could facilitate them with the qualities that
would be more helpful for their development into a more globalised individual. As
| analysed in the previous chapter, student A was also inspired to study abroad
because of his former classmates who studied abroad prior to him. He believed
that those who had studied abroad had some certain qualities that made them
distinctive from the others and therefore more competitive in their future career.
But if we look at this in the perspective of globalisation, we can have a different
interpretation for such thinking. Since students who had studied abroad are the
agents of the globalisation process, what student A admired about the overseas
students was their experience of studying in other countries and therefore their
having had more involvement with the world. The ‘distinctive qualities’ of those
students he talked about can be understood as an embodiment of their
experiences with different social and educational systems from the Chinese.

Through them student A saw what was required of him to be a globalised
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individual, a quality he saw as favourable, and how to acquire an advanced

position in his imaginary of the globalisation.

One influential factor in a student’s involvement with the globalisation process
might be personal or familial connection with other countries. Although previous
international migration experience could be rare among Chinese overseas student
for master’s degrees, there is one example in this research which shed light on a

different perspective to studying abroad.

Student H found himself rather different from most of the Chinese students in his
present university as he had previous experience of living in another country.
Having most of his childhood memories in Australia rather than China, he found
himself in a very different situation when making the decision to study abroad and
what it meant for him to have the experience of overseas education. In fact, he
was not that keen on studying abroad since he had already got a stable job with
adequate salary and satisfaction, a serious relationship, and even an estate in
Beijing. He was not that curious about life in the Western society as he had grown
up in Australia. His studying abroad was totally his father’s initiative, and student
H was against the idea in the beginning, but later gave way to his father’s plan as

the latter insisted on it. Just like what he said in the interview:

‘Can you just imagine it, if you were me, and you already have a decent life in China,
with enough salary, a property, a car, and a serious relationship, what sort of
motivation could it be that drives you to study for a master’s degree in another

country at the expense of all these?! Parents’ demand! Such a dutiful son | am!
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What can | get from studying abroad? | don’t expect it to be helpful for my job at

all, nor for others stuffs as well.”

It all started a few months before he went to study abroad, when he was at a
dinner party with his father and some of his relatives including his uncle, who,
during the party had been very proud of his son as he was studying for a master’s
degree in Australia. Student H’s father suddenly became bit agitated and soon

determined to send his own son to study abroad.

Coincidental as it seemed, the motivation for student H to study abroad was far
more than the mere agitation of his father during a family dinner party. The case
of student H was very different from the rest of the participants in this research
for many reasons. For example, if we look at the family situation of student H, we
can easily find that he came from a family that have frequent interaction with
other countries in the world, which made him an exception since most other
participants revealed that their parents had rather limited first-hand information
about foreign countries. Having grown up in Australia, he had a very different kind
of childhood and had begun to realise the differences between China and Western
countries when he was a schoolboy. His father had much involvement with the
world, too. As a PhD in economics from a top Chinese university, he once studied
in Ukraine and thus had plenty of knowledge about different social and
educational systems in the world. There were also plenty of international
migration experiences in his extensive family. His aunt (i.e. father’s sister), for
instance, was an immigrant in Australia and later got married to a local man. The

existence of a relative in Australia had proved to be a driving force for many of his
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cousins to study there, as he recalled in his interview: ‘many of the children in my
extensive family, just like this cousin, they had been really crazy about going to
Australia (to study). Just because my aunt has settled down there, they have been

charging like a flock of birds, as if they have a base in Australia or something.’

Itisimportant to understand student H’s international migration experience in the
context of the international communication in his family. In student H’s case for
example, although he concluded that he had already a satisfactory life and could
get nothing that was beneficial for his future from studying abroad, he still found
himself studying for a master’s degree in another country because his father
requested him to do so. His father wanted him to study abroad not only because
he thought it would be beneficial for his son in terms of life experience and cultural
capital, but also because his family generally had relatively frequent intercultural
communication, and he would like his son to carry on with it. Therefore, for
student H, the opportunity for intercultural communication was an important
form of acquisition of cultural capital, because his parents and other family
members had a lot of previous involvement with the globalisation and saw such
experiences as valuable for the reproduction of cultural capital and distinction.
Thus, although it was not student H’s own desire to study for a master’s degree in

another country, he was finally persuaded by his father to take that approach.

In many other cases, there was also the influence of familial connections with
foreign countries that inspired the students to study abroad. Typically, a family’s
international connection tended to be relevant to the students’ choice of

destination for studying abroad. For example, student B had relatives who studied
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abroad in the UK, which became their destination for overseas education. Student
Calso came to study in the UK because of her familial connection with the country.
Her aunt (i.e. mother’s sister) had married a British man and become an immigrant
in the UK, which motivated her to choose it as her destination. What is worth
noticing here is that she was not only influenced by her aunt’s experiences of
international communication, but also by her British uncle’s personality. As a
senior man whom she described as someone who kept pursuing his dream, she
was much impressed by his story and thus inspired to realise her own individual
achievements. This might also have had something to do with her motivation to
study abroad as she said that she would greatly appreciate the experience of
studying in another country, and that she had been thinking a lot about the

meaning of her life and what she would wish to achieve in the future.

4.2 Chinese students’ expectation for involvement in globalisation in their

future life and careers after studying abroad

As analysed in the previous chapter, studying abroad had often been regarded as
a kind of transitional period for the students to transform themselves from
students into future employees who would compete in the job market. Empirical
data from their interviews indicated that many students expected to have more
involvement in the globalisation process in their future life and career. Some
students preferred to find jobs abroad, which they considered beneficial for
keeping themselves in the advanced positions of their imagined world system. For
those who planned to go back to China, most were also concerned about their

involvement with globalisation. They hoped to work in either foreign companies
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or those with frequent intercultural communication. Studying abroad became the
important way to promote the students’ ability and opportunity to communicate
with people of other countries, and were thus considered as beneficial for their
future involvement with globalisation no matter whether they chose to start their
careers abroad or back in China. In this section, | shall analyse the students’ future

expectations in the context of globalisation and their reflections on it.

Student J had a rather clear career plan after graduating from his current master’s
programme in the UK. Instead of going back to his hometown in the province of
Hubei, he planned to find a job in Shenzhen, a major city in south China. There was
even a certain destination that he had been looking at in that city, as he wanted
to work in an online shopping company specialising in selling Chinese products to
people in other countries, especially Chinese students who study abroad. He was
informed about this company because his cousin had been working there as a legal
consultant, and, as he said, had ‘a lot of connections’. He was also a shareholder
in that company. Considering a job that would include communication with foreign
countries, student J had been advised by some people including his parents that a
master’s degree and better English proficiency might be helpful for guaranteeing
the job and for future advancement in the company. In this situation, studying
abroad for a master’s programme seemed perfectly suitable for his future

aspiration.

From the case of student J, we can see that the motivation for him to study abroad
was in accordance with his expectation of becoming involved with the

globalisation process in China. If the job requires the employees to be able to work
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in a more international context, then students who have the most previous
contact with other countries would be more qualified for the job. Therefore,
students who have studied abroad become the ideal candidates for these jobs as
they are supposed to have both more international communication experiences
and better English proficiency. In this sense, studying abroad can be understood
as adapting oneself to the increasingly globalised labour market in China.
Attracted by the opportunities of jobs associated with more international
communication, student J chose to study abroad to acquire the necessary human
capital that would make him competitive for his preferred job. In other words, it
was getting himself more prepared for the increasingly globalised labour market

in China that drove student J to study abroad for a master’s degree.

This way of thinking about studying abroad and the expectation of involvement
with globalisation were based on two assumptions: firstly, Chinese students
believed that the labour market in China is becoming more and more globalised;
and secondly, they thought positively about jobs that were associated with
international communication. Despite being impossible to verify the first
assumption due to the nature of this research, it can be seen from the empirical
data that many students (including student A, F and G) had had international
experiences in their previous works or internships and many of them were in
foreign companies, which might indicate that there might have been a variety of
opportunities for Chinese students to seek jobs that involve active

communications with people of other countries.
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There were also hints from the empirical data that might support the second
assumption. For example, many other students including student B and C also
revealed that they wished to work in foreign companies after their master’s
programmes, hoping to have more opportunities to communicate with foreign
people in their future career. As analysed in the previous chapter, student C
believed that working in a foreign bank could bring her more opportunities for
upward mobility as she would be in contact with clients from higher social
backgrounds. Also, from the perspective of globalization, there was an added logic
in her preference for a foreign bank. Students chose to study abroad because they
wanted to become more involved with the increasing globalisation process in the
Chinese labour market, which required them to be more prepared for that change.
This gives an illuminating picture of the influence of globalisation on Chinese
students’ motivation to study abroad on an individual level. Since the availability
of jobs in foreign companies or with more international communication reflects
the economic globalisation process in China, Chinese students’ motivation to
study abroad can be understood as the aspiration to get more engaged in the
globalisation. This coincides with the pervasive argument about the close

connection between HE internationalisation and economic globalisation.

What was also shown in my research was that the influence of globalisation on
the students’ motivation of studying abroad was mediated by ‘the imaginary of
the developed world’, through which Fong (2011) argued in her research on
transnational Chinese students that many Chinese students would like to gain the

‘developed world citizenship’. Such citizenship, as she argued, could bring them
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great advantage in their geographic mobility in the global context. The students in
my research showed a similar thinking pattern. Looking back into the cases of
student C and J, we can see that their motivation to study abroad can also be
understood as the acquisition of developed world citizenship. The career plan of
working in foreign companies with adequate involvement with the world could
mean that they would like to have global citizenship. To gain such global
citizenship, they found it necessary to study abroad for master’s programmes
which they believed would enrich their global experiences and enhance their
important abilities including English proficiency and intercultural communication
skills. This was in accordance with Fong’s argument that the students could still
belong to the developed world if they were to live and work in China while having

plenty of association with other people from the developed world.

Chinese students in this research tended to understand globalisation as an ability
to be more capable in their future careers and more likely to get themselves the
advanced position in their imagined global hierarchy. Such was rather different
from the conventional idea about globalisation in which the world merges into a
whole and therefore generates a globalised culture in which people from different
countries or regions have a shared sense of global cultural identity. Many students
in this research had a very clear economic orientation when they considered their
future and therefore globalisation. For example, student E concluded in the focus
group that globalisation was ‘basically a matter of improving working capabilities

and earning more money’.
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The students’ expectation for further involvement with the globalisation process
was not merely restricted to working in foreign companies in China, some students
also planned to find working opportunities abroad. Student I, for instance, said he

would like to find a job abroad:

In the first place, | don’t think | should just go back to China after graduation. Both
(looking for jobs in the UK or other places) could be possible, yet | haven’t thought
about going back... Why should | go back just after graduation? You should go
around the world more often while you’re young, to look around... | will also
consider other places, like the United States where | have a lot of former
classmates, or perhaps Australia. | don’t know many people in the UK.

Student |

The plan of looking for jobs abroad was quite common among the students, with
students F and K also having that idea with regard to their future. Many other
students who planned to go back to China for future careers also considered the
option of working outside China, but eventually gave up the idea as they did not
consider it as their most suitable choice. Some students like student G choose to
go back to China since he was not optimistic about job-finding opportunities
abroad, while others including student B chose to go back to China as she was
more optimistic about the future development in China. There will be further

analysis on this in the next section.

Another significant phenomenon was that a lot of students had previous studying

and living experiences in Chinese major cities before they came up with the idea
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of studying abroad. If we list the information about the cities in which the students

in this research did their undergraduate study (as shown below in Table 1), we can

see many things in common about these cities.

Student City Population (2014) | City Description
A Beijing 13,334,000 Capital; Municipality;
National Central City
B Dalian 5,942,900 Sub-Provincial
City
C Guangzhou 8,424,200 Sub-Provincial City;
Province Capital
D Chengdu 12,107,400 Sub-Provincial City;
Province Capital
E Beijing 13,334,000 Capital; Municipality;
National Central City
F Chongqing 17,830,000 Municipality;
National Central City
G Shanghai 14,386,900 Municipality;
National Central City
H Beijing 13,334,000 Capital; Municipality;
National Central City
| Shanghai 14,386,900 Municipality;
National Central City
J Wuhan 8,273,100 Sub-Provincial City;
Province Capital
K Guangzhou 8,424,200 Sub-Provincial City;
Province Capital

Table 4.2.1 Information about the cities where the students studied undergraduate

programmes

It is clear from table 4.2.1 that every single participant in this research was
studying their undergraduate programme in megalopolises with a population of
at least more than five million people. And if we look carefully at these cities, it is
not difficult to see that all of them were not only populous cities but also of great
economic and political importance in China. As shown in the table, three of the
eleven students studied in the capital Beijing, while another three students
studied in two other municipalities, Shanghai and Chongging. The remaining five
students studied in sub-provincial cities in which four of them were studying in

99



province capitals. Apart from indicating the centralisation of HE institutions in
Chinese major cities, such a phenomenon might also suggest the possibility that
the experience of studying and living in major cities might have had a significant
influence on the students’ motivation to study abroad, which could be supported
by the fact that many students built up high expectations for future involvement

with globalisation following their experiences in the major cities.

Some students had grown up in the major cities, and all of them had studied their
undergraduate programmes in the cities where they had been living in China,
which might suggest that students from big cities in China tended to attend
universities in their hometown cities. Student K was the most typical example in
this category. As introduced in the previous section, student K had grown up in
the Southern Chinese city of Guangzhou, where she later studied English in a local
university for her undergraduate programme. Influenced by the relatively
globalised environment of the city, she also began to expect further exposure to
international communication. There was a hint as she talked about her
expectation for life studying abroad, ‘then | thought | would have a great number
of foreign friends around me (when | study abroad), and | would be staying with
them all the time.” Such an expectation for life studying abroad reflected her wish
to have more interaction with foreign people in her future, and it also turned out
to be consistent with her expectation of finding jobs in the UK after graduating

from her master’s programme.

We can also see from the data that such expectation for more involvement with

the world might also come from the students’ important others, like their parents.
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For example, if we look back at student C’s remark about her father’s thinking
regarding her future: ‘since my father had already settled down in a big city —
Guangzhou, they would wish their children, which is me, to get one step ahead,
that is, to go abroad.’, it would be clear that there might be an association
between the living experience in a major city and the expectation for more
involvement with the globalisation process. What is also clear is that the living,
studying and possibly working experience in foreign countries (if not Western
developed countries) was considered as more advanced compared to that in the
city of Guangzhou, as she described such movement as ‘one step forward’. We can
also find that her parents thought about regions in terms of distinction, as they
would prefer their daughter to stay in Guangzhou or places that they regarded as
more advanced, rather than moving to a smaller and less developed city, which
they feared might result in the loss of cultural capital. And for student C, her
parents’ imaginary about the global hierarchy and expectation for the children’s
future involvement with globalisation proved to have significant influence on her,
as she shared such imaginary which made her interested in looking for a career

with more interaction with other countries, such as working in foreign companies.

Not all the students in this research were from big cities, many of them came from
smaller cities, and had later studying, living, and in some circumstances, working
experiences in the major cities. These domestic migration experiences had been
significantly influential for the students’ thinking about their future life and career,
and most importantly, about globalisation, the world hierarchy and the

expectation of geographic mobility.
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Student J had several domestic migrations prior to his studying abroad for the
master’s degree, and those migrations had significant influence on the whole
course of his growing up, as well as the thinking and expectations for his future.
He had rather miserable memories about his years in junior high school as he found
himself a recognisable immigrant from a small town into a city. With a rather rustic
accent and not-that-sophisticated clothing, he found himself much looked down
upon and therefore frequently bullied in the school. Yet the situation changed
greatly with the improvement of his family’s economic background, and he began

to fit in and become much more sociable when he entered senior high school.

Things changed even further as he entered university in the big city of Wuhan,
where he started to think more about his future and to be more aware of the
geographic hierarchy in a bigger picture. Not following many of his former
classmates’ example of settling down in their hometown, he became more
ambitious and wanted to realise more individual achievements on the bigger stage.
Doing part-time jobs around his campus, he learnt many different things and
started to know a lot of people doing free-lance jobs, which deeply impressed him
and inspired him to ‘plan my life at my own will, doing exactly what | would like to’.
Yet suddenly, he was facing his last year in university and therefore had to consider
his career plan, when his parents started to advise him about a new educational

migration with a destination beyond the border of his country.

What the two domestic migrations brought him was not only the understanding
of the new environment and to which he had to adapt, but also the realisation of

geographic hierarchy between different places, first between his hometown and
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the more advanced small city, then the small city and the big city of Wuhan. With
each new migration destination, he found the different environment, adapted
himself to fit in, and then began to build up further expectations for more
advanced destinations in a broader perspective. Studying abroad and getting
himself the ‘developed world citizenship’ therefore became his next goal in terms
of geographic mobility. There is also a strong link between his motivation for
studying abroad and his career plan afterwards. Hoping to manage another
migration to the South Chinese city of Shenzhen and work in an international
online shopping business, student J found it necessary to study in a foreign country

to get more involved in the globalisation process.

This reminded me of Yan’s (2009) analysis on the individualisation of Chinese city
immigrants from rural areas. Just like those immigrants, the students in my
research who went to big cities for undergraduate study were significantly
influenced by the environment of the big cities and began to have future
aspirations with a greater focus on individualisation and globalisation. What also
impressed me with student J's previous migration experiences was his attitude
towards free-lancers. The encounter with the free-lancers hinted that he began to
appreciate jobs that could reflect individuality. Such an emphasis on individuality,
just like student F’s preference for uncertainty in her future life and career, might
also inspire student J to pursue more individual development, and was therefore
more likely to develop individual qualities that were relevant to the imagined

Western developed world.
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4.3 Reflection about China

It was also shown in my research that the students’ reflection about and
anticipation of the development of China had been influential for their motivation
to study abroad and their future career plan thereafter. Many students in this
research expressed a strong sense of optimism and great expectation for their
country’s future, both about the economic and social development of the nation
and their own future career prospective. Such an imaginary of China’s future
development was influential in the students’ reflections of the world hierarchy
and therefore their attitudes toward globalisation. On the one hand, many
students saw a rising China and felt quite positive about China’s future, therefore
possessing a strong sense of Chinese identity, as we can find comments like, ‘I
think China will become better and better in the future’ very frequently in the
interviews. On the other hand, however, we can also see the impact of
globalisation and the students’ imaginary of the Western developed world, which
encouraged them to seek for more ‘advanced position’ in the global geographic
hierarchy, as many students planned to seek working opportunities abroad after
graduating from their master’s degrees. In this section | shall discuss this question,
and analyse the influence of Chinese students’ thinking about their own country

on their motivations for studying abroad.

To begin with, we can find a clear emphasis on the Chinese cultural traditions,
which many Chinese students found essential to define themselves as Chinese.
Student G, for instance, talked about how traditional Chinese values influenced

him through the course of his familial education:
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It has been traditional education (in my family), quite traditional sort of education
without much Westernisation. It has been mainly the Chinese Confucian education.
Learning ‘The Analects’, is that specific enough? | had been learning The Analects
with my mother until the day came here for my master’s programme. My parents
have stressed the importance of Chinese traditional culture... My mother had
always educated me with the Chinese traditional way, yet she was not against the
Western. Unlike some of my former classmates, whose parents think that the
Western education is problematic. They are not against it. It’s just that they stick
to the Chinese traditional way of teaching.

Student G

Such traditional Chinese education proved to be influential for him, as he had
developed a strong affinity to the Chinese traditional culture and a firm sense of
Chinese identity. There was a hint when he talked about his expectation regarding
his future family, as he expressed that he would prefer traditional Chinese girls
with clear ‘oriental features’. With such a cultural preference, it is not difficult to
understand his choice of going back to China for a future career. Although he
concluded that such a decision was because of better opportunities in China, it is
still very likely that there were cultural concerns in the decision, as he would prefer

working and living in the Chinese cultural environment.

There were other students who had cultural concerns when they were considering
their future. For example, student A had also hesitated about whether to look for

work opportunities in the UK or to go back to China for future career. He found
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arguments on both sides, but his cultural affinity to the Chinese society played a

big part in his final decision to go back to China:

| hesitated as | was considering about whether or not to find a job in the UK for
several years, two or three, but | gave up later on. One reason is that my girlfriend,
who has been studying in Canada, just graduated and went back to China. We
discussed this and we thought China is better for us. Because we love (the) food
there, we love people there, we love to go outside and eat at midnight with a lot
of people there and a lot of food on the street... We like the social life in China. |
think it is better for us.

Student A

The preference for the Chinese social and cultural environment had been one of
the most important reasons that contributed to the students’ decision to start
their careers back in China. Student B, for example, also intended to go back to
China after graduation because of her cultural affinity to the Chinese society. She
mentioned in her interview that she planned to find a job in Beijing after returning
to China since she liked the stimulating atmosphere in Beijing, as well as the busy
and industrious lifestyle. Another example that showed her clear cultural

preference to the Chinese was when she talked about the pubs in the interview:

I never go to pubs, since | don’t go to that sort of places when I’m in China. | don’t
think those places could be attractive to me. | prefer drinking at home, or with
some friends, which is quite good.

Student B
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Such a remark showed both her indifference towards the British pub culture, and
reflected her stronger cultural affinity for the Chinese culture and lifestyles. What
underlies this is her attitude towards globalisation, as discussed in the previous
section. For her, being globalised does not necessarily mean understanding and
accepting elements from other cultures and developing a shared new culture that
is adaptable to people from other cultural backgrounds. Instead, she prefers to
stick to her own Chinese cultural codes, and being globalised is more about the
ability to communicate with those of different cultural backgrounds, and this,
therefore is her strategy for dealing with the globalisation process. What was also
implied was that this way of thinking about globalisation might be based on the
clear cultural preference of the Chinese society and the strong sense of Chinese

identity.

Studying abroad, therefore, can be understood as a practical strategy to enact
their imaginaries such as the developed world citizenship and individuality, which
are transmitted to them through their interaction with the increasingly
international environment, as well as their families and friends’ relative
experiences. Although such imaginaries are in contrast with the more traditional
imaginaries which place more emphasis on the Confucian ideology, this contrast
does not dissolve the students’ sense of Chinese national identity. On the contrary,
the students have a strong sense of cultural identity, with a strong affinity to the
Chinese culture and society. Like Yoon et al.’s (2013) argument regarding the
nationalisation and localisation of HE, data in this research also shows the trend

of nationalisation among Chinese overseas students when they consider a future
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career after graduation. Coming alongside the cultural affinity to Chinese society
was the sense of Chinese nationalism, which can be seen from some participants
in my research. For example, student B said the following about her conversations

with foreign people concerning some Chinese issues:

I shall defend my sense of pride in being a Chinese person. (For foreign people’s
views about China) | admit that there are some problems in China, but | reiterate
repeatedly that our country will become better and better in the future... Being
Chinese, | do think we need to have some sense of pride. Just don’t degrade

ourselves all the time.

Why do people from all over the world pay close attention to China? | think it’s
because China has been developing so fast. All the (other) countries regard China
as a hypothetical enemy.

Student B

This ‘pride’ in China apparently had significant influence on her thinking about
both China and the world, and might also be one of the main reasons that made
her decided to go back to China for future development. Such sense of pride
reminded me of Fong’s (2004) notion of filial nationalism among the Chinese
youth generation, who felt they had the duty to contribute and serve the nation
just like their filial duties for their parents in the traditional Confucian ideology.
Such filial nationalist sentiments can also be found in other students, too. For
instance, even student I, who planned to find jobs abroad, found it a dilemma as

he thought about staying in another country without going back to China. When

108



talking about the plan of working and living in a foreign country for a couple of
years, he sighed and said slowly: ‘Choosing to live abroad... Such a heavy topic...’
One possible interpretation might be that for him, the Chinese society was one
with which he had cultural affinity, a sense of belonging, and filial nationalist

duties towards.

What was also found among many of the students was a shared optimism and
expectation for China’s future. Confident about the future development of China,
many students believed that they could have better opportunities for their own
future development if they go back to China for jobs. Looking back at student A’s
choice of major for his postgraduate programme, it is easy to see his optimistic

anticipation about the future development of the internet industry in China:

The reason why | chose my topic of research, namely mobile application
consumption, is that the internet industry in China is so highly increasing. It’s very
developed in China. I think it’s the first-class industry in China now. So, | really want
to get into this industry in the future. | want to research the internet industry, so |
get this as a key to go into the industry... (The plan) it has never changed. From the
very beginning, the plan was like this.

Student A

It was clear that student A associated his career plan with his optimistic
expectation for the Chinese internet industry. The fact that he had this plan ‘from
the very beginning’ showed that it was his wish to better equip himself for a career

in the Chinese internet industry that motivated him to study abroad. We can see
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here how his aspiration for developed world citizenship combined with his positive
reflection for China’s future development: by working in an industry that he
believed to be first-class’ on the world stage, he would have both the opportunity
to work in an environment to which he had more cultural affinity, and the more
advanced social status in the global hierarchy. Many other students, including
students B, D and F, also expressed similar optimistic expectations about the
future of China, which encouraged them to go back to China for future careers.
Unlike student A, many of those expectations were not restricted to one certain
industry, but were about the general situation in China. Student D, for instance,
said in the focus group that he was optimistic about the future development of
China as he believed that ‘China would become a central figure on the world stage
in the future’. Again, it was the combination between their Chinese identity and
the imaginary for developed world citizenship. As China becomes more and more
globalised, the students see both signs of China being on the rise, which means
the potential for a more advanced position in the global hierarchy, and the
increasing opportunities for having more involvement with the world if they
choose to stay in China. Therefore, these students are convinced that they could
gain the developed world citizenship in China instead of finding jobs abroad, as

China has already been part of the globalisation process.

It is thus not a surprise that many of the students in my research would like to go
back to China for their future careers, as it could be understood as a compromise
between their aspirations for developed world citizenship, the Chinese cultural

identity, and the feasibility of other choices. Although staying abroad could mean
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more involvement with globalisation, it might not necessarily bring them the
developed world citizenship they desire because of the difficulty for them to find
jobs of their expected social status that they might otherwise succeed in finding
back in China. On the other hand, going back to China for a future career could be
more favourable because the students would be more likely to have prosperous
futures in promising industries in China, which could also guarantee considerable
opportunities for interaction with the world. The students’ imaginary of a
prosperous and rising China and the cultural affinity to the Chinese society also
contributed to their decision of going back, as they could combine their developed
world citizenship with their sense of Chinese cultural identity. This trend of
Chinese students planning to go back to China for a future career in search of the
developed world citizenship in the context of a rising China is clearly a
complement to Fong’s (2011) argument of the imaginary for developed world

citizenship.

4.4 Conclusion

In conclusion, it was shown in the data that the students had a strong aspiration
for more personal involvement with the globalisation process, which was a
significant motivation for them to study abroad. What underlay the aspiration was
the students’ consideration about the world and the globalisation process, which
included a transnational imaginary. The admiration for the developed world
citizenship, along with the imagined individual qualities associated with it, proved
to be the central figure of the imaginary, coinciding with Fong’s (2011) work. The

transnational imaginary came either directly from their previous exposure to the
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globalisation process (mostly in China) or indirectly from their close social network
(most significantly their parents). It was also shown that the students’ previous
migration experiences in major Chinese cities might also have significant influence
on the students’ expectation for future involvement in intercultural
communication. Like the previous chapter, students of both sexes tended to have
equivalent expectation for the developed world citizenship, which was another
indication of the empowerment of female students among Chinese overseas

students.

The imaginary for developed world citizenship brought the students great
aspirations for more advanced positions in the imagined global hierarchy and
more access to the world outside China. Yet such an expectation was also
influenced by their imaginary of China’s future development, in which most
students saw a bright image and therefore developed a sense of Chinese identity.
Therefore, although some students planned to work abroad for better
opportunities for developed world citizenship, most of the students in my
research chose to take the path back to China. Such a trend showed that the
students saw a better chance for developed world citizenship if they were to go
back to China for a future career due to the context of a rising and increasingly
globalised China. By going back to China for careers, the students could
compromise their aspiration for developed world citizenship with their cultural

affinity to the Chinese society.
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Chapter V Conclusion

5.1 Summary of the Research Findings

In conclusion, this research addresses Chinese postgraduate students’ motivation
and expectation of studying abroad in two main arguments: studying abroad as
investment for accumulation of capital, and studying abroad as a strategy for more

engagement with globalisation.

At an individual level, the students see studying abroad as an investment to
accumulate various forms of capital, which is believed to be beneficial for the
students’ individual development in the future. While the participants in this
research thought differently about the benefits in terms of professional
knowledge and abilities, most of them agreed that studying abroad is somehow
associated with people of higher social backgrounds. Such motivation to
accumulate more capital through studying abroad is associated with their (usually
unsatisfactory) previous experiences with the Chinese HE system, in which they
fail to accumulate enough capital to meet their future aspirations. Another
significant finding was that the participants tended to believe that their life and
future career would be completely different from their life as students. As a result,
they saw studying abroad as a turning point which would enable them to
transform themselves from university students into capable future employees. In
other words, there is an imagined gap between the Chinese HE system and future
careers, which require certain qualities that the students were not confident

about. Therefore, studying abroad for master’s degrees can be understood as a
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reaction to their previous experiences in the Chinese HE system and a strategy to

achieve their future expectations.

Studying abroad was also closely associated with the students’ reflection on the
globalisation process (mostly in China) based on personal experiences or
imaginaries. Empirical data (as showed in chapter IV) indicates that such a way of
thinking might be associated with the growing level of globalisation in China.
Previous international exposures such as working experiences in foreign
companies and intercultural communications in campus had significant influence
upon many students in this research, shaping their transnational imaginary about
the world and globalisation, and making them open to other similar experiences
and greater individuality in their future life and career. What was also shaping the
students’ thinking about the future was their reflection on the development of
China. There was a trend for the students to consider going back to China for a
future career due to their optimistic anticipation of China’s future development,

its role in globalisation and their cultural affinity to the Chinese society.

5.2 Theoretical Contribution

This research contributes to the literature in three arguments: the supplement to
Bourdieu’s theory of capital and class reproduction, the influence of globalisation
among Chinese university students, and a challenge to the previous argument

about the relationship between studying abroad and migration.
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5.2.1 To Bourdieu’s theory of capital and class reproduction

The research shows mixed results regarding Bourdieu’s (1984) arguments about
capital and distinction. In some cases, the students’ understanding of studying
abroad does reflect the preservation of social advantage. For example, many
students expressed the idea, either directly or indirectly, that studying abroad is
somewhat associated with people of higher social status. Most students revealed
in their interviews that they know some people in their close social network (and
in some cases many people) who had already studied abroad. Studying abroad,
which is not achievable for all Chinese students, can therefore be understood as a
social advantage based on inclusion (among those who can study abroad) and
exclusion (to those who cannot). To understand it on a collective perspective, the
‘advantage’ of studying abroad might be associated with the emergent Chinese

middle class (Collins, 2013; Waters, 2006; Shin, 2013).

Another thing that supports the argument is that all the students had previous
studying/ living experiences in Chinese major cities, which might suggest that
studying abroad remains exclusive for students from the developed urban areas,
rather than those from under-developed regions. Notably, some participants in
this research were from migration families, who saw the logic of studying abroad
similar to that of their migration to big cities in China. For them, studying abroad
can be interpreted as inheriting and enriching the social advantage gained by the

students’ parents’ generation.

On the other hand, for other students in this research, the capital accumulation of

studying abroad can hardly be defined as the ‘preserving’ or social advantage.
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Many students in this research sought to get rid of their disadvantaged HE
background by investing in overseas postgraduate education. The motivation for
the investment is by no means to protect their social advantage but to overcome
disadvantages and achieve upward mobility. This might challenge Bourdieu’s
theory, as studying abroad can be understood as a process of the ‘reconfiguration
of social advantage’. Yet the challenge is not an explicit one as all the participants
were self-funded students, which suggests that they did not come from

economically disadvantaged families.

5.2.2 Globalisation as an individual-level influential factor for Chinese students’
motivation of studying abroad

On and individual level, despite its seemingly macroscopic meaning, globalisation
is having a significant influence on Chinese postgraduate students’ motivation for
studying abroad. Empirical data shows that the globalisation process is
perceivable for Chinese university students in various ways. Firstly, many students
have social interaction with other countries. For example, many participants in
this research have relatives or friends who are studying or living abroad, and some
even have relatives married to foreign people. Secondly, globalisation influences
Chinese students’ aspiration for career development, as many students are
interested in working in foreign companies in China. Thirdly, many students have
had previous intercultural communication experiences before studying abroad for
their master’s programmes. Such experiences within an increasingly globalised
social context in China inspired the Chinese students to become more engaged

with the globalisation process. This made them interested in studying abroad,

116



especially because as university students, they have more exposure to both

information about career development and intercultural communication.

The expectation for more engagement with globalisation is sometimes not based
on the students’ relevant experiences, but a ‘transnational imaginary’ (Collins,
2013). Like Fong’s (2011) argument regarding the admiration for ‘developed world
citizenship’, many students in this research showed a similar admiration for a
certain list of countries that were usually expressed as the foreign countries. For
example, when asked about their motivation for studying abroad, sometimes the
participants’ first response was because the destination country is more
developed. Other students saw ‘foreign countries’ attractive because they are
associated with certain values or individual qualities they admire, such as
individualism and less conformity to traditional values. Studying abroad can thus
be understood as a strategy to be more associated with the imagined developed

world, and in some cases the sense of cosmopolitan citizenship.

Such transnational imaginary has limitations. Firstly, the imaginary seems to be
more about the socioeconomic advantages of ‘the developed world’ rather than
about culture. Some students even revealed indifference to intercultural
communication on rare occasions. Secondly, there was a shared strong cultural
affiliation to the Chinese society among the participants, which shows great
resemblance to Fong’s (2004b) argument of ‘filial nationalism’. Strong evidence
for this was that most students decided to go back to China for future
development rather than staying abroad. The almost unanimous decision to go

back to China might be associated with the economic development in China over
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the decades and therefore the increasing optimism and confidence on China’s
future. Yet some students were swaying between the two ways of thinking, as they
would like to stick both to the ‘cosmopolitan citizenship’ and the sense of Chinese

identity.

5.2.3 On the relationship between studying abroad and migration

Although some students considered living abroad after graduating from their
postgraduate programmes, most of them decided to go back to China. Many
participants even added that their original plan was to go back to China after
graduating from their university abroad, which challenges the argument of the
education-migration nexus (Robertson, 2013), i.e. that the students take studying
abroad as a strategy for emigration to the destination countries. Such a contrast
might be associated with the changing push-pull factors in the context of a rising
China: as China advances in economic and social development, Chinese students
are becoming increasingly pulled by the attracting factors from China rather than
those from abroad, which is supportive for Li & Bray’s (2007) refined push-pull
model. Yet it is unclear whether this was because of the attracting factors or that
it is easier for Chinese students to go back to China, due to the restrictive

immigration policy in the UK.

5.3 Recommendations for Policy and Practice
There are some recommendations for policy and practice in relevant authorities

and HE institutions in China due to the findings of this research.
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For the college entrance examination (Gaokao), reform is needed to make the
exams more sensitive to the students’ choice of majors. Since many students in
this research expressed unsatisfactory experiences with their previous majors in
the Chinese HE system, | would recommend that the Ministry of Education of
China provides different exams for different subjects of study. Provide numerous
different subjects of exams rather than merely two options (science and liberal
arts), each of which includes too many disciplines that are hardly related to each
other. By reforming the Gaokao into various choices, it could not only avoid the
situation of unwanted majors, but also alleviate the pressures of the preparation

for the exams.

For the HE institutions in China, | would argue that it should be the universities’
responsibility to inform prospective students of detailed information about the
numerous undergraduate majors. Many students in this research revealed that
they had no idea about the academic disciplines prior to their entry to universities.
Therefore, some of them were totally uninterested in their previous majors. Since
current secondary education in China has been very much Gaokao-oriented, which
many argued was impossible to change (Wang & Tong, 2004), colleges and
universities should provide more information before the students take the Gaokao.
For example, they could hold more seminars or workshops to help high school
students better understand what university majors are about, so that they could
make more satisfactory applications. HE institutions should also change their entry

requirements for different majors to reach a compromise between the overall
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Gaokao scores and the scores of most relevant disciplines, since the rest of the

scoresheet might be totally unrelated to the majors.

5.4 Limitations & Recommendations for Future Research

There are a few limitations in this research which would need further research.
Firstly, there is a limitation in the sampling as the participants in this research had
already been studying abroad when they were interviewed. Since students might
have different understandings of studying abroad once they have been to the
destination country, | would recommend a comparative study interviewing both
overseas Chinese students and prospective students (or a longitudinal study
interviewing the students twice, one during the application process and other
after their entry to the university) to find out the contrast between the two

cohorts.

Another limitation is that although the research was designed to find out the
difference between students with different subjects of study, no significant
difference was found from the data since the sample size was not big enough. |
would suggest a further study on (or including) the same research topic with a
larger sample size that compares students with different sexes, subjects of study,

familial background, place of residence in China, etc.

A comparative study on Chinese overseas students in different destination
countries is also recommended as some of the findings in this research might not
be transferable to other countries due to different policies, the location of the

country, etc. For example, the fact that most students in this research planned to
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go back to China for a future career might be associated with the immigration
policy in the UK, while the situation might be completely different in other

destination countries.

Finally, I would also recommend a longitudinal study on Chinese students’
experience of studying abroad and whether their expectations of an overseas

education would come true after they graduate from their study abroad.
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Appendix A Consent Form for Focus Group/Interview in English

Study of Chinese Postgraduate Students’ Intentions and Expectations to Study Abroad
Information Sheet for Interviewees

Dear ,

I am most grateful you have expressed a willingness to participate in an interview for my
research on Chinese overseas students’ intentions and expectations to study abroad, as part of
my dissertation. Xia Qian, a master’s research student in the Department of Sociology of
University of Essex is the principal researcher under the supervision of Professor Yasemin
Soysal (Department of Sociology, University of Essex).

This research project aims to investigate how Chinese students make their decisions of
studying in the UK, and what they experience during their study there. In-depth interviewing
is the main source of data in this research, and some of the interviewees will be interviewed
for more than one time. Our questions focus on why Chinese students choose the certain
destination country, institution and major for higher education, and what kinds of experiences
will they encounter in such a new environment. This research is expected to provide useful
information to improve the experience of Chinese international students in the UK and to be
helpful for future students to further understand the meaning of studying abroad.

This interview will take about one to two hours of your time. The interview will be conducted
in Chinese, and if you agree, the interview will be recorded. The content of the interview, if
necessary, will be transcribed into English texts.

In accordance with ethics procedures at University of Essex, your name or any other
information about identity will not be public. Only the researchers involved in this project
will have access to the complete recording and transcript of the interview you give. If I use
anything you have told me in my writing, I will not use your real name or identifying details.

All interview data (including recordings, transcripts, correspondence with interviewees etc.)
will be kept in secure data storage locations accessible only to the project researchers. In the
future, some of the data collected may be public, but all material that could potentially
identify you or others you mention will be removed prior to this.

Should you agree to participate in an interview, this will not obligate you to participate in any
future research relating to this or other projects. During the interview, you may choose not to

answer any questions I ask, and you should feel free to terminate the interview at any time. If
you have any questions later about the project, or how the material from this interview will be
used, please contact me at qxiaa@essex.ac.uk.

Yours sincerely,

Xia Qian

Department of Sociology
University of Essex
E-mail: gxiaa@essex.ac.uk



Study of Chinese Postgraduate Students’ Intentions and Expectations to Study Abroad
Information Sheet for Focus Groups

Dear ,

I am most grateful you have expressed a willingness to participate in a focus group for my
research on Chinese overseas students’ intentions and expectations to study abroad as part of
my dissertation. Xia Qian, a master’s research student in the Department of Sociology of
University of Essex is the principal researcher under the supervision of Professor Yasemin
Soysal (Department of Sociology, University of Essex).

This research project aims to investigate how Chinese students make their decisions of
studying in the UK, and what they experience during their study there. The focus groups are
important sources of qualitative data in my research. My questions focus on why Chinese
students choose the certain destination country, institution and major for higher education,
and what kinds of experiences will they encounter in such a new environment. This research
is expected to provide useful information to improve the experience of Chinese international
students in the UK and to be helpful for future students to further understand the meaning of
studying abroad.

This focus group will take about 45 minutes to 1 hour of your time. The focus group will be
conducted in Chinese, and if you agree, it will be recorded.

In accordance with ethics procedures at University of Essex, your name or any other
information about identity will not be public. Only the researchers involved in this project
will have access to the complete recording of the focus group. If I use anything you have told
me in my writing, I will not use your real name or identifying details.

All data from the focus groups (including recordings, correspondence with interviewees etc.)
will be kept in secure data storage locations accessible only to the project researchers. In the
future, some of the data collected may be public, but all material that could potentially
identify you or others you mention will be removed prior to this.

Should you agree to participate in a focus group, this will not obligate you to participate in
any future research relating to this or other projects. During the interview, you may choose
not to answer any questions I ask, and you should feel free to terminate the focus group at any
time. If you have any questions later about the research, or how the material from this focus
group will be used, please contact me at gqxiaa@essex.ac.uk.

Yours sincerely,

Xia Qian

Department of Sociology
University of Essex
E-mail: gxiaa@essex.ac.uk



Written Consent Form of Focus Groups

I, the undersigned, have read and understood the background information above about the
research.

Name: Signature:

I agree to participate in a focus group for the research (tick which is applicable).

Yes: No:

I agree that the conversation in the focus group will be recorded (tick which is applicable):
Yes: No:

I agree that material from this focus group may be used by the research, provided any details
that could identify me or others have been removed (tick which is applicable):

Yes: No:



Written Consent Form of Interviews

I, the undersigned, have read and understood the background information above about the
research.

Name: Signature:

I agree to participate in an interview for the research (tick which is applicable).
Yes: No:

I agree that the interview will be recorded (tick which is applicable):

Yes: No:

I agree that material from this interview may be used by the research, provided any details
that could identify me or others have been removed (tick which is applicable):

Yes: No:



Oral Consent Script

Name of interviewee:

Before we continue, can I ask you to confirm each of the following things [consent to be
recorded and transcribed, interviewers to check agreement to each of the statements below]

1. That you have read and understood the background information for the interview.

2. That you have had the opportunity to ask any questions you have about the interview or the
project

3. That you agree to participate in the interview

4. That you understand you’re free to drop out at any stage or to decide not to answer
particular questions

5. That you understand that taking part in this interview doesn’t imply your agreement to take
part in any subsequent part of this or other research projects

6. That you are happy for me to record the interview
7. That you understand that what you tell us in interviews may be used in reports and

publications arising from the study but not in a form that will allow you or anyone else to be
identified



“Bright Futures”: A Comparative Study of Internal and International Mobility of
Chinese Higher Education Students

Information sheet for participant observation

Dear |,

We are conducting ethnographic observation for our project on migration for education of
Chinese students. This research is being conducted by a team of researchers in the sociology
departments at four universities: The University of Essex (UK), The University of Edinburgh
(UK), Bielefeld University (Germany) and Tsinghua University (China). Yasemin Soysal at
the University of Essex is the principal investigator for this project.

Our research project aims to investigate how students and their families make decisions about
migrating for education within China and to the UK and Germany. We explore this
phenomenon in two related aspects: the migration of students from the People's Republic of
China to the UK and Germany for higher education, and internal migration for studies within
China. Our questions focus on why students and their parents choose certain options for
higher education, and what their expectations are about these choices. As well as providing
information useful for improving the experience of Chinese international students in the UK
and Germany, we hope that our research will be helpful for future students and their parents
in understanding more about the context for decision-making on migration for education.

For the initial phase of this project, we are conducting ethnographic observation in contexts
relevant to the experience of migration of Chinese students for study within China and in the
UK and Germany. This is important for us in understanding the context in which students and
their parents make decisions about migration for education.

In our future publications for this project, we will not identify individuals we talk to or
observe during this phase of data gathering. All data that contains real names or identifying
details of individuals will be kept in secure data storage locations accessible only to project
researchers.

If you have any questions later about the project, or how the material from our observations
will be used, please contact the project coordinator at: (name and contact information)

Yours sincerely,

Principal investigator: Yasemin Soysal
Professor of Sociology

University of Essex

e-mail: soysal@essex.ac.uk

Researcher conducting observations: (Name, affiliation and contact information)



Appendix B Consent Form in Chinese
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Appendix C Transcriptions of the Interviews

Student A

... What’s the difference between UK education and Chinese education, which

really influenced my motivation to come to study here.

Our opinion, | mean, common opinion, among Chinese people, we think of course,
Western education is advanced compared to ours. So it is very good to receive an
education from outside of China, that would be more effective... and also to

broaden your horizon... that is the basic reason.

My personal motivation is that... | want to improve my English, in an English
environment. And then | want to turn my major into another. My previous BA (BSc)
degree was engineering, and | wanted to change it. | want to learn something
different. And in China it’s very difficult to change your major, if you don’t have
that background. But it is quite easier to change to another major if you apply for

an overseas university.

When | was a sophomore, my high school classmate asked me ‘Are you interested
in studying abroad?’ | hadn’t thought about it before, and | just checked
information about how is the experience of studying abroad, and how it would
pay off, and something like that. | just showed my interest in studying abroad. But

| gave up later on because my GPA was not high enough to apply for a US
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university... But after | graduated from university, and have been working for
about two years, | was thinking ‘yeah, | need to improve further’, and | need to
change my job from this kind to another. | wanted to do this kind of jobs (probably

media?), so maybe | need another background.

[Previous job about marketing]

It was marketing, because marketing has been my interest, instead of engineering.
So when | graduated, | just go to work in the field of marketing. Although | still
hold the idea that | would go abroad someday to study more. | think the working
experience might be the way that | can use to apply for a university with this

major... yeah, it’s an experience on my CV, instead of just engineering student.

| found nobody around me had the experience of studying abroad at that time.

[Had a lot of contact with an educational agency]

| think the information source (of studying abroad) is mainly from agency.

When | was just a second year student in university, my parents, they just
sometimes gave me the information that they wanted me to go abroad, cos they
saw somebody, some parents, they have child who are already going outside to
study, and they have a very good future, and something like that. Before my

classmate told me about the idea of studying abroad, my parents have already
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told me about it. My parents’ and my friend’s recommendation, these are the

sources that | mainly think if | should go abroad.

After | graduated, | have been working for long, and | felt my English was so bad.
Like some Italian colleague in my company, they sent me long emails. | just felt
too struggling to read it. | know they are quite easy to read but it was too hard for
me to concentrate on reading it. So | felt | really need an English environment.
Maybe to go abroad studying is a good way. So | talked to my parents, asking ‘do

you still support me to go abroad?’, and they just showed their support...

| didn’t tell a lot of friends when | first thought about going abroad to study. But
for the second time | had asked a lot of my friend, who had already been graduated
from UK universities, Hong Kong universities or something. We chat each other in
person, and | found they look really different, | can see that. And they could share
their personal experience with me, about how did they feel about overseas study.
Most of them really recommend me to go abroad to study, it is the experience.
And | told more friends this time about my decision. The purpose of why | chat

with my friends was that | wanted to get more supportive opinions for that.

There is always somebody who don’t support. For example, some of my relatives,
they would think how would it be worth if you would go abroad spending so much
money, when someday you come back and find you can only earn about $100
more than you could (without studying abroad). How would that be worth? That

was the main opinion that they hold. But they don’t reject the higher education of
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some Western countries they must be more advanced. They don’t disagree with

this, but they just think how would it pay off.

But my mother thinks horizon is more important than money. Even (if) this is not

little money for my family, they still think it is worth to invest more in education.

Actually in China the previous generation, the majority of them would never have
the opportunity to go abroad to study. So this would be their kind of hole in their
experiences... some lack of their personal experiences, so they would think that
‘you could achieve this for us’, and ‘we know how important it is for education,

but we didn’t have the opportunity’. ‘You should cherish this opportunity’.

Some of the parents in China, they would think education is very important, for
example, my parents, all (both) of them have received higher education, and my
mother used to be a high school teacher. My father is an engineer. They really
stressed the importance of education. But | know there are still a lot of parents in
China, they don’t think education is a long-standing stuff. They just think, okay you
have finished your university, or even your high school education is enough. Just
go to work. | think the latter is the mainstream, but there are still a lot of parents
who have already their higher education, that would support their children to get

more education.

I think the environment is another very important factor. If you have seen

somebody who has been very successful from overseas study, you might think,
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even though you might hold another view, my neighbour’s child has got a good
job because of the international study, and they would think my child would also

have if they receive the same level of education.

And also it’s about the cost. If a family can afford the cost, they might think more
about this possibility. But if they cannot, they may never think about it. Unless

their children got scholarship from a university.

| know one example. When | was in my university, one of the most well-being
(well-performing, perhaps?) student in my class, he really wanted to go abroad to
study, but his family was too poor. Like every month his living cost was less than
£50, can you imagine that? Just fifty pounds for one month. So the only way that
he can study abroad is to get a full scholarship, including everything, living costs
and the study fee. But he failed. He applied for a lot of very good universities and
got offers, but without so much scholarship, so he gave up, as he didn’t have that
much support from his family. Cos his parents really wants him to earn money and

support his own family, just after graduation.

I don’t mention them (future plans) to my parents. But sometimes | mention these
things to some of my friends, who can understand (me), who have already

master’s degrees or are doing master’s. They might understand.

The reason why | chose my topic of research, namely mobile application

consumption, is that the Internet industry in China is so highly increasing. It’s very
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developed in China. | think it’s the first class industry in China now. So | really want
to get into this industry in the future. | want to research on the Internet industry,
so | get this as a key to go into the industry... So | plan to go back to China, and
immediately get a job... (The plan) it has hardly changed. From the very beginning,

the plan was like this.

| hesitated as | was considering about whether or not to find a job in the UK for
several years, two or three, but | gave up later on. One reason is that my girlfriend
who has been studying in Canada, just graduated and went back to China.
(‘Because | regard her as my future family’ as he said later) We discussed about
this and we thought China is better for us. Because we love food there, we love
people there, we love to go outside and eat at midnight with a lot of people there
and a lot of food on street. We don’t like Western countries... yes we like Western
culture, but we don’t like this part, that every time we go outside at night there is
nobody on street. The only people on street are alcoholics... We like the social life
in China. | think it is better for us. Another thing | found here is that seeking jobs

in the UK is not an easy thing. It is not a thinkable thing.

Here in the UK, it is very easy to go abroad to a European country to see how
different another nation could be. Cos | love travel. But in China... around China,
there is only Japan, or Korea to see, no anything else. Not that diversity. | love very

different culture. European culture is very different from Asian culture.

Everything that | have expected came true. For example, my English.
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| really have learnt a lot from education here. | know how people conduct
education, and how different the university here is from Chinese universities. You
know, in China university is much like a government office. The teacher is under
the management of the chancellors. The students are managed by the teachers,
it’s like that kind of relations. But here everybody is equal. And you can always

express your opinion.

Also, studying here is very independent. In China, just like | said, it's quite like
management. Everything you do has been already arranged by your teachers, by
your tutors. You don’t have to care about everything about your study, cos you
just follow up your schedule, (then) you will get the mark... But here you have to

be very self-motivated.

People who study in China are not very self-motivated. Even in my university — it
was quite a good university, to me — but everybody who are studying in the library,
in the labs, they are always sleeping. But here, | have never seen anyone sleeping
in a library... in China the pressure is not from myself. | just persuade myself to
stay here. | cannot study, but I’'m here, so | can tell myself ‘yes | am studying’, so

nobody can blame me.

I had another expectation that | wanted to know how people from other cultures
would think about everything, about the world, about their own cultures, about

China, ... about everything that might potentially be discussed.
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In China, everybody wants to go to Beijing University, but you know, just very few

can go there.

| expected that | could be very close to the local here, but actually | didn’t make it.
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