International Journal of Social Science and Humanity, Vol. 3, No. 6, November 2013

“I am not what you thought I should be’:
Learning Accounts of Chinese International Students in
Canada

Zhihua Zhang and Wei Zhang

Abstract—This paper describes part of the findings of the
first author’s dissertation research on the learning narratives of
some Chinese international students in Canada. Based on data
collected using narrative inquiry, the authors specifically pick
stories on how the participants described, understood and
interpreted memorization, critical thinking and classroom
participation in Mountain University in Vancouver. This paper
questions the assumptions of the learning approach that Asian
international students may take, and points out that instructors
and teaching assistants in the Mountain University lack
knowledge and awareness of the academic learning experiences
of Chinese international students. The voices of international
students are thus silenced. The findings indicate that the
participants did not display evidence of active negotiation for
potential changes in the classrooms of Mountain University.

Index Terms—Chinese international students, critical

thinking, deep and surface learning, narrative inquiry.

I. INTRODUCTION

I turned my eyes away from the back of Kaddy as she
joined the stream of pedestrians on the street, and went back
to my desk in the library at the Downtown campus of the
Mountain University. We just met for the first interview, and
the comments of the third-year Economics student from
Mainland China lingered in my mind: “Why do you still have
to struggle in your study? You were an English professor in a
Chinese university, and you’re doing a doctoral degree in a
Canadian university!”

I know what she meant: her primary concern in her
university study is her English proficiency. She assumed that
as an English professor in China and a doctoral student in
Canada English should not be the barrier to my learning
anymore. Really, I have a BA and an MA in English
Language and Culture (gained in China), I was an associtate
professor in English in a university in China (I’'m still holding
a position there now), and I am a fourth-year doctoral student
in a Canadian university. So why have I been struggling in
my studies? Do my past identities and experiences enable me
to become a capable learner in a North American classroom?

The answer is unfortunately no. My struggles began
when [ started sitting in my Languages, Cultures, and
Literacies classroom. The courses that I took at the very first
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semester shook, if not broke, the self that I had been proud of
when I was in China. I found that I did not have much idea
about such terminologies as power relations, social inequality,
and racial discrimination considering that I was born, raised,
and educated in the socialist China. In addition, I did not
know how a classroom in a Canadian university is
“supposed” to be held (and I still can not say that I do). I
found 1 did not know how to participate a classroom
discussion, and how to write a short essay commenting
critically on an article using APA style back then. What was
most scary to me was that I found I did not even know how to
speak English, the language that I had been teaching and
learning for more than 20 years before I came to Canada, the
language that I had been feeling so proud of, and the
language that earned me a very good job in a Chinese
university.

All these questions led to the painful realization that I must
be someone different in the classroom of a Canadian
university. I became an international student embodying
probably all the labels on Asian learners in this globalized
world: I was (and still am, sadly, sometimes) silent, reticent,
and my English was broken occasionally. I suddenly found
that the self I had been so proud of in the past just
faded—where was the very well-received university English
professor, and where was the proficient English-Mandarin
translator and interpreter? Except for following the
instructions of professors, I could only exert all my efforts to
finish all the assignments and meet all the deadlines. Often
times I was confused if I should participate in the heated
classroom discussions; and if yes, how much. Would my
comments contribute to the topic under discussion and if yes,
how? How my professors and fellow students in my cohort
would think about me as an international student from China?

All the troubles and puzzles during my own learning
process accompanied and guided me to my burning questions
in a pilot study for an advanced methodology course. This
pilot study shredded light on my dissertation research I am
currently talking about: I want to look at how the current
learning experiences of some Chinese international students
in a Canadian university (Mountain University) are related to
their past learning experiences in China, and how their past
and current experience may point to their future. I am curious
about how they position themselves in their learning process,
and how they construct and negotiate their identities as
international students during their learning trajectories.

Though my dissertation research intends to examine the
identity issues of my participants, what [ am presenting in this
paper is part of my preliminary analysis of data that relates to
the experiences of my participants in classrooms in Moutnain
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University. 1 am particularly focused on the daily learning
experiences of my participants in order to answer the call for
a new approach in the academia that will not position
international students as problems to be coped with, but
rather as “assets” (Ryan, 2011) or resources. [1] According
to this new approach, international students are regarded as
agents who are actively engaged in the generation of different
knowledge and new ways of teaching and learning in
classrooms while promoting the internationalization of
education.

Grounded in data collected using narrative inquiry related
to the learning approaches and classroom participation of
Chinese international students, I argue that the Western
university classrooms ignore and devalue the past academic
experiences of international students. This ignorance and
devaluation in turn challenges international students in their
current daily learning. Meanwhile, it also perpetuates the
prevailing discourses of international students as deficient
learners, therefore intensifies the unequal power relations in
teaching and learning in an internationalized classroom.
Finally, echoing with Kim (2011), I argue that international
students are consicously or unconsiously consent to the
assumptions assigned to them by not speaking up when faced
with unpleasant situations in classrooms. [2]

This paper begins with a brief introduction to how my own
learning experiences guided me to the research under
discussion, and then move on to the context of international
education in Canada. I illustrate the Deep and Surface
Learning Approaches and how international students are
assigned as passive learners who employ the Surface learning
Approach in the context of international education in the
following part. 1 then dwell upon the method and
methodology that I employ in the the research. Finally I
present some key finding that followed by a discussion of
these findings. Implications for future research and for
practitioners who are involved in international education will
conclude this paper.

II. CONTEXT

Higher Education (HE) institutions around the world,
English-speaking counties in particular, are now receiving
international students with increasing number from socially,
culturally, and linguistically diverse backgrounds. According
to Citizenship and Immigration Canada, Canada saw a 75%
increase in the number of international students in the past
decade, and attracted 239, 131 international students in 2011
Among the sending countries in the world, China is ranked as
the top sending country of international students. The number
of Chinese international students came to 67,047 in Canada,
which accounts for 28.04% of the whole population of
international students. Mountain University, the site of my
research, enjoys more diverse student demographics among
Canadian institutions, with 17% of students at undergraduate
level, and 23% of students at graduate level being
international. Students from Mainland China make up of
60% of the international undergraduates, and 23% of
international graduate students in this university.

However, the dramatically changing demographic
scenario of Western universities does not lead to the

internationalized curriculum and pedagogy as a result of the
presence of international students (Leask, 2009). [3] My
literature review shows that challenges and dilemmas to
teaching and learning accompanies the influx of international
students (e.g., Ryan & Carroll, 2005; [4] Welikala & Watkins,
2008. [5]). The diversified international student population
has not enhanced the cultural awareness of Western higher
education; teaching, learning and the pedagogy of
universities seem to be consistent with the culture of white
students. As Grimshaw points out, “[i]nternational students
are often reduced to stereotypes and contrasted unfavorably
with domestic students. They are described as passive
learners, reticent, teacher dependent, lacking in critical
thinking, with a tendency to plagiarize” (Grimshaw, 2011, p.
705). [6] In particular, international students from the Eastern
cultures are often regarded as ineffective rote learners unable
to think critically in classroom learning. Teaching and
learning in higher education therefore needs to be revisited in
order to include and accommodate students from
non-Western, especially Asian, educational systems.

III. DEEP AND SURFACE LEARNING

Deep and Surface Learning Styles are major approaches in
the study of learning strategies among students in Western
academia. Basically Deep Learning Style directs the
discursive and experiential pedagogical practices prevailing
in Western higher education (Sparks & Butterwick, 2004; [7]
Entwistle, 2009. [8]). To be more specific, Deep Learning
highlights criticality and reflexivity in approaching
knowledge, and how new knowledge is related to the
previous knowledge (Erlandson, 2005; [9] Haggis, 2003.
[10]). Standing in contrast with this highly desirable learning
approach is the much criticized Surface Learning Style often
adopted by Asian learners, the approach that is focused on
memorization, motivated by the fear of failure, and oriented
to the tasks at hand.

This opposition between Deep and Surface Learning
Styles as assigned to, or adopted by, Western and Asian
learners respectively can be traced back to the conflicting
traditions in the East and West, according to Ballard:

In Western education it is axiomatic that knowledge is
gained and extended through critical analysis, by individuals
working with increasing independence...yet such a view, we
often  forget, is  culture-bound...In  Asia,  for
example...knowledge is not open to challenge and extension
in this way, and academic education may have little to do
with the beginning of wisdom...Similarly, the written or
printed work carries great authority. (1987, p. 114, cited in
Doherty & Singh, 2007, p. 115). [11]

Many authors (e.g., Case, 2007; [12] Haggis, 2003; Tan,
Pillay, & Fiona, 2004 [13]) question the sufficiency of these
approaches in understanding the complexity of learners from
diverse cultural backgrounds. However, not much has been
done to record the accounts of Asian learners in Western
classrooms. This paper aims to bridge this gap in the
literature by presenting learning stories of some Chinese
learners in a Canadian university and how they narrate their
own experience when being labeled as international students
from Asia.

577



International Journal of Social Science and Humanity, Vol. 3, No. 6, November 2013

IV. THE STUDY

A. Method and Methodology

Adopting narrative inquiry as a framework and
first-person narratives as a legitimate source of data on the
learning process (Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000), I elicited
learning stories of the Chinese international students in my
dissertation research. [14] Narrative inquiry offers a lens to
understand our lived experiences as stories that conveying
meaning to life (Andrews, Suire & Tambokou, 2008, as cited
in Trahar, 2009). [15]What I highlight in this paper is that the
academic learning experiences of the participants are rooted
in their previous learning experiences back in their home
countries, and the accounts of their current learning
experiences are closely related to their life before coming to
Canada.

I employ narrative interviews in collecting stories from my
participants. Interviews are particularly suitable when
investigating the perceptions, attitudes and experiences of
participants (Platt, 2002). [16] I invited my participants (11 in
total) first to tell stories of their past and present learning
experiences in general, and their English learning
experiences in particular, in a free-flowing, exploratory and
open-ended format. This unstructured part of interview
resembles an oral history interview, when the informants will

be invited to narrate their own stories in their own preferred
way (Anderson & Jack, 1991, as cited in Clandinin &
Connelly, 2000). [17] Based on the emerging stories given by
the participant in the unstructured interview, I conducted a
semi-structured interview to elicit more tellings. All the
interviews were recorded with the consent of the participants,
and one hour to two hours in length. The combination of
unstructured and structured interviews helped me to create
more space for balancing the narratives as articulated by the
participants, and the information I invited as necessary to my
research. The interview situation became an interactive site,
where “information and interpretation flow both ways”
(Gudmundsdottir, 1996, p.294). [18]

B. Participants and the Site of Research

Iinvited 11 international students from Mainland China to
take part in my dissertation researcher. All of them are
current undergraduate students in the Mountain University.
For the purpose of this paper, I selected stories of Kaddy,
Liushu, Zoe, Leo to show their understanding and
interpretation of the learning approach they adopt in a
Canadian university. Kaddy, as described at the beginning of
this paper, is a third-year Economics student. Liushu and Zoe
were in their first year when my research started. Liushu is
majoring in Health Sciences while Leon is in Faculty of Arts
and Social Sciences. Sean is in the same faculty with Leo and
he is in his fourth year at the moment.

I chose the Mountain University in Vancouver because |
am pursuing my doctoral degree here; and I got to know all
my participants in a non-credit language program where I
have been working as a teaching assistant.
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C. Language Choice

Language choice is the first issue in collecting linguistic
autobiographies (Pavlenko, 2003); the same is true with my
data collection. Since both the participants and I are bilingual
with Chinese as our first language and English as the second,
I used Mandarin Chinese, the common first language of the
participants and the researcher, as the language tool in data
collection and data analysis for the maximal information
from the participants. The English proficiency of my
informants is comparatively low. To Pavlenko (2003), “in
studies of subjects and life reality where the speakers’ L2
proficiency is low and the L1 is shared with the researcher,
the choice of L1 as the language collection is justified” (2003,
p-172). [19]

D. The researcher: My own Positioning and Concerns

As a researcher I position myself as a narrative inquirer
writing autoethnographically, focusing on my reflexive
engagement with the participants during the whole process of
data collection, analysis, interpretation and the final writing.
Following Ellis and Bochner (2000), I hope autoethnography
will help me to demonstrate the “layers of consciousness” of
mine as a researcher, and connect my “personal to the
cultural” while enabling me to focus “...outward on social
and cultural aspects of the personal experience” and then
“...look inward” to expose “a vulnerable self that is moved
by and may move through, refract and resist cultural
interpretations” (p.739). [20]

Since my research design was inspired by my own
unfavorable learning experiences, [ hope to build up a rapport
with the participants. However, despite my efforts to
emphasize the common ground we share, my participants in
many cases would position me as a teacher, a professor in
China, and a doctoral student whose English proficiency is
much advanced. This conflicting positioning of me as a
researcher requires a double vision: that of the insider, with
the participants’ perception of educational meanings, and that
of the outsider, with the academic community’s conventions
and the ability to interpret the research to audiences in other
cultural communities.

The other concerns that I have as a researcher include the
stories and/or voices that I should be using when telling the
stories, and what I may have lost in my translation of both
languages and cultures in writing. While wrapping up the
stories I should think about the relations between the teller,
the story, the audience and the researcher. How do I vary in
content, structure and style, when considering tellers’
perception of the identity, role and interest of the researcher,
the teller’s self-perception of role and identity, and that of
mine as a researcher? In whose voices I am telling the stories?
As a language and culture translator my concern is how to
remain true to the original, whether to adapt to the target
language context or audience, and how to compromise
between these positions.

V. FINDINGS

Learning stories that my participants shared with me
depicted how their current learning experiences in
classrooms as rising out of the past experiences in China. For
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the purpose of this paper, I specifically chose data related to
how they talked about the accounts in terms of memorization
as a learning strategy, classroom participation, and critical
thinking.

Learning stories that I elicited from my participants using
narrative inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) show that
Chinese international students echoed consciously or
unconsciously with the stereotype that assigned to them as
Asian learners: passive, reticent, and lacking in critical and
independent thinking in classroom participation.[17] Though
offering very good explanations for why they behaved as
depicted in the literature, they attributed their unfavorable
experiences in classrooms to their insufficient English
proficiency, and their unfamiliarity with the “norms” in the
classroom. But they did not show any desire to communicate
with the professors on the problems they are faced with, and
what they were really thinking about. I argue that by keeping
silent and not making efforts to open a dialogue with the
professors and domestic students on what they are going
through, they in a sense tend to internalize the labels assigned
to them, and help perpetuate the existing power relations in
the present internationalized classrooms.

A. Learning styles: Surface Learning and Memorization?

In recalling their English learning experiences in China, all
my participants talked about how they tried to memorize the
vocabulary, grammar rules, and writing modules at all levels
of English learning—from elementary schools, to junior and
senior high, to university for a few, up to now in a Canadian
university. They also agreed that taking notes means to write
down what the instructors said in the class. This reminded me
of my experiences of doing a group work with two local
students on a mini presentation. We were comparing notes
we took individually on the readings when one of my
classmates, a very gentle and knowledgeable female, was
surprised to see that I literally copied down the original texts
and called that my notes. She showed me her notes and told
me how she paraphrased the original readings while taking
notes. However, I was not trained that way in China. By
taking notes mostly we mean to remember what the textbooks
and/or the teachers say in a Chinese classroom. In addition I
am in awe of all the texts beautifully written with good
language, Chinese or English. Remembering the original
texts has always an important process for me to read and
understand the texts, and accumulate English vocabulary and
structure for my own writing. From then on I know I should
paraphrase in note taking, but only after writing down the
original texts: I need to know what good English looks like in
order to improve my English.

In recalling their English learning experiences in China, all
my participants talked about how they tried to memorize the
vocabulary, grammar rules, and writing modules at all levels
of their education—from elementary schools, to junior and
senior high, to university for a few, up to now in a Canadian
university. They consented that taking notes means to write
down what the instructors said in the class. This reminded me
of my experiences of doing a group work with two local
students on a mini presentation. We were comparing notes
we took individually on the readings when one of my
classmates, a very gentle and knowledgeable female, was

surprised to see that I literally copied down the original texts
and called that my notes. She showed me her notes and told
me how she paraphrased the original readings while taking
notes. However, I was not trained that way in China. By
taking notes mostly we mean to remember what the text
books and/or the teachers say in a Chinese classroom. In
addition I am in awe of all the texts beautifully written with
good language, Chinese or English. Remembering the
original texts has always an important process for me to read
and understand the texts, and accumulate English vocabulary
and structure for my own writing. From then on I know I
should paraphrase in note taking, but only after writing down
the original texts: I need to know what good English looks
like in order to improve my English.

My participants and I have been, in this sense, taking
memorization as an effective learning strategy, and a method
to lead us to understanding. Kember et al. (1999) identified
different stages of memorization among the Chinese learners
in Hong Kong: “memorize with little understanding”,
“memorize to understand”, and “understand and memorize”.
[21] Entwistle and Entwistle (2003) argued for the interplay
of memorization and understanding, and the difficulty to
separate the two. [22] Tan (2011) further investigated the
roles of rote learning and memorization, and concluded that
memorization can transcend to understanding and
meaningful learning. [23] To me and to my participants, the
process of transcendence may seem long, but it is taking
place in our learning trajectory.

Unfortunately, I could see from the accounts of my
participants that the transcendence from memorization to
understanding and to meaningful learning is not recognized
in the classrooms. Sam is a third-year Biology student with
great determinations of pursuing at least a Master’s degree in
the future. What he tried to remember without understanding
when in China became knowledge that he could make sense
of later on. The transcendence from memorization to
understanding just occurred without his own awareness.

“I memorized a lot of speaking and writing modules and
found it was very helpful. You had it in mind as what a good
writing piece should be and you imitated it. And it became
yours.”

However, the value that Sam, Liushu and I put on
memorization, or rote learning, did not seem to be recognized
by one of the professors of Zoe’s, a girl at her last semester of
her second-degree in Economics.

“At the end of my first semester, [ went to a professor after
class for some advice on the final exam. He was in a hurry
apparently;, while packing up his stuff, he gave me a very
brief answer and added, ‘rote learning might not help much
in my class’”

Zoe’s quote almost shocked me not only in the sense that
the professor did not understand how helpful rote learning
may be to some students from Asian cultures, but also his
assumption that the girl with an Asian face tends to memorize.
To me this is an example to show how cultural stereotypes of
students that faculty members are holding may contribute to
the problematic assumptions that prevail in the academia.
Class participation

Class (in)participation is another issue that my participants
raised during my interviews. I remember how I had been
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sitting in a class for five hours, weighing in my mind whether,
and if yes when, I should speak up. Would my idea sound
strange and pointless to the class? What my professors were
looking forward to by inviting an answer? Could I be able to
articulate what 1 wanted to share in good and acceptable
English? It turned out that there were seldom chances that I
could finally speak up with all these questions answered to
myself. The same thing took place at some of the meetings
that I attended with my research team. I spent lot of time
pondering and rehearsing what I wanted to say. In some
occasions when I finally decided to take a turn, the topic may
have changed. As a result I was silent for most of the time.

So why Chinese learners ARE quiet and reticent, like in
my above-mentioned case? According to Welikala and
Watkins (2008) [5], vocal and critical interaction for the
purpose of learning in a classroom is connected to other
cultural characteristics, and is not necessarily more helpful
for higher levels of thinking and deepening understanding
than remaining silent (e.g., Teekens, 2000; [24] Brookfield,
2005. [25]). But do my professors, and the professors of other
Asian students, know about, or care to know this?

I have very good reason to doubt if they do. What some
professors could see in class is just the participation or
non-participation of Asian students; what they can not see,
however, is the innermost of the students, and the value
beyond the class participation. Sean, for example, was in his
second year when he told me that

“I didn’t speak much in class. Why? I don’t want to share
an opinion that I'm not sure of. You're supposed to offer
meaningful answers to my professors and classmates, rather
than mere different understanding in class, right? Or you 're
wasting the time of the whole class.”

His comments reflect the deeply held understanding of
knowledge in Asian culture, and who has the authority in the
classroom. In addition, the traditional collectivistic culture in
China values the maintenance of harmony at all cost. In the
context of a classroom, this value could be interpreted as
Asian students’ efforts not to challenge the authority of
professors, who should be responsible for the success or
failure of students.

Kaddy’s story about her unpleasant cooperation with a
local student in a classroom discussion echoed with my
experience in that she also wanted to rehearse her English
first to make sure she could be understood before giving her
opinion. In addition, I could see how she wanted to be heard
or seen while feeling “safe” in a classroom.

“Once I worked with a white boy in a group discussion. 1
had a lot to say on the topic, but I had to rehearse in mind
before I could express myself in acceptable English. The boy
was very impatient and just interrupted me before I finished. 1
could read on his face that you Chinese didn’t have your own
opinions. So 1 just keep silent to be safe.”

However, she may not realize that she in fact has put
herself into a dilemma. On one hand she has to speak up in
order to show that she was not a learner without her opinions.
On the other hand, speaking in English, the language that she
was not so proficient with, may put her in the danger of an
Asian learner whose English is broken. This quote also
implies that there exists an invisible wall between the local
and international students; and the breakdown of this

invisible separation, 1 argue, is also part of the
responsibilities of an international classroom.

B. Critical Thinking

Critical thinking, or reflective reasoning that greatly
valued and promoted in Western education, plays an
increasingly significant role in the formal Western
educational systems. However, critical thinking may seem
remote in some cultures. In my case I did not know what it
meant to be critical at the beginning of my study. To
challenge the authority of the existing knowledge and of the
professors is unimaginable to me as a Chinese.

To Leon, it is a sign of disrespect to professors, who own
knowledge and enjoy authority, to argue with or question
them in a classroom.

“The first thing I learned in a Canadian classroom was
that I should be thinking critically. But critical about what?
About the knowledge my professors teach me in class? I'm
here to learn! I can critique later when I acquire more
knowledge. It’s not modest or respectful to disagree (with
professors).”

Kaddy was discouraged by her TA in a tutorial when she
wanted to know more about what the professor included in
his handouts. To the TA it was a sign that Kaddy did not have
her own opinions and just wanted to accept and follow the
knowledge what the professors transmitted in class.

“I hate the tutorials. Once I asked my TA if she could share
with me the handouts of the professor’s. She told me that 1
should think and come up with my own ideas, but not just
follow the professor. I'm taking the course and I should
respect the professor and his perspectives.”

VI. DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Based on data collected through narrative inquiries and
autoethnography for my dissertation research, this paper
examines the prevailing stereotypes of Asian international
students that label them as problematic in classroom teaching
and learning. I intentionally chose the accounts of my
participants on how they regard memorization as an effective
learning strategy, how they intend to or not to participate
class discussion, and how they understand critical thinking.

This paper aims to contribute to the existing literature on
classroom teaching and learning approaches in the context of
internationalized higher education. It challenges the
prevailing problematic assumptions of international students
and argues that the academic practices of international
students are deeply embedded in the cultures of their origins,
therefore should be understood and valued.

Meanwhile, this paper tends to question the tendency in
the Western academia that ignores and devalues the academic
traditions in non-Western cultures. This ignorance and
devaluation is not congruent with the increasingly diversified
classrooms in higher education. International students from
diverse background brought with them their perspectives,
values, and academic practices that are deeply embedded in
the cultures of their origins. The changes in the educational
contexts can not and should not uproot their academic
practices. Understanding and unpacking the cultural values
and philosophy that underpin their academic practices is a
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preferable strategy to foster a more inclusive classroom.

It is also my hope that this paper could arise the awareness
among Asian international students that it is far from enough
just to offer explanations for their assigned labels. They need
to make efforts to create a space for a dialogue in the
classrooms to be understood. In addition I hope this paper
could draw the attention of educators, practitioners and
policy makers to the diverse cultural backgrounds
international students brought with them. Finally it hopes to
contribute to the narrative inquiry into learning experiences
of international students.
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