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Abstract

The increasing mobility of students has supported the
internationalization of higher education. Studying abroad
brings to the forefront language and cultural issues. In this
paper, through interviews and survey data I investigate
the academic and social integration of Chinese students in
Italian universities. While these students look forward to
academic excellence, social integration is also significant
in how well students perform academically and how
they feel about their studies. 1 focus on factors that affect
students’ abilities and behaviors in blending academically
and socially in Italy and attempt to bring out the idea that
successful academic and social integration translates into
better academic achievements. The results should help
Chinese overseas students ascertain whether academic
and social integration are effective for their studying
abroad, what obstacles they may face and how they may
be overcome. This research on social blending finds that
there is a significant correlation between academic and
social factors. This paper also indicates that a lack of Italian
language skills, communication skills, and preparation
for studying abroad directly influences social integration,
academic achievements, and the expansion of social
networks.

Keywords: academic and social integration, student
mobility, internationalization, communication
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1 Introduction

UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific,
and Cultural Organization) data points out that 165 million
students participated in formal tertiary education around
the globe in 2009 with an annual increase of 2% (UNESCO
Institute for Statistics database, 2011). The flow of students
from countries such as China, India, Korea, and other Asian
countries is increasing greatly. The most dominant group of
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international students is from China which has overtaken
India with more than 440,000 Chinese students abroad
globally (Coughlan, 2011). Chinese students studying
abroad in the EU (European Union) in 2010 occupied
a quarter of the number of overseas Chinese students
in Europe (European Commission and the Ministry of
Education in China [ECMEC], 2011). As studying abroad
is seen to lead to good opportunities for career development
and understandings of global cultural and social experiences
at an early age, the number of students seeking to go abroad
is increasing dramatically. Increasing social demands and
individual career development plans are very important
reasons Chinese students are seeking education abroad.

The Chinese government maintains a strict control
of higher education enrollment, allowing around 25% of
high school students to attend university (Li, Yu, & Li,
2006) in well-developed cities such as Shanghai, Beijing,
Hangzhou and Guangzhou. Those students who cannot
attend university must look elsewhere. Parents looking for
better education for their children may send them to other
countries. In addition, for those students who feel they
cannot attend famous Chinese universities, studying abroad
in international universities comes as an alternative. Study
abroad intermediary agencies in China also increase the
numbers of Chinese studying abroad in countries such as
Italy, Denmark, Germany, France, and many others.

This paper introduces a brief account of education
agreements between China and Italy under the development
of EU international student policies and investigates the
motivation, satisfaction and attitudes of Chinese overseas
student and their recognition of their learning and social
blending through interviews and surveys. It then discusses
the integration of Chinese overseas students in Italian
university environments and society. Students’ academic
integration is connected to academic environments and
networks, group work, and various learning meetings
inside and out of classrooms. It can be seen that a lack of
interaction in school life influences their academic and
social integration (Winston, 1990). This study concludes
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that overseas students’ attitudes are not optimistic and that
there is a perceived lack of connection between school and
society.

2 Overview: Integrating Overseas
Students in Italy

The EU firstly mentioned the importance of integration
in education for European member countries in the Treaty
of Maastricht in 1993 and since then has been continuing
to set up EU education policies such as the Sorbonne
Declaration, the Bologna Declaration and the Lisbon
Strategy. EU policies and practices have naturally attracted
flows of international students (Zytkiewicz, 2010). Facing
economic pressure, the EU reconsidered education’s main
value for Europe and pointed it toward the “harmonization”
of culture, society, and economy (Falkner, Treib, Hartlapp,
& Leiber, 2005).

Italy is one of the most popular study abroad
destinations in the EU for Chinese students (Education
in China, 2010). China and Italy singed a mutual
agreement in 2005, and have rapidly increased study
abroad programs. The European Unit Website explained
that Italian universities recruited 4.9 million international
students from 2007 to 2009 and the number of Chinese
students ranked second (China News Network, 2009). In
2011, Chinese overseas students reached 1,420,000, with
an increase of 23% in the last 3 years, making China the
world superpower for sending students abroad (Jinghua
Shibao, 2012). Chinese students in Italy choose many
majors, ranging from architecture, engineering, marketing
and economics to philosophy, design and arts (Xinhua Net,
2011). The main reason for the increase of Chinese students
studying in Italy is the support afforded by the governments
of both countries. Italy has 65 public universities and the
Italian government officially opened itself to Chinese
overseas students with free tuition policies (Study Abroad
51, 2012). Chinese students pay 6,000 Euros per year for
living expenses and many of them receive around 4,200
Euros scholarships from local Italian government (Study
Abroad 51, 2012).

Chinese students have excellent opportunities to
study in Italy and to enter university programs and receive
academic degrees. By mutual higher education degree
recognition agreement, if Chinese students pass Italian
language courses (B2 level) or evaluation examinations of
university’s own language courses, they can directly enter
degree programs, especially B.A. (Bachelor of Arts) and
M.A. (Master of Arts) degree programs. For many Chinese
students, before they go to Italian universities, they must
firstly learn at least a half year of Italian language and pass
B2 level (basic 2nd level) in language training schools.
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After that, students can apply for degree programs in Italian
universities. In 2005, under the support of two programs,
the Marco Polo program and the Turandot Program,' five
hundred Chinese students studied in Italy, 2,000 students
in 2006 and around 7,800 in 2011 (Center for Italian
Education, 2012). Related data showed that every year
nearly 5,000 Chinese students study in Italy (Xinwei
Education, 2012) through both programs (Center for
Italian Education, 2012).” The two programs have provided
increasing numbers of students with the opportunity to
study in Italy, but have also brought many problems to
the forefront such as low language levels, lack of cultural
understanding, different learning environments and social
skills.

As mentioned above, the Italian government and
universities have had an impact on the origins of higher
education and have been playing an important role in the
integration of European higher education. Italian foreign
student policies have been directly attracting Chinese
overseas students through free tuition fees, flexible entrance
requirements, and the opportunity to work while attending
university.

3 Theoretical Background

With the rapidly growing number of overseas students,
the issue of academic and social integration has been
discussed more and more. The definitions of academic
and social integration are varied; however, they mainly
point to a process of adaptation. Academic integration
can be defined as the degree of academic adaptation
which includes learning environments, social adaptation,
adaptability of mind and body, degree of learning pressure,
and recognition of one’s school. Social integration is the
degree of adaptability into school life. Social integration
includes students’ social networks, friends and family
relation and economic support. As students move across
cultures, challenges of social, linguistic, cultural and
academic integration come to the forefront (Tinto, 1975,
1987). In more detail, academic integration refers to the
degree of adaptation of students’ academic life styles.
Specifically, it concerns four aspects. The first is academic
adaptation which reflects student’s integration into an
academic environment and atmosphere (Tinto, 1987). Tinto
(1987, 1998) points out students’ academic integration
should have clear goals, interactions with peers and faculty,

Generally, China and Italy government have both programs. Of them,
Marco Polo program is for social, engineering and humanities fields,
and Turandot Program for art and music field. The target students are
undergraduate students, graduate students, researchers, and interns.
* Ttalian Education Center (2012). Counseling for oversea students joining
Perugia in Italy: http://www.liuxue315.edu.cn/articles.php?id=1509.

2013/8/19 T4 04:49:06 (




and out-of-classroom factors in the learning community.
Beil and Shope (1990) also emphasize that overseas
students’ positive experiences with academic advisors can
increase integration in their academic lives, for instance,
whether or not the students successfully respond to various
learning requirements and are satisfied with their learning
environments. Second, social integration asks for group-
based cooperation such as making friends, participating in
social activities, and small group projects. Third, physical
adaptability and how students handle stress or pressure in
their academic lives in a foreign society also affect their
academic and social integration. Fourth, affiliations or
feelings toward their university also influence overseas
students’ academic integration (Baker & Siryk, 1999).
Social integration refers to the degree of integration
in social life. The difficulties overseas students face in
social integration range from obstacles in foreign language
use, being far away from their parents, having different
cultural backgrounds, lacking communication skills,
and encountering economic problems. Social integration
has been researched in four main areas: satisfaction and
recognition of their school through social networking,
degree of friend and family support, satisfaction with social
life, and economic support (Rienties, Grohnert, Kommers,
Niemantsverdriet, & Nijhuis, 2011). In addition, foreign
language skills are also very important elements in overseas
students’ social integration (Academic Cooperation
Association, 2006; Ramburuth & McCormick, 2001).
Student activities help in social integration, adaptation
into new learning environments and lead to better
communication abilities in school life (Niles, Sowa, &
Laden, 1994). Overseas students are affected by various
experiences and challenges of foreign language and
cultural environments (Hsu, 2003), academic difficulties,
homesickness, racism, and loneliness (Yeh & Inose, 2003).
Previous research (Baker & Siryk, 1999; Severiens &
Wolff, 2008; Wilcox, Winn, & Fyvie-Gauld, 2005) found
that differences in overseas students’ educational and
cultural backgrounds affect social and academic integration.
Oversea students’ academic achievements such as grades,
foreign language levels (normally English) and academic
degrees also affected the degree of integration. Supports
from family and friends have also been known to affect
students’ academic performance. Related researches on
Chinese overseas students have mostly focused on countries
such as the UK, the USA, and Australia and have found that
there were many differences in Chinese students learning
styles (Holmes, 2004), levels of intercultural adaptation
(Scherto, 2007), and academic performance compared
to other international students (Li, Chen, & Duanmu,
2010). Chinese overseas students studying abroad in
western learning environments tend to encounter problems
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in learning and communication and face difficulties in
listening, understanding, and interacting with the host
culture (Holmes, 2004). A case study exploring Chinese
overseas students in UK business schools also showed
interaction problems between teachers and Chinese students
(Currie, 2007) and exposed potential ethnocentrism in
teachers’ pedagogical approaches. Scherto (2007) also
discussed the necessity of intercultural adaptation and the
transformation of understanding of learning experiences,
self-knowledge, and awareness of the others in British
higher education institutions. Li et al. (2010) compared
Chinese students and other international students in terms
of their academic performance during their overseas
studies.

Research results show the education experiences of
overseas students and finds students’ different cultural
backgrounds give rise to the problems of academic and
social integration (Baker & Siryk, 1999). The highlight
of attention is overseas student’s experiences concerning
language and their lack of understanding in the broader
university community (Sherry, Thomas, & Chui, 2010)
and active learning (Braxton, Milem, & Sullivan, 2000).
Overseas students need not only to obtain academic degrees
and graduate, but also to actively blend with the local
cultures. During their stay, this produces a strong impact
on their school work (Severiens & Wolff, 2008). Parent
and family support also affect their learning outcomes and
academic achievements (Wilcox et al., 2005). University
and learning environment are two of the important elements
in overseas students’ study experiences, but universities
mostly focus on students’ academic results. As a result,
social integration is often ignored in the development
of their further success (Sherry et al., 2009) and this
significantly affects a majority of overseas students’
behaviors and motivations for social integration (Rienties,
Beausaert, Grohnert, Niemantsverdriet, & Kommers,
2012). At the same time, many a overseas student endures
much stress related to language levels. The lack of foreign
language skills impacts students’ abilities to integrate
socially with other students (Yeh & Inose, 2003).

From this brief literature overview, it can be seen
that academic and social integration of overseas students
is an important point of discussion. Problems such as
foreign language levels, school and learning environments,
cultural and social differences, learning difficulties and
individual education backgrounds need to be considered by
universities and educators for supplying continuing support
and appropriate academic and social resources, programs,
and activities for overseas students. What students feel
about their learning processes and the aforementioned
problems should be addressed in detail, for these are
important for universities and overseas students themselves.

2013/8/19 T4 04:49:06 (




16  Asia Pacific Journal of Educational Development 2:1 (2013): 13-25

Understanding of the problems overseas students face, their
failures, and lack of interaction and understanding, as well
as their successful academic and social integrations is the
beginning point for the improvement needed.

4 Data and Method

The survey, from May to September 2012, consisted of
undergraduate and graduate Chinese students in 6 Italian
universities in the cities of Rome, Firenze, Milan, Bologna,
and Verona. Table 1 presents the sample of students
based on their major, age, gender, academic degree, and
scholarships. Twenty students from the 80 respondents were
selected for interviews. One hundred survey questionnaires
were sent out and 80 responses were received. Five
professors from sample 1, 2, 5, 6 were also interviewed.
The most survey participants were from Mainland China,
with only one student from Macao. This survey was made
up of 28 questions and adopted the Likert scale (5 answers:
Very good, good, average, not good, very bad).

Table 1 shows demographic data such as age, gender,
scholarship, and degree. Most of the participants in the
survey were in their early 20s and study in B. A. or M.A.
degree programs. Student mostly majors in humanities
and social sciences such as architecture, law, philosophy,
media, and economics. Among the 80 students, 74 receive
scholarships from the local Italian government’ which cover
living fees and others. Easily obtained scholarships and free
tuition fees are very important. This decreased financial
pressure compared to countries such as the USA, Canada,
the UK, and many others, attracts Chinese students. Most
Chinese students go to Italy through the Marco Polo
program, three years for BA degree, followed directly by
MA program in Italian public universities.

The research questions for the survey and interviews
are as follows:

« How are Chinese overseas students integrating
academically and socially in Italian universities?

+ What do Chinese overseas students say about their
preparation for, recognition of, and satisfaction with their
academic and social lives in school?

The survey and interviews were conducted through
contact with Italian universities and Chinese student
associations or unions, and all participants agreed to
participate in the survey. This research is also based on
recommendations by professors, students, and individual
contacts. Because of the difficulty in connecting with large
numbers of Chinese students abroad in Italy due to privacy
regulations, the survey is therefore limited to several
universities and does not cover all Chinese students in Italy.

4.1 Research Framework

Through the research design (See Table 2), this paper
explains students’ recognition of, satisfaction with, and
attitudes toward academic and social integration.

+ Analysis methods: The survey data uses SPSS Statistics
17.0 and Excel 2007 for analysis.

« Objective: To ascertain whether students’ academic and
social integration affect their learning performance in Italy.

+ Hypothesis: Successful academic and social integration
translates into better academic achievements for Chinese
overseas students.

The framework focuses on common issues concerning
students’ interests, learning recognition and environments,
social activities and academic performance from the
literature and is made up of six factors (See Table 2). There
are 28 survey questions in total and 3-4 questions for each
factor and interviews.

Table 1 Student and University Basic Data

. i . Student Major Age Gender Degree Scholarship
Italian universities
numbers  H. S 10s  20s  30s M F BA MA PhD. Yes No
Sample 1, Rome 15 8 7 0 8 7 8 0 10 5 15 0
Sample 2, Rome ) 3 2 0 1 0 5 2 2 1 1
Sample 3, Rome ) 4 1 0 2 0 5 4 1 0 0
Sample 4, Bologna 15 4 11 2 13 0 6 9 4 11 0 14 1
Sample 5, Firenze 20 15 5 5 15 0 7 13 12 8 0 18 2
Sample 6, Milan 20 0 20 0 20 0 5 15 18 2 0 18 2
Total 80 34 46 7 62 11 25 55 40 34 6 74 6

Note: Unit: Student numbers. Major: Humanities/social sciences; Age: 10s/20s/30s; Gender: Male/Female; Degree: BA/MA/ Ph.D.; Scholarship: Yes/No.

* Each city has a different name for scholarships, especially for supporting
living fees which are based on family income and the ability to pass
courses in Italian universities. Most Chinese students can receive the
scholarship for living fees.
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Table 2 The Framework of Academic and Social Integration

Degree of Academic Integration (factor 7)

Degree of Social integration (Factor 8)

Understanding ~ Factor 1 Various learning and interest inmy  Factor 4 Satisfaction and recognition in school between

Recognition university
Satisfaction Factor 2 Academic environment
Attitude Factor 3 Acceptance of study requirements

you and your social life
Factor 5 Learning support from my friends and my family

Factor 6 Italian Language and social interests

5 Data Analysis

5.1 Correlation between Academic and Social

Integration

Based on the research framework, this study
investigated the correlation between academic integration
(factor 7)* and social integration (factor 8).°

Table 3 explains descriptive statistics between factor
7 and factor 8, and each factor’s mean value is 2.3260 and
2.6000. Factor 7 and Factor 8 (See Table 3) show significant
correlations on the 0.01 level. The table shows a positive
correlation between factor 7and 8 and the correlation
coefficient is 0.758. Through the correlation of academic
and social integration, it can be shown that Chinese
students’ learning requirements, learning achievements
and acceptance of their studies are strongly related to their
social lives, learning support from parents and friends,
and also Italian language and social interests. Based on the
significant and positive correlation between academic and
social factors, the following figures are analyzed in more
to show what Chinese overseas students think about their
academic and social integration.

5.2 Degree of Academic Integration

All figures in this article are marked 1, 2, 3, 4 or 5,
which respectively indicates the answers of very good,
good, average, not good, and very bad.

Figure 1 shows that Chinese students are interested

in their learning and in their classrooms. 86% of Chinese
overseas students are personally interested in what they
are learning in school, which explains their motivations
for learning. However, more than 72% of the participants
selected “average” and “not good” concerning their ability
to follow courses and almost 40% responded “average”
to their level of achievement of learning goals. It seems
that most students are making efforts to integrate into their
learning environments even though they are worried that
their abilities and goals are low, given their level of interest
in their learning. However, when it comes to their course
test scores, their responses are “average” or “not good.”
It can be seen that students are interested in their learning
and are motivated to learn; however, their academic
achievements and their expectations of their learning goals
are not that high.

Figure 2 shows Chinese students are willing to devote
themselves to learning in the classroom (around 65%)
and consider themselves having good relationships with
professors and classmates (more than 50%). Only 6.25%
of the students mention negative relations with professors.
Figure 2 shows three questions concerning integration
in classroom learning environments and the answers are
mostly “good” or “average” and also show relatively
positive relationships with their professors and classmates.

This section contains the details of students’ learning
processes in their majors, homework, and group activities
after school. Interestingly, Figure 3 shows that more than

Table 3 Correlation between Academic and Social Integration

Correlation between Factor7 and Factor8

Factor7 Factor8
Pearson correlation 1 758"
Significant (bilateral) .000
i(rlz:sri)?gjuct sum 12.199 H.190
Covariance 154 142
N 80 80

™01 level (bilateral) significant correlation.

* See Table 2: Factor 7 includes factors 1, 2 and 3.
® See Table 2: Factor 8 includes factors 4, 5 and 6.
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Personally interested in what I am learning

m My course test scores

= Ability to follow class curriculum

m Level of achievement of my learning goals

—
45% 41%
14%
Very good Good Average Notgood Very bad

Figure 1 Learning and Interest

m Adapt to classroom environment

= Relationship with professors
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Relationship with my classmates

46.25%

NiE

Very good Average Not good Very bad

Figure 2 Academic Environment

m Achievements in small group activities
m Ability to finish assigned class work

Ability to use Italian learning websites and understand issues in my major

54%
31%
j -—%
Very good Good Average Not good Very bad

Figure 3 Acceptance of Studying Requirement: Ability of Learning
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65% of the students can finish their homework and around
50%have good experiences in small group activities.
But many Chinese students would like to finish work
individually without participating in group academic
activities. One student among the 68.75% explains this in
the following way:

...most of the time I study by myself after school. If 1
have difficulties doing it, I check websites, especially
Chinese websites. It’s much easier to find relevant
materials and understand directly the point of the
homework....I do not like group activities, because
Italian and other international students talk too much
on other issues. | just want to finish my homework as
fast as I can. It saves more time if I do it on my own....
(Undergraduate student 2nd year, Male, Rome)

As we can see from the interview, most Chinese
students study alone and use Chinese websites more than
Italian websites. This explains that their learning is not
openly cooperative and also lacks in integrating with other
classmates through homework or teamwork activities. What
follows are more students talking about their classroom
learning process. As we can see, there is still a need to
consider serious language problems, which shadow the
learning process.

...I ' like to go to school, but I do not always understand
the professors.... There are times when I do not
understand at all. When that happens, I ask professors
and classmates for help.... It takes time to learn Italian
language.... Professors and my classmates think I

Song: Academic and Social Integration 19

am a very quiet person because I do not talk in the
classroom.... professors ask me to talk or to raise
questions in the classroom, but I could not express
myself. I feel bad...my biggest problem is language,
even though I learned Italian for one year, but it is
not enough at all.... Entering a Italian university right
after half a year of learning Italian language.... It is
not possible to follow the lectures in the classroom.”
(Undergraduate student 2nd year, Bologna)

One of the biggest problems of integrating into
academic environments is to understand Italian language
-- speaking, listening, writing, feedback, homework,
examinations, and communication. This ultimately results
to a lack of confidence and self-esteem as students try to
integrate into school environments and Italian society.

Figure 4 shows Chinese students are generally
satisfied with their professors’ recognition of their learning
achievements, learning goals, and their decision to study
in Italy. Around 77% of the Chinese students are satisfied
with their decision to study in Italy and 72.5% think that
they are reaching their education goals during their stay;
however, one third of the students answer “average.”
This may express that some of the students may not have
seriously considered their learning recognition and learning
satisfaction. Here is one student’s interview response:

I had discussed with my parents and decided to study
in Italy. I like to improve my study and get a degree....
I often visit my professors and one of them advises me
to prepare for courses and exams.... I wanted to study
in UK or USA but now I am here and do not regret.

B Feeling aboutmy decision to study in Italy
B My professors recognize my study achievements
I think I attained my educational goals in my major through my studies in Italy

Tthink I am able to improve my academic life at my university in Italy

33.75%
56.25%
32.50%
21.25% 26.25%
16.25%
L6 2.50%
Very good Good Average Not good Very bad

Figure 4 Learning Recognition and Satisfaction
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The financial pressure is a lot less here..... I learn
another foreign language... If English is the classroom
instructional language, it will be great.... I do not
forget English.... (Graduate student 2nd year, Firenze)

Through the survey questions and interviews, it
can be seen that Chinese students would like to achieve
their education goals (especially, obtaining degrees or
certificates) and improve their academic life in their
universities. On the other hand, Chinese students pointed
out that the Italian education curriculum is given entirely
in Italian. Chinese students suggested Italian and English
should be used interchangeably in class, similar to what
they do in Germany or France, which would be beneficial
for their career development. The first foreign language
most Chinese students learn is English; Chinese students
who have been rejected by English-speaking countries (low
scores on TOEFL, GRE tests) enter Italian universities
(Average from 6 months to 1 year Italian language
requirements for Italian universities) and non-English
countries.

Here is another student’s interview response, showing
that one of the biggest challenges for academic integration
is the language.

...In fact, I prepared to study in the USA but I am here
in Italy. When I study in here, I realize many professors
and Italian students are not good at English. My Italian
is poor so it is very difficult to communicate.... I
worry about how much I can improve my Italian in 2
years. Sometimes I regret for not having strengthened
my English more...however I will try hard to get my
degree.... (Graduate student 1st year, Milan)

The interviews with Chinese students strongly suggest and
commonly emphasize that the learning period for Italian
should be longer than half a year before coming to Italy.
Students from the Marco Polo program emphasized that
language is the biggest obstacle in their studies.

In addition to language issues, the classroom learning
environment in Italian Universities also differs from that in
China. Learning methods and environments are different
from major to major. Many Chinese students explained
in the interviews that professors and students in Italian
universities seem to be on equal status and students ask
questions and provide suggestions in class. This is very
different from the situation in China. For the most part,
Chinese students in China are quiet and listen to lectures.
It is not possible to argue or give suggestions to professors
over their lectures. This is clearly explained by one
interviewee:

I was undergraduate student in China and decide to
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study in Italy. My major is Media. When I studied in
China, students did not ask many questions or argue
with professors. But Italian students do.... Much to
my surprise, Italian professors really listen to them....
This is what happens here.... Students like to ask
questions and give suggestions on their learning....
(Undergraduate student 3rd year, Male, Rome)

Concerning the issue of language of instruction,
the Marco Polo Program selects 10 keystone Italian
universities® to set up English curriculum for Chinese
overseas students. In this way, Chinese students will only
need to take TOEFL or IELTS tests for the upcoming 2013
school year. This may benefit some Chinese students, but
does that mean Chinese students in Italy will not learn
Italian? Language issues, however critical they are, should
not overshadow the difficulties Chinese students encounter
in culture exchange and social integration. A wholesale
switch to English instruction may not be the best method
and schools should look into a mix of different languages
with equal emphasis on more cultural activities and social
integration. At any rate, the chance does express the
willingness of the Italian government to accept Chinese
students and an indication that they are willing to listen to
foreign students’ opinions.

A lack of language skills does lead to a decrease in
self-esteem and confidence in Chinese students’ learning
and social integration. However, as we can see from the
interview responses, different learning environments and
methods also help Chinese students open their eyes to new
learning methods and new relationships with professors.
Chinese universities can also do much more in this regard
to prepare students before they go to Italy by introducing
not only language, but also different types of classroom
instruction, teaching methods, and more courses on Italian
culture and society.

5.3 Degree of Social Integration

Chinese students’ social integration is limited in the
school environments. Figure 5 shows student recognition
of and satisfaction with their schools. 75% of students
have good or very good feelings about their university in
general. 42.5% answered not much or not at all concerning
managing social networks and 36.5% answered average,
which shows that students are passive in creating their
social networks. Concerning participating in school
volunteer activities, 91.25% answered not much and not
at all and less than 10% of students responded that their
schools provided opportunities for them to integrate with

® 10 selected universities: University of Bologna, University of Pavia,
University Degli Studi di Milano, Universit Politecnico di Milano,

Politecnico di Torino, Universita Degli Studi Siena.
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Health condition

66.25%

8.75%

Very good (much) Good (much)

Participate in school volunteer activities
m My university provides opportunities for social interaction with Italian students

m | have managed to create a social network in my university

Average

2.50%

53.75%

Not good (not
much)

Very bad (Not at all)

Figure 5 Students and Their Social Life

Italian students. In summary, the Chinese overseas students
generally have no information about volunteer activities or
creating social networks. Opportunities for communication
and social interaction between Chinese students and Italian
students are not often arranged by universities but rather by
Italian students whose major is related to Chinese language.
All interviewees explain there are no social volunteer
programs provided by their university. On student describes
his feelings about volunteer work:

Since I worked here, I’ve never heard about volunteer
work. Maybe I did not notice my university website.
But None of my Italian friends or professors
suggested or invite me to join this activities. Do I
have to joint? I do not think my university considers
International students do.... If I have the chance, I
may join. Through the social volunteer activities, I can
understand more Italian society and people. Most of the
time I am either in University or at home.... I think |
lack social activities. (Undergraduate student 3rd year,
Male, Rome)

While many Chinese students seem to have a good
perception of their universities, there is lack of information
or recognition for oversea students’ joining volunteer
activities. Through more social connections, these
good perceptions of the universities can be expanded to
interactions with communities, groups, volunteer activities
and can lead to greater understanding, mutual exchange and
learning for both Chinese and Italians.

This section explains how academic and social
integration were supported by Chinese students’ parents
and friends and also how Chinese students recognize their

W APJED2-02 Song(130819).indd 21

career development in their learning environment. Figure 6
provides a question on how often Chinese students talked
about their learning problems with their family and friends.
42.5% of Chinese students are willing to expose their
various problems. But 82.5% of the students responded that
their friends and family do not often visit them; instead,
they communicate through the internet and phone calls.
One of the main reasons is the costly expense of travel
between Italy and China.

In addition, 78% of Chinese students are satisfied
with their learning environments. Chinese students have
strong motivation for and satisfaction with their learning
environments and many have strong support from family
and friends. They want to develop their careers and they
think they have a good chance through studying in Italy.

...1 could not enter famous Chinese universities and
my parents suggested me to study abroad. We checked
many foreign universities and we found it is easier
to enter good universities in Italy.... I learned Italian
language for 3 months in China...and then continue
in Perugia.... I enjoy learning here and I am happy to
open my eyes globally. (Undergraduate student 2nd
year, Female, Firenze)

On the other hand, negative reactions were also expressed
in the interviews as with this student who describes her
dissatisfaction in Italy;

...I graduate from one of the top universities in China.
I got full scholarship for master degree in Italy.... I do
not like their education programs and lectures.... I do
not think their education program is advanced as they
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T am satisfied with my learning environment
My friends and family come and see me
B talk about my learning problems with family and friends

m My family and friends support my decision to study in my university

52.50%
7.50%
15%
25% 55%
Very good (much) Good (much) Average Not good (not much) Very bad (Not at all)

Figure 6 Learning Support from Friends and Family

used to emphasize before I leave.... I have to transfer
to another university because my department was
closed...Can you believe that? The university I chose is
the one of the best university in Italy...but they closed
a department just like that.... I regret I chose to study
here. All of my friends study in the USA or UK....
Many Italian professors are not good at speaking in
English. Teaching is boring because some professors
just recite from the books...they are also always late
for class...it is not possible in China...we have to wait
for the professors more than 30 minutes or even 1
hour.... (Graduate student 2nd year, Female, Firenze)

Through the interviews it can be seen that unsatisfied
students in Italy tend to have graduated from good Chinese
universities and that their demands are higher than those

of other Chinese students who have graduated from two-
year colleges or from high school. They would prefer not to
remain in Italy and would like to leave as fast as they can.
If they have a chance to go to English-speaking countries,
they would try. These students have not integrated
themselves into Italian social activities but their average
academic scores are much higher than other interviewees.
The average interviewee’s credit points are around middle
level (70%), low credit points (10%), and high credit points
(10%). It is interesting to note that the Chinese students
who receive high credit points (10%) are not very much
interested in making efforts at integrating into Italian
society.

Figure 7 shows how Chinese students are integrating
through Italian language and social communication. 55%
of Chinese students enjoy reading Italian books, magazines

Personally interested in what [ am learning

m My course test scores

14% - sl EE

= Abilityto follow class curriculum

mLevel of achievement of my learning goals

—
45% 41%
Very good Good Average

Notgood Very bad

Figure 7 Italian Language and Social Interests
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and academic journals and books. Students are especially
interested in learning (78.75%) and communicating in the
Italian language (81.25%).

Social integration is not only related to learning
in school; it is also connected with residence issues
and continuation of study in Italy. The visa process for
international students is seen as taking too long in Italy.
Chinese students explained that the visa application is too
slow and sometimes they have to wait more than half a year
or one year for results. No matter whether the students are
there for two or three year degree programs, they have to
apply for a visa every year. Here is a student’s interview
response:

Visa management of the Italian government is too
slow...I think all levels of Italian governments are....
Since I came here, I had to apply visa every year and
to carry the paper with me wherever I go. They check
my visa for traveling to other cities.... I feel like I am
totally outsider and should not be here.... I could not
go to other European countries without visa permission
in Italy ...that annoyed me.... I feel I am insulted
because I am not from a well developed country....
(Graduate student 2nd year, Female, Verona)

The survey also shows that only 5% of Chinese
students read a lot of Italian books and magazines and
50% of students say they like to read. Their books and
magazines are mostly related to their majors or are used as
homework references. Here one interviewer explains:

...I am sure many Chinese students find it difficult to
read all Italian books or journals for classes or exam...
compared to Spanish or Portuguese students, we cannot
catch their Italian. They learn very quickly...however,
when it comes to my major, I read a lot Italian
academic books or journals, but I do not have time to
read other kinds of books or news.... However, it helps
me learn Italian. (Graduate student 2nd year, Female,
Bologna)

When chatting or surfing websites most materials the
students choose are in Chinese. Students feel they have to
read books and magazines to prepare for their classes and
exams but not for their interest in Italian society.

Chinese students are making efforts to integrate
into their learning environments and enhance their
academic performance. They want to be recognized by
their professors and classmates and they also have high
expectations and goals for their academic studies. But there
are imbalances between their learning outcomes and their
real learning abilities, which are especially revealed by
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their relatively low performance scores and confidence in
their abilities to achieve their goals. Most problems come
from the low Italian language levels and communication
skills; on the contrary, they enjoy learning Italian language
and reading books and journals. Previous theoretical
research clearly shows that international students face
language problems, difficulties in interaction and dealing
with different cultures, pedagogical and communicative
styles. This study finds that Chinese students suffer from an
imbalance between their expectations and their outcomes,
socially and academically. Reducing this imbalance can
increase satisfaction with and recognition of academic
achievements.

6 Conclusion

Through analysis of the survey and interviews, this
paper gets several interesting findings. First, Chinese
students are not linguistically well prepared enough
before leaving China. Through learning feedback and
communication in the classroom, it can be seen that Chinese
students are facing obstacles in improving their academic
achievements which stem from their abilities in using
Ttalian. However, Chinese students have motivation for
studying and understand that there are good opportunities
to study in Italy. This motivation can be put to good use
before students step foot in Italian universities.

Second, meeting study abroad requirements is much
easier compared to those of other western countries
(especially, English-speaking countries), especially for
Chinese students of the Marco Polo program. The same
holds true for other Chinese students who individually
study in Italy.

Third, most Chinese students are satisfied with
their study in Italy. The main reason is free tuition and
scholarships which provide quality education. Through
education experiences in Italy, they can gain many
international experiences at an early age, which is important
for advancement of their future careers.

Through this case study of Chinese students studying
in Italy, this paper comes to several conclusions. Firstly,
Italian universities are facing a new challenge of integrating
international students’ academic outcomes and social
activities. As the number of Chinese overseas students in
Italy is growing rapidly, Italian universities need to take
measures to reduce cultural and social gaps and strengthen
mutual understanding between Chinese students and
Italian students and professors. Secondly, universities
also need to make efforts to support overseas students in
social integration through various activities and cultural
experiences. Italian universities also need to strengthen
integration of learning and working environments. Related
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curriculum and education programs in the selected 6
universities are all instructed in Italian but they may
consider adding some English curriculum or providing
various activities to attract more international students.
Thirdly, at the same time, Chinese universities need to
increase Italian languages courses before students leave for
Italy. The Chinese government and Chinese students should
be doing more to prepare for their study in Italy and for the
different learning environments they may encounter.

Under the context of globalization, EU countries are
facing challenges in attracting more international students.
In the 21st century knowledge-based global society,
increasing numbers of internationally mobile students are
optimistic yet they face many negative global pressures.
Italy is one member of the EU, and is a popular country
in the international higher education market. Language
differences, cultural differences, and differences in learning
and teaching styles, however, have brought out obstacles for
international students. This paper investigates how Chinese
students in Italy integrate socially and academically so as to
show a way to having successful academic performances,
on the students’ part, and to building positive learning
environments, on the universities’. Only through more
understanding and communication can students and
teachers and administrators provide the most fruitful
atmosphere for students in Italy and the world.
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