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Abstract

In many Anglophone countries, international students constitute a significant proportion of
university students. These students generally achieve lower academic performance than home
students, with English language proficiency playing an important role. However, limited studies have
compared international and home students’ academic expectations and experiences, explored how
language proficiency relates to reported academic difficulties, and teased apart the influence of
domicile (home vs. international) and language status (English as a foreign language, EFL vs. English
as a native language, ENS). Furthermore, many studies overrepresented Chinese students,
potentially affecting the generalisability. This study addresses these gaps by comparing UK home
students and three international student groups: international ENS students, Chinese EFL students,

and other EFL students worldwide.

Employing both cross-sectional and longitudinal approaches, the study conducted a large-scale
survey of university students across the UK (N = 1163) and a follow-up survey from a smaller subset
of students at one university (N = 59). Students self-rated their a) English skills, b) academic language
difficulties, and c) self-efficacy. They also completed an embedded English vocabulary test to
estimate their language proficiency. In addition, qualitative data were collected through semi-

structured interviews (N = 18) to get in-depth insights into students’ language-related experiences.

The findings confirmed that EFL groups had lower English proficiency than ENS groups, irrespective
of ENS students’ domicile. Chinese students had the lowest proficiency and reported the most
difficulties in their studies. However, home students, despite scoring high on both objective and
subjective measures of English proficiency, reported more difficulties with academic English than
both international ENS and mixed EFL groups, and lower academic self-efficacy compared to
international ENS students. While challenges for EFL students (especially those from China) were
mainly linguistic, those for ENS students were mostly academic. This emphasises the need for

tailored language-related academic support for all student groups.
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Research context

Driven by the development of the free market and a global economy, higher education has been
considered as an international service (Wu, 2014). This means that higher education has become
global and studying abroad has become prevalent. Over the past few decades, the numbers of
students studying abroad have skyrocketed (Deuchar, 2022). Specifically, the number of
international students in the world rose from 3.8 million in 2010 to 6.3 million by 2020 (UIS, 2023).

The United Kingdom has consistently been one of the most popular educational destinations for
international students to pursue their studies. According to the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development, the UK is the second most popular destination country for higher
education, just behind the United States (OECD, 2022). This report also highlighted that 9% of the
world’s international students selected the UK as their educational base in 2022. In sheer numbers,
this translates to over 650,000 international students enrolled in UK universities during the academic
year 2021-2022, making up 23.75% of the entire university student population in the country (HESA,
2023).

Over the past few years, the total numbers of international students’ enrolments in the UK have
increased significantly every year, with an increase of more than 70,000 from the academic years
2020-2021 to 2021-2022 (HESA, 2023). With this momentum, the UK’s Department for Education
aims to consistently host at least 600,000 international students annually (International Education
Strategy, 2021). However, the proportion within the group of international students is not static. In
2021-22, the total number of non-European Union (non-EU) students grew by 23.8% whereas EU
students fell by 21.4% (Universities UK, 2023a).

Despite occasional fluctuations, Chinese students consistently make up the largest group of
international students in UK higher education in overall numbers. According to the data from HESA
(2023) for the academic year 2021-2022, over 150,000 Chinese students were enrolled in the UK.
India and EU countries constituted the second and third largest groups of international students

respectively, while India and Nigeria had the largest growth in student numbers (HESA, 2023). The
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consistent predominance of Chinese students as the largest international group in UK higher

education provides the rationale for focusing on this specific group in this research.

1.2 Statement of the problem

As mentioned in the previous section, there has been a growing number of international students
studying in the UK. However, when it comes to academic outcomes, international students on
average perform notably worse than home students (Crawford & Wang, 2014; lannelli & Huang,
2013; Morrison et al., 2005; USSU, 2021). One important dimension in which home and international
students differ is language, with international students generally arriving with lower English language
proficiency than home students. This limited proficiency appears to pose barriers for many
international students in their studies, negatively impacting their academic performance (Andrade,

2006; Eddey & Baumann, 2011; Eze et al., 2015; Trenkic & Warmington, 2019).

When exploring home and international students’ English language proficiency, the previous
research has mainly followed two approaches: empirical investigations and self-perception studies.
However, the existing literature has overlooked some important aspects. For example, empirical
studies often overrepresented Chinese students among international students (Knoch et al., 2015;
Trenkic & Warmington, 2019), neglecting students from other regions, particularly those who are
from neither China nor Europe. While there has been extensive exploration of international or
English as a Foreign Language (EFL') students’ self-perceptions about their language experiences
(Andrade, 2006; Gu & Maley, 2008; Korzilius et al., 2007; Lin & Scherz, 2014; Rabia, 2016; Liu, 2009;
Taylor & Ali, 2017; Wang, 2018; Zhang & Zhou, 2010), the perceptions of English Native Speaking
(ENS) students and how the perceptions vary across different linguistic and domicile backgrounds are
underexplored. Another issue is the conflation of domicile (home vs international) and language
status (native vs non-native English speakers) in some studies (MacKiewicz, 2022; Trenkic &
Warmington, 2019). Since they compared international EFL students with home ENS students
without distinguishing between their domicile and language status, it is difficult to determine
whether certain difficulties international EFL students faced stem from their language proficiency or
unfamiliarity with the UK educational system. Moreover, some studies only focused on students’

international status without considering their language status (Andrade, 2006; Knoch et al., 2015; Li

LIn this paper, “EFL students” refers to all the students who do not speak English as their first language. Given
the research focus on comparisons between native and non-native English speakers, distinctions between EFL
(English as a Foreign Language) and ESL (English as a Second Language) students are not addressed, as such
differentiation goes beyond the scope of this dissertation.
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et al., 2010; Taylor & Ali, 2017), potentially leading to overgeneralisation since the challenges faced
by international EFL students can differ from those faced by international students from English-
speaking countries. Therefore, this study intends to address these overlooked issues (A

comprehensive review of the literature and identification of research gaps are provided in Chapter 2).

1.3 Research aim and research significance

The aim of this study was to explore international and home students’ academic experiences and
expectations in terms of their English language proficiency, academic language difficulties and self-
efficacy within UK higher education. The rapid growth of international student enrolments in UK
higher education, as described in the background, highlights the UK’s prominence as a leading
destination for higher education. Therefore, understanding these students’ academic experiences

and expectations is significant for several reasons.

First of all, as universities host students with diverse linguistic and domicile backgrounds, there is a
need to understand different student groups’ English language proficiency levels, academic language
difficulties they may face, and their confidence in studies. Recognising and understanding their
language-related challenges can help universities refine their support services, thus creating a more
accommodating academic environment to suit the diverse needs of different student groups.
Furthermore, international students are potentially at a higher risk of dropping out or
underperforming compared with home students (Crawford & Wang, 2014; lannelli & Huang, 2013;
Kehm et al., 2019; Morrison et al., 2005). Addressing these language-related challenges can possibly
improve their retention rates and overall academic success, benefiting both the students and the
institutions. Lastly, to maintain its position as a popular destination for international education, it is
important for the UK to offer an environment where all students, irrespective of their linguistic

background and language competence, feel supported and empowered to succeed.

1.4 Structure of the thesis

This chapter has provided an overview of the research background, statement of the problem, aim,
and significance. Chapter 2 offers a view of the relevant literature, including the following sections:
the reciprocal benefits of international students in the UK; academic achievement and English
language proficiency; English language proficiency of international and home students; academic

language difficulties for native and non-native English speakers; the relationships between English
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language proficiency, self-efficacy and academic performance; summary, research gaps and research
guestions. Chapter 3 introduces the general methodology, which includes the paradigm, approaches

and design of this research, as well as data collection instruments and ethical considerations.

This research comprises three distinct studies, elaborated in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 respectively. Each of
these chapters provides details about introduction, participants, study design, data collection
procedure, analysis process, challenges, results, discussion and conclusion for each study. Chapter 7
presents a general discussion which combines the findings of the three studies in relation to the
research questions. It also shows implications and limitations of this research. The final section,

Chapter 8, summarises the whole research.

17



CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 The reciprocal benefits of international students in the UK

2.1.1 The importance of international students to the UK

International students are a vital asset to UK higher education and the UK’s society. They have made

contributions financially, academically and socially.

First of all, international students have brought considerable economic value to the UK. These
students represent a large part of university populations in the UK, and they also account for a
notable proportion of university revenue, with China standing out as the single largest market for all
the universities (Bolsmann & Miller, 2008). Beyond paying for tuition fees, international students also
spend on housing, food, books and various other expenses, such as spendings when their families
visit (Walker, 2013). A recent report highlighted that between 2018/19 and 2021/22, the net
economic contribution of international students increased from £31.3bn to £41.9bn due to the rapid
growth of number of non-EU students (Cannings et al., 2023). The report also stated that the
economic boost is spread throughout the whole UK, with international students contributing £58m
to the UK’s economy for each parliamentary constituency during their studies, which is equivalent to
£560 per member of the resident population. Even after considering dependants and other costs,
international students significantly benefit the UK economy, and there is a net economic contribution
of £1 million to the UK'’s finances for every 11 non-EU students (Cannings et al., 2023). The income
generated from international students can significantly benefit both universities and broader UK
communities. Universities can utilise these funds to support academic research, enhance campus
infrastructure, and improve the quality of teaching, thereby enriching the overall student
experiences. Beyond the campuses, the broader UK economy also gains. International students
contribute to economic growth in diverse ways, from their routine living expenses like
accommodation, groceries, and recreational activities during term time. Additionally, during holidays,
their expenditures can possibly rise as they travel with friends and family, spending on hotels, tourist

sites, and transport.

In addition, international students contribute academically to the UK universities. They enhance the

academic viability and enrich the research environment within universities (Bolsmann & Miller, 2008;
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Hegarty, 2014). A notable number of these students, particularly those pursuing research degrees,
further contribute by taking roles as research assistants in various projects, or by teaching as
lecturers or tutors in undergraduate courses (Bolsmann & Miller, 2008). University academic staff
acknowledge the value and importance of these students. In Sawir’s (2013) study which investigated
internationalisation of Australian higher education, academic staff indicated that international
students brought a diversity of cultures that inspired them and provided them with teaching
resources and a source of cultural enrichment. Besides benefiting university staff, international
students also positively impact home students. In Barger’s (2004) study, which examined the
perspectives of home students on their international peers at US universities, local students
recognised international students’ positive influence on the academic environment and reported to
gain valuable cross-cultural sensitivity and competency skills from them. Beyond their academic
journey, international students continually play a vital role in the scientific field and promote social
development after graduation. Chellaraj et al.’s (2008) study explored the relationship between the
enrolment of international graduate students and US innovation. Their findings suggest a significant
correlation between the rise in enrolments of international students and an increase in the number

of patents granted to both university and non-university institutions.

Finally, international students enrich UK higher education and the broader UK society through their
cultural and social contributions. In university campuses, their presence broadens the perspectives of
home students and increases their appreciation for cultures around the world (Lee, 2007). As
pointed out in Schreiber’s (2011) interview study where home students’ perceptions of international
students in an American university were explored, a majority of local participants perceived the
presence of international students as the potential cultural exposure to different cultures without
having to travel. They also generally looked favourably on the presence of international students on
campus and the diversity they bring. Other than universities, many international graduates remain in
the UK, further contributing to the nation’s workforce and cultural diversity. Increasing the
recruitment of international students was considered by many community colleges as a way to bring
more diversity to both campuses and the surrounding communities (Blair et al., 2001). In 2022,
nearly 4 million non-UK nationals were part of the UK’s workforce (Home Office, 2022). International
graduates contribute significantly to the country’s socioeconomic and cultural growth through taxes,
innovative ideas, patents, or intellectual endeavours (Nghia, 2019). These workers, often with
younger ages, positive attitude and work ethic, specialised skills, are invaluable in filling labour gaps

and make contributions to the UK labour market (Green et al., 2008).
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To sum up, international students benefit the UK in various ways, providing huge financial support,

academic vitality, cultural diversity, and social contribution.

2.1.2 The benefits of studying in the UK for international students

International students who choose to study in English-speaking countries like the UK often find
numerous benefits in doing so. These benefits range from experiencing a diverse culture and

enhancing their English language skills to obtaining globally recognised qualifications.

Firstly, studying in a foreign country allows international students to immerse themselves in a new
environment and culture, which not only offers them a chance to expand their cultural horizons but
also provides a unique learning experience. While these students introduce new cultures to their
host institutions, they in turn gain deeper understandings of the local traditions and practices (Lee,
2007). For example, many international students enjoy their friendships with students from different
countries (Sherry et al., 2010). Such interactions in a multicultural environment can help students
broaden their educational, social, and cultural horizons (Fakunle, 2020). Secondly, the dominance of
the English language makes countries like the UK attractive choices for international study (lannelli &
Huang, 2013; Zhai et al., 2019). The improvement of English skills and the availability of English
language teaching facilities are highly valued by international students when choosing programme
and place of study (Russell, 2005). However, the area and extent to which language skills improve
during study varies (further discussed in Section 2.3.2). Lastly, UK universities’ prestigious academic
reputation further attracts international students (lannelli & Huang, 2013; Russell, 2005). Their
world-leading research (Universities UK, 2023b) and high-quality degrees (Ayoubi & Massoud, 2012)

make the UK one of the top choices for higher education.

In conclusion, studying in the UK offers international students cultural, linguistic, and academic

benefits.

2.2 Academic achievement and English language proficiency

Despite the benefits highlighted in Section 2.1.2, international students, on average, perform less
well academically compared to home students, with English language proficiency playing a significant
role. This section will discuss in detail the academic achievement of international students and the

impact of English language proficiency on their performance.
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2.2.1 Academic achievement of international students in the UK

As mentioned above, one of the main motivations for international students to study in the UK
higher education is the academic reputation and worldly recognised qualifications. These students
come all the way from their home countries to the UK, aiming to obtain globally recognised
qualifications and competitive degrees. In fact, attaining a higher class of honours from a UK
university not only enhances employability in high-skilled jobs (Pigden & Moore, 2019) but also

boosts the earning potential in the job market (Feng & Graetz, 2017).

UK degree classification in higher education

Within the UK education system, bachelor’s degrees are typically classified as either honours
(bachelor’s with honours) or ordinary degrees (bachelor’s without honours). According to British
undergraduate degree classification system illustrated by multiple UK universities such as Imperial
College London (2023), the highest honoured degree achievable in UK undergraduate programmes is
a “First-Class Honours” (First or 1st), typically representing a score of 70% or more. Following this are
“Upper Second-Class Honours” (2:1, 2.i) and ““Lower Second-Class Honours” (2:2, 2.ii), which
typically represent scores of 60%-70% and 50%-60% respectively. The last band is a ““Third-Class
Honours’ (Third or 3rd), with a score range of 40%-50%. A ““good” bachelor’s degree is commonly
understood to be a degree with either a first or upper second-class honours (Richardson et al., 2020).
Master’s degrees in the UK are sometimes graded in a slightly different way. Integrated master’s
degrees, which extend the traditional bachelor’s programme to include postgraduate-level study,
generally follow the same grading system as bachelor’s honours degrees. However, typical master’s
degrees are graded as ““Distinction” for grades 70% and above, “Merit” for 60-69%, and ‘‘Pass” for

50-59% (Postgrad, 2023).

Attainment gaps between international and UK home students

Despite the motivation to obtain competitive higher education degrees, international students
generally perform less well in academic studies compared to their UK counterparts. Although some
international students excel as top academic performers at UK universities, they are, as a whole, less
likely to achieve upper-tier honours degrees than home students. (Crawford & Wang, 2014; lannelli

& Huang, 2013; Morrison et al., 2005; USSU, 2021).
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Data from over 20 years ago revealed that international students achieved fewer “good degrees”
(first or upper second-class honours) than UK home students (Morrison et al., 2005). Morrison et al.
(2005) analysed the academic performance and outcomes of international students in UK higher
education, comparing them to UK-domiciled students. Their study used multi-level modeling on data
collected from the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) for the years 1995 and 2000,
considering factors such as age, sex, domicile, and discipline to assess academic outcomes. When
assessing by domicile, the study observed that students from the EU, Asia (especially those from
China), Africa, and the Middle East consistently underperformed relative to UK students, while those
from North and South America, non-EU Europe and Australasia were similar to UK-domiciled
students. This suggests that while international students, as a whole, tend to underperform
academically compared to home students, those from certain regions or with certain backgrounds

may achieve academic outcomes similar to those of home students.

More recent data also support the finding of the achievement gaps between international and home
students. In 2019, 85.6% of UK domiciled students achieved a good degree, compared with 52.9% for

non-UK domiciled students, resulting in a gap of 32.7 percentage points (USSU, 2021).

Chinese students’ further disadvantage

Crawford and Wang (2014) conducted a more specific study comparing the academic performance of
112 undergraduate students from the UK and China enrolled in Accounting and Finance programmes
at a UK university over an entire degree course. Using longitudinal data and variables such as gender,
prior academic achievement, and degree programme, the study found that although Chinese
students initially outperformed their UK peers, they fell behind in subsequent years. In the end, 80%
of UK students graduated with a good degree (i.e., a first or upper-second degree), compared to just
43% of Chinese students. The performance of UK students was influenced by multiple variables,
including gender and prior academic achievement, but these factors did not significantly affect the
performance of Chinese students. The study suggests that factors other than prior academic

achievement may explain these differences and calls for further research.
In addition, lannelli and Huang (2013) examined the academic performance of Chinese students

obtaining their first degrees in the UK using data from the HESA between the years 1998 and 2009.

Their analysis further revealed that Chinese students consistently achieved lower academic honors
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compared to not only UK students, but also other international students. This suggests that among
all international students in the UK, Chinese students were particularly affected in their academic
outcomes. Specifically, Chinese students were most likely to obtain lower-second-class degrees,
followed by upper-second-class degrees. They performed notably worse than UK home students,
with this gap widening over time. The odds of a Chinese student getting a good degree (i.e., a first or
upper-second degree) were only 37% compared to UK students in 2001, a percentage that rose
slightly to 40% but then fell to 32% in 2009. Similar trends were observed when comparing Chinese

students to ““other EU’’ students.

It appears that academic studies in the UK may pose greater challenges for Chinese students
compared to other international students. Li et al.’s (2010) study further confirmed lower academic
success among Chinese students. The study compared the performance and the effects of various
factors on the performance of 88 Chinese students with those of 90 international students from
various countries in one school at a UK university. These 90 non-Chinese international students, who
were from 24 different countries such as Greece, Thailand, and Nigeria, were combined into a single
group due to the small sample sizes of each nationality. The study found that the average academic

grade of Chinese students was significantly lower than that of their non-Chinese peers.

To sum up, international students generally perform less well in their academic outcomes than home
students -- they are more likely to obtain lower-tier honours degrees than UK students. Performance
among international students may vary based on their countries of origin, and some may perform no
differently than home students. Students from China, in particular, appear to be at risk when it
comes to academic achievement, with their academic grades typically lagging behind not just UK

students but also other international peers.

2.2.2 The influence of English language proficiency on academic performance

A lot of previous studies have investigated the factors that influence the academic performance of
international students in English-speaking countries. One key factor that consistently emerges is
English language proficiency. In the UK, home students generally grow up speaking English and
consider it their first language. In contrast, for many international students, English is not a native
language but rather a subject they have studied in school. Research has consistently shown the

significance of language for international students’ academic success in higher education, with
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vocabulary knowledge being particularly predictive of success (Eddey & Baumann, 2011; Masrai &

Milton, 2021; Qian, 2002; Roche & Harrington, 2013; Trenkic & Warmington, 2019;).

Country-specific variances in academic performance and language proficiency

Section 2.2.1 shows that international students generally underperform compared to home students
in studies. However, there are exceptions based on the country of origin. For example, students from
North and South America, non-EU Europe, and Australasia tend to perform similarly to UK home
students (Morrison et al., 2005). On the other hand, Chinese students, as the largest proportion of
international students in the UK (as mentioned in Section 1.1), generally achieve less well
academically than other international students (Crawford & Wang, 2014; lannelli & Huang; 2013; Li
etal., 2010). It is possible that English language proficiency may play a role in the performance
differences. An international education company called Education First (2022) has developed the EF
Standard English Test (EF SET), which was validated and shown to be as reliable as Test of English as
a Foreign Language (TOEFL) and the International English Language Testing System (IELTS) scores.
From their results on English skills in 2022 based on data from 2.1 million adults across 111 countries
and regions, Europe was ranked as the region with the highest English proficiency (average score:
558), followed by Asia (500), Latin America (495) and Africa (490), with the Middle East scoring the
lowest (445). In terms of individual countries, China was categorised under “low proficiency”,
scoring lower than all European and nearly all South American countries listed. This suggests that
English proficiency levels could be contributing to the academic performance gaps observed among

international students in the UK.

The significant role of English language proficiency in international students’ academic

performance

The importance of English language proficiency in international students’ academic performance has
been highlighted by many studies. A consistent finding is the direct correlation between international
students’ proficiency in English and academic outcomes. Eddey and Baumann (2011) found that
students who were proficient in English (those who did not need a remedial English programme on
arrival) demonstrated better academic achievements compared to those who were not (those who
needed). Their extensive research study was conducted at an Australian university between 2004-
2007, analysing data from 2,253 postgraduate business students, of which 83% were international

students from 62 countries. This study also found that students with the lowest level of academic

24



achievement were those who had a business background but required a remedial English
programme. In contrast, English proficient students, irrespective of their academic background,
achieved a higher level of academic performance. This indicates that English language proficiency
had a stronger influence on performance than academic background (i.e., prior academic skills).
Furthermore, Trenkic and Warmington (2019) found that individual differences in language and
literacy skills significantly predict academic grades for international students, but not for home
students. Their study provided a comparative analysis between 63 Chinese international students
and 64 UK home students at a UK university, with a particular focus on language and literacy skills.
These language and literacy abilities were significant predictors of academic grades for Chinese
students, but not for UK students, highlighting the importance of international students’ English
proficiency upon university entry for their academic success. It also suggests the presence of a
proficiency threshold in English language skills; once surpassed, language ceases to be a determinant
of academic success. Unfortunately, many international students, upon their university entry, have

yet to achieve this threshold, potentially limiting their academic potential.

Beyond the direct correlations between English language proficiency and academic outcomes, some
studies have looked deeper into international students’ perceived experiences and their adjustment
process, showing a broader impact of English proficiency in adapting to both new learning and social
environments. For example, Eze et al. (2015) investigated key factors that influence international
students’ academic performance by interviewing 10 international students in one UK university. The
results from their thematic analysis showed that the language barrier emerged as a primary concern
for international students, especially for those from Asian and Middle Eastern backgrounds. Besides
its obvious academic implications, a lack of language proficiency also hindered their cultural and
social integration, posing challenges in adapting to new teaching methodologies or even forming
new friendships. The study suggests that English language proficiency plays a vital role in
determining international students’ academic success and overall well-being, calling for universities’
language support to ensure a positive experience for these students. Additionally, in a
comprehensive review by Andrade (2006), the experiences and challenges international students
faced in English-speaking countries were thoroughly examined. One of the key factors affecting both
the academic adjustment and achievement of international students was English language
proficiency. Notably, many students reported that their limited participation in class discussions was
often due to their language limitation. Furthermore, some professors also observed that the level of
students’ language skills could negatively impact their course performance. Interestingly, the effect

of language proficiency could vary based on several factors, including the specific academic discipline.
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For example, international students in Australia performed relatively better in subjects like
accounting, possibly because such fields do not require extensive reading and writing skills, thus

moderating the role of English language proficiency.

The role of vocabulary in university students’ academic performance

Among the components of English language proficiency, vocabulary knowledge stands out as an
important predictor for academic performance. Numerous studies have indicated that vocabulary
knowledge, both in breadth and depth, is a strong indicator of academic achievement for
international students at the higher education level (Masrai & Milton, 2021; Qian, 2002; Roche &
Harrington, 2013).

Vocabulary knowledge serves as a significant predictor of reading comprehension performance. Qian
(2002) examined the relationships and predictive values of three vocabulary measures (i.e.,
Vocabulary Size, Depth of Vocabulary Knowledge, and TOEFL Vocabulary Item) on reading
comprehension performance, as measured by the TOEFL-RBC test among English as a Second
Language (ESL) learners in University of Toronto. The results revealed each vocabulary measure
independently and significantly predicted reading performance, and their combined use enhanced
predictive power. It highlights the crucial role of comprehensive vocabulary knowledge in reading

performance, particularly in academic settings.

Beyond its impact on reading comprehension, vocabulary knowledge is essential for academic
writing. Roche and Harrington (2013) explored the relationship between vocabulary knowledge,
written academic English proficiency and academic performance of EFL students in Oman. These
students (N = 70) were from the first and fourth years of faculty study in an English language medium
higher education institution, with Arabic as their first language. Through assessments including a
writing proficiency test and a computerised timed YES/NO vocabulary knowledge test, it was found
that both academic writing skills and vocabulary knowledge were significant predictors of academic
performance. Additionally, vocabulary knowledge strongly correlated with written academic English

language proficiency, suggesting its importance in academic success.
In a broader context, vocabulary knowledge seems to be important for overall academic success. A

recent study by Masrai and Milton (2021) examined the influence of academic and general

vocabulary knowledge on the academic success of EFL learners in a Saudi university. The research
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was conducted with 61 male Arabic-speaking students enrolled in a language and translation
programme. The results showed that while both the academic vocabulary test and the general
vocabulary test moderately correlated with GPA, general vocabulary knowledge explained 46.7% of
GPA variance. Additionally, the academic vocabulary test contributed a further 11.5%, leading to a
combined 58.2% explanation of the variance in GPA. This suggests that vocabulary knowledge, both
general and academic, plays a vital role in academic success -- while general vocabulary remains

essential for academic success, academic vocabulary offers a distinct and supplementary advantage.

In conclusion, language proficiency is fundamental to academic achievement in higher education. For
international students studying in English-speaking countries, their English proficiency significantly
influences their academic performance. A lack of this proficiency can hinder their full academic
capabilities. Vocabulary knowledge, regardless of its range or specificity, particularly plays a

significant role in shaping students’ academic performance.

2.3 English language proficiency of international and home students

2.3.1 Understanding English language proficiency gaps

Topics related to university students’ language skills, language experiences and language support
needs have been extensively explored in educational research (Andrade, 2006; Cheng et al., 2004;
Conroy, 2010; Eddey & Baumann, 2011; Gu & Maley, 2008; Lin & Scherz, 2014; MacKiewicz, 2022;
Rabia, 2016; Taylor & Ali, 2017; Trenkic & Warmington, 2019; Wang & Halenko, 2022; Zhang & Zhou,
2010).

In English speaking countries, the examination of English language proficiency across various student
groups has predominantly followed two main approaches: empirical investigations and studies
focused on self-perceptions. Empirical investigations offer straightforward ways to assess students’
actual linguistic abilities. These studies typically use standardised and validated tests with linguistic
tasks to measure and compare proficiency levels among different groups. On the other hand, studies
focused on self-perceptions explore how students perceive their own English language skills and
language-related issues, providing insights into students’ subjective experiences and beliefs about
their language competence. This section provides a review of both areas of study, from the

perspective of proficiency differences among students and proficiency development over time.
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2.3.1.1 Empirical investigation of English language proficiency

Proficiency gap between home and international students as well as within international

subgroups

International students’ English language proficiency is generally lower than that of home students in
UK higher education, with the proficiency of Chinese EFL students being lower than European EFL
students (Eddey & Baumann, 2011; Education First, 2022; MacKiewicz, 2022; Trenkic & Warmington,
2019).

When looking at Chinese students, the largest subgroup of international students in the UK, their
English language proficiency is generally significantly lower than that of UK home students. Trenkic
and Warmington (2019) investigated home and international university students’ language and
literacy skills. Their study compared UK and Chinese students upon their arrival at a UK university
and then again after around 8 months. The UK participants (N=64) were all native speakers of English
and Chinese participants (N=63) were all native speakers of Mandarin. The study revealed significant
and large differences in language and literacy skills between the two groups. Specifically, compared
with UK students, Chinese students had smaller vocabulary size, weaker abilities of reading
comprehension and written summarisation, slower English processing speed and lower phonological
skills. Although both groups made some improvement over time, the gap between them remained

constant.

In similar studies that included both European students and Chinese students, language and literacy
gaps were also found, but they were smaller for the European students than for the Chinese students.
MacKiewicz (2022) expanded upon Trenkic and Warmington’s (2019) research by including students
who speak one of the European languages as their first language among the international students
studied. Therefore, three student groups from a UK university took part in the study: native English
speakers (N=59), speakers of one of the European languages (N=60), and Chinese speakers (N=58).
These participants were undergraduate students and their language and literacy skills (knowledge of
vocabulary, grammar, reading comprehension, writing, and phonological skills) were evaluated at the
beginning of their first and second academic years. While results confirmed the large and significant
differences in language and literacy skills between UK and Chinese students, the European students
displayed initial language and literacy skills much closer to the UK students than Chinese students.

Furthermore, European students managed to narrow the gap with UK students over the course of
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one year, while Chinese students still lagged behind both groups. Therefore, this research broadened
the scope of Trenkic and Warmington’s (2019) study and suggested that Chinese EFL students’
English language proficiency is not just lower than UK students but also European EFL students. Both
studies, however, lacked representation from other linguistic backgrounds of international students
beyond native languages being Chinese or one of the European languages, leaving a gap in the

broader comparison of proficiency levels.

Expanding the focus beyond international students from only China and Europe, students from
countries where English is a dominant language generally have higher English language proficiency
than those who do not. Eddey and Baumann’s (2011) study included international students from a
more diverse range of backgrounds. They studied 2,253 business school graduates from an Australian
university, of which 1,870 were international students from 62 countries. Chinese students were the
largest subgroup of international students (N = 669). Although the research focus was not on English
language proficiency, the data indicated a relationship between English proficiency and the students’
country of origin. Specifically, students from countries where English is the official or dominant
language (such as North America), as well as from those where English is widely spoken or well
understood (such as India or Western Europe), had on average higher English proficiency than those
who were from countries where English was not widely used (such as China, Thailand and Indonesia).
Despite including participants with notably more domicile and linguistic backgrounds, this study
broadly categorised students as either ““English proficient” or “English deficient”” based on whether
a student met the minimum cut-off scores for unconditional entry or needed a remedial English
programme on arrival. This oversimplified the varied proficiency levels, making it impossible to

capture the diversity of language skills.

While most studies focus on specific groups in higher education, a broader assessment of English
proficiency has been conducted on a global scale. As mentioned in Section 2.2.2, Education First
(2022) developed an on-line EF SET English test. The test facilitates free, convenient English
assessment for any non-native English speakers who have internet access in the world, which drew
participation from 2.1 million adults across 111 countries. The test was found to have moderate
positive correlations with both IELTS and TOEFL English tests. When split into geographical regions,
test-takers from Europe had the highest average regional score (average score: 558), followed by Asia
(500), Latin America (495), Africa (490) with closely similar average scores, and the Middle East (445)
was at the bottom. Among the countries, Netherlands (661) ranked highest and Laos (364) lowest.

China (498), with a rank of 62 out of 111, had scores below all tested European countries. This report,
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despite large-scale with a huge sample size, did not include native English speakers as a baseline, and

the context was not limited to higher education in English-speaking countries.

To sum up, in UK universities, international students’ English proficiency is generally lower than that
of home students, with Chinese students’ proficiency being lower than their European counterparts.
However, the past research has the limitation of Chinese students being over-represented for
international students. The English language proficiency of international students other than Chinese

or European students in the higher education context remains under-researched.

Factors influencing proficiency gaps

The English language proficiency gaps between student groups are likely to be related to many
different factors including differences in English exposure, linguistic typology, and geographical and

economic connections.

Firstly, native English-speaking students grew up immersed in the language, both in classrooms and
everyday life. In contrast, many international students, particularly from non-English dominant
countries, lack this immersion. European students generally receive more English exposure in both
educational and daily contexts than Chinese students: In higher education, English is increasingly the
medium of instruction in many European countries such as the Netherlands, Germany, Sweden, and
Finland (Bjorkman, 2016). In China, however, English is mainly taught as a foreign language subject in
classrooms and the majority of Chinese students complete their education without obtaining fluent
communication skills in English due to limited English usage (Yang, 2006). Furthermore, while English
is prevalent in European media (Lindgren & Mufioz, 2013), Chinese media remains dominated by the
Chinese language (Bi, 2011). Secondly, linguistic typology also plays a role. Decades of research
suggest that there are strong constraints of linguistic similarity on adult language learning (Jarvis,
2014; Schepens et al., 2020). Most European languages, including English, are from the Indo-
European family, while Chinese is Sino-Tibetan. Chinese uses a logographic system (Martinez-Adrian
& Del Puerto, 2017), whereas most European languages use alphabetic scripts (Levin et al., 2013);
Chinese is tonal, while most European languages are not (Wang, 1973); while most European
languages use morphemes to modify root words, each Chinese character generally represents one
morpheme (Li et al., 2015). Therefore, European languages are typologically closer to English than
Chinese, making it easier for European language speakers to learn English than Chinese speakers.

Lastly, Europe has more geographic and economic connections to English-speaking countries. The
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geographical proximity of Europe to English-speaking countries like the UK and Ireland offers more
opportunities for linguistic exchange than China. Economically, Europe engages more deeply with
English-speaking countries than China does, evidenced by the US being the EU’s top trading partner
and the UK being the EU’s second-largest export destination after the US in 2022 (European
Commission, 2023). These close connections may create a greater need and provide more

opportunities for English language learning and use in Europe.

2.3.1.2 Self-perceptions related to English language proficiency

While some empirical studies have suggested that the English language proficiency of international
students tends to be generally lower compared to home students, a substantial body of other
research has looked into how these students self-perceive their experiences in English-speaking

countries, and language has stood out as a primary concern.

When it comes to international students’ experiences and adjustments, language is often seen as a
significant challenge. Many international students perceive the English language as a barrier,
impacting not only their academic studies but also their cultural adjustments (Andrade, 2006; Gu &

Maley, 2008; Lin & Scherz, 2014; Rabia, 2016; Taylor & Ali, 2017; Zhang & Zhou, 2010).

Although it is widely recognised that numerous international students find English difficult, little is
known about how various student groups’ perceived language proficiency correlates with objective
measurements. Tomoschuk et al. (2018) examined the validity of self-rating of language skills by
comparing it to more objective measures, such as the MINT (a picture naming test) and the OPI (Oral
Proficiency Interviews, a more comprehensive test). Participants included Spanish-English bilinguals,
mostly from San Diego (N = 992), and Chinese-English bilinguals, either from China studying in San
Diego or those of Chinese heritage born in the U.S. (N = 223) from an American university. The
findings revealed that for the same self-rated score, English dominant Spanish-English bilinguals
consistently outperformed English dominant Chinese-English bilinguals in objective tests. Moreover,
Chinese-English bilinguals showed different self-ratings based on their backgrounds: those from
China studying in San Diego tended to overestimate their English proficiency, possibly due to
comparing themselves against the prevalent proficiency in China, leading to a higher self-rating. In
contrast, American-born Chinese speakers, showed different self-assessment, possibly using

American standard as a reference. The research suggests that linguistic upbringing and background
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might influence participants’ self-ratings, as different speakers may use different frames of reference

when comparing their language abilities against others, leading to different self-ratings.

Nevertheless, within the context of UK higher education, whether differences in self-perception exist
among different student groups, such as Chinese and other EFL speakers, remains under-researched.
Given the results of Tomoschuk et al.’s (2018) study, and considering significantly more exposure to
and usage of English in English-speaking countries and regions outside China, such as Europe (as
illustrated in Section 2.3.1.1), it is plausible to speculate that Chinese students are likely to
overestimate their English proficiency despite having lower objective English skills than other
international students. Whether this assumption is true and whether various student groups in UK
higher education are intuitively aware of their English abilities compared with other groups remain

to be explored.

2.3.2 Progress in proficiency over time

2.3.2.1 Empirical investigations of language process

It is commonly assumed that studying in an English-speaking environment enhances international
students’ English language proficiency (Storch & Hill, 2008). However, this is not always the case. In
fact, research has shown that significant proficiency gains for international students can be hard to
achieve. Trenkic & Warmington’s (2019) study highlighted that Chinese students did not catch up
with home students on language and literacy skills after eight months of English language exposure
at a UK university. The limited improvement may be attributed to their lack of opportunities for
English practice in non-academic settings since international students, especially those from China,
are more likely to interact with their compatriots or other international students over local students
(Gomes, 2014; Hechanova-Alampay et al., 2002; Ranta & Meckelborg, 2013; Sherry et al., 2010;
Zhang & Goodson, 2011). Therefore, despite living in an English-speaking country, their real-life

English communication opportunities remain limited.

Even over extended periods of time, it is a controversial issue as to how much language develops
during the course of studies. Rogier (2012) and Yuksel et al.’s (2021) studies both indicate that
obvious progress tends to unfold over a number of years, although the extent of the gains varies
between the studies. Rogier (2012) observed the development of English language skills over four

years among students in English-medium classes at a UAE university. Despite most of the participants’
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exposure to English being predominantly within the university, a significant improvement with a
large effect size in all English skill areas was shown on the IELTS test for 59 Emirati undergraduate
students, with speaking skills improving the most. Similarly, Yuksel et al.’s research (2021)
demonstrated a significant improvement in English language proficiency over four years for Turkish
university students across both social science and engineering disciplines (with medium and small to
medium effect sizes). These studies suggest that while the impact of studying in an English
environment on language improvement may not be immediately evident, language progress tends to
be gradual and becomes noticeable over an extended period. In contrast, Birrell’s (2006) study
suggests that many international students graduate from Australian universities without having
made significant improvements in their English language skills, despite having spent several years in
an English-speaking academic environment. Birrell argues that the expectations of universities’
language development for international students are often overoptimistic, due to the admission of
students with insufficient English proficiency levels and the lack of sufficient ongoing language

support throughout their studies.

Interestingly, some subpopulations of international students improve more quickly than others,
closing the language and literacy gaps with home students faster (DeKeyser, 2007; MacKiewicz, 2022).
Unlike the aforementioned studies which largely treated EFL students as a homogeneous group,
MacKiewicz (2022) explored proficiency development among home students, Chinese students, and
European students in a UK university. The findings revealed that Chinese students did not have
significant improvements in language and literacy proficiency, nor did they close the gap with home
or European students after about a year. However, European students made slight gains in several
areas over the course of a year, narrowing the gap with home students, indicating that not all
international EFL students make progress at the same pace. In fact, students with more advanced
proficiency in English might experience greater benefits from studying abroad, especially in the long

term, due to more interactions with locals and more exposure to media input (DeKeyser, 2007).

It is also worth noting that some language aspects can be easier to improve than others (Knoch et al.,
2015; MacKiewicz, 2022). Knoch et al. (2015) focused on various aspects of writing skills
development and investigated international students’ improvement after three years of studying in
an Australian university. There were 31 participants, of which most were either native speakers of
Chinese or Malay. It was found that students’ fluency significantly improved, indicating their ability to
produce more words in a given time. However, accuracy, content, form, organisation, and style did

not show significant improvement. The possible reasons for the limited progress, identified through
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follow-up interviews, were limited extensive writing practices during their degree and a lack of
substantial feedback. Similarly, in MacKiewicz’s (2022) research, European students narrowed the
gap with home students after one year in the aspects of reading rate, time-constrained reading
comprehension and writing measures, but not other aspects such as vocabulary knowledge and
English grammar. These findings suggest that not all language areas improve at the same rate -- some

skills, such as fluency, might be easier to improve than others, such as structural knowledge.

In conclusion, the effect of studying in an English environment on English language improvement for
EFL students can be gradual, possibly due to limited English usage outside the classroom and a lack
of academic language support and feedback for students. Progress rates can also vary among
students, and some international student subpopulations may find it easier than others to narrow
language and literacy gaps with home students. Furthermore, some language skills, such as fluency,
might be easier to improve than others, such as structural knowledge. Nevertheless, it is worth
noting that existing studies have not extensively investigated the improvement of non-Chinese

international students or international English speakers in English-speaking countries.

2.3.2.2 Self-perceptions of language progress

When studying in English, students often perceive a growth in their language proficiency, feeling that
language barriers diminish over time (Korzilius et al., 2007; Wang, 2018). Wang (2018) explored the
academic adjustment of international Chinese students who studied in the UK for more than three
years. These students were asked to describe their experiences over this period. The study suggests
that while Chinese students face considerable linguistic difficulties initially, with time and exposure,
they perceive linguistic improvements and reduced language barriers. Similarly, Korzilius et al. (2007)
found that Dutch students’ self-assessed English proficiency improved after four years of studying

foreign business in English at two Dutch universities.

However, not all language-related skills are perceived to improve over time. In Wang’s (2018) study,
although most language skills were seen as improved, the improvement in speaking skills did not
meet students’ expectations. Furthermore, despite linguistic progress, they still perceived academic
challenges such as finding it hard to apply critical thinking in writing, suggesting that general
linguistic ability and academic language proficiency are two distinct skills, and mastering English

language proficiency does not guarantee the development of higher order academic skills.
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Interestingly, students’ perceptions of progress can vary, and those with initially lower English
proficiency might perceive more language improvement. Liu (2009) investigated university students
who had varying levels of English proficiency in EFL classes at a Taiwanese university. The study
explored confidence in their English by examining changes over the course of one academic year. It
was found that low-performing students demonstrated a significant increase in confidence, while
students with high English proficiency remained relatively stable. Given that lower-proficient
students may perceive more progress, while Section 2.3.2.1 suggests that higher-proficient students
may achieve more actual progress (DeKeyser, 2007), it is possible that perceived language
improvement can differ from actual improvement. However, no research so far has investigated and
compared the gap between perceived language improvement and actual improvement in higher

education.

Despite these insights, previous research has overlooked some aspects. The majority of studies have
focused on the English proficiency or language confidence of EFL students, while little is known
about the language-related perceptions of ENS students. Since ENS students can also be susceptible
to language-related difficulties (Berman & Cheng, 2010), it seems crucial to explore this overlooked
area. Additionally, limited research has been conducted within higher education in English-speaking
countries, especially in terms of how different students from different backgrounds perceive their

development in language over time.

In summary, students studying in English often perceive improvements in their language proficiency
over time, however, the extent and areas of improvement can vary. Moreover, perceived language
improvement might differ from actual progress. The existing literature reveals a gap in understanding
the perceptions of language progress among various students from different linguistic backgrounds,

especially within higher education contexts in English-speaking countries.

2.4 Academic language difficulties for native and non-native English speakers

The previous section discussed a narrower concept of English language proficiency. However, this
proficiency does not guarantee academic success, as a broader concept of academic English skills
also matters. Academic language proficiency influences academic success (Davies, 2007) and even
students with well-developed English language proficiency may experience language-related

academic difficulties (Berman & Cheng, 2010).
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As a matter of fact, there is an ongoing debate among academic scholars, especially within the
context of English for Academic Purposes (EAP). The debate focuses on whether the language-related
difficulties experienced by non-native English speakers are any different from those experienced by
native English speakers. Some advocates that even though native English speakers use English as
their first and dominant language, academic language is a skill that must be mastered separately,
known as ‘““Academic language is no one’s mother tongue”. In contrast, others emphasise the unique
and additional linguistic challenges faced by non-native English speakers. This section, drawing upon

the insights from Ding’s (2019) article, reviews the diverse perspectives.

Misinterpretation of Bourdieu et al.’s perspective

The quote ““Academic language is ... no one’s mother tongue’ (Bourdieu et al., 1994, p. 8), has been
widely cited in EAP discussions to indicate a universal struggle with academic language for all
students, regardless of their academic status and first language. However, Ding (2019) pointed out a
misinterpretation, as Bourdieu et al.’s initial viewpoint was about the challenges experienced by

different social classes when dealing with academic language. The complete quote is:

Academic language is a dead language for the great majority of French people, and is no
one’s mother tongue, not even that of children of the cultivated classes. As such, it is very
unequally distant from the languages actually spoken by the different social classes. To
decline to offer a rational pedagogy is, in this context, to declare that all students are equal

in respect of the demands made by academic language. (Bourdieu et al., 1994, p. 8)

This misinterpretation prompted Ding (2019) and me to explore deeper into what academic language
really means for people from diverse linguistic backgrounds. It seems that there has been a debate
on this topic. The debate is about challenges native English and English as an Additional Language
(EAL) authors may encounter in academic publishing. Although they focus on authors in academic
publishing instead of students in higher education, the topic is still highly relevant to my study since
it provides valuable insights into whether native English and non-native English speakers face similar

difficulties in academic writing. The next two subsections review this debate.

Hyland’s argument: beyond linguistic challenges
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Hyland (2016a) discussed the topic of linguistic injustice and bias in academic publishing, mainly
focusing on whether authors who are non-native English speakers are put at a disadvantage during
the academic publication process. Through a critical review of relevant literature and interviews with
scholars working in Hong Kong, Hyland found that linguistic skills were neither consistent nor the
primary reason for paper rejection, instead, many editors and reviewers emphasised the scientific or
academic content and quality of research above linguistic perfection. Both native English and EAL
authors often face similar challenges regarding content, methodology, and clarity. Challenges like
mastering the norms of academic writing, establishing relevance and contribution to the field, and
designing robust research are common to all scholars, regardless of their linguistic background
(Hyland, 2016b). Moreover, authors who are native English speakers also encounter difficulties and
challenges in academic writing and publishing, indicating that these challenges are not exclusive to
non-native English speakers. Therefore, Hyland challenges the perceived linguistic disadvantage in
academic publishing and advocates for a broader focus on comprehensive writing and research skills,
focusing on robust research methodologies, clear academic writing, and significant contributions to

respective fields for all scholars, irrespective of their linguistic background.

Flowerdew’s counterpoint: recognising linguistic challenges

Flowerdew (2019), in contrast to Hyland, urged the acknowledgment of EAL writers’ linguistic
challenges and disadvantages in academic publishing. He argued that the linguistic challenges
encountered by EAL writers should not be downplayed as Hyland did. Despite their academic
expertise, EAL authors often face additional challenges in manuscript preparation and peer review
due to language barriers and potential biases, which may hinder comprehension and potentially
affect publication decisions. Flowerdew also stressed that even though they manage to get published,
it does not diminish the difficulties they face in writing for publication. As EAL writers have
significantly contributed to international research, recognising and addressing the linguistic
challenges they face is crucial to enhance global knowledge generation and dissemination in

academia.

Towards a deeper understanding of academic language difficulties

The debate around academic language, particularly in relation to non-native English speakers,

highlights the complexity of the issue. Having a balance in understanding the universal challenges for

all writers (Hyland, 2016a; Hyland, 2016b) and recognising the unique barriers for EAL writers
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(Flowerdew, 2019) appears to be important. Aizawa et al.'s (2020) study offered some insight that
may support both Hyland and Flowerdew in some ways. The study examined the relationship
between Japanese undergraduate students’ English language proficiency and English language-
related challenges they faced when studying business management in English at a Japanese
university. It was found that proficiency is a significant predictor of challenges, however, it is not the
only determinant for English Medium Instruction (EMI) readiness or admission, as even highly
proficient students still experienced notable challenges. The study suggested that language
proficiency alone is important, but it should not be the only factor considered to mitigate challenges.
Hence, the study called for educational institutions to implement more comprehensive and tailored

academic and language support systems for EMI students across all proficiency levels.

In conclusion, there has been a debate about the role of linguistic competence (or being non-native
English speakers) in academic success within the context of EAP. On the one hand, both native and
non-native English speakers face similar challenges beyond linguistic disadvantage; on the other
hand, non-native speakers may face additional challenges due to their language barriers. It is likely
that linguistic competence is crucial for any academic success, yet linguistic competence alone
cannot guarantee success. In the context of UK higher education, however, a more in-depth
exploration of the academic language difficulties faced by students from various linguistic
backgrounds appears necessary, especially to investigate the similarities and differences in the

academic language challenges they experience.

2.5 The relationships between English language proficiency, self-efficacy and

academic performance

Self-efficacy refers to “judgments of how well one can execute courses of action required to deal
with prospective situations” (Bandura, 1982, p. 122). Academic self-efficacy refers to individuals’
beliefs in their ability to successfully perform given academic tasks at designated levels (Ferla et al.,
2009). Since there is insufficiency of relying on English language proficiency alone to predict or
ensure academic success (Aizawa et al., 2020; Hyland, 2016a; Hyland, 2016b), self-efficacy emerges
as another significant factor in academic performance (Dogan, 2015; Elias & MacDonald, 2007;

Galyon et al., 2011; Gore, 2006; Schunk & Pajares, 2002).

Numerous studies have explored the relationship between students’ academic self-efficacy and

academic performances, revealing that academic self-efficacy is a significant predictor of students’
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academic achievements (Dogan, 2015; Elias & MacDonald, 2007; Galyon et al., 2011; Gore, 2006;
Schunk & Pajares, 2002). For example, Elias and MacDonald (2007) examined the ability of prior
academic performance, proxy efficacy (students’ confidence in their college faculty’s ability to
function well on their behalf), and academic self-efficacy to predict academic performance in higher
education among 202 American university students. The results suggested that self-efficacy had a
significant influence on predicting academic performance, even when controlling for past
performance. Additionally, as a task becomes more familiar, efficacy beliefs take on more importance
than past performance. Therefore, the authors advocated for academic strategies that enhance
academic self-efficacy by providing students with opportunities to succeed through instructor
support. Similarly, Galyon et al., (2011) explored the relationship between academic self-efficacy,
engagement in class discussion and exam performance among 165 undergraduate students,
revealing that students with high academic self-efficacy were more likely to engage in high class
participation and perform well in exams compared to those with mid and low self-efficacy levels.
However, this connection is most evident at high levels of self-efficacy and does not necessarily hold
consistently across a continuous scale, highlighting the important role of having high self-efficacy for
positive impacts on academic performance. In fact, Bandura (1997) also emphasised the crucial role
of self-efficacy in academics, suggesting the combination of it and skills to be a better predictor of

intellectual performance than skills alone.

Given the vital role of self-efficacy in academic performance and the fact that international students
tend to have language barriers, it seems necessary to understand the relationship between students’
language proficiency and self-efficacy. Wang et al. (2018) investigated the relationships among the
self-efficacy in English abilities, self-efficacy in using English to learn, and academic self-efficacy
among international EFL students at an American university. The study involved 216 participants,
more than half of whom came from Asia. Employing a non-experimental quantitative methodology,
the study revealed that students’ confidence in social and communicative English abilities predicted
their confidence in using English to learn, which in turn predicted their academic self-efficacy.
Notably, using English to learn in academic contexts was distinctly different and more impactful than
using it in social settings, highlighting the importance of using English to learn in achieving academic
success. The insights emphasised the impact of English language proficiency on academic
experiences and highlighted the significance of English language support, particularly academic

English support for EFL students.
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In summary, academic self-efficacy is a significant predictor of students’ academic performances,
with international EFL students’ confidence in their English proficiency playing a vital role in their
academic self-efficacy. Nonetheless, the differences in academic self-efficacy between home and
international students, and how various groups of students’ objective English language proficiency

affects their self-efficacy in UK higher education, remain under-researched.

2.6 Summary, research gaps and research questions

Summary

As shown in the literature review, international students are important to UK society financially,
academically and socially. In turn, these students can obtain cultural, linguistic, and academic
benefits by studying in the UK. Nevertheless, international students tend to have lower academic
performance compared with home students, with limited English language proficiency being an
important factor. Despite being immersed in an English-speaking environment, improvement in their
language skills is often subtle and gradual. Although many international students recognise language
as a significant challenge, they might misestimate their language skills due to their frame of
reference, as they often compare their proficiency with peers from different countries (Tomoschuk et
al., 2018). Non-native English speakers may face unique challenges in academic language due to their
linguistic skills, however, native English speaker also report difficulties with academic English skills.
Apart from linguistic skills, students’ academic performance is also influenced by their self-efficacy.
For international students, their confidence in English language proficiency plays an important role in

their academic self-efficacy.

Research gaps

Despite the insightful findings from existing literature, several research gaps have been identified,

which this research intends to address.

First of all, the empirical studies that measured, compared and tracked English language proficiency
in higher education often had an overrepresentation of Chinese students for international students
(Knoch et al., 2015; Trenkic & Warmington, 2019). While European students were sometimes
included and compared (MacKiewicz, 2022), those from neither China nor Europe were frequently

overlooked. Therefore, this research intends to probe further and broader by having EFL participants
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from regions outside of China, offering a comparative analysis with Chinese students and home

students in their English language proficiency and improvement over time.

Secondly, while the existing research has explored the self-perceptions of international or EFL
students regarding their experience and language confidence as a whole group (Andrade, 2006; Gu &
Maley, 2008; Korzilius et al., 2007; Lin & Scherz, 2014; Rabia, 2016; Liu, 2009; Taylor & Ali, 2017,
Wang, 2018; Zhang & Zhou, 2010), limited research has investigated the language-related
perceptions of ENS students. Moreover, how students from different linguistic and domicile
backgrounds perceive their language abilities in higher education, and how these perceptions might
differ, remain under-researched. This study aims to address this research gap by exploring how
various groups of students perceive their language abilities, how the perceptions differ between

groups, and how their perceptions change over time.

Thirdly, some previous research of higher education has conflated two key variables: domiciles and
language status. For example, some studies compared international EFL students with home ENS
students (MacKiewicz, 2022; Trenkic & Warmington, 2019), which conflated domiciles (home
students vs. international students) and language status (native English speaker vs. non-native
English speakers). This conflation makes it difficult to determine whether certain difficulties are
purely linguistic (related to language status or language proficiency) or system-specific (coming from
unfamiliarity with the UK educational system). Moreover, some studies only focused on the
international status of students, instead of both domiciles and language status, potentially leading to
overgeneralisation (Andrade, 2006; Knoch et al., 2015; Li et al., 2010; Taylor & Ali, 2017). For example,
international EFL students might encounter different language-related challenges compared to
international ENS students (e.g., American students in the UK). Therefore, this study includes a
separate participant group of international students whose first language is English, allowing for a
clear distinction between domiciles and language status, helping to better understand which
difficulties faced by international EFL students are linguistic and which are broader challenges

common to all international students.

Fourthly, while previous studies often focused on either the measurement of students’ objective
language proficiency (Eddey & Baumann, 2011; Education First, 2022; MacKiewicz, 2022; Trenkic &
Warmington, 2019) or their perceived language-related experiences (Gu & Maley, 2008; Lin & Scherz,
2014; Rabia, 2016; Taylor & Ali, 2017), little research has been conducted to integrate both aspects,

making it hard to understand whether students are intuitively and accurately aware of their language
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skills. This research, therefore, investigated various groups of students’ English language proficiency
using both validated tests and self-assessment. Given Chinese bilingual students’ tendency to
overestimate their language skills (Tomoschuk et al., 2018) and given their generally lower exposure
to and usage of English compared to other international students (Bi, 2011; Bjéorkman, 2016;
Lindgren & Mufioz, 2013; Yang, 2006), it is possible that Chinese students in UK higher education
may also perceive their language proficiency to be higher than what objective measures would

suggest. This study aims to explore and test this assumption.

Fifthly, while the debate regarding academic language difficulties showed that all students,

regardless of linguistic backgrounds, may encounter difficulties (Flowerdew, 2019; Hyland, 2016a;
Hyland, 2016b), the details of how these difficulties differ across students with different language
status remain underexplored. This study intends to address this by comparing various student groups’

academic language difficulties in terms of both levels and areas of difficulty.

Lastly, while the impact of self-efficacy on academic performance has been well-researched (Dogan,
2015; Elias & MacDonald, 2007; Galyon et al., 2011; Gore, 2006; Schunk & Pajares, 2002), limited
research has investigated how international students’ English language proficiency influences their
self-efficacy, especially when distinguishing between Chinese and non-Chinese EFL students. This
research explores the self-efficacy of students with different linguistic backgrounds and examines the

relationship between their English language proficiency and self-efficacy.

Research questions

Based on the literature review and identified research gaps, this study aims to answer the following

three research questions:

Q1. How does English language proficiency differ between home and different groups of
international students in UK higher education? How does this change over the course of one
academic year?

Q2. What are students’ self-perceptions regarding their English language proficiency, academic
language difficulties and confidence in academic studies? How do these self-perceptions differ
between home and different groups of international students, and how do they change over time?
Q3. What are the relationships between students’ English language proficiency, self-perceptions of

English language proficiency, academic language difficulties and confidence in studies?
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CHAPTER 3 METHODOLOGY

3.1 Introduction

Methodology refers to the systematic and theoretical analysis of methods used in a field of study
(Patel & Patel, 2019). It is important and the ability to align a suitable existing research approach with
a specific research problem, or to develop an appropriate innovative methodological solution, is an

essential research skill (Stanley, 1997; Walker, 1997).

This chapter presents the methodology of this study, which mainly includes research paradigms,
research approaches, research design, data collection instruments and ethical considerations. The
purpose of this study was to investigate university students’ experiences and expectations in terms
of their English language proficiency, academic language difficulties and self-efficacy in UK higher
education. In order to explore these aspects, a mixed-methods research approach was used,
collecting both quantitative and qualitative data. Specifically, a mixed-methods sequential
explanatory design (Creswell et al., 2003) was implemented, with the collection and analysis of
guantitative data followed by the collection and analysis of qualitative data within the same study.
Quantitative data were collected through on-line surveys, while qualitative data came from semi-

structured follow-up interviews.

This chapter starts with a discussion of research paradigms, followed by research approaches and
research design. After that, two data collection instruments, on-line survey questionnaires and semi-
structured on-line interviews, are presented. In the end, ethical considerations, including general
ethical issues, ethics related to consent, anonymity and confidentiality, and data storage and
protection, are discussed. Given that this research comprises three separate studies, which are
detailed in Chapters 4-6, this general methodology chapter excludes specific discussions on
participants, study design and analysis approach for each study. Instead, these details are covered in

their respective chapters (Chapters 4-6).

3.2 Research paradigm

The research paradigm that underpins my research is pragmatism, offering a balanced approach that

includes elements from both positivism and interpretivism. Positivists in social science argue that
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phenomena can be observed, measured and studied in a scientific way (Thomas, 2017), often
producing data expressed in numerical scales (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007). On the other hand,
interpretivism focuses on people’s perceptions and their understanding of the world (Thomas, 2017).
While positivism mainly uses deductive reasoning, often seeking to confirm well-established theories
through primary data, interpretivism typically relies on inductive reasoning with the aim to develop
theories (Parvaiz et al., 2016). Pragmatism, however, can be used as a guide for both deductive and
inductive research (Feilzer, 2009), supporting the use of mixed methods in social and behavioural
research (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1999). In the context of this study, pragmatism provides a suitable
framework for investigating university students’ experiences and expectations concerning their
English language proficiency, academic language difficulties, and self-efficacy in UK higher education.
This is due to its ability to examine both the objective and subjective aspects of the research topic,
utilising the strengths of both quantitative and qualitative research methods. Therefore, this flexible
paradigm enables me to draw on the strengths of both positivist and interpretivist approaches,

making it particularly appropriate for a mixed-methods study.

3.3 Research approaches

This study adopted a mixed-methods approach, as it is a way to seek convergence across qualitative
and quantitative research in the social sciences (Creswell, 2003). As mentioned earlier, the aim of this
study was to explore international and home students’ academic experiences and expectations in
terms of their English language proficiency, academic language difficulties and self-efficacy within the
context of UK higher education. When a question at the macro-level (e.g., the group) as well as at the
micro-level (e.g., individual) is explored, the research often demands that more than one research
strategy be used in the same project (Morse & Niehaus, 2009). This study is no exception. Since it
explored broader group differences in terms of their English language proficiency and confidence (a
macro perspective), as well as students’ specific academic experiences and language-related

difficulties (a micro perspective), a mixed-methods approach fits the purpose of this study.

Combining approaches can help better understand the phenomenon of a study (Johnson &
Christensen, 2008). Such combined research enhances the robustness of social science and
strengthens its claims (Gorard & Taylor, 2004). Thomas (2017) also advocated for mixed-methods
approach, holding the view that different elements of research, related to different questions, will
almost certainly need different methodological responses. Therefore, the combination of both

guantitative and qualitative research provides a comprehensive understanding of research problems.
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Indeed, relying solely on either quantitative or qualitative research can sometimes be limiting and
incomplete to address a research question comprehensively. While quantitative research, such as
surveys, provides a broad view, they have the potential for a variety of sources of error (Ponto, 2015).
Thomas (2017) pointed out challenges with exclusively using quantitative tools like questionnaires:
written items can sometimes be unspecific, and there is a risk of overlooking crucial details. On the
other hand, qualitative methods, such as interviews, have their limitations too (Thomas, 2017). For
instance, participants might hesitate to share or may modify their responses due to various reasons
(Gubrium, 2012). Yet, adopting a mixed-method research design can help mitigate these issues. The
anonymity of questionnaires tends to make respondents more honest, while interviews allow
researchers to explore details and seek clarifications (Ponto, 2015). Thus, integrating both
guantitative and qualitative research designs, using anonymous questionnaires and in-depth

interviews, can address most of these research limitations and deliver more comprehensive insights.

The specific mixed-methods design that this study employed was sequential explanatory design, as
articulated by Creswell et al. (2003). According to Creswell and colleagues (2003), the process of this
design consists of two phases: the collection and analysis of quantitative data followed by the
collection and analysis of qualitative data within one study (see Figure 3.1). The strength of this
design lies in its structure. Initially, quantitative data offers a general understanding of the research
issue, and subsequently, the qualitative data refine and explain it by exploring participants’
perspectives and insights in more depth (lvankova et al., 2006). This design’s main benefits are its
straightforwardness and opportunities for the exploration of the quantitative findings in more detail

(Ivankova et al., 2006).

Figure 3.1

Steps of a Sequential Explanatory Design
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Q q
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Data »  Data Analysis ’ Data Data Analysis of Entire Analysis
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Note. From Creswell, J. W., Plano Clark, V. L., Gutmann, M. L., & Hanson, W. E. (2003). Advanced
mixed methods research designs. In A. Tashakkori & C. Teddlie (Eds.), Handbook on mixed methods in

the behavioral & social sciences (pp. 209-240). CA: SAGE.

This study began by gathering quantitative data through a large-scale survey. This enabled me to
explore and compare the language-related academic experiences of different student groups,
offering a wide-ranging perspective. Following an initial analysis, an interview study was designed to
collect qualitative data. This captured detailed personal perceptions for a richer understanding. In
addition, a follow-up survey was conducted, tracking a subset of students from the initial survey to
observe any changes over time. Together, these three study phases offer a comprehensive insight

into the language-related academic experiences and expectations of diverse student groups.

3.4 Research design

This research employed a combination of both cross-sectional and longitudinal studies to gain a
comprehensive understanding of the topic. While both research designs make use of data from large
numbers of individuals or groups, they are different in several ways (Thomas, 2017). Cross-sectional
studies focus on capturing data from various groups at one specific point, mainly aiming to
understand different stages or to compare group differences (Coolican, 2017). However, catching a
frozen moment in time may be ineffective for studying changes over time (Cohen et al., 2007), as
cross-sectional studies cannot observe changes within the same individuals (Coolican, 2017). That is
where longitudinal studies come in handy. They track the same sample over a duration, often
employing the same methods, offering insights into how specific factors evolve over time (Payne &
Payne, 2004). Since | aimed to explore different groups of university students’ academic experiences
as well as how their language proficiency and perceptions change over time, the design combining
both cross-sectional and longitudinal studies was essential. It enabled comparisons of students from
different linguistic and domicile backgrounds at a specific moment (cross-sectional), while also

tracking the changes in expectations and experiences within the same group over time (longitudinal).

In the cross-sectional study, data were gathered from university students across the UK, including
both undergraduate and postgraduate students. The study compared how students’ English language
proficiency, perceived academic English difficulties and confidence in studies differ based on their

language status and domicile. Specifically, a large-scale survey involving 1163 participants was
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conducted, supplemented by semi-structured interviews with 18 of them (see Chapter 4 for details

of the survey study and Chapter 6 for the interview study).

Following the cross-sectional data collection, a subset of the initial survey participants was selected
for the longitudinal study. This study explored how students’ English language proficiency, perceived
academic English difficulties and confidence change after one academic year. On a smaller scale, it
focused on postgraduate (taught) students from a single university who had participated in the initial
cross-sectional survey. Specifically, fifty-nine participants from the University of York took part in the
initial survey as well as a follow-up survey (see Chapter 5 for details on the longitudinal study). The

two points of this data collection are referred to as Time 1 (T1) and Time 2 (T2).

3.5 Data collection instruments

3.5.1 On-line survey questionnaires

For quantitative data collection, on-line survey questionnaires were used.

Questionnaires offer a straightforward method to gather information from a large number of people
efficiently (Mosdell & Davies, 2006). For this study, an on-line survey software called Qualtrics was
used to design my questionnaires and collect quantitative data. Using on-line surveys not only
accelerates response times (Sue & Ritter, 2011) but also simplifies data analysis through software
tools (Selm & Jankowski, 2006). Since my university provides the license for Qualtrics, | had no
difficulties using it for this research. Given that the data collection took place during the COVID-19

pandemic, on-line surveys were particularly useful for efficient distribution and data gathering.

As mentioned earlier, my quantitative data collection had two phases. The first phase involved
distributing an initial survey as part of the cross-sectional study. In the second phase, a follow-up
survey was released for the longitudinal study. Both surveys had largely similar questions, as the
longitudinal analysis aimed to examine if participants’ English language proficiency and language-

related academic perceptions changed over time.

The initial survey was designed carefully, and the follow-up survey had similar questions with slight
modifications (see Section 4.3 for initial survey design and rationale; see Appendix A for initial survey

guestions; see Appendix B for follow-up survey questions). To refine the survey design and identify
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potential problems, two pilot studies were carried out and improvements were made based on the
feedback received (see Section 4.4 for the pilot study of the initial survey). Since additional guidance
and approval from professionals such as supervisors are essential (Boynton & Greenhalgh, 2004),
both surveys were thoroughly reviewed and approved by my supervisor. Any modifications were

discussed and finalised in consultation with her.

3.5.2 Semi-structured on-line interviews

For qualitative data collection, semi-structured on-line interviews were used.

Interviews are a powerful method for obtaining information directly from individuals (Vonk et al.,
2007). Conducting interviews on-line, through platforms like Zoom, offers participants advantages
such as convenience, comfort, and cost savings, while also enabling researchers to potentially
increase the number of participants (Oliffe et al., 2021). In order to gain sufficient interview data
conveniently and efficiently during the COVID-19 pandemic, | conducted all interviews on-line. The
semi-structured nature of the interviews combined the advantages of a planned set of questions
with the flexibility of unstructured discussions, allowing for dynamic interaction with the participants
(Salmons, 2014). While | mostly used the questions | had prepared, | also added other questions
based on the interviewees’ answers whenever necessary to find out more details. At the end of each
interview, each participant was given a chance to share any additional thoughts as they wish
regarding the interview topic (see Section 6.3.1 for interview design and rationale; see Appendix C

for interview questions).

Interviews were designed and conducted after the preliminary analysis of the initial survey, which
allowed me to explore unexpected and particularly interesting phenomena in more depth during
interviews. For example, the unexpectedly high level of academic language difficulties reported by
UK home students in the initial survey was considered when designing interview questions, and
specific areas they found difficult were explored during the interviews. The interview process was
refined through a two-phase pilot study (see Section 6.4). Based on feedback from the pilot, certain
adjustments were made. Both my supervisor and my Thesis Advisory Panel (TAP) member also
reviewed and approved the interview design and its questions, ensuring their relevance and

appropriateness.
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3.6 Ethical considerations

3.6.1 Ethical issues

Ethics are principles of research conduct concerning what is right and wrong, and maintaining ethical
standards in any research is important (Thomas, 2017). Therefore, | considered the ethical issues
carefully for this research. Prior to data collection, an ethics form was submitted to the Ethics
Committee of the Department of Education in the University of York in order to get clearance, and

ethics approval for the study was obtained.

3.6.2 Consent, anonymity and confidentiality

Informed consent is widely regarded as a key strand of ethical research practice across the social
sciences (Heath et al., 2009). Most ethical research guidelines require all participants to agree to the
research before it begins, ensuring that their consent is informed and voluntary (Israel & Hay, 2006).

Before taking part in the research, all participants provided their formal approval via consent forms.

Initial survey study:

Before beginning the survey, participants answered pre-survey questions to filter out those ineligible
for the study. Eligible participants were then presented with information sheets and consent forms
(see Appendix D). The information sheets illustrated details of this research including what the
research was about, what their participation would entail, how their personal information and the
data would be stored and used, and how to raise concerns. For example, participants were informed
that their participation was completely voluntary, and they had the right to withdraw at any stage
without providing a reason before the data were fully anonymised. They had to read the information
sheet as well as consent form before progressing further into the survey. Following that, they were
required to tick a compulsory box which acted as their consent (see Figure 3.2 below for a

screenshot of the consent form).

Figure 3.2

Sample Screenshot of the Initial Survey’s Consent Form
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Title of the study: Expectations and experiences of international and home students
at UK universities

| confirm that | was given information about this study and | understand what my
participations will involve.

| understand that participation in this study is voluntary and | am happy to take part.

| understand that any information about me will be held confidentially in accordance with
the University regulations and GDPR.

Please tick 'YES' below only if you agree with all of the above statements and wish to
proceed with the study.

O YES

Participants’ privacy was protected carefully. A primary strategy to maintain confidentiality is to
remove any details from the data that could make participants easily traceable and identifiable
(Punch, 2014). Identifiable information, such as email addresses, were stored separately from survey
responses and were destroyed within 12 months after data collection. Only data that had been fully
anonymised was used in this thesis, presentations, research reports, project summaries or similar.

Throughout the research, only my supervisor and | could access the on-line survey on Qualtrics.

Follow-up survey study:

Similar to the initial survey, participants were presented with an information sheet and a consent
form at the start of the survey (see Appendix E). This information sheet, similar to the initial survey’s,
provided details on the research purpose, procedure, and data storage and usage plans. Participants
needed to read and sign the consent form before proceeding with the survey. All personal details
that could identify participants were kept separate from their survey responses and were removed
after the study’s completion. Only data that had been fully anonymised was used in this thesis, any
presentations and reports. Confidentiality was also followed strictly in this study. Access to the on-

line survey on Qualtrics was restricted to my supervisor and me.
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Interview study:

| reached out only to those participants who had voluntarily expressed interest in participating in the
interviews. Once potential interviewees made their appointments using the Doodle poll, which was
linked in the invitation email, they found an information sheet on the Doodle platform (see Appendix
F). The same information sheet was also attached in the booking confirmation email, which was sent
as a reminder one day before the interviews. This sheet outlined the interview’s purpose, data
collection methods, and data storage and usage plans. For example, it informed interviewees that
the interviews would be audio-recorded, but personal details would be removed. Before starting the
interviews, | verbally reiterated ethical considerations. For example, | encouraged interviewees to ask
any questions they might have, and | emphasised that they were not obligated to answer any
guestions they were uncomfortable with. After that, | confirmed participants’ verbal consent and
then asked them to complete a digital consent form on-line (see Appendix G). All interviewees signed

this form prior to the interviews.

After collecting the data, | anonymised all interviewees by assigning them unique codes reflecting
their language background and domicile (e.g., EFL_China_1; ENS_USA_2). | deleted their real names
and any other identifiable information such as contact details. These pseudonym codes were the

only identifiers used throughout the research.

3.6.3 Data storage and protection

The survey and interview data were stored on my password-protected computer. | was the only one
who had access to them on the computer. The interview data were also stored in my university
filestore (a function of my university account) and on the University Google Drive account. Some
data were shared with my supervisor and my TAP member for discussion and feedback purposes.
Since consent and data collection were both achieved on-line, there were no paper materials. After
the completion of the research, the original audio recordings of interviews and any data that could

potentially identify individuals were destroyed.
Having discussed the general methodology of this study, the next three chapters will discuss the

three studies in this research, each including its own introduction, participants, study design, data

collection procedures, analysis approach, challenges, results, discussions and conclusion.
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CHAPTER 4 STUDY ONE: INITIAL SURVEY STUDY

4.1 Introduction

This initial survey study investigated students’ English language proficiency, perceived academic
language difficulties and self-efficacy at the beginning of an academic year. It also examined the
differences among home and different groups of international students. In addition to this initial
survey, a follow-up survey was conducted at the end of the academic year to examine potential

changes, with the analysis presented in Chapter 5.

The research questions for this initial survey study were:

Q1. How do students’ English language proficiency and self-perceptions regarding their language and
learning differ between home and different groups of international students in UK higher education?
Q2. How do different groups of students experience their learning, particularly in terms of language-

related learning experiences?

This chapter presents a cross-sectional large-scale survey study, collecting data from university

students across the UK at the beginning of the academic year 2020.

4.2 Participants

4.2.1 Criteria and sampling strategy

To be eligible for the study, participants had to meet two criteria:
1. Being enrolled in a UK university

2. Being registered as an undergraduate student or master’s student in a taught programme

To obtain data from a sample that would be representative of the population (home and
international university students in the UK), this study mainly used purposive sampling, along with

convenience sampling and snowball sampling.

Purposive sampling involves selecting participants who meet specific criteria for the study (Gideon,

2012). In this case, UK universities with both undergraduate and postgraduate programmes were
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targeted for survey distribution. In order to maximise responses from international students, |
focused the distribution on the 30 universities with the highest number of non-UK students
according to HESA in the 2018-2019 academic year (HESA, 2021). As a result, these 30 UK universities

were approached on-line for survey circulation (see Appendix H for the list of universities).

Furthermore, the convenience sampling technique was employed. Due to my direct access to three
university campuses (University of York, York St John University, University of Liverpool), |
disseminated survey invitation posters across the campuses. Given my easy on-line access to contact
details for my own university’s departments and societies, | sent out survey distribution requests to
all departments and various student organisations at University of York. The survey was also shared
within my accessible networks. Additionally, the snowball sampling technique was used, as all
contacts and participants reached by email were encouraged to share the survey link with other UK

university students in their networks, potentially increasing the sample size.

4.2.2 Description of participants

The survey elicited 1835 responses, of which 1163 met the study inclusion criteria and provided
sufficient information for analyses. The remaining 672 responses were excluded for various reasons:
128 respondents did not fit the study’s scope (15 were non-university students, 65 were non-UK
university students, 10 were doctoral students, 17 were research master’s students, and 21 were
non-native English speakers with UK domicile). Additionally, 544 participants stopped survey early

and did not complete the domicile section, making it impossible to categorise them into any student

group.

Among the 1163 participants included in the analyses, 623 were home students, domiciled in the UK
with English as their first language (ENS_UK). The remaining 540 were international students, who
were from various regions outside the UK. Out of these international students, 117 were native
English speakers (ENS_other), while 423 were non-native English speakers. Among the 117
international ENS students, 36 different domiciles were reported, with the most represented

domiciles being the USA (N = 29) and Hong Kong (N = 10).
The largest group within the non-native English speakers was the 153 students from China
(EFL_China), who reported their first language to be Chinese or its variants such as Mandarin Chinese

or Cantonese Chinese. The remaining 270 students came from 68 different domiciles (EFL_other).
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Among them, the largest number came from Poland (N = 21), with most domiciles represented by

fewer than 10 students.

A detailed description of the domiciles and first languages of EFL_China, EFL_other and ENS_other

groups is presented in Appendix I.

Therefore, this study mainly compared and discussed the following four groups of students:

Group 1: EFL_China

- Chinese EFL Students: International students from China with English as a foreign language.
Group 2: EFL_other

- Non-Chinese EFL Students: International students with English as a foreign language from the rest
of the world.

Group 3: ENS_UK

- UK ENS Students: British domiciled students who are native English speakers.

Group 4: ENS_other

- International ENS Students: International students who are native English speakers.

Table 4.1

Demographic and Background Characteristics of Survey Participants by Group

Previous
Duration Socio-
academic
Gender Age Programme stayingin economic
Group N success
N (%) M (SD) N (%) the UK status
M (SD)
M (SD) M (SD)
M =43 (28.10%) UG =58 (37.91%)
F =101 (66.01%) 0.96
22.46 3.42 3.75
EFL_China 153  Other =0 (0%) PGT = 95 (62.09%) (1.44)
(2.56) (1.05) (1.18)
NI =9 (5.88%)
M = 81 (30.00%) UG = 188 (69.63%)
F =173 (64.07%)
21.91 1.79 3.66 3.85
EFL_other 270 Other=3(1.11%) PGT = 82 (30.37%)
(4.45) (2.50) (1.19) (1.34)

NI = 13 (4.81%)
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M =184 (29.53%) UG =530 (85.07%)
F =425 (68.22%)

20.63 20.39 3.41 3.78

ENS_UK 623  Other =4 (0.64%) PGT =93 (14.93%)
(4.37) (4.73) (1.14) (1.24)

NI =10 (1.61%)

M =29 (24.79%) UG =73 (62.39%)

F =87 (74.36%) 22.09 2.64 3.81 4.05
ENS_other 117

Other =0 (0%) (5.08) PGT =44 (37.61%) (4.21) (1.06) (1.19)

NI =1(0.85%)

Note. M: male, F: female, NI: No information, UG: undergraduate, PGT: postgraduate taught;
““Duration staying in the UK” is presented in years; “‘Socio-economic status’’ is drawn from reported
maternal education level on a scale from 1 to 5: 1 - some or no secondary education, 2 - secondary
school education, 3 - post-secondary education with vocational training, 4 - university degree, 5 -
post-graduate degree or professional education; ““Previous academic success’” was self-rated based
on participants’ perceived past academic success relative to their classmates, mapped onto a six-

point scale: 6 - top 5%, 5 - top 10%, 4 - top 25%, 3 - top 50%, 2 - top 75%, 1 - other.

As for gender distribution, a total of 786 participants identified as female, 337 as male, 7 as other, 12
chose not to disclose their gender, and 21 did not complete the survey up to the gender question.
Table 4.1 provides detailed demographic information on the survey participants. Participants who
either did not respond to the gender question or preferred not to disclose are grouped together
under “NI (No information)” in the table. To determine whether the proportion of gender was equal
between male and female students, chi-square goodness of fit tests were conducted. The results
indicated that the number of female students significantly outnumbered male students overall (X*(1,
N =1123) =179.52, p < .001) as well as within each group (EFL_China: X?(1, N = 144) = 23.36, p
<.001; EFL_other; X3(1, N = 254) = 33.32, p <.001; ENS_UK: X?(1, N = 609) =95.37, p < .001;
ENS_other: X3(1, N = 116) = 29.00, p < .001). The results suggest that female students were

predominant compared with male students within the sample among all groups.

The participants’ ages ranged from 17 to 55, with a mean age of 21.30 (SD = 4.34). As shown in Table
4.1, Chinese EFL students reported the highest average age, whereas UK ENS students had the lowest.
To determine if mean ages were significantly different across the four student groups, a one-way
ANOVA test and subsequent post hoc test were conducted. The One-way ANOVA result revealed a
significant difference (F(3, 1137) = 11.60, p < .001, with a small effect size, w? = .01). Due to unequal

variances indicated by Levene’s test for equality of variance (p < .001) and unequal group sizes, a
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Games-Howell post hoc test was performed. The result indicated UK ENS students were significantly
younger than all other groups (ENS_UK and EFL_China: p <.001, g = 0.45; ENS_UK and EFL_other: p
<.001, g =0.29; ENS_UK and ENS_other: p =.023, g = 0.33). No further significant age differences
were observed among the groups. The lowest mean age of UK participants may be attributable to
the highest proportion of undergraduate students (85.07%), who tend to be younger than
postgraduate students. Conversely, the highest mean age reported among Chinese EFL students,
albeit not significantly higher than EFL_other and ENS_other, could be in some ways explained by

their largest proportion of postgraduate students (62.09%).

Out of the total 1163 participants, 849 were undergraduate students while 314 were postgraduate
taught students. Among the 849 undergraduates, 403 were newly enrolled first-year students, while
446 were continuing students who were in their second, third or fourth year of study (see Appendix J
for a detailed description and statistical comparison for new and continuing undergraduate
students). Table 4.1 provides a detailed programme distribution in each group. It shows that apart
from the Chinese EFL student group, all other groups had a higher proportion of students enrolled in
undergraduate programmes compared to postgraduate programmes. To further assess whether the
distribution between undergraduate and postgraduate programmes was equal, chi-square goodness
of fit tests were conducted. The results revealed that undergraduate students significantly
outhumbered postgraduate students overall (X?(1, N = 1163) = 246.11, p < .001). Within each group,
the differences were also significant. While EFL_China group suggested postgraduate students
significantly outnumbered undergraduate students X?(1, N = 153) = 8.95, p = .003, other three groups
indicated undergraduate students significantly outnumbered postgraduate students (EFL_other: X3(1,
N =270) = 41.62, p <.001; ENS_UK: X?(1, N = 623) = 306.53, p < .001; ENS_other X*(1, N = 117) = 7.19,
p =.007). The results suggested that undergraduates, rather than postgraduates, dominated the
sample across almost all groups, except in the Chinese EFL group where postgraduates were
predominant. Within undergraduates, however, the number of new students compared to

continuing students showed almost no difference (see Appendix J).

In terms of the duration of stay in the UK, UK home students, understandably, had notably longer
stays compared to other groups (see Table 4.1). Among international student groups, international
ENS students had the longest stays while Chinese EFL students had the shortest. A one-way ANOVA
test and a subsequent post hoc test were conducted to examine differences among the international
groups. The ANOVA confirmed a significant difference (F(2, 537) = 12.50, p < .001, with a small effect

size, w? = .02). Considering the unequal variances indicated by Levene’s test for equality of variance
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(p <.001) and unequal group sizes, a Games-Howell post hoc test was performed. The results
confirmed that Chinese EFL students had the shortest stays (EFL_other and EFL_China: p <.001, g =
0.38; ENS_other and EFL_China: p <.001, g = 0.56), however, non-Chinese EFL students and

international ENS students showed no difference in their duration of stay (p =.112, g = 0.27).

With regard to socio-economic status, Table 4.1 shows that international ENS students had the
highest average socio-economic status while UK ENS students had the lowest. An analysis of these
differences was conducted using one-way ANOVA test, revealing a significant difference among the
groups, F(3, 1106) = 5.96, p < .001, with a small effect size, w? = .004. Since the assumption of
homogeneity of variances was violated (p = .032) and sample sizes were unequal across groups, a
post-hoc Games-Howell test was performed for pairwise comparisons. The results suggested that the
socio-economic status of international ENS students was significantly higher than both Chinese EFL
students (p =.022, g = 0.37) and UK ENS students (p = .002, g = 0.36). Moreover, the socio-economic
status of non-Chinese EFL students was also significantly higher than UK ENS students (p =.026, g =
0.22). No other significant differences were observed. It is surprising that home students had lower
SES than most international students. One possible factor could be the high cost of international
tuition fees (Marginson, 2018), which means only those from higher socio-economic backgrounds in
their home countries can afford to study abroad. In comparison, home students usually pay lower
tuition fees with the opportunity to receive government loans. Moreover, the UK government has
made efforts to provide extra financial help for students with disadvantaged backgrounds, which
mainly targets UK home students (Home office, 2024). This may contribute to a higher proportion of

UK students coming from lower socio-economic backgrounds compared to international students.

As for previous academic success, Table 4.1 shows that international ENS students reported the
highest level of past academic success among all groups, while Chinese EFL students reported the
lowest. To assess the statistical differences in these perceptions across groups, a one-way ANOVA
test was conducted, revealing no difference among groups, F(3, 1139) = 1.68, p =.171, w? = .001.
Despite the lack of overall significance in the ANOVA, a Hochberg’s GT2 post hoc test was conducted
due to unequal sample sizes and homogeneity of variance (p = .075). The results confirmed the
ANOVA results and found no significant differences in any pairwise group comparisons. The results
suggested that perceived previous academic achievement did not differ significantly among the

various groups.
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Table 4.2 shows the distribution of participants’ majors. To easily present diverse majors reported,
participants’ majors have been classified into five broad categories, as proposed by Cho and
Bridgeman (2012). Among these categories, sciences and engineering was the most frequently
reported major across all groups, followed by social sciences (for EFL_China, EFL_other and
ENS_other) or humanities and arts (for ENS_UK). Some participants reported majors that could be
classified under two categories (e.g., Physics and Philosophy) and they were grouped as “OT (Other)”.
Detailed information on participants’ specific reported majors and their classification into these

categories is presented in Appendix K.

Table 4.2

Distribution of Major among Survey Participants

Group EFL_China EFL_other ENS_UK ENS_other
N 153 270 623 117
BU =21 (13.73%) BU =13 (4.81%) BU =9 (1.44%) BU =5 (4.27%)

HA=17 (11.11%)  HA=47(17.41%) HA=154(24.72%)  HA =23 (19.66%)

Major SE=52(33.99%)  SE=129(47.78%) SE =289 (46.39%)  SE =48 (41.03%)
N (%) SS = 41 (26.80%) SS=52(19.26%)  SS=147(23.60%)  SS =35 (29.91%)
OT = 7 (4.58%) OT = 16 (5.93%) OT = 23 (3.69%) OT =6 (5.13%)
NI = 15 (9.%) NI = 13 (4.81%) NI =1 (0.16%) NI = 0 (0.00%)

Note. BU: business, HA: humanities and arts, SE: sciences and engineering, SS: social sciences, OT:

other, NI: No information.

Considering the atypical year marked by COVID-19 restrictions, participants were asked how they
experienced their teaching and learning (see Table 4.3 for the distribution of mode of studying
among different groups of students). A large majority Chinese participants (55.56%) reported to have
entirely on-line studies. In contrast, most participants from other groups had a mix of on-line and on-
campus learning, with on-line being the primary mode. The different studying modes among
different groups reflects the fact that it was probably more difficult for some people to travel than
others. Chinese participants’ mode of studying may be attribute to the strict restrictions they faced,
resulting in most of their learning to be completely on-line. The fact that most participants
experienced their studies primarily or entirely on-line indicates that the sample in this study was

representative of the atypical circumstances.

Table 4.3
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Distribution of Mode of Studying among Survey Participants

Group EFL_China EFL_other ENS_UK ENS_other
N 153 270 623 117
Everything on-line = 85 Everything on-line = 110 Everything on-line = 187 Everything on-line = 39
(55.56%) (40.74%) (30.02%) (33.33%)
Mostly on-line with some Mostly on-line with some Mostly on-line with some Mostly on-line with some
on campus =47 (30.72%) on campus = 124 (45.93%) on campus = 370 (59.39%) on campus = 62 (52.99%)
Half on-line, half on Half on-line, half on Half on-line, half on Half on-line, half on
campus= 8 (5.23%) campus = 18 (6.67%) campus =41 (6.58%) campus =13 (11.11%)
Mode of
studying Mostly on campus with Mostly on campus with Mostly on campus with Mostly on campus with
N (%) some on-line = 4 (2.61%) some on-line =1 (0.37%) some on-line = 6 (0.96%) some on-line = 2 (1.71%)

Everything on campus = 2

(1.31%)

Other = 0 (0.00%)

No information = 7 (4.58%)

Everything on campus = 0

(0.00%)

Other =5 (1.85%)

No information = 12

(4.44%)

Everything on campus = 1

(0.16%)

Other = 17 (2.73%)

No information = 1 (0.16%)

Everything on campus =0

(0.00%)

Other = 1 (0.85%)

No information = 0 (0.00%)

Furthermore, EFL groups were compared on dimensions that were only relevant to these populations.

These are summarised in Table 4.4.

Table 4.4

English Language Background of EFL Participants
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Pre-sessional Education in
Age started English learning English-speaking English levels

courses English
Group studying English duration countries duration on enrolment
attendance experience
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)
(%) (%)

EFL_China 7.88 14.62 1.23 3.80 45.64% 48.65%
(3.70) (4.62) (2.02) (1.32)

EFL_other 7.31 14.58 2.06 5.30 6.49% 42.51%
(3.58) (5.00) (2.79) (1.13)

Note. “English learning duration” represents the number of years participants have learned English;
“English-speaking countries duration’’ represents the total number of years participants have stayed
in any English-speaking countries; “English levels on enrolment” are based on various reported
English scores, which are converted to Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) levels and
then represented on a seven-point scale: 1- B1, 2- B1/B2,3-B2,4-B2/C1,5-C1,6-C1/C2,7-C2
(Detailed conversion tables for the corresponding CEFR levels are presented in Appendix L). “Pre-
sessional courses attendance’ and “education in English experience’ respectively represent the
percentages of participants who have attended pre-sessional courses and have previously received

education where every subject was taught in English.

To have general ideas of differences among the first four measures between the two EFL groups, the
independent t-test was used to compare the means. Levene’s test was used to assess the equality of
variances between the groups, and the results showed that the assumption of equal variances was
met in age started studying English (p = .781), whereas the assumption of equal variances was not
met in English learning duration (p = .024), English-speaking countries duration (p = .002) and English
levels on enrolment (p = .003). Accordingly, results from the t-test indicated that there was no
significant difference in age started studying English (¢(418) = 1.56, p = .060, g = 0.16) and English
learning duration (t(321.591) = 0.081, p = .935, g = 0.01) between the two EFL groups. However,
Chinese EFL students had a significantly shorter length of stay in English-speaking countries
compared to other EFL students (t(391.835) = -3.50, p < .001, g = -0.33) and their English levels on
enrolment was significantly lower than other EFL students (t(288.098) =-11.09, p <.001, g =-1.24).
This indicates that although Chinese EFL students did not differ in terms of the age at which they
started learning English or the duration of their English learning compared with non-Chinese EFL
students, they had less immersion in an English-speaking environment and lower language
proficiency when enrolling in their studies. The possible reasons for the low English language
proficiency of Chinese students upon arrival include limited exposure to English, the distinct

linguistic differences between Chinese and English, and the prevalent test-preparation industry in
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China, which produces inflated proficiency scores. These factors are discussed in detail in Section

7.2.1.

In terms of pre-sessional courses attendance and education in English experience, Table 4.4 shows
that a notably higher percentage of Chinese EFL students attended pre-sessional courses (45.64%)
compared to other EFL students (6.49%), whereas a slightly higher percentage of Chinese EFL
students (48.65%) had educational experience where all subjects were taught in English compared
to other EFL students (42.51%). To assess the differences between the two EFL groups in terms of
these two variables, chi-square tests of independence were conducted. The tests revealed a
significant association between group and pre-sessional course attendance (X* (1, N = 411) =

88.74, p < .001). Specifically, Chinese EFL students were more likely to attend pre-sessional courses
compared to other EFL students. However, no significant association was found between group and
education in English experience (X? (1, N = 355) = 1.31, p =.252). Given the lower English language
proficiency of Chinese EFL students upon enrolment, it is likely that they had difficulty in meeting the
language requirements for unconditional entry to universities, resulting in a higher demand for pre-

sessional courses.

4.3 Survey design and rationale

A web-based survey software called Qualtrics was used to design the on-line survey and collect the
data. Compared with traditional survey research methods, internet-based survey research provides
easier access to groups and individuals (Wright, 2005). A complete list of survey questions is

provided in Appendix A.

Before beginning the survey, participants were asked a few pre-survey questions (see Section 1 of
Appendix A) and provided with an information sheet and a consent form (see Appendix D). These
initial questions were used to screen out ineligible participants (e.g., students enrolled in universities
outside the UK) and to direct participants to the correct version of the survey (e.g., only EFL students

were presented with additional questions about their English learning experiences).
The main survey questions were designed to cover five primary sections, each focusing on a specific

outcome measure: self-rated English proficiency, vocabulary knowledge, language-related academic

difficulty, self-efficacy, and demographic information.
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The first section asked students to self-assess their own English skills in the areas of speaking,
reading, writing, and listening. The second section evaluated students’ English language proficiency
via a vocabulary test. The third section examined language-related difficulties experienced in their
studies. The fourth section gathered data on students’ confidence levels in their studies, and the final
section collected participants’ demographic information, as well as their linguistic and educational
backgrounds. The scaled questions in the first four sections were mandatory, requiring participants
to select from scales without the option to skip. Nonetheless, for certain questions, an “N/A” option
was made available for those who hadn’t encountered particular learning experiences. The following

subsections will elaborate on each survey measure and provide the rationale behind it.

4.3.1 Self-rated English proficiency

The first section of the survey asked the participants to self-rate their speaking, reading, writing, and
listening skills in English on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (almost none) to 7 (exceptionally

good).

Figure 4.1

Screenshot of the Self-rated English Proficiency Section

Your English skills
On a scale from 1 to 7, how would you rate your English skills?

1 - Almost none
T - Exceptionally good

For example, if you think your English speaking skill is exceptionally good, please choose ‘7' for the item
‘Speaking'.

spesng O O O O O O O
Resdng O O O O O O O
wing O O O O O 0O O
Lstning O O O O O O O

When designing the questions, Tomoschuk et al.’s (2018) study was adopted with minor adjustments.
Instead of labelling “7"” as “like a native speaker”, this survey rephrased it to ““‘exceptionally good” to

make the questions applicable for both EFL students and ENS students.
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In terms of scoring, each participant’s response directly corresponded to their selection on the scale.
For example, if a participant selected ‘“1”, their score for that question was 1, and if they selected
““7”, their score was 7. Thus, a higher score reflected a higher self-rated English proficiency. In the
analysis, the average across the four responses for each participant was calculated and used as an
index of self-rated English proficiency (with detailed skill-specific analysis presented in Appendix M).
Consequently, the maximum possible score for each question and average score was 7 and the

minimum was 1.

4.3.2 Vocabulary knowledge

Vocabulary knowledge is often used as a proxy for language proficiency (Laufer & Ravenhorst-
Kalovski, 2010; Mohd Nasir et al., 2017; Uchihara & Saito, 2019; Zareva et al, 2005), thus this section
measured participants’ vocabulary knowledge as an indication of their English proficiency. Dornyei
(2003) noted that people might not always give true answers about themselves in surveys mostly
due to social desirability or prestige bias. Even when participants do not intend to provide untrue
answers, their self-reports may still be biased. A meta-analysis of second language self-assessment
studies conducted by Ross (1998) revealed a wide variation in accuracy, highlighting the need for
caution when using self-reported measures in evaluating language skills. Therefore, in addition to
self-ratings (a subjective measure) in the last section, a validated measure of English proficiency was

also employed.

English vocabulary knowledge was assessed using a validated vocabulary test called Lexical Test for
Advanced Learners of English (LexTALE), which was developed and validated by Lemhofer and
Broersma (2012). The test instructions and question examples are provided in Section 3 of Appendix

A.

The LexTALE consists of 60 items (40 words and 20 non-words), requiring participants to decide for
each whether it is an existing English word or not. The test belongs to the Yes/No formatted
vocabulary tests (Ferré & Brysbaert, 2017; Lemhofer and Broersma, 2012), which offers the benefits
of simplicity and cost-effectiveness in assessing vocabulary knowledge (Read, 2007) as well as its
speed and ease of administration and scoring (Masrai & Milton, 2017; Mochida & Harrington, 2006).
The Yes/No format can also be a viable alternative to tests like the Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT)

(Mochida & Harrington, 2006), which is a useful measurement tool for second language learners’
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vocabulary size (Li & Macgregor, 2010). Moreover, it can be an indicator of students’ overall language
proficiency (Meara and Buxton, 1987), and a predictor of subsequent academic performance (Masrai

& Milton, 2017; Roche & Harrington, 2013).

In Lemhofer and Broersma’s (2012) large-scale study, the LexTALE was evaluated as a useful and valid
measure of English vocabulary knowledge, and an indicator of general English proficiency which is
generally superior to self-ratings as a predictor. A recent study also suggested that the LexTALE scores
correlated significantly with a global measure of English proficiency (i.e., TOEFL ITP®) (Tatsuya et al.,
2020). Due to its convenience and high efficiency, the whole vocabulary test with all the items was
adopted with the addition of time limitation (see the following paragraph for a detailed explanation).
The results of the LexTALE test enabled group comparisons on an objective measure of English

proficiency.

The full LexTALE test, including 3 practice items and 60 test items, was incorporated in the survey. To
facilitate a smooth progression through the survey and to minimise the likelihood of using external
help in completing the test, a time limit of 7 seconds was set for each test item. If a participant failed
to provide a response within that time, the next item was presented automatically, and the
unanswered item was marked as incorrect. The decision to use a 7-second limit was based on a
combination of previous research experience and mathematical theory. In Lemhofer and Broersma's
(2011) study, the LexTALE test took an average of 3.5 minutes to complete with a standard deviation
of 1.15 minutes (SD). Mathematically, in a normal distribution, 68% of values are less than one
standard deviation (1SD) away from the mean value, 95% of values are less than two standard
deviations (2SD) away from the mean value, and 99% of values are less than three standard
deviations (3SD) away from the mean value. It means that 68% of responses are likely to lie within
1SD of the mean, 95% in 2SD of the mean and 99% in 3SD of the mean. Therefore, in order to find
the upper limit of time for 99% of the population, mean + 3SD, the upper limit of time spent on the
test was calculated to be 3.5+ (1.15) x 3 = 6.95 minutes or 417 seconds, resulting in a maximum time
of 6.62 seconds per question (417/63 = 6.62). As a result, 7 seconds per question was deemed
sufficient for participants, and the pilot study confirmed this (see Section 4.4 for details). Introducing
a time limitation was deemed acceptable and sensible since this study aimed to compare the
generated data within itself (i.e., group comparisons within the study, rather than against other
iterations of the LexTALE test). The scoring method adhered to Lemhéfer and Broersma’s (2012)

instruction, providing a standardised score out of 100%: ((number of words correct/40*100) +
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(number of nonwords correct/20*100)) / 2. Consequently, the maximum possible score for the test

for each participant was “100”” and the minimum was “0”.

4.3.3 Language-related academic difficulty and open-ended questions

This section included 12 self-rated questions and two open-ended questions (see Section 5 of
Appendix A for instructions and questions). The 12 questions focused on potential language
challenges students may face in an academic context and evaluated whether language posed a
barrier in their studies. The open-ended questions allowed students to share thoughts that might not

be covered in the survey.

The 12 self-rated questions contained potential academic challenges across four English skills:
reading, listening, writing and speaking. The advanced development of these skills is crucial for
students to communicate effectively in both everyday and academic situations (Scarcella, 2003). The
guestions were designed to be relevant to both EFL and ENS students, as academic English can be
challenging for both groups. Studies have shown that both native and non-native speakers
experience English language-related difficulties in their academic studies, although the difficulty and
magnitude may vary (Berman & Cheng, 2010; Morita, 2000; Zhao, 2017). The majority of language-
support units in higher education institutions offer English language support and services to
students, regardless of whether English is their first language (Huang, 2013). Despite this recognition,
there is limited research on the specific linguistic struggles both groups face in academic settings.
Researchers like Olson and Torrance (2014) have urged for more attention to be given to the
difficulties encountered by native speakers in academic English. This section, therefore, intended to

investigate this under-researched area.

Figure 4.2

Screenshot of the Language-related Academic Difficulty Section
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1. During class time, | often miss important points because

lecturers are speaking too fast.

2. My lecturers use many words that | do not understand. O @] O O O O O O
3. In lectures, | often feel lost. o o O O O O © O
4. | rarely ask guestions or volunteer answers in my classes. O ¢ O O o O O @]

5. | often find it hard to express myself successfully in class
discussions.

6. | find giving presentations hard. o o O O O O O O

7. When reading assigned academic texts, | often run out of

time as they are too long.

8. There are many words that | do not understand in my
required reading materials.

9. After completing a required reading, | often find that | do
not know what it was all about.

10. When writing assignments or sitting exams, | often
struggle to find the right words.

11. When writing assignments or sitting exams, | often run out

of time to complete the work to my satisfaction.

12. | often find it hard to express and organise my ideas
clearly in academic writing.

The first three questions (Q1-Q3 in Figure 4.2) explored students’ listening skills concerning listening
efficiency, vocabulary knowledge and global understanding respectively. Hellekjeer’s (2017) study
suggested that students may experience similar lecture comprehension difficulties in English and
their first language, implying that both EFL and ENS students may struggle to comprehend lectures.
Comprehension difficulties can result from limited English language proficiency, mainly affecting EFL
students, but from other factors like limited working memory capacity, which potentially affects both
EFL and ENS students. Limited working memory capacity in students can restrict their ability to
process lecture information efficiently (Cerbin, 2018), which suggests that slow processing can
interfere with comprehension, causing students to fall behind. In addition, limited academic
vocabulary and new terminology can be obstacles for both EFL (Flowerdew & Miller, 1992) and ENS
students (Milton & Treffers-Daller, 2013). Thus, it is necessary to investigate listening efficiency and
vocabulary factors. Nevertheless, having no problem in speed of processing or vocabulary does not
guarantee excellence in overall lecture comprehension. Factors other than vocabulary knowledge
contribute to EFL students’ listening comprehension (Steehr, 2009), such as culturally-based

knowledge gaps (Littlemore, 2001). Therefore, the global understanding question was worth asking.
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Questions 4-6 (Q4-Q6 in Figure 4.2) were concerned with students’ speaking skills in the context of

lectures, class discussions and presentations, evaluating three primary classroom speaking situations:
unplanned speech in front of the whole class and the tutor (formal context), unplanned speech within
a peer group (informal context), and prepared speech in front of the whole class and the tutor (formal

context).

Questions 7-9 (Q7-Q9 in Figure 4.2) assessed students’ academic difficulties related to reading,
analysing reading efficiency, vocabulary knowledge and global understanding. Milton and Treffers-
Daller’s (2013) study found that native English students’ vocabulary size may be smaller than
generally believed, and this limited vocabulary can pose challenges in comprehending university-
level texts. However, a large vocabulary size does not guarantee high academic reading ability, as
factors such as depth of vocabulary knowledge (Moghadam, Zainal & Ghaderpour, 2012), content
knowledge (Hammadou, 2000), metacognitive and syntactic awareness (Nergis, 2013) also influence
reading comprehension. Therefore, the global understanding of reading comprehension was worth

exploring.

Questions 10-12 (Q10-Q12 in Figure 4.2) evaluated students’ academic difficulties regarding writing,
examining vocabulary (lexical choice), speed (time-constraints), and clarity and coherence. Academic
staff often attribute structure and argument development as the two key factors in high-quality
student writing across disciplines (Lea & Street, 1998). Thus, in addition to vocabulary and speed,
clarity and coherence related to idea expression and argument development are significant in

academic writing.

To maintain consistency and coherence, a 7-point scale was used, with 1 being “‘not at all true of
me”’, and 7 being ““very true of me”. An additional “N/A’”’ option was used in this section to
accommodate participants who might not have certain experiences presented in the questions. For
example, if a student has not given any presentation, “N/A” would be the most appropriate response
to question 6. In terms of scoring, when participants chose a number, that number directly became
their score for the specific question. For example, if a participant selected “1”, their score for that
question was 1, and if they selected ‘7", their score was 7. If they selected “N/A”, however, no score
was calculated for that question. Consequently, a higher score indicated a higher level of difficulty. In
the analysis, an average score of the 12 questions was calculated and used to indicate the overall

academic language difficulty score for each participant (with detailed skill-specific analysis presented
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in Appendix N). The maximum possible score for each question and average score was 7 and the

minimum was 1.

Regarding the two open-ended questions (see Q5.2 and Q5.3 in Section 5 of Appendix A),
participants were asked about experiences they found challenging and/or positive in their studies.
The open questions aimed to explore what students find challenging and positive respectively when
studying in the UK. Participants were encouraged to share any of their academic and/or social
experiences (but with no obligation to do so). Both questions were optional rather than forced

responses in case participants had no relevant experiences or were not willing to share.

4.3.4 Self-efficacy

Self-efficacy is defined as “judgments of how well one can execute courses of action required to deal
with prospective situations” (Bandura, 1982, p. 122). In an educational context, it is concerned with
an individual’s confidence in one’s own personal capability to perform educational actions or achieve
educational goals. This section focused on participants’ confidence in their ability to complete
various aspects of their studies (i.e., academic self-efficacy). Additionally, for participants whose first
language was not English, extra questions were included to measure their confidence in studying in
English (i.e., English self-efficacy). Consequently, all students were presented with eight questions on
academic self-efficacy, and EFL students were given two extra questions on English self-efficacy (see

Section 4 of Appendix A for instructions and all the self-efficacy questions).

The eight academic self-efficacy questions were adopted from Pintrich, Smith, Garcia and McKeachi’s
(1991) Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ). The MSLQ consists of 81 self-
reported items corresponding with six motivation subscales and nine learning strategies scales,
which can be used collectively or independently. Pintrich and colleagues developed the MSLQ
through a series of studies involving university and community college students, refining the items
after each study before finalising the questionnaire. The MSLQ and its subscales have been widely
used in in empirical research in different languages, in different countries, and in diverse samples and
settings for both theoretical and applied purposes (Duncan & McKeachie, 2005). The self-efficacy
subscale adopted here has been extensively used in modern research on academic efficacy (Honicke
& Broadbent, 2016). Pintrich and colleagues (1993) confirmed the reliability and predictive validity of
the MSLQ, establishing its usefulness, reliability, and validity for assessing higher education students’

motivation and use of learning strategies.

68



The specific scale adopted in this study is self-efficacy for learning and performance (see Pintrich et
al., 1991, p. 13), which is one of the motivation subscales. It measures students’ expectancy
(performance expectations) and self-efficacy (self-appraisal capabilities to master tasks) (Pintrich et
al., 1991), which are consistent with the concept of academic self-efficacy as well as the research aim
of this study. All eight questions from the MSLQ’s self-efficacy subscale were adopted with slight
modifications (see Q1-Q8 in Figure 4.3). Changes were made to better suit the UK higher education
context (e.g., “teacher’ to “lecturer”, “test” to “exam’’) and to simplify and ensure consistency
(e.g., removing “in this class” and “in this course’” to reduce unnecessary repetition). Modifications
in constructing self-efficacy scales were encouraged in Bandura’s (2006) guide since it strongly
recommended self-efficacy scales to be tailored to the particular domain of functioning that is the
object of interest. Consistent with the original MSLQ and the entire survey, a 7-point Likert scale was
used in this section, ranging from 1 (not at all true of me) to 7 (very true of me). The eight questions
together measured students’ academic performance expectations, confidence in assessment

performance and academic achievement, confidence in learning through reading and lectures, and

confidence in mastering learning skills and theoretical concepts.

Figure 4.3

Screenshot of the Self-efficacy Section

69



2. Considering the difficulty of the course

myy @cademic abilities and my English skills, | think | wi
o well
am confident | can do an excellent job on the
assignments and exams
4. | believe | will receive excellent grades
5. 1 am certain | can understand the most difficult
material presented in the readings for this course

6. | am confident | can u e most complex

material presented in Urse,

am certain | can master skills being taught

B. | am confident | can understand the concepts being

9. 1 am confident | can do as well studying in English as

| was able to in my native language.

10. | expect my profic

ency

¥

n English will allow me to

fulfil my academic potential.

In addition to the above eight questions, two more questions were posed to EFL students to explore
whether they expected English proficiency to be a barrier in their academic learning and

performance (see Q9-Q10 in Figure 4.3).

The scoring method for self-rated English proficiency and academic language difficulty measures was
applied here as well, where each participant’s response directly corresponded to their chosen
number on the scale. Hence, a higher score indicated a higher level of self-efficacy. In the analysis,
an average score of the eight academic efficacy questions was calculated to represent academic self-
efficacy level, and an average of the two English self-efficacy scores was calculated to represent
English self-efficacy level. The maximum possible score for each question and average score was 7

while the minimum was 1.

4.3.5 Demographic and background information

This section collected demographic information about participants including their language and

educational backgrounds (see Section 6 of Appendix A).
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All participants were asked demographic questions about age, gender, and domicile, as well as what
major they studied and the duration of their stay in the UK, as an index of the length of immersive

exposure to British English.

To gauge the participants’ previous academic success and to understand if the groups differed along
this dimension, they were also asked to estimate their academic success in previous studies
compared to their classmates, i.e., “Thinking about your previous studies, how do you see your
academic success relative to your classmates? (We are interested in how you see it, not necessarily
the actual ratings produced by your school).” Participants chose whether their academic success was
in the top 5%, 10%, 25%, 50%, 75%, and other, which were coded as 6, 5, 4, 3, 2, and 1 respectively.
A recent meta-analysis of relations between achievement and self-concept (Moller et al., 2020)
summarised three prominent comparison processes in the development of academic self-concepts:
social, temporal, and dimensional comparisons. Social comparison uses others as interindividual
standards, while temporal comparisons use one’s past achievements as intraindividual standards for
self-assessment. This survey question evaluated students using both comparisons. Tomoschuk et al.’s
(2018) assumption that frames of reference may influence people’s language self-perception aligns
with the theory of social comparison, as individuals with the same language proficiency but different
upbringing and background rate themselves differently. Moreover, previous academic performance
plays a vital role in both students’ self-concept and subsequent performance, serving as a strong
predictor of university performance (Mckenzie & Schweitzer, 2001; Salanova et al., 2010). Language
proficiency alone is insufficient to determine academic success likelihood. Admission offices also
consider applicants’ previous academic performance when recruiting, providing evidence of
academic ability beyond English proficiency scores (Neumann, Padden & Mcdonough, 2018). This
survey question offered insight into participants’ perceptions of their past academic performances

relative to their peers.

Moreover, this survey included a question about socio-economic status (SES), since it often
correlates significantly with academic success (Ahmar & Anwar, 2013; Bae & Wickrama, 2014; Gorard
& See, 2009; Islam & Khan, 2017; Singh & Choudhary, 2015; White, 1982). Understanding
participants’ SES can help understand if the research groups differed on this factor. In this survey,
mothers’ highest level of education was used as a proxy for SES. Compared with paternal education,
maternal education is a better predictor of children’s various cognitive and health outcomes (Jackson
et al., 2017; Nepal, 2018; Park et al., 2013) as well as their academic attainment (Chevalier et al.,

2013). Ideally, both paternal and maternal education levels would have been considered. However,
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since SES was not the focus of this study, and to keep the demographic section concise, only a
guestion about maternal education was asked. The options ranged from low to high and were coded
as 1-5: 1 for some or no secondary education; 2 for secondary school education; 3 for post-secondary
education with vocational training; 4 for university degree; and 5 for post-graduate degree or

professional education.

In addition, participants were asked how they attended classes. Given the COVID-19 restrictions

during the research period, with many courses being delivered on-line, it was worth understanding
whether the research sample was representative in terms of their study mode. Participants had the
following options to choose from: everything on-line; mostly on-line with some on campus; half on-

line, half on campus; mostly on campus with some on-line; everything on campus and other.

For EFL students whose first language was not English, additional questions related to previous
English study experiences and language test grades were asked exclusively to them. For example,
they were asked to provide the results of their English language tests (if applicable). Despite having
the language measurement of self-ratings and LexTALE vocabulary test, EFL students’ English
proficiency levels on enrolment often determine whether they have a long-term academic advantage
or disadvantage (Li et al., 2010). These questions enabled an understanding of potential differences

in language background and language learning experiences between the two EFL groups.

4.4 Pilot study

Pilot studies are essential for developing a good study design, serving various functions and
increasing the likelihood of study success (Teijlingen & Hundley, 2002). Two pilot studies were
conducted using the on-line survey before data collection to gather valuable feedback for

improvements.

Before initiating the first pilot study, the question items and the survey flow were thoroughly and
iteratively reviewed. The pilot studies began approximately two months before the official study and

lasted for one month.

Ten participants voluntarily participated in two pilot studies, with seven in the first survey pilot and
three in the second. They were all registered students at the time. The pilot studies sample included

both male and female participants, some speaking English as their first and dominant language, and
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others speaking it as a foreign language. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic preventing face-to-face
communication, all pilot studies were conducted through web-based software (Zoom or Discord). To
optimise the piloting process, nine participants completed the pilot survey one at a time while
screen-sharing with me. They were asked to ““‘think aloud”, enabling me to observe them, take notes,
and calculate the time spent in each section. After completing the survey, detailed feedback was

obtained from each participant, and improvements were made based on their feedback.

The aims of the first pilot were to:
1. Evaluate time effectiveness;

2. Identify potential problems or ambiguities in instructions and items.

For example, since | added the time limitation in the vocabulary test, the first pilot study paid extra
attention to whether participants found the time duration for each item adequate. Feedback from
participants as well as observations and timing results indicated that the time allocation was
sufficient. However, some participants expressed boredom in the vocabulary section, and the total
completion time for EFL students averaged 31.4 minutes. Several improvements were therefore
made in this section to enhance survey completion efficiency. To address the issue of participants
losing interest and patience due to uncertainty about the test’s length, the total number of items was
disclosed in the instruction (i.e., “the quiz has 63 questions’’) and each item was numbered (e.g.,
changing “scornful’”’ to “scornful (5/63)"). To further improve survey efficiency, customised HTML
code and JavaScript were added to the entire section, enabling items to automatically advance once

participants selected “Yes” or “No”.

In addition, EFL participants found some survey questions difficult to understand, leading to longer
completion time. As a remedy, these questions were rephrased. For example, ‘I am a newly-arrived
student’” was replaced with ““I am in the first year of my studies’’; words like “peers”” and
“perceptions”, which were unfamiliar to an undergraduate EFL participant, were replaced with
simpler words. To enhance the clarity of the entire survey, some key words in questions or
instructions were bolded to ensure participants’ understanding. For example, one participant
overlooked the keyword “every subject” in the question ‘“Before your current studies, did you attend
any school or university where every subject was taught in English?”” which led to an incorrect

answer. The phrase “every subject’”” was then bolded to show emphasis.

The aims of the second pilot were to:
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1. Assess the feasibility and effectiveness of the changes made;

2. Identify any further issues.

Similar to the first pilot study, participants’ completion time for each section and the entire survey
were recorded. A satisfying result was shown as the average survey completion time was 12 minutes
48 seconds, which was deemed acceptable. Based on the feedback from the second pilot, only minor
changes were needed, such as adjustments to question settings and the survey layout. For example,
some demographic questions were changed from obligatory to optional in case participants could

not or did not wish to answer them.

4.5 Data collection procedure

The data collection process lasted two months, from 2nd November 2020 to 2nd January 2021. The
survey link and QR code were distributed to potential participants in various ways to maximise the
response rate. Using publicly available contact details for departments, colleges and schools, 31
universities were contacted on-line by email to request distribution to their students. As mentioned
in Section 4.2.1, these universities included 30 universities with the highest number of non-UK
students (see Appendix H for names of the universities) as well as the University of York. Additionally,
posters advertising the study were posted on campus at the University of York, York St John
University and University of Liverpool (see Appendix O for survey invitation emails and posters). The
posters were placed on public bulletin boards in university department buildings and student
accommodations. The survey was also distributed through personal networks and other on-line
social media platforms such as WeChat groups and Facebook pages. To boost the participation of
international students, international student societies were contacted (e.g., Japanese society, Arabic

society) through email and/or Facebook messenger at the 31 universities previously mentioned.

4.6 Challenges

The main challenge in conducting the initial survey research was its distribution.

Since the survey distribution took place during the COVID-19 period, face-to-face contact was limited.
Many buildings on the campuses were closed, and few students were physically present.
Nevertheless, | tried to access every department and student accommodation that was open to post

my leaflets. During this process, | encountered inconsistent access to campus facilities due to the
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varied decisions made by gatekeepers. Specifically, different reception staff within the same
departments could have different opinions on whether to allow me to enter or not, even for the
same building. This inconsistency taught me the importance of making the most of every available
opportunity to disseminate my research invitation (e.g., preparing sufficient posters to minimise
revisiting the same buildings). In addition to off-line distribution, | also made great efforts to recruit
participants on-line. Although most of my initial request emails to university departments received
no response, | was not discouraged. Instead, | sought various other ways to reach more participants,
such as contacting student societies and using social media platforms. In the end, | was able to
obtain a satisfying number of participants (N = 1163) with a satisfying balance of group (623 home

students and 540 international students).

4.7 Survey outcome measures

4.7.1 Analysis approach of survey measures

4.7.1.1 Normality of distribution

Before conducting the analysis, the normality of distribution was assessed for each outcome
measure (i.e., Vocabulary, self-rated English proficiency, academic self-efficacy, English self-efficacy
and language-related academic difficulty). Since there were four groups of students, the normality of
the data within each group was evaluated (e.g., Vocab_EFL_China, Vocab_EFL_other, Vocab_ENS_UK
and Vocab_ENS_other) to determine whether the distributions were approximately normal.
Specifically, Shapiro-Wilk tests together with histograms and normal Q-Q plots were utilised to

examine the normality of the data within each group.

The Shapiro-Wilk test of normality revealed that a vast majority of datasets were not normally
distributed (see Appendix P). The histograms and Q-Q plots displayed similar results, with most of
the datasets showing a visually non-normal distribution (see Appendix Q). In my research, it was not
surprising that most datasets were not normally distributed and that data points were clustered at
one end of the scale. This is because university students are expected to have proficient English
abilities, either due to their English native-speaking status or their language entry requirements. It
was actually expected that only a small number of students achieved low vocabulary scores, rated
themselves with low English proficiency, perceived themselves to have great language-related

academic difficulties, and showed low confidence in their studies. However, what was surprising was
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that some datasets, such as language-related academic difficulties for Chinese students, were
normally distributed, indicating that some of them might have lower English abilities than what is

typically expected of university students.

Since significance tests of normality, histograms, and Q-Q plots suggested that most of the data were

non-normal, non-parametric tests were used.

4.7.1.2 Outliers

When checking and cleaning the data, it was discovered that two Chinese participants displayed
unusual responses throughout the whole survey. They consistently assigned a value of ““1” to all 7-
point scale questions (a total of 26 questions). Such indiscriminate responses suggested lack of
meaningful engagement with the survey (For example, they gave the lowest ranking both to their
English skills and to the difficulties they experienced with English). In addition, three extreme outliers
(scores of 0, 3.75 and 7.50 out of 100) were observed on the LexTALE vocabulary test, suggesting a
lack of engagement with this section of the survey. Finally, two UK participants stood out in the
dataset of self-rated English proficiency levels. One participant performed extremely well on the
LexTALE vocabulary test with a perfect score of 100/100, reported high academic self-efficacy with a
score of 5.89/7, and low language-related academic difficulty with a score of 3.75/7. However, she
rated all her language skills as ““1” (indicating almost none), suggesting a possible misunderstanding
of the scale. The other participant had an average self-rated English proficiency of only 1.5 out of 7,
despite being a native English speaker, which was also extraordinarily low. However, upon reviewing
the responses of his survey, it was found that he may have had low confidence in his skills and was
overly critical in his self-evaluation, as evidenced by his low average academic self-efficacy level of

2.25/7.

Despite these anomalies, the results were consistent whether these data points were included or

excluded. Therefore, an analysis with the full dataset is reported for the sake of completeness.

4.7.1.3 Analysis process

The data were initially presented visually using a combination of descriptive tables and boxplots. To

further analyse the data, inferential analysis was performed using SPSS. Mann-Whitney tests and

Kruskal-Wallis tests along with their post hoc tests were conducted to compare the following groups:
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1. Students whose first language is English and those whose first language is not English (ENS vs. EFL)
2. EFL students from China and EFL students from the rest of the world (EFL_China vs. EFL_other)
3. British domiciled ENS students and international ENS students (ENS_UK vs. ENS_other)

Specifically, Mann-Whitney tests were initially conducted to compare ENS and EFL groups. After that,
Kruskal-Wallis tests were performed to determine if there were any differences among all four

student groups. Finally, pairwise comparisons were made using post hoc tests to identify differences
between EFL groups or between ENS groups (Significance values reported have been adjusted by the

Bonferroni correction for multiple tests).

However, for the English-efficacy measure, only a Mann-Whitney test was employed since only two

EFL groups (EFL_China vs. EFL_other) were being compared.

Furthermore, correlation tests were employed to examine the relationships between students’
vocabulary knowledge and their self-perceptions, including self-rated English proficiency, perceived
academic language difficulty levels, and academic self-efficacy. As the data were mostly non-normally
distributed and self-reported, which tends to be ordinal (Field, 2018), Spearman’s rank-order

correlations were used to identify any potential associations among these variables.

4.7.2 Results of survey measures

This section presents the results of the survey study, where the outcomes of each measure were
analysed. The findings for different groups of students’ vocabulary test, self-rated English proficiency,
perceived academic language difficulty and self-efficacy were all examined respectively.

4.7.2.1 Vocabulary knowledge

In the survey, students’ proficiency in English vocabulary was measured using a vocabulary test called
LexTALE (Lemhofer & Broersma, 2012). Participants took a timed version of the LexTALE test, which
was embedded directly in the Qualtrics survey. The test had a maximum score of 100. Table 4.5 and
Figure 4.4 below provide detailed descriptive results.

Table 4.5
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Descriptive Statistics for the LexTALE Vocabulary Scores

Group N M (SD) Mdn Range
EFL_China 153 59.53 (13.87) 60.00 90.00
EFL_other 270 79.64 (12.87) 82.50 100.00

ENS_UK 623 89.60 (9.75) 92.50 61.25
ENS_other 117 87.97 (11.19) 91.25 43.75

Figure 4.4

Boxplot of LexTALE Vocabulary Scores Organised by Group
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Figure 4.4 shows that EFL students’ scores were notably lower than those of ENS students.

Specifically, Chinese EFL students had the lowest scores, followed by non-Chinese EFL students. No

meaningful differences were observed in the ENS group between UK ENS students and international

ENS students.

A Mann-Whitney test was run to determine if there were significant differences in vocabulary scores
between EFL and ENS students. The results confirmed that ENS students had significantly higher

vocabulary scores than EFL students, U = 56243.50, z = 18.21, p <.001, r = .53.

Additionally, a Kruskal-Wallis test revealed a significant difference in vocabulary scores among the
four student groups, H (3) =416.85, p < .001. A post hoc test with pairwise comparisons confirmed

that Chinese EFL students had significantly lower vocabulary scores compared to non-Chinese EFL
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students (p < .001, r = -.45). However, within the ENS group, no significant difference was found

between UK students and international ENS students (p = 1.000, r = .04).

The above analysis mainly focused on group averages, however, individual performances within each
group, as shown by the ranges and Figure 4.4, reveal a wider distribution of vocabulary scores,
particularly among EFL students. Notably, within the Chinese EFL group, there were individuals who
matched or even surpassed the vocabulary scores of some ENS students. This suggests that there is
variability within each group and every student, regardless of their background, has the potential for

high language achievement.

4.7.2.2 Self-rated English proficiency

The survey participants were asked to rate their English proficiency for their reading, listening,
writing and speaking skills on a scale from 1-7, with 1 being defined as ““almost none’ and 7 as
“exceptionally good”. An average rating, based on the four language skills, was calculated for this
analysis. A detailed skill-specific analysis (self-rated reading, self-rated listening, self-rated writing

and self-rated speaking) is presented in Appendix M.

Detailed descriptive results are provided in Table 4.6 and Figure 4.5 below.

Table 4.6

Descriptive Statistics for the Self-rated English Levels

Group N M (SD) Mdn Range
EFL_China 153 4.59 (1.01) 4.75 5.75
EFL_other 270 5.85 (0.76) 6.00 3.25

ENS_UK 623 6.50 (0.65) 6.75 6.00
ENS_other 117 6.55 (0.60) 7.00 3.00

Figure 4.5

Boxplot of Self-rated English Levels Organised by Group
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As shown in Figure 4.5, EFL students rated their English proficiency lower than ENS students. Notably,
Chinese EFL students had the lowest self-ratings, followed by non-Chinese EFL students. The self-

ratings of the UK ENS students and the international ENS students were virtually indistinguishable.

To examine the differences in self-rated English proficiency between EFL and ENS students, a Mann-
Whitney test was conducted. The results confirmed that ENS students rated themselves significantly

higher than EFL students, U = 53054.50, z = 19.10, p < .001, r = .56.

In addition, a Kruskal-Wallis test revealed a significant difference in self-rated English proficiency
among the four student groups, H (3) = 440.05, p < .001. A post hoc test with pairwise comparisons
further revealed that within the EFL group, Chinese students rated their English proficiency
significantly lower than non-Chinese EFL students (p < .001, r = -.42). However, within the ENS group,
no significant differences were found between UK students and international ENS students (p = 1.000,

r=.03).

Similar to the results of vocabulary knowledge, there were also individual differences in how
students rated their English proficiency within each group, as shown by the ranges and Figure 4.5.

This highlights the fact that not all students in each group perceive their language similarly.

A Spearman’s rank-order correlation analysis was conducted investigate the potential relationships
between students’ vocabulary scores (serving as an indicator of English language proficiency) and

their self-rated English proficiency. The results indicated a significant positive correlation between
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these variables (rs = .47, p < .001). It suggests that students with higher English proficiency tended to
rate their English proficiency higher, indicating a sense of self-awareness regarding their own

language skills.

When examining the correlations within the EFL and the ENS groups separately, a stronger and more
statistically significant correlation was observed among EFL students (r; = .55, p < .001) compared
with ENS students (rs = .09, p = .015). Figure 4.6 provides a visual comparison of the correlations

between the two groups.

Figure 4.6
Scatterplot of LexTALE Vocabulary Score and Self-rated English Proficiency Split by Language Status
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As shown in Figure 4.6, the correlation among EFL students was notably stronger compared to ENS
students. It should be noted that the weaker correlation for ENS students could be due to their data
points being clustered together, leading to lower variance in scores. In other words, many ENS
students rated their English proficiency at the highest possible level, resulting in a lower strength of
association. However, the fact that there was still significant correlation within ENS students
suggested that these variations in language proficiency, even within native English speakers, were

genuine and meaningful.
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4.7.2.3 Perceived academic language difficulty

4.7.2.3.1 Overall academic language difficulty

During the survey, participants were asked questions about the challenges they faced related to the
English language in their studies. They responded to a total of 12 questions, grouped into three sets
of questions, each focused on a specific English ability: reading, listening, writing and speaking. Using
a 7-point scale, participants rated how much they agreed with each statement describing various
language-related academic challenges (e.g., “I find giving presentations difficult.””), with 1 indicating
“not at all true of me”’ and 7 indicating “very true of me”. If a participant had no experience with a
particular statement, they could choose ‘‘not applicable”. To determine the overall academic
language difficulty score for each participant, the average score of the 12 questions was calculated
and used in Table 4.7, Figure 4.7 and statistical analysis in this section. Descriptive data for the
difficulty of each language skill (reading difficulty, listening difficulty, writing difficulty, and speaking
difficulty) were calculated and are also presented in Table 4.7. Boxplots and statistical analyses of

each language skill are presented in Appendix N.

Detailed descriptive results are presented in Table 4.7 and Figure 4.7 below.
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Table 4.7

Descriptive Statistics for the Academic Language Difficulty Levels

Group

EFL_China

EFL_other

ENS_UK

ENS_other

Overall academic language

Reading difficulty Listening difficulty Writing difficulty Speaking difficulty
difficulty

N M (SD) Mdn  Range N M (SD) Mdn N M (SD) Mdn N M (SD) Mdn N M (SD) Mdn
4.01 4.20 3.54 4.36 3.91

153 4.08 6.00 153 4.33 153 3.67 153 4.67 151 4.00
(1.35) (1.62) (1.57) (1.56) (1.55)
3.11 2.93 2.49 3.39 3.62

270 3.00 6.00 261 2.67 269 2.00 265 3.33 266 3.33
(1.26) (1.61) (1.33) (1.60) (1.75)
3.47 3.39 3.09 3.42 3.95

622 3.42 5.75 600 3.33 619 3.00 618 3.00 618 3.67
(1.23) (1.52) (1.41) (1.50) (1.75)
2.81 2.81 2.51 2.73 3.21

117 2.67 5.25 116 2.67 117 2.33 116 2.33 117 3.00
(1.06) (1.31) (1.25) (1.37) (1.64)
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Figure 4.7
Boxplot of Overall Academic Language Difficulty Levels Organised by Group
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As can be seen from Figure 4.7, the levels of overall academic language difficulties varied across the
four student groups. Chinese EFL students reported the highest difficulty level, followed by UK ENS
students. Non-Chinese EFL students, despite English not being their first language, reported a lower
difficulty level compared to UK ENS students. International ENS students reported the lowest

difficulty level.

A Mann-Whitney test was performed to determine the differences in academic language difficulty
between EFL and ENS students. The results revealed no significant difference between EFL and ENS

students, U =151899.50, z = 0.80, p = .424, r = .02.

However, a Kruskal-Wallis test showed a significant difference in academic language difficulty among
the four student groups, H (3) = 76.22, p < .001. A post hoc test with pairwise comparisons indicated
significant differences between all student groups, except for international ENS students and non-
Chinese EFL students, where no significant difference was observed. Specifically, within the EFL group,
Chinese students reported significantly higher difficulty levels than non-Chinese EFL students (p
<.001, r =.33). Moreover, within the ENS group, UK students reported significantly higher difficulty
levels than international ENS students (p < .001, r = .20). Surprisingly, UK students also reported

significantly higher difficulty levels compared to non-Chinese EFL students (p < .001, r = .13).
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Similar to the findings of vocabulary knowledge and self-rated English proficiency, individual
responses within each group reveal a broad distribution of perceptions regarding academic English
difficulty. The range data and Figure 4.7 particularly showed that EFL students had a particularly

diverse range of perceptions, highlighting their distinct individual differences within the groups.

Therefore, the main points from the results were:

1) Chinese EFL students reported the highest levels of difficulty, significantly more than the other
groups.

2) UK ENS students rated their difficulty levels significantly higher than both international ENS and
non-Chinese EFL groups.

3) There was no significant difference in the perceived difficulty levels between international ENS

and non-Chinese EFL groups.

Sections 4.7.2.1 and 4.7.2.2 revealed that the English language proficiency (from both validated tests
and self-ratings) of both ENS groups was indistinguishably and significantly higher than that of either
EFL group, with the proficiency of Chinese EFL students being significantly lower than that of non-
Chinese EFL students. Surprisingly, despite having high English language proficiency through both
subjective and objective measures, UK ENS students perceived relatively high difficulty levels in
academic language. Additionally, the similar difficulty levels in academic language perceived by
international ENS students, despite having higher English language proficiency compared to non-
Chinese EFL students, was also unexpected. To find out the deeper reasons and explore which
specific aspects of academic language were found to be difficult, | looked closer at the pattern of the

results by question item (Details are discussed in the next section).

4.7.2.3.2 Item-specific academic language difficulty

As mentioned at the end of the last section, the unexpected findings of overall academic language
difficulties have prompted further exploration into these difficulties. Specifically, the aim was to
answer the question ““What types of academic language difficulties do different student groups find
challenging?”. To achieve this, specific question items within each language skill were compared, and

the results are presented in this section.

There were three questions related to each language domain (reading, listening, writing and

speaking). This section compares the difficulty levels of specific difficulty aspect, as shown by the
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individual question items, across groups within each language domain (i.e., group by item
interaction). To illustrate the results, boxplots are presented, followed by Friedman tests and their
post-hoc pairwise comparisons (Significance values have been adjusted by the Bonferroni correction

for multiple tests).

4.7.2.3.2.1 Academic reading difficulty

The three question items related to students’ academic reading difficulty were:

1. There are many words that | do not understand in my required reading materials.

2. When reading assigned academic texts, | often run out of time as they are too long.

3. After completing a required reading, | often find that | do not know what it was all about.
These questions measured students’ reading difficulties with 1) vocabulary knowledge, 2) reading

efficiency and 3) global comprehension respectively.

Figure 4.8 shows the boxplots of these specific aspects of academic reading difficulties across the

entire sample (for all students).

Figure 4.8
Boxplots of All Students’ Reading Difficulty Levels by Subcategory
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Additionally, Figure 4.9 shows boxplots of these aspects for each student group.

Figure 4.9
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followed by global comprehension and vocabulary knowledge. However, differences were observed
between groups. Figure 4.9 indicates that the two ENS groups perceived vocabulary knowledge to be
less challenging compared to reading efficiency and global comprehension. Similarly, non-Chinese
EFL students rated vocabulary less difficult than reading efficiency. Conversely, for Chinese EFL
students, vocabulary knowledge was as challenging as reading efficiency and even more challenging

than global comprehension.

The results of Friedman tests are as follows:

Friedman tests:

EFL_China: x3(2) = 14.22, p < .001
EFL_other: x3(2) = 13.10, p = .001
ENS_UK: x(2) = 72.14, p < .001
ENS_other: x3(2) = 34.87, p <.001
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The tests showed significant differences in academic reading difficulties across all groups for the

three question items. Therefore, pairwise comparisons were conducted.

Post-hoc pairwise comparisons:

Group China_EFL:

Vocabulary knowledge vs. reading efficiency: p = 1.00, r =-.03
Vocabulary knowledge vs. global comprehension: p =.074, r= .13

Reading efficiency vs. global comprehension: p =.014, r=.16

Group EFL_other:
Vocabulary knowledge vs. reading efficiency: p =.068, r=-.10
Vocabulary knowledge vs. global comprehension: p = 1.00, r = .02

Reading efficiency vs. global comprehension: p =.021, r=.12

Group ENS_UK:
Vocabulary knowledge vs. reading efficiency: p <.001, r =-.21
Vocabulary knowledge vs. global comprehension: p =.017, r =-.08

Reading efficiency vs. global comprehension: p <.001, r=.13

Group ENS_other:

Vocabulary knowledge vs. reading efficiency: p =.001, r =-.32
Vocabulary knowledge vs. global comprehension: p = .809, r = -.07

Reading efficiency vs. global comprehension: p <.001, r=.24

The results indicate that ENS students tend to perceive vocabulary knowledge significantly less
challenging compared to reading efficiency, while EFL students, especially those from China, tend to
view vocabulary similarly challenging. Since vocabulary knowledge serves as a strong indicator of
various linguistic abilities (Anderson & Freebody, 1981) and processing information more quickly and
effectively is associated with higher-skilled readers, vocabulary knowledge is likely to be a more
direct measure of linguistic knowledge while reading efficiency is a more direct indicator of academic
skills. Therefore, the results suggest that EFL students, especially those from China, may face
difficulties related to both linguistic knowledge and academic skills, whereas ENS students may

struggle more with academic skills than linguistic knowledge.
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4.7.2.3.2.2 Academic listening difficulty

The three question items related to students’ academic listening difficulty were:

1. My lecturers use many words that | do not understand.

2. During class time, | often miss important points because lecturers are speaking too fast.

3. In lectures, | often feel lost.

These questions measured students’ listening difficulties with 1) vocabulary knowledge ,2) listening

efficiency and 3) global comprehension respectively.

Figure 4.10 shows the boxplots of these specific aspects of academic listening difficulties across the

entire sample (for all students).

Figure 4.10

Boxplots of All Students’ Listening Difficulty Levels by Subcategory
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Additionally, Figure 4.11 shows boxplots of these aspects for each student group.

Figure 4.11
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Figure 4.10 shows that listening efficiency was reported to be the most difficult aspect in listening,
followed by global comprehension and vocabulary knowledge. However, there were differences
between groups again. Figure 4.11 shows that the two ENS groups viewed vocabulary knowledge to
be notably less difficult than the other two aspects. However, EFL students (especially Chinese EFL
students) considered vocabulary knowledge to be similarly difficult to global comprehension and

listening efficiency.

The results of Friedman tests are as follows:

Friedman tests:

EFL_China: x*(2) =4.73, p = .094
EFL_other: x*(2) = 25.67, p < .001
ENS_UK: x3(2) = 151.19, p < .001
ENS_other: x3(2) = 21.46, p < .001
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The tests showed significant differences in academic listening difficulties across the three question
items for the groups of EFL_other, ENS_UK and ENS_other. Hence, pairwise comparisons were

conducted for these three groups.

Post-hoc pairwise comparisons:

Group EFL_other:

Vocabulary knowledge vs. listening efficiency: p <.001, r=-.17
Vocabulary knowledge vs. global comprehension: p =.034, r=-.11

Listening efficiency vs. global comprehension: p = .467, r =.06

Group ENS_UK:
Vocabulary knowledge vs. listening efficiency: p <.001, r =-.30
Vocabulary knowledge vs. global comprehension: p <.001, r =-.12

Listening efficiency vs. global comprehension: p <.001, r=.18

Group ENS_other:
Vocabulary knowledge vs. listening efficiency: p =.011, r=-.19
Vocabulary knowledge vs. global comprehension: p =.002, r =-.23

Listening efficiency vs. global comprehension: p =1.00, r =-.04

The results suggest that all student groups except the Chinese EFL students found vocabulary less
challenging than listening efficiency and global comprehension. However, Chinese EFL students
seemed to find vocabulary just as difficult as the other two aspects. Vocabulary knowledge, as
mentioned in the last section, is a strong indicator for various aspects of linguistic ability (Anderson &
Freebody, 1981). However, speed of processing, which can exist independently of vocabulary
knowledge without significant correlations (Andringa et al., 2012), can be affected by factors such as
working memory capacity (Cerbin, 2018). Global comprehension, which is the understanding of
language in a general sense (British Council, 2023), can be related to both linguistic knowledge and
listening efficiency. It can also be influenced by other factors such as culturally-based knowledge
(Littlemore, 2001) and nonverbal cognitive abilities (Woumans et al., 2019). Hence, vocabulary
knowledge is more related to lower-level linguistic skills, while listening efficiency and global
comprehension are more related to higher-level academic skills. Thus, in terms of listening difficulties,
Chinese EFL students may face more challenges with lower-level linguistic skills, while other students

may struggle more with higher-level academic skills.

91



4.7.2.3.2.3 Academic writing difficulty

The three question items related to students’ academic writing difficulty were:
1. When writing assignments or sitting exams, | often struggle to find the right words.

2. When writing assignments or sitting exams, | often run out of time to complete the work to my

satisfaction.
3. | often find it hard to express and organise my ideas clearly in academic writing.
These questions measured students’ writing difficulties with 1) vocabulary (lexical choice), 2) speed

(time-constraints) and 3) clarity and coherence respectively.

Figure 4.12 shows the boxplots of these specific aspects of academic writing difficulties across the

entire sample (for all students).

Figure 4.12

Boxplots of All Students’ Writing Difficulty Levels by Subcategory
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Additionally, Figure 4.13 shows boxplots of these aspects for each student group.

Figure 4.13
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Boxplots of Each Group’s Writing Difficulty Levels by Subcategory
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Figure 4.12 shows that the difficulty levels of all the writing aspects were similar. However, there
were still differences between groups. According to Figure 4.13, the two ENS groups found
vocabulary notably less challenging than speed, clarity and coherence. The non-Chinese EFL group
also rated vocabulary slightly less challenging than the other aspects. In contrast, Chinese EFL

students perceived vocabulary to be the most challenging aspect of writing.
The results of Friedman tests are as follows:

Friedman tests:

EFL_China: x*(2) =3.65, p=.161
EFL_other: x*(2) =2.70, p =.259
ENS_UK: x(2) = 10.64, p = .005
ENS_other: x*(2) =5.28, p = .071

The tests showed significant differences in academic writing difficulties across the three question

items for the group ENS_UK. Hence, pairwise comparisons were conducted for this group.

93



Post-hoc pairwise comparisons of group ENS_UK:
Vocabulary (lexical choice) vs. speed (time-constraints): p =.113, r =-.06
Vocabulary (lexical choice) vs. clarity and coherence: p =.033, r =-.07

Speed (time-constraints) vs. clarity and coherence: p = 1.00, r =-.01

The results suggest that UK students find vocabulary to be less of a problem than speed, clarity, and
coherence in writing, while other students find all aspects comparably challenging. Similar to the
implication from reading difficulty, EFL students tend to perceive linguistic knowledge to be as

challenging as academic skills in writing.

4.7.2.3.2.4 Academic speaking difficulty

The three question items related to students’ academic speaking difficulty were:

1. | often find it hard to express myself successfully in class discussions.

2. | rarely ask questions or volunteer answers in my classes.

3. | find giving presentations hard.

These questions measured students’ speaking difficulties with 1) unplanned speech within a peer
group (informal context), 2) unplanned speech in front of the whole class and the tutor (formal
context), and 3) prepared speech in front of the whole class and the tutor (formal context)

respectively.

Figure 4.14 shows the boxplots of these specific aspects of academic speaking difficulties across the

entire sample (for all students).

Figure 4.14

Boxplots of All Students’ Speaking Difficulty Levels by Subcategory
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Additionally, Figure 4.15 shows boxplots of these aspects for each student group.

Figure 4.15

Boxplots of Each Group’s Speaking Difficulty Levels by Subcategory
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Figure 4.14 shows that formal unplanned speech was reported to be the most difficult aspect in
speaking, followed by formal prepared speech and informal unplanned speech. However, there were
differences between groups. Figure 4.15 reveals that for almost every group except for the Chinese
EFL group, informal unplanned speech was considered less difficult than formal prepared speech.
Conversely, for Chinese students, informal unplanned speech was slightly more challenging than

formal prepared speech.

The results of Friedman tests are as follows:

Friedman tests:

EFL_China: x3(2) = 4.89, p = .087
EFL_other: x3(2) = 25.67, p =.035
ENS_UK: x3(2) = 151.19, p < .001
ENS_other: x3(2) = 21.46, p = .095

The tests showed significant differences in academic speaking difficulties across the three question
items for the groups of EFL_other and ENS_UK. Hence, pairwise comparisons were conducted for

these two groups.

Post-hoc pairwise comparisons:

Group EFL_other:

Unplanned speech (informal) vs. unplanned speech (formal): p =.185, r =-.08
Unplanned speech (informal) vs. prepared speech (formal): p =1.00,r=0

Unplanned speech (formal) vs. prepared speech (formal): p =.185, r =.08

Group ENS_UK:
Unplanned speech (informal) vs. unplanned speech (formal): p <.001, r=-.14
Unplanned speech (informal) vs. prepared speech (formal): p <.001, r=-.12

Unplanned speech (formal) vs. prepared speech (formal): p = 1.00, r = .02

The results suggest that UK students perceive speaking in informal contexts less challenging
compared to formal contexts. For other student groups, all three speaking aspects are similarly
difficult. The three groups of international students reported a higher difficulty level with formal

unplanned speech (i.e., “I rarely ask questions or volunteer answers in my classes.”’) than informal

96



unplanned speech and formal prepared speech, although this difference was not statistically
significant. This might reflect cultural differences where some international students might feel
hesitant to ask questions (Lee, 2009) or challenge lecturers (Cheng, 2000) in classes. However, the
lack of statistical significance suggests that while cultural differences might play a role, they may not

be the dominant factor in the academic speaking context.

4.7.2.3.3 Correlations

In order to explore the relationships between students’ vocabulary scores, self-ratings of English
proficiency and academic language difficulty levels, a Spearman’s rank-order correlation analysis was
conducted. The results revealed that both objective (vocabulary scores) and subjective (self-ratings)
measures of English language proficiency significantly and negatively correlated with academic
language difficulty (vocabulary scores vs. academic language difficulty: rs =-.21, p <.001; self-rated
English proficiency vs. academic language difficulty: r; = -.30, p < .001). These results suggest that
students with higher English proficiency are more likely to rate their English proficiency higher and

experience fewer academic language difficulties.

When examining the correlations within the EFL and the ENS groups separately, a stronger
correlation was observed among EFL students (vocabulary scores vs. academic language difficulty: rs
=-.38, p <.001; self-rated English proficiency vs, academic language difficulty: rs=-.56, p <.001)
compared with ENS students (vocabulary scores vs. academic language difficulty: rs = -.15, p <.001;
self-rated English proficiency vs. academic language difficulty: r; = -.22, p < .001). Figure 4.16 provides
a visual comparison of the correlations between vocabulary scores and academic language difficulty

for the two groups.

Figure 4.16
Scatterplot of LexTALE Vocabulary Score and Academic Language Difficulty Split by Language Status
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As shown in Figure 4.16, EFL students demonstrated a stronger correlation than ENS students.
Similar to the observation in Figure 4.6, the weaker correlation might be due to a narrow range of
vocabulary scores in the ENS group. This means that many ENS students achieved maximum scores,
leading to a lower correlation strength. Despite this, the fact that there was still significant
correlation within ENS students suggested that the variations in academic language difficulty were

genuine and meaningful.

4.7.2.4 Self-efficacy

The survey also asked participants questions about their self-efficacy, which measured their
expectations and confidence in their studies. Specifically, all participants were requested to report
their confidence in academic studies (i.e., academic self-efficacy). Moreover, EFL participants were
exclusively asked additional questions about their confidence in studying in the English language (i.e.,

English self-efficacy).

There were eight questions evaluating all students’ academic self-efficacy and two questions

evaluating EFL students’ English self-efficacy. They rated whether each statement (e.g., “‘l expect to

do well in my studies.””) was true of them or not on a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 indicated “not at all
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true of me”” and 7 indicated “very true for me”’. The average score of each participant was calculated

for the analysis of both academic self-efficacy and English self-efficacy measures.

4.7.2.4.1 Academic self-efficacy

Table 4.8 and Figure 4.17 below present descriptive results for academic self-efficacy.

Table 4.8

Descriptive Statistics for the Academic Self-efficacy Levels

Group N M (SD) Mdn Range
EFL_China 153 4.63 (1.19) 4.75 6.00
EFL_other 270 5.24(1.01) 5.38 5.75

ENS_UK 623 5.09 (1.01) 5.25 5.50
ENS_other 117 5.43(0.99) 5.63 4.25

Figure 4.17

Boxplot of Academic Self-efficacy Levels Organised by Group
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In Figure 4.17, it can be seen that Chinese EFL students had notably the lowest academic self-efficacy
among the four groups. Interestingly, both non-Chinese EFL students and international ENS students,
despite their international status, reported higher academic self-efficacy compared to UK ENS

students.
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A Mann-Whitney test was run to investigate the potential differences in academic self-efficacy
between EFL and ENS students. The results indicated that ENS students had significantly higher levels
of academic self-efficacy compared to EFL students, U =145511.50, z = 1.20, p = .046, r = .04.

Furthermore, a Kruskal-Wallis test showed a significant difference in academic self-efficacy among
the four student groups, H (3) = 43.14, p < .001. A post hoc test with pairwise comparisons further
revealed that within the EFL group, Chinese students had significantly lower levels of academic self-
efficacy compared to non-Chinese EFL students (p < .001, r = -.25). Moreover, within the ENS group,
UK students had significantly lower levels of academic self-efficacy compared to international ENS
students (p = .003, r = -.13). Additionally, Chinese EFL students had significantly lower levels of
academic self-efficacy than UK ENS students (p < .001, r = -.16), indicating the lowest confidence

among all the groups.

A Spearman’s rank-order correlation analysis revealed a strong negative correlation between
academic language difficulty levels and academic self-efficacy (rs = -.50, p < .001), suggesting that
students who experience more academic language difficulties tend to have lower confidence in their

academic abilities.

When analysing the EFL and ENS groups separately, both groups displayed strong correlations
between academic language difficulty and academic self-efficacy (EFL: rs = -.51, p < .001; ENS: r; = -
.50, p <.001). The results indicated that academic language difficulties significantly and strongly
associated with academic studies for all groups of students regardless of whether English was their

first language or not.

4.7.2.4.2 English self-efficacy

As English self-efficacy questions were exclusively administered to EFL students, this section only
includes analysis and comparison of two EFL groups. The descriptive results for English self-efficacy

are presented in Table 4.9 and Figure 4.18 below.

Table 4.9

Descriptive Statistics for the English Self-efficacy Levels

Group N M (SD) Mdn Range

EFL_China 153 4.70 (1.30) 4.50 6.00
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EFL_other 269 5.78 (1.26) 6.00 5.50

Figure 4.18

Boxplot of English Self-efficacy Levels Organised by Group
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According to Figure 4.18, Chinese EFL students had noticeably lower levels of English self-efficacy

than non-Chinese EFL students.

As there were only two groups in the English self-efficacy measure, a Mann-Whitney test was used to
compare the means within the EFL group. The results confirmed that Chinese EFL students reported
significantly lower levels of English self-efficacy than non-Chinese EFL students, U = 10577.00, z = -
8.39,p<.001, r=-.41.

While the group averages provide an overview of the differences between groups, the individual
ranges in self-efficacy, as shown by the range data and Figures 4.17 and 4.18, reveal a more complex
picture. For example, the broad range observed among Chinese EFL students in both academic and
English self-efficacy highlighted a distinct diversity within this group. This suggests that even within

the same group, some students may find their studies difficult while others may find them easy.

4.7.2.5 Summary of the results
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The cross-sectional survey mainly evaluated students’ English language proficiency and their self-
perceptions related to language and learning, including self-rated English proficiency, perceived
academic language difficulty and self-efficacy. The effects of domicile status (home vs. international)
and language status (native vs. non-native English speakers) on these variables were also analysed

across four student groups.

English language proficiency was measured by LexTALE vocabulary test. EFL students demonstrated
significantly lower proficiency than ENS students. Within the EFL groups, Chinese EFL students had
significantly lower proficiency compared with non-Chinese EFL students. However, there was no
significant difference in proficiency among the two ENS student groups. The pattern of students’ self-
rated English proficiency closely mirrored the objective measure of their proficiency, indicating
students’ self-awareness regarding their English abilities. A correlation test confirmed this, revealing
a significant and positive relationship between objective and subjective English proficiency,

particularly among EFL students.

When it came to perceived academic language difficulty, measured by language-related difficulty in
studies, Chinese students reported the highest difficulty levels across all groups. Surprisingly, UK
students, despite being native English speakers and home students, reported significantly higher
levels of academic language difficulties than both non-Chinese EFL students and international ENS
students. EFL students, particularly those from China, generally found lower-level linguistic skills as
challenging or even more challenging than higher-level academic skills. In contrast, ENS students
usually found lower-level linguistic skills less difficult than higher-level academic skills. A correlation
test suggested that students with higher English proficiency or those who had greater confidence in

their English skills tended to experience lower levels of academic language difficulties.

In terms of confidence in studies, measured by academic self-efficacy, Chinese students showed the
lowest levels among all groups. UK students continued to show unexpected uncertainties, with lower
academic self-efficacy compared to international ENS students. Interestingly, the pattern of academic
language difficulty seemed to mirror academic self-efficacy more closely than objective or subjective
English language proficiency. A correlation test confirmed that students experiencing higher

academic language difficulties were more likely to have lower academic self-efficacy.

In terms of confidence in studying in English, measured by English self-efficacy exclusively for EFL

students, Chinese EFL students reported significantly lower confidence than non-Chinese EFL
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students. This suggested that, among all student groups, Chinese EFL students exhibited the lowest
English proficiency, the lowest confidence in their English skills and capabilities in studying in English

language, and the highest levels of academic English difficulty.

4.8 Open questions

As mentioned in the end of Section 4.3.3, two open-ended questions were part of the on-line survey
which was designed and implemented through Qualtrics. Participants were asked about both
challenging and positive experiences in their studies. The first question sought to understand what
they found difficult, while the second focused on what they found enjoyable. Specifically, the
questions were: 1. Please tell us about some experiences (academic and/or social) that you have
found challenging in your current studies; 2. Please tell us about some experiences (academic and/or
social) that you have found positive in your current studies. These two questions did not require
forced responses, making it possible for participants to skip them (or either of them) if they had no

relevant experience or did not wish to share.

4.8.1 Participants of open questions

A total of 691 participants provided valid responses to the question about challenges, while 667
participants provided valid responses to the question about positive experiences. Table 4.10 below

displays the distribution of participants among different groups for both open questions.

Table 4.10

Participant Group Distribution for Two Open Questions

Challenges Positive Experiences

N (%)

N (%)

EFL_China 68 (44.44%) 64 (41.83%)
EFL_other 153 (56.67%) 150 (55.56%)

ENS_UK 397 (63.72%) 381 (61.16%)
ENS_other 73 (62.39%) 72 (61.54%)

691 (59.42%)

667 (57.35%)
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Total

Table 4.10 also displays the percentage of participants who provided valid responses compared to
the total valid survey participants. Most non-participants either skipped one or both questions or
provided invalid answers, such as ““No”, “N/A”, random meaningless words, or irrelevant responses.
To be considered valid, responses for one question needed to be related to academic and/or social
challenges, and responses for the other one had to be associated with positive academic and/or

social experiences.

EFL students, particularly those from China, appeared less likely to respond to open questions. Since
participants had to express their experiences in English, the lower English proficiency of EFL students

may have contributed to their reluctance.

4.8.2 Analysis approach of open questions

The data were entered into an Excel document and subsequently imported into NVivo, an on-line
programme that facilitates coding and organising data from various sources into themes (Thomas,
2017). A qualitative analytic method called content analysis was employed, following the guidelines
by Bengtsson (2016). Content analysis classifies textual material, condensing it into more relevant
and manageable pieces, and can be used for various purposes, such as analysing open-ended survey
guestions (Weber, 1990). To minimise the influence of preconceptions on the results, an inductive
approach was employed for the content analysis. This approach was chosen because although
previous studies have explored similar topics, the participants in this study experienced a unique
learning environment due to the COVID-19 pandemic, which created a distinct context with

insufficient prior knowledge.

Given the data’s nature (diverse responses, many of which were brief and surface-level), the analysis
focused on manifest content, describing what the participants explicitly stated rather than
interpreting the text on a deeper level. Four stages outlined by Bengtsson (2016) were followed:

4.8.2.1 Decontextualisation

In this stage, meaning units (i.e., the smallest units containing some of the insights the researcher

needs) are identified, and an open coding process is used to label them with codes.
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After importing the data into NVivo, | familiarised myself with the content through repeated re-
readings. | identified meaning units related to participants’ academic and social experiences and
labelled them with codes in relation to challenges and positive experiences across the data. A
complete response was usually considered as one single meaning unit, unless a participant shared
multiple experiences from distinctly different perspectives. For instance, the meaning units of both
““my lecturers speak very quickly” and “very sharp accents from foreign lecturer’’ were coded as
“listening difficulties’ at this stage. As the analysis progressed, initial codes were generated.
Adopting an inductive approach, | developed the initial coding list during the process rather than
creating it beforehand. Codes were repeatedly revised and rephrased, resulting in the formation of
an initial coding list in preparation for the subsequent phase. In the end, 20 codes were identified

within the domain of challenges, and 16 codes in the domain of positive experiences.

4.8.2.2 Recontextualisation

This stage requires researchers to re-read and double-check what has been included as meaning
units. All content related to the research question should be included, while unrelated content

should be excluded.

NVivo’s automatic highlighting feature marks all coded data, allowing me to easily distinguish
between included content and excluded portions. | reviewed the entire original text to ensure that all
relevant data were included. Responses pertaining to students’ positive and challenging experiences
were considered relevant. | then re-evaluated all unmarked data to determine if they should be
included. Several responses unrelated to the predefined categories of challenges or positive
experiences were excluded from further analysis. For instance, a response like “Attending” was

omitted.

4.8.2.3 Categorisation

This stage involves the identification of homogeneous groups and generation of categories.

As there were two open-ended questions exploring two distinct aspects of participants’ experiences,

the dataset was naturally divided into two primary domains: challenges and positive experiences. |

further explored the data, searching for similarities, grouping them into subcategories, and
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eventually generating potential categories. For example, the previously mentioned listening
difficulties were classified as “language-related difficulties” within the “academic obstacles”
category for the domain of challenges. | then reviewed the entire categorisation process. In the end,
there were three categories for each open-ended question (six final categories in total). Whenever |
encountered uncertainties, | consulted with a colleague with relevant educational research

background. Finally, | reviewed and refined the categories.

4.8.2.4 Compilation

This stage involves presenting a comprehensive overview of the results.

With the help of NVivo and some manual calculations, | created tables to display numeric
information about the experiences of various participant groups. When presenting the results, |
made efforts to stay as close to the participants’ words as possible in order to accurately convey this
manifest analysis. Relevant quotations from the original data were selected to support each sub-
category, without any modifications made to grammar or lexical choices. | also created additional
tables to show my coding and categorisation process, wrote up a detailed analysis for each category

and drew conclusions based on the evidence.

4.8.3 Results of open questions

Table 4.11 and Table 4.12 present the codes for the domains of challenges and positive experiences
respectively, along with the frequencies for each code. The word frequencies refers to the number of

times participants mentioned specific references.

Table 4.11

Codes and Frequencies in the Domain of Challenges

Codes Frequencies
Difficulties in subject-related knowledge 64
Difficulties in assighment and assessment 37
Difficulties in group work and discussion 32
Lack of support and guidance in courses 21
Teaching methods 25
Other course-related difficulties 14
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Reading difficulties 85

Speaking difficulties 72
Listening difficulties 36
Writing difficulties 59
Overall language-related difficulties 36
Learning methods and learning skills 20
Distraction and boredom 25
Mental health issues and learning disabilities 18
Other self-related difficulties 13
Inexperience and differences 49
Work overload; difficulties with work-life balance 104
On-line education difficulties 78
Social isolation and social difficulties 90
General and other difficulties due to the COVID-19 14

restrictions

Table 4.12

Codes and Frequencies in the Domain of Positive Experiences

Codes Frequencies

Learning enjoyment 167
Support from lecturers and tutors 120
Ease of study and improvement 82
Friendship and social interaction 81
Sense of accomplishment 71
Benefits from recorded lectures 56
Other support from universities 48
Help from peers 44
Seminars and group discussion 30
Convenient on-line study and events 26
Available learning resources 23
Other enjoyment 18
Time flexibility 16
General support and other support 13
Self-support 11
Other flexibility 7
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These codes were then organised into sub-categories and further grouped into categories. For
example, the first six codes in Table 4.11 were arranged into the sub-category course-related
difficulties. Table 4.13 and Table 4.14 show the analysis process with example meaning units (i.e.,

participant quotations).

Table 4.13

Categories, Sub-categories, and Examples in the Domain of Challenges

Categories Sub-categories Example meaning units

A lot of the content in my course is very
Course-related difficulties difficult and sometimes | struggle to

understand it all.

| speak fairly eloquently in my mother tongue,

it is hard to maintain the same level of

““elegance” in English. In an academic setting, |
Academic obstacles  Language-related difficulties sometimes struggle to find a certain keyword

that would express my thoughts.

Self-related difficulties Due to mental illness, | have found it hard to
attend on-line classes, therefore | am worried |

will not be doing well.

I have found speaking in on-line lectures
On-line education difficulties challenging and more intimidating, especially

within breakout rooms.

Having a social life is also a struggle because of

Social isolation and social lockdown restrictions and on-line lectures
Isolation and difficulties making it difficult to make friends.
distance General and other difficulties General COVID-19 uncertainty and restrictions.

due to the COVID-19

restrictions

As an international student I’'ve found it
challenging so far to adapt to the academic
Inexperience and differences differences between the UK and my home

Ajustment difficulties country.

The workload is quite high this year and | feel
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Work overload; difficulties with

work-life balance

like tasks take me longer than expected.

Table 4.14

Categories, Sub-categories, and Examples in the Domain of Positive Experiences

Categories

Sub-categories

Example meaning units

Enjoyment and

improvement

Sense of accomplishment

It makes me confident that | can keep up

with the lectures on 2x speed.

Friendship and social interaction

| have met some like-minded people

that I'll enjoy staying in touch with.

Learning enjoyment

Some of the topics we have learned

about have been very interesting.

Ease and improvement

| feel I am improving, although slowly.

Other enjoyment

The city is really nice and the university

has nice buildings.

Support and

accessibility

Support from lecturers and tutors

Lecturers are incredibly understanding
and very helpful in the case of me not

understanding a topic.

Available learning resources

There are plenty of resources available

and | know where to look for them.

Help from peers

| find it helpful to have a discussion with
students about the paper | read as a
homework because it gives me a chance
to clarify some parts of the paper |

found confusing.

Seminars and group discussion

I’ve found that discussions during
seminars are very useful and
informative, especially when | make an

effort to contribute my own thoughts.

Self-support

| found that looking at the notes

beforehand really helps.

Other support from universities

The university — academics and
administrators alike — has responded
very well to the crisis, and has
maintained transparency throughout the

process.

General support and other support

| cannot stress how much | love the NHS
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- it's been a real help to me for my

experience in the UK.

Time flexibility Being able to fit work around my own

schedule.

Having all the lectures recorded means |

Benefits from recorded lectures can rewatch areas that | have found
Flexibility and challenging or confusing.
freedom Convenient on-line study and events I have enjoyed the flexibility of the on-

line course structures.

Other flexibility Freedom of choosing the material for

studying.

As illustrated earlier, three categories were established to outline participants’ challenges and three

to highlight their positive experiences. The figure below shows the screenshot of the nodes on NVivo.

Figure 4.19

A screenshot of the nodes on NVivo
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In following sections, | will discuss the six categories in detail.

4.8.3.1 Challenges

Academic obstacles, isolation and distance as well as adjustment difficulties were three main issues

for participants’ reported challenges.

Challenge 1: Academic obstacles

Academic obstacles emerged as a key element of participants’ challenging experiences and were
reported more frequently than any other category. These obstacles were mainly associated with
language, although some were related to courses or personal factors. However, those course-related

and self-related challenges also had language elements.

When compared with course-related and self-related difficulties, language-related difficulties were
the most frequently reported academic obstacles across all four student groups. These difficulties
were mainly concerning reading, speaking, listening and writing. Detailed analysis and comparisons

of these language-related difficulties across groups are provided in Section 4.8.3.3).

In terms of course-related difficulties, understanding subject-related knowledge stood out to be a
primary concern. Many participants reported challenges in relation to the subject content and
subject concepts (e.g., “A lot of the content in my course is very difficult and sometimes | struggle to
understand it all.”’). Besides this, issues relating to assignments and assessments, group work,
teaching methods, and lack of support or guidance in their courses were also reported. Itis
noteworthy that course-related challenges might be in some ways comparable to language-related
ones, as students’ language problems were also likely to occur in their subject studies. For example,
understanding technical terminology and concepts with unfamilar vocabulary can pose a challenge,
leading to difficulties in group work and assignments. Nevertheless, there was a fair amount of
dissatisfaction concerning teaching and insufficient support. Therefore, Students’ desired support

was further explored in interviews (see Section 6.8.5).

A few participants described their difficulties to be self-related. Instead of attributing their difficulties

to external factors (such as lecturers talking too fast or reading being too difficult), these self-related
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difficulties revealed how participants sometimes placed the blame solely on themselves. Some
participants reported being easily distracted and feeling bored (e.g., “It is difficult for me to focus
during lectures so | often miss what the lecturer is saying.’); some expressed dissatisfaction with
their learning methods or skills (e.g., “Finding the most effective methods of independent study’’);
others mentioned concerns about mental health issues and learning disabilities (e.g., “l am dyslexic
so it takes me much longer to read and process the material.’). Despite focusing on personal factors
rather than language-related difficulties, some of the issues mentioned by participants were
indirectly related to language, such as difficulty focusing in lectures leading to missed content while
listening, or dyslexia affecting reading. Although the reporting rate of self-related difficulties was
minimal compared to the other academic challenges, it is still worth exploring the possible reasons
for distractions, ineffective methods, and the support they may need. Given that most answers in the

open-ended questions were brief and superficial, the interviews addressed those questions in detail.

Challenge 2: Isolation and distance

Isolation and distance reflected participants’ dissatisfaction about their inability to connect with
others, difficulties in on-line learning, and other difficulties they encountered due to the lockdown

restrictions.

Socially, participants reported feeling isolated and lacking opportunities to make friends and
establish connections. The COVID-19 restrictions limited their chances of meeting people, and the
transition to on-line classes made it even more challenging to connect with their own classmates.
Although some participants did not explicitly attribute their social difficulties to the restrictions (e.g.,
“it’s been hard to meet people”), it is reasonable to speculate that COVID-19 still played an
important role since most participants mentioned it when expressing their social disconnections

(e.g., “Connecting with people in my class is hard due to the course being on-line.”).

Academically, there were complaints about the effectiveness and convenience of mandatory on-line
teaching. Many students seemed to be unaccustomed to learning on-line (e.g., “It’s hard with
everything being on-line, especially when you have to have discussions with other people and it’s
awkward.”). Some mentioned slow internet speeds, which might hinder their coursework; some

found it hard to maintain focus in front of a computer; others simply disliked studying on-line.
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Furthermore, there was a general sense of frustration when participants mentioned the restrictions
(e.g., “This year, lockdown and restrictions have been particularly detrimental.”’). As the data
collection took place during a period when UK universities had to follow specific rules due to the

restrictions, it is not surprising to see the distinct impact of these issues.

Challenge 3: Adjustment difficulties

Participants faced difficulties adjusting, which involved feelings of overload, imbalanced,

inexperienced, and encountering differences.

Many of them complained that their workload was overwhelming. Some also reported struggling to
maintain a balance between their studies and personal life or effectively manage their time. One
participant stated ‘“Keeping up with the workload at master’s level is hard, especially when you want

to do anything else with your life”.

For students who had little or no prior experience in the UK academic environment, adjustment was
challenging due to numerous differences (e.g., ‘“Teaching pattern is different here, something which |
am not used to.””). Notably, this type of challenge was not limited to EFL students alone, as
international ENS students reported similar issues (e.g., ““The British curriculum where sometimes
only one assessment is given for a term-long course is new and challenging to me.”’; “I've found it
challenging so far to adapt to the academic differences between the UK and my home country.”). In
addition, despite being based in the UK and having familiarity with the local environment, some UK
ENS students also experienced difficulties due to the differences between universities and schools
(e.g., “Learning from lectures is quite a big change from school, so it’s taking some time to get used

toit.”).

4.8.3.2 Positive experiences

Positive experiences reported by participants can be categorised into three main areas: enjoyment

and improvement, support and accessibility, as well as flexibility and freedom.

Positive experience 1: Enjoyment and improvement

Participants expressed a sense of enjoyment and improvement in their learning journey, which
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involved their positive feelings for learning what they were interested in, feeling a sense of
achievement concerning their accomplishments or improvements, and having friendship or pleasant

interactions with people (although limited).

Many participants found their course content interesting and the learning process pleasant. Given
that academic obstacles was the most frequently mentioned challenge while enjoyment and
improvement had the highest frequency in positive experiences, it is possible that academic studies
can be difficult and enjoyable at the same time. This assumption was confirmed by a few
participants with one example’s original text stating ““Even though they are difficult, | enjoy writing

essays and trying to present my knowledge”.

Other than learning enjoyment and the experience of ease, improvement and accomplishment also
brought positivities. Some were delighted that the learning was easy (e.g., “‘Lectures are easy
enough to follow’’), and some made improvement or obtained a sense of accomplishment (e.g.,

““Continuous progression in academics is motivating.”).

Despite limited social interactions, participants found joy in connecting with people and building
friendships (e.g., “Although | haven’t been able to meet people on my course, | feel like I'm much
closer with my flatmates than other years due to mainly staying in the flat.”’; ““My course mates are
all very conversational and we really enjoy comparing our cultural differences and experiences.”). It
is interesting that the reporting frequencies of social interactions in both positive and negative sub-
categories (friendship and social interaction vs. social isolation and social difficulties) were almost
the same. It is possible that the situation made it hard to meet new people and make friends, which
highlighted their enjoyment in the restricted social connections and made those limited friendships

specially valuable.

Positive experience 2: Support and accessibility

Participants appreciated the support provided by different people or through different methods. The
help and assistance received from lecturers and tutors were reported most often (e.g., “Lecturers
are incredibly understanding and very helpful in the case of me not understanding a topic.”). There
was a lot of satisfaction concerning their fast speed of email responses, understanding attitudes,

approachable personalities, and helpful teaching methods.
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Many participants also obtained learning help from friends, group members, university departments

or other sources (e.g., “‘other students are really helpful when they understand something | don’t.”’).

Positive experience 3: Flexibility and freedom

The category of Flexibility and freedom was also influenced by the unique circumstances of the
COVID-19 period, similar to isolation and distance. On-line study and limited social interactions
seemed to provide students with more flexible time and life/study styles. Interestingly, despite the
potential dissatisfaction with on-line universities, there were also positive aspects that some

students appreciated.

The availability of recorded lectures emerged as the most significant advantage of on-line education.
By accessing recorded lectures on-line, many students gained the flexibility to watch them at their
convenience. They could pause, rewind, take notes, adjust the speed, and rewatch repetitively until
full comprehension was achieved (e.g., “Pre-recorded lectures have enabled me to understand the
content better since | can pause the lecture, make more detailed notes, and research points | don't
fully understand without missing important information.”’). Some lectures even included captions,
facilitating easier understanding, particularly for students who had trouble hearing or understanding
the content (e.g., “I've found it great when there are captions in videos (lectures or otherwise) so
that | can see the words that | wasn’t able to hear.””). Such benefits of recorded lectures highlight
their potential usefulness beyond compulsory on-line learning, especially in addressing potential
language barriers. For example, in future offline and in-person teaching scenarios, it could be
beneficial to have lectures recorded and available on-line for students to conveniently review and

reinforce their understanding.

Moreover, with almost everything being on-line combined with the fact that students did not have
to go to campus, they gained more available and flexible time to spend as they wished or to attend
on-line events (e.g., ““Studying on-line part time gives me the flexibility to fit study around my
work.”).

4.8.3.3 Open question findings across different groups

Group comparison 1: Language-related difficulties by group
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As academic obstacles was the category most frequently reported as a challenge with the sub-
category of language-related difficulties being the most reported one, language-related difficulties
seemed to be a particularly important factor in students’ challenging experiences. Since this research
also aimed to compare students’ language-related experiences among different groups, a matrix was
created to show the frequency and reporting rate of self-reported language-related difficulties within

these four groups (see Table 4.15 below).

Table 4.15

Frequency and Reporting Rate of Language-related Difficulties by Group

Other Overall
Reading Listening Writing Speaking
language language
difficulty difficulty difficulty difficulty
difficulty difficulty

EFL_China 11 (16.18%) 13 (19.12%) 7 (10.29%) 6 (8.82%) 8 (11.76%) 45 (66.18%)
EFL_other 11 (7.19%) 14 (9.15%) 16 (10.46%) 21 (13.73%) 11 (7.19%) 73 (47.71%)
ENS_UK 56 (14.11%) 8(2.02%) 33 (8.31%) 38 (9.57%) 14 (3.53%) 149 (37.53%)

ENS_other 7 (9.59%) 1(1.37%) 3(4.11%) 7 (9.59%) 3(4.11%) 21(28.77%)

Note. Numbers in the table: the number of references mentioned related to the difficulty.
Percentages in the table: the proportion of the number of students reported the difficulty in relation

to all the students in the group who provided at least one valid answer related to challenges.

The frequency represents the number of references that participants mentioned. When participants
reported language-related issues without indicating specific areas (e.g., “the level of my English is
not high enough’’), these data were classified as other language difficulty. The frequency of overall
language difficulty has the cumulative sum of all the other categories, including reading, listening,

writing and speaking and other language difficulties.

As illustrated in Table 4.15, EFL students, particularly those from China, reported language-related
difficulties more frequently than ENS students. This high frequency of language-related difficulties
among Chinese students was consistent with the results in other measurements from the survey,
such as self-rated language-related scales and the objective English proficiency measure, further
confirming that Chinese students found their language barriers particularly challenging compared to

all other groups.
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Nevertheless, ENS students also experienced language-related challenges in an academic context.
Notably, UK ENS students reported an unexpectedly high numbers of reading issues (e.g., ““l have
found finding my own reading difficult and often | find the academic language in readings difficult to
understand.””). Surprisingly, the reporting rate for reading-related difficulties among UK students
(14.11%) was even higher than that of the non-Chinese EFL group (7.19%) and almost equal to that
of Chinese EFL students (16.18%).

Interestingly, international ENS students reported the lowest rate of language-related difficulties,
despite the fact that UK ENS students were expected to be most at ease and familiar with the UK’s
culture and educational setting. The observed lack of confidence among UK students was in line with
the results of the academic self-efficacy and academic language difficulty scales in the survey.
Further insights into UK students’ language-related difficulties were gathered through the interview

research.

Group comparison 2: General presentation by group

Table 4.16

Frequency and Reporting Rate in each Category by Group

Challenges Positive experiences
Academic Isolation and Adjustment Enjoyment and Supportand Flexibility and
obstacles distance difficulties improvement accessibility freedom

EFL_China 65 (82.28%) 7 (8.86%) 8.86%) 36 (50.00%) 31 (43.06%) 5(6.94%)

7(
EFL_other 123 (62.44%) 36(18.27%) 38(19.29%)  99(53.51%)  72(38.92%) 14 (7.57%)
ENS_UK  320(61.54%) 112 (21.54%) 88(16.92%) 242 (52.04%) 150 (32.26%) 73 (15.70%)
20 (

ENS_other 49 (51.04%) 27 (28.13%) 20.83%)  42(46.15%)  36(39.56%) 13 (14.29%)

Note. Numbers in the table: the number of references mentioned related to the category.
Percentages in the table: the proportion of the number of references in the category in relation to

the total number of references in the domain (challenges/positive experiences) for that group.

Table 4.16 shows that the issue of academic obstacles were a prominent concern among all groups of
students. For example, academic obstacles made up 82.28% of the challenges reported by Chinese
EFL students. This again emphasised the need for investigation into what additional support students

require to address their academic challenges, especially those related to languages, which was
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further explored in the interview study. Surprisingly, UK ENS students reported a higher rate of
academic obstacles than international ENS students, nearly equal to the rate reported by non-

Chinese EFL students, which further confirms their lack of confidence in academic studies.

Moreover, it is worth noting that the impacts of COVID-19 appeared to be more negative (isolation
and distance) than positive (flexibility and freedom), which highlights the need for additional support,

guidance or changes to mitigate the negative effects of the restrictions or a similar crisis in the future.

4.8.3.4 Summary of the results

The responses to open-ended questions offer some valuable insights into students’ perceived
challenges and positive experiences. The challenges students experienced were more academic than
social with language-related difficulties being an important factor. EFL students, particularly those
from China, found language-related issues more difficult than ENS students. Difficulties related to
restrictions also influenced participants, leading to feelings of loneliness and isolation as well as
academic challenges. Adjustment issues were also mentioned as a new environment can make

everything hard.

Fortunately, despite these academic difficulties, many students expressed their enjoyment of the
learning process, often shown by their interest in subject content or their delight in accomplishment
and improvement. Support from a variety of sources, especially from lecturers and tutors, was also
perceived to be useful. The flexibility and convenience provided by on-line courses emerged as a

silver lining to the restrictions, even though the negative impacts were more prominent.

EFL students’ perceived academic obstacles, especially those related to language, constituted the
majority of the challenges they faced during their educational journey in the UK. Nevertheless, these
problems were not exclusive to EFL students. Despite English being ENS students’ first language, UK
ENS students surprisingly showed a high degree of uncertainty concerning language-related issues

and general academic studies. These results were consistent with the survey outcome measures.

4.9 Discussion

The cross-sectional survey study analysed different groups of students’ English language proficiency

and self-perceptions related to language-related and academic experiences, including self-rated
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English proficiency, self-efficacy and perceived academic language difficulty. In the survey,
participants self-assessed their English skills (reading, listening, writing and speaking), language-
related difficulties experienced in studies and self-efficacy. They also completed the LexTALE
vocabulary test to measure their objective English proficiency and answered open questions to
express their challenges and positive experiences. Unlike previous research, this study separated the
effects of domicile status (home vs. international) and language status (English as a native language,
ENS vs. English as a foreign language, EFL) and compared four groups of students: Chinese EFL
students (EFL_China), non-Chinese EFL students (EFL_other), UK ENS students (ENS_UK) and

international ENS students (ENS_other).

4.9.1 English language proficiency

This section discusses different groups of students’ English language proficiency levels, which were

evaluated by LexTALE vocabulary performances.

The results revealed no significant difference in vocabulary knowledge between UK ENS students and
international ENS students. Both groups outperformed the two EFL groups, with Chinese EFL

students scoring significantly the lowest.

Li et al.’s (2010) research suggested that Chinese students tend to have lower English proficiency
compared to other international students. This study not only supports Li et al.’s findings but also
extends them by comparing within the EFL group itself, which did not include international ENS
students. Eddey and Baumann (2011) suggested a correlation between English language proficiency
and the country of origin, with students from countries like China typically having lower English
proficiency compared to those from countries where English is the official or dominant language,
widely spoken or well understood (e.g., USA, India, and Western Europe). This study corroborates
these findings and highlights the fact that despite sharing the commonality of being international
students and non-native English speakers, the English proficiency of Chinese EFL students tends to be
considerably lower than EFL students from other countries. Given that the study found no difference
in English language proficiency between UK home students and international ENS students, it is
necessary to distinguish international ENS students (such as those from the USA) from other

international students when it comes to English language proficiency.
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4.9.2 Self-perceptions of English language proficiency

This section discusses different groups of students’ self-perceptions of English language proficiency,

which were evaluated by self-rated English proficiency levels.

Interestingly, the pattern of self-rated English proficiency closely mirrored the objective
measurements of English proficiency (measured by LexTALE vocabulary performance). Both ENS
student groups self-assessed their English skills indistinguishably and significantly higher than either
EFL student group, with Chinese EFL students displaying the least language confidence. This pattern
remained consistent when examining self-ratings across all language skills, including reading,
listening, writing and speaking. The correlation test showed a positive and significant relationship
between vocabulary knowledge and self-ratings of English skills. This suggests that students have a
certain degree of intuitive understanding of their own English language competencies. The results
align with Li and Zhang’s (2021) meta-analysis, which reported a moderate overall correlation
between students’ self-assessment and language performance, as measured by language tests and

teacher assessment.

Tomoschuk et al.’s study (2018) suggested that students from China might overestimate their English
proficiency compared to other groups due to different frames of reference when comparing their
language skills to those around them. However, this study does not corroborate this finding. In this
research, Chinese students had both the lowest English language proficiency and the lowest self-
ratings of their English proficiency, indicating that they were well aware of their limitations, and were
unlikely to overestimate their English abilities compared to others. Since the research contexts were
different, with Tomoschuk et al.’s study (2018) being set up in bilingualism and this study being set up
in UK higher education, it is possible that students are more likely to be aware of their English

abilities in the context of UK higher education.

4.9.3 Perceived academic language difficulty

This section discusses different groups of students’ academic language difficulties experienced in

their studies, which were evaluated by levels of language-related academic difficulty. Additionally,

insights gathered from open questions are also discussed.
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Chinese EFL students experienced the highest level of academic difficulty, followed by UK ENS
students, non-Chinese EFL students and international ENS students. Interestingly, the difficulty level
of UK students was significantly higher than that of non-Chinese EFL students. This was surprising
considering their native language advantage and local domicile status, as well as their high English
proficiency levels shown in both objective and subjective evaluations. This suggests that high
confidence in general English proficiency does not necessarily translate into high confidence in using

the language for academic purposes.

While the language difficulties faced by non-native English students and international students in
English-speaking countries have been widely researched by scholars such as Bawa and Watson
(2017), Phakiti and Li (2011), and Sawir (2005), there is limited understanding of the language-
related difficulties experienced exclusively by native English-speaking and local students. According
to previous research, some of the language-related problems encountered by EFL students go
beyond linguistic knowledge and comprehension, extending to academic language skills that could
also affect ENS students. For example, issues such as lack of attention during reading (Al-Jarrah &
Ismail, 2018), inadequate skills in organising ideas in writing (Muamaroh et al., 2020) and
nervousness during public speaking (Kheryadi & Hilmiyati, 2021) contain non-linguistic elements and
could potentially affect native English speakers as well. In fact, both EFL and ENS participants in the
open questions in this study reported similar issues, such as distraction while studying and
challenges in understanding and speaking during on-line lectures. Other factors, like adjustment
issues and learning disabilities, also influenced students of different language backgrounds. For
example, many participants in open questions reported difficulties in adjusting to a new learning
environment (such as overwhelming reading load and challenging academic transition). This further
confirmed that academic language can be challenging for students regardless of their language

background.

The assessment of academic language difficulty scale in this study emphasised English usage in
academic contexts rather than purely linguistic knowledge. Therefore, the high difficulty level
reported by UK ENS students suggested a lack of confidence in their academic language abilities.
Moreover, both skill-specific comparisons and open-ended questions highlight the significance of
reading in UK students’ language uncertainty, a topic further explored in the interview study (see

Section 6.8.2.2).
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Despite English proficiency not being equivalent to academic English proficiency, they share a close
connection. There were significant negative correlations between academic language difficulty levels
and both English proficiency and self-rated English proficiency. This suggests that students with
higher English proficiency and more confidence in their English proficiency were less likely to
experience academic English difficulties, although English proficiency and academic English

proficiency can be viewed differently.

The shift to on-line education during the COVID-19 period might have had a more pronounced
negative impact on students with lower English proficiency compared to those with higher
proficiency. In the open questions, EFL students attributed more challenges to be language-related
compared with ENS students. Many of these responses were directly or indirectly related to COVID-
19 restrictions, such as struggles to understand lecturers due to unsatisfying recording quality and
difficulty engaging in on-line class discussions. Academically, the restriction may have exacerbated
EFL students’ language disadvantages and language difficulties. In Pham et al.s (2022) study, on-line
teaching was challenging for instructors to help EFL students fully understand the lesson content and
most students struggled to improve their speaking skills via on-line education. Socially, obstacles in
meeting and building relationships with others could have restricted the language progress of EFL
students. Even prior to the COVID-19 period, interactions between international and native students
were limited. Sherry et al.s (2010) study at an American university found that most international
students did not succeed in making friends with Americans. Similarly, Constantine et al. (2005) stated
that international students tend to remain in same-ethnicity groups. The restrictions from the
pandemic were likely to further impede EFL students’ language improvement through reduced
interactions with locals. According to Mahyoob’s (2020) study, EFL students identified a lack of real

English language practice with classmates as one of their challenges during the COVID-19 period.

However, on-line education also revealed some benefits. For example, many students found
recorded lectures and on-line study materials helpful. EFL students, in particular, appreciated the
convenience to watch lectures at their own pace, rewatch whenever needed, and use captions to
increase comprehension. This suggests that making study materials and recorded lectures available

on-line could be beneficial, even in in-person teaching.

4.9.4 Self-efficacy
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This section discusses different groups of students’ confidence in studying their courses, which was
measured by academic self-efficacy. It also discusses EFL students’ confidence in studying in the
English language, which was measured by English self-efficacy. Additionally, insights gathered from

open questions are also discussed.

In terms of academic self-efficacy, Chinese EFL students displayed the lowest confidence among all
groups. Interestingly, UK ENS students’ levels of academic self-efficacy were lower than international
ENS students and were similar to (albeit not significantly lower than) non-Chinese EFL students. A
significant negative correlation was observed between academic language difficulty and academic
self-efficacy, suggesting that students who found academic English more challenging tended to have
lower confidence in their studies. Responses from open questions revealed that a large number of
perceived academic obstacles to be language-related, with a higher percentage of UK ENS students
(37.53%) attributing their challenges to language compared to international ENS students (28.77%).
Since UK ENS students perceived unexpectedly high levels of academic language difficulties and
unexpectedly low levels of academic self-efficacy, it is possible that some of their academic

difficulties might be closely related to academic language.

Notably, higher academic self-efficacy stems from understanding how to achieve a goal rather than
the actual attainment of that goal (Honicke et al., 2020). Responses from open-ended questions
revealed that many challenges stemmed from a lack of understanding about how to address
academic difficulties or adapt to new environments. It is likely that students with low academic self-
efficacy might lack the understanding of how to deal with their academic English difficulties. The
specific language-related difficulties these students experienced were further investigated in the

interview study.

In terms of English self-efficacy, Chinese EFL students showed lower confidence levels compared to
non-Chinese EFL students. This indicates that Chinese students’ low confidence extends beyond
English language proficiency (as measured by self-rated English proficiency) to include the use of
English in academic contexts. Eddey and Baumann’s (2011) research found that students requiring
remedial English programmes before starting their studies generally achieve lower academic grades
compared to those meeting language requirements. Furthermore, students completing longer
remedial programmes tend to have lower grades than those in shorter programmes. Considering the
significantly larger percentage of Chinese EFL students (45.64%) attending pre-sessional courses

compared to non-Chinese EFL students (6.49%), it is reasonable to assume that their lower English
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language proficiency hindered their academic studies and influenced their confidence in both

general studies and studies using English.

4.10 Conclusion

The cross-sectional study, based on initial survey data, explored UK university students’ English
language proficiency, academic language difficulties and self-efficacy. It compared different groups of
international students and home students; it also investigated the relationships between their
English language proficiency and perceptions regarding language and academic studies. Moreover,
responses from open questions shed light on students’ perceived challenges and positive

experiences.

ENS students displayed significantly higher levels of English language proficiency and confidence in
their proficiency compared to EFL students. However, there was no difference between home ENS
students and international ENS students, suggesting that students’ language status (whether English
is their first language or not) plays a more important role in their language proficiency and
confidence in this proficiency than their domicile status (whether students are home or
international). However, in terms of academic language and academic studies, UK ENS students
showed less confidence than non-Chinese EFL students, suggesting that academic language can be
challenging for all groups of students regardless of their language background. Among all student
groups, Chinese EFL students reported the lowest levels of English language proficiency, confidence,
and self-efficacy, and the highest levels in academic language difficulties. Their lack of confidence

and difficulties are likely to be related to their limited language proficiency.

Despite some positive experiences such as enjoyment of academic progress and appreciation of
support, students encountered various challenges, predominantly related to academic studies and
language. It raises the question of whether students’ English language proficiency and related
perceptions change over time after studying in UK universities. This is addressed in the subsequent
longitudinal survey study presented in Chapter 5. Additionally, it is also worth exploring the specific
language-related difficulties that students encounter and the additional support they desire. The

interview study further explores these topics, which is presented in Chapter 6.
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CHAPTER 5 STUDY TWO: FOLLOW-UP SURVEY STUDY

5.1 Introduction

The survey, which was conducted at the beginning of the 2020 academic year and discussed in
Chapter 4, investigated how home and different groups of international students differ in terms of
their English language proficiency, academic language difficulty and self-efficacy. However, it only
provided a snapshot of these differences at a single time point. To understand whether and how
these factors change over the course of an academic year, a follow-up survey was conducted towards

the end of the academic year with a subset of participants from a single university.

The purpose of this longitudinal study was to investigate the academic changes in students’
experiences, with a specific focus on language-related experiences, among university students in the
UK over the duration of an academic year. This study also aimed to conduct a comparative analysis of
the changes across different student groups. Therefore, the research question of this study was: How
do the English language proficiency and self-perceptions regarding language and learning of home

students and different groups of international students change over the course of an academic year?

Specifically, it investigated the language-related academic perceptions and performances of master’s
students at one UK university by comparing data collected at the beginning and the end of an
academic year. Initially, participants completed a survey that measured their English proficiency, self-
rated English proficiency, perceived academic language difficulty and self-efficacy. One academic year
later, those who agreed to continue their participation in the study were invited to complete a
follow-up survey which consisted of similar questions to the initial survey. This two-point data
collection enabled a deeper understanding of how university students’ English language proficiency

and language-related academic experiences change over the course of an academic year.

5.2 Participants

A total of 59 participants (with valid responses) took part in this longitudinal study, all of whom were
enrolled in postgraduate taught programmes at a Russell Group University in the North-East of

England. These individuals had participated in the initial survey at the beginning of the academic
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year and provided valid contact information to voluntarily take part in a follow-up survey toward the

end of the academic year.

In the initial survey, 100 potential participants expressed interest in participating in the follow-up
survey, however, only 63 of them successfully completed it. Upon further examination, it was
discovered that four participants provided conflicting demographic information in relation to
whether English is their first language, making it impossible to classify them into one of the four
student groups. They were therefore excluded from the analyses. Consequently, 59 valid survey

responses were used for the analysis.

Of the 59 participants, 28 were home students, domiciled in the UK with English as their first
language (ENS_UK). The remaining 31 were international students, who were from various regions
outside the UK. Out of these international students, six were native English speakers (ENS_other),
while 25 were non-native English speakers. Within the non-native English-speaking students, the
largest group were 13 students from China (EFL_China), who reported Chinese as their first language.

The remaining 12 EFL students reported domiciles other than China (EFL_other).

Out of all the participants, 12 identified as male, 45 as female, one chose “other’ as their gender,
and one preferred not to reveal their gender. The average age of the participants was 25.44 (SD =

5.37). The gender and age details of the different student groups are provided in Table 5.1 below.

Table 5.1

Demographic Information of Follow-up Survey Participants by Group

Group EFL_China EFL_other ENS_UK ENS_other
N 13 12 28 6
M =2 (15.38%) M =5 (41.67%) M =5 (17.86%) M =0 (0%)
Gender F=11(84.62%) F=7(58.33%) F=21(75.00%) F=6(100.00%)
N (%) Other =0 (0%) Other =0 (0%) Other =1 (3.57%) Other =0 (0%)
NI =0 (0%) NI =0 (0%) NI =1(3.57%) NI =0 (0%)
Age 23.00 27.75 25.96 23.67
M (SD) (2.48) (6.57) (5.94) (1.03)

Note. M: male, F: female, NI: No information
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5.3 Survey design and data collection

The design of the initial survey is comprehensively described in Section 4.3 above.

During the follow-up survey, participants re-evaluated their English skills and retook the same
vocabulary task (i.e., LexTALE). They also reported their self-efficacy and rated their academic
language difficulties again. Since the follow-up survey was conducted at the end of the academic year,
the questions relating to self-efficacy and academic language difficulties were rephrased in the past
tense, allowing participants to reflect on their experiences (e.g., “In lectures, | often feel lost.”” was
changed to “In lectures, | often felt lost.”’). The follow-up survey questions are included in Appendix

B.

The initial survey was carried out from 2nd November 2020 to 2nd January 2021, while the follow-up
survey was conducted from 12th July 2021 to 6th October 2021. Participants who had completed the
initial survey, expressed interests and provided valid email addresses were sent an email invitation

containing a link to the follow-up survey (see Appendix E for the information sheet, consent form and

invitation email).

5.4 Analysis approach

5.4.1 Normality of distribution and outliers

Prior to conducting the analysis of the longitudinal data, the normality of distribution was examined
to provide guidance on whether parametric or non-parametric tests would be used. The assumption
of normality for Mixed ANOVA is that: there should be normally distributed dependent variables for
each combination of the levels of the independent variables. Since the longitudinal study had two
levels of within-subjects factor (Time 1 and Time 2) and four levels of between-subjects factor (four
groups of students), there were eight combinations of the datasets (e.g., Vocab_T1Group 1,
Vocab_T1Group2, Vocab_T1Group3, Vocab_T1Group4, Vocab_T2Group 1, Vocab_T2Group2,
Vocab_T2Group3, Vocab_T2Group4) for five outcome measures (i.e., Vocabulary, Self-rated English,
Academic language difficulties, Academic self-efficacy, English self-efficacy) which needed to be
tested to find out if the distributions were approximately normal. The analysis of the normality was

therefore conducted for all these datasets separately.
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The Shapiro-Wilk test for normality indicated that some datasets (out of five outcome measures
across four groups for two research periods) were normally distributed while others were not. Since
significance tests of normality lack power to detect non-normality in small sample sizes (Field, 2018),
histograms and Q-Q plots were also used, which suggested that almost all datasets were

approximately non-normally distributed for all outcome measures.

In addition to the normality check, boxplots were used to detect outliers. Two participants exhibited
unusual performance in the vocabulary tests, resulting in extreme scores on boxplots. Upon
reviewing the raw data, it was confirmed that these two scores were indeed atypical. Specifically, one
Chinese participant scored only 6 in T1 but 41 in T2. It was discovered that she skipped the majority
of the vocabulary questions (53/63) in T1, resulting in the exceptionally low score. Another
participant from the UK scored 53 in T1 but 31 in T2. Although she completed all the questions, it
was unusual that her vocabulary score was substantially lower at Time 2. Further investigation
revealed that she answered the questions at an extraordinarily fast pace (average item response time
of 0.62 seconds, compared to the overall average of 1.34 seconds). Furthermore, the latter half of
the vocabulary test was completed even faster, with an average item response time of only 0.23
seconds. Given her significant decrease in score and the atypically rapid completion time, it was

possible that this participant answered the questions randomly to get through the test quickly at T2.

However, it was found that the results of the analysis remained consistent whether these two
outliers were included or excluded. To maintain completeness of the data, this paper includes these

two data points in the data analysis and the reported results.

5.4.2 Analysis process

Tables and graphs:

The data were presented visually using a combination of tables and line graphs. In addition to
presenting descriptive data for both Time 1 and Time 2, the tables also included information on the
T2-T1 difference, as well as the visual outcomes of the Wilcoxon signed-rank tests. Line graphs were
used to demonstrate group differences across time, with only three groups represented. The group
of international ENS students was omitted from line graphs due to its small sample size (N = 6) and to
enhance clarity. However, additional line graphs that include all four groups can be found in

Appendix R.
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Statistical tests:

For this study, a Mixed ANOVA was initially proposed as it involved both a “within-subject” factor
(time) and a “between-subject” factor (group). However, since the normality of all the data violated
the assumption of parametric tests, non-parametric tests had to be used instead. As there is no
Mixed ANOVA non-parametric alternative and group differences had already been investigated in a
cross-sectional study with a significantly larger sample size, individual non-parametric tests were
conducted to compare differences over time within each group and the magnitude of change over
time between groups. Specifically, Wilcoxon signed-rank tests were used to compare changes over
time within each group and Kruskal-Wallis tests were used to compare the magnitude of change
between groups (using T2-T1 score differences). Since the number of participants in the group
ENS_other (N = 6) was too small for meaningful statistical analysis between groups, this group was
excluded from the Kruskal-Wallis tests. Whenever significant differences were detected, follow-up

pairwise comparisons were conducted to determine which specific groups exhibited differences.

For the outcome measure of English self-efficacy, a Mann-Whitney test was used instead of a
Kruskal-Wallis test as an exception, as there were only two groups (the two EFL groups) being

compared.

Correlation:

To investigate the relationships between changes in English language proficiency and changes in
students’ perceptions of language and learning, a non-parametric measure of correlation, the
Spearman’s correlation coefficient, was employed. It examined the correlation between students’
improvement in the vocabulary knowledge (as an index of English language proficiency) and changes
in various self-reported measures, including self-rated English proficiency, self-efficacy and perceived

academic language difficulties.

Similar to the Kruskal-Wallis test, the correlation test was run on the T2-T1 score differences. The test

was conducted on the overall sample first, followed by individual tests for each of the four groups.

5.5 Challenges
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The follow-up survey study faced challenges that impacted the data analysis.

Since it was a longitudinal study, participant attrition was a significant issue. Initially, there were 100
potential participants who met the criteria and expressed a willingness to continue participation in
the survey. However, many participants from the initial survey did not respond to the follow-up
survey. | tried to minimise the attrition by sending three reminders, but in the end, 28 participants
still did not respond to the invitation email or complete the follow-up survey. Worse still, an
additional 13 participants could not be contacted or did not provide valid survey responses for
various reasons such as invalid contact information, incomplete follow-up surveys, or inconsistent
demographic information. In the end, only 59 surveys were included in the analysis, and the sample
size of international ENS students was too small to conduct meaningful statistical analysis between
groups. The reduced sample size lowered the statistical power and generalisability (see Section 7.6
for a detailed discussion of research limitations). This experience taught me to be prepared for
participant attrition and special circumstances when estimating the number of participants in the

future.

5.6 Results

The results for each outcome measure are presented in tables, line graphs and through the results of
statistical tests. As mentioned in Section 5.4.2, due to the small sample size of group ENS_other (N =
6), only three groups (EFL_China, EFL_other, and ENS_UK) were used in the line graphs and Kruskal-

Wallis tests. However, line graphs including all four groups are presented in Appendix R.

5.6.1 Vocabulary knowledge

The participants completed a timed version of the LexTALE vocabulary test, directly embedded in the
survey and delivered by Qualtrics (see Section 3 of Appendix B for the test instructions and question

examples) at both time points. The results are summarised in Table 5.2 and Figure 5.1 below.

Table 5.2
LexTALE Vocabulary Scores at Time 1 and Time 2, and the Change between Time 1 and Time 2,

Reported by Group

Group N T1 T2 T2-T1 change Wilcoxon signed-rank test
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M M M effect
Mdn Mdn Mdn z P

(SD) (SD) (SD) sizer
57.79 65.19 7.40

EFL_China 13 61.25 63.75 0.00 1.69 .091 .33
(18.32) (7.97) (14.55)
78.96 79.69 73

EFL_other 12 81.88 81.25 1.50 0.43 .666 .09
(11.28) (10.87) (7.38)
90.94 90.40 -.54

ENS_UK 28 90.63 95.00 .00 0.67 .506 .09
(7.14) (12.21) (10.20)
86.67 85.42 -1.25

ENS_other 6 86.25 86.88 -1.50 -0.27 .785 -.08
(6.41) (9.31) (8.44)

Figure 5.1

Line Graph Representing the Change in LexTALE Vocabulary Scores from Time 1 to Time 2, Reported

by Group
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As can be seen from Figure 5.1, there was no visual change in the performance of either non-Chinese

EFL students or UK ENS students over time. However, there was an improvement in the proficiency

of Chinese EFL students, narrowing the gaps between them and the other two groups. Additionally, it

shows that the proficiency differences between groups observed at Time 1 persisted at Time 2. UK

ENS students remained the most proficient, followed by non-Chinese EFL students, and Chinese EFL

students maintained the least proficient group, despite their observed improvement.
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The Wilcoxon signed-rank tests revealed no significant change between T1 and T2 within each group
(Group EFL_China: T=60.50, z=1.69, p =.091, r = .33; Group EFL_other: T=44.50, z=0.43, p = .666,
r=.09; Group ENS_UK: T=111.50, z= 0.67, p = .506, r = .09; Group ENS_other: T=6.50, z=-0.27, p
=.785, r =-.08). It suggested that there was no significant improvement in English language

proficiency for all student groups over time.

Similarly, the Kruskal-Wallis test confirmed that there were no statistically significant group

differences in T1-T2 changes on the LexTALE test, H(2) = 1.68, p = .433.

5.6.2 Self-rated English proficiency

At both research times, participants were asked to rate their English proficiency using the same
method (see Section 2 of Appendix B for the questions). They self-assessed their reading, listening,
writing and speaking abilities using a 7-point scale, where 1 represents ‘““almost none’” and 7
represents “exceptionally good”. The self-rated English score was computed as the average score
across the four skills for each participant. The results of the skill-specific comparisons (self-rated
reading, self-rated listening, self-rated writing and self-rated speaking) are presented in Appendix S.

Detailed descriptive results are presented in Table 5.3 and Figure 5.2 below.

Table 5.3

Self-rated English Proficiency at Time 1 and Time 2, and the Change between Time 1 and Time 2,

Reported by Group
T1 T2 T2-T1 change Wilcoxon signed-rank test
Group N M M M effect
Mdn Mdn Mdn z p
(SD) (SD) (SD) sizer
4.50 4.50 4.98 5.25 48 .50 2.62 .009 .51
EFL_China 13
(0.70) (0.62) (.53)
6.02 6.25 6.06 6.00 .04 13 0.09 .928 .02
EFL_other 12
(0.74) (0.78) (.75)
6.67 6.88 6.65 7.00 -.02 .00 -0.11 916 -.01
ENS_UK 28
(0.45) (0.60) (.42)
6.71 7.00 7.00 7.00 .29 .00 1.34 .180 .39
ENS_other 6
(0.60) (0.00) (.60)
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Figure 5.2

Line Graph Representing the Change in Self-rated English Proficiency from Time 1 to Time 2, Reported

by Group
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As can be seen from Figure 5.2, there was no visual change in the self-rating of both non-Chinese EFL
students and UK ENS students over time. However, there was a positive change in the self-rating of
the Chinese EFL students during Time 2 of their studies, narrowing the initial gap between the groups.
The figure further shows that at both Time 1 and time 2, UK ENS students consistently rated their
English language proficiency the highest, followed by non-Chinese EFL students. Despite the

observed increase, Chinese students’ self-ratings remained the lowest.

The Wilcoxon signed-rank tests confirmed Chinese EFL students’ increase in confidence as they rated
their English proficiency significantly higher after approximately one academic year compared to
before, T=82.5, z=2.62, p =.009, with a large effect size, r = .51. However, there was no significant
change in self-rated English for non-Chinese EFL students (T =34.00, z=0.09, p =.928, r =.02), the
group ENS_UK (T=66.00, z=-0.11, p = .916, r = -.01) and international ENS students (T=3.00, z =
1.34, p=.180, r = .39).

The Kruskal-Wallis test further revealed a significant difference in the rating changes among the
three groups, H(2) = 7.53, p = .023. Further analysis was conducted through pairwise comparisons

with an adjusted p-value to control for Type | error rate at 5%. The results indicated that Chinese EFL

134



students perceived a significantly higher improvement in their English proficiency compared to UK
ENS students, p =.023, with a medium to large effect size, r = .42. However, no significant difference

was observed between the groups EFL_China and EFL_other, or between EFL_other and ENS_UK.

5.6.3 Academic language difficulty

During both research periods, participants were asked questions about the challenges they
encountered with regard to language during their studies. In the initial survey, they were given a set
of 12 questions, with each set of three questions focused on one English ability (reading, listening,
writing and speaking). They were asked to rate each difficulty statement (e.g., “My lecturers use
many words that | do not understand’’) on a scale of 1 to 7, with 1 indicating “not at all true of me”,
and 7 indicating ““very true of me”. In the follow-up survey, the questions were rephrased to be more
reflective (e.g., ““My lecturers used many words that | did not understand’’) (see Section 5 of
Appendix B for questions in T2). The average score of the 12 questions was calculated for each
participant to indicate academic language difficulties in the analysis. The results of the skill-specific
comparisons (reading difficulty, listening difficulty, writing difficulty and speaking difficulty) are

presented in Appendix T. Detailed descriptive results are presented in Table 5.4 and Figure 5.3 below.

Table 5.4

Academic Language Difficulty at Time 1 and Time 2, and the Change between Time 1 and Time 2,

Reported by Group
T1 T2 T2-T1 change Wilcoxon signed-rank test
Group N M M M effect
Mdn Mdn Mdn z p
(SD) (SD) (SD) sizer
3.81 4.33 3.48 3.25 -.33 -.33 -1.51 132 -.30
EFL_China 13
(1.27) (1.37) (.67)
3.38 2.64 3.15 2.63 -.24 -.03 -0.08 .937 -.02
EFL_other 12
(1.73) (1.72) (1.56)
3.03 2.87 3.20 3.38 .18 17 0.74 .459 .10
ENS_UK 28
(1.07) (1.23) (1.33)
2.80 2.88 2.78 2.88 -.03 .08 -0.11 917 -.03
ENS_other 6
(0.66) (0.91) (.68)
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Figure 5.3

Line Graph Representing the Change in Academic Language Difficulty Levels from Time 1 to Time 2,

Reported by Group
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Figure 5.3 shows that all groups of students experienced only a minor change in their academic
language difficulty as time progressed. It also reveals a slight increase in difficulty level for UK

students and a slight decrease in difficulty level for both EFL groups.

The Wilcoxon signed-rank tests confirmed no significant differences between T1 and T2 for all four
groups (Group EFL_China: T=24.00, z=-1.51, p =.132, r =-.30; Group EFL_other: T=38.00, z = -0.08,
p=.937,r=-.02; Group ENS_UK: T=235.50, z=0.74, p = .459, r = .10; Group ENS_other: T=10.00, z
=-11,p=.917, r=-.03).

Similarly, the Kruskal-Wallis test found no significant group differences in T1-T2 changes on academic

language difficulty, H(2) = 2.00, p = .368.

5.6.4 Self-efficacy

During both research times, all participants were asked about their confidence in academic studies
(i.e., academic self-efficacy). EFL participants, on the other hand, were exclusively asked additional

guestions about their confidence in studying in the English language (i.e., English self-efficacy).
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5.6.4.1 Academic self-efficacy

During the initial survey when participants had just begun their academic year, they were presented
with eight statements designed to gauge their confidence in studies (e.g., “‘l am certain | can master
skills being taught.”). Similar to the academic language difficulty scale, they were asked to rate
whether they were true or not using a 7-point scale, where 1 represented ‘“‘not at all true of me’” and
7 represented “very true of me”’. During the follow-up survey when participants were nearing the
end or had completed their academic year, they were asked similar questions, with minor
adjustments, to assess their self-efficacy in a reflective way (e.g., “l am certain | have mastered the
skills being taught’’) (see questions 1-8 in Section 4 of Appendix B for academic self-efficacy
questions in T2). For the analysis, the average score of the eight questions was calculated for each

participant. Table 5.5 and Figure 5.4 below present descriptive analysis for academic self-efficacy.

Table 5.5

Academic Self-efficacy at Time 1 and Time 2, and the Change between Time 1 and Time 2, Reported

by Group
T1 T2 T2-T1 change Wilcoxon signed-rank test
Group N M M M effect
Mdn Mdn Mdn z p
(SD) (SD) (SD) sizer
4.42 4.25 4.56 4.38 13 .50 1.79 .073 .35
EFL_China 13
(1.19) (0.85) (1.21)
5.77 5.63 4.98 4.75 -.79 -.81 -2.12 .034 -43
EFL_other 12
(0.84) (1.36) (1.04)
5.28 5.31 5.09 5.25 -.18 .00 -0.35 724 -.05
ENS_UK 28
(0.73) (1.18) (1.25)
5.92 5.81 5.69 5.75 -.23 -.13 -0.81 416 -.23
ENS_other 6
(0.44) (0.79) (.57)
Figure 5.4

Line Graph Representing the Change in Academic Self-efficacy Levels from Time 1 to Time 2, Reported

by Group
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Figure 5.4 shows that, as time progressed, both non-Chinese EFL students and UK ENS students
experienced a decline in academic self-efficacy, with the most substantial decrease observed among
non-Chinese EFL students. It also reveals that despite initially having a higher level of academic self-
efficacy than UK ENS students, non-Chinese EFL students experienced a distinct drop in their
confidence, resulting in a slightly lower level than that of UK ENS students after one academic year.
Chinese EFL students’ confidence increased, while the other two groups’ decreased, narrowing the

gap between them, however, their academic self-efficacy in T2 remained lower than either group.

The Wilcoxon signed-rank tests confirmed non-Chinese EFL students’ decrease in confidence as they
rated their academic self-efficacy significantly lower at T2 compared with T1. T=12.00, z=-2.12, p
=.034, with a medium to large effect size, r = -.43. In contrast, there was no significant change for the
groups EFL_China (T=71.00,z=1.79, p=.073,r=.35), ENS_UK (T=187.50,z=-0.35,p=.724,r=-
.05) and ENS_other (T=4.50,z=-0.81, p = .416, r=-.23).

Additionally, the Kruskal-Wallis test revealed a significant difference between the confidence changes
of the three groups, H(2) =8.17, p = .017. Subsequent pairwise comparisons with adjusted p-values
indicated that non-Chinese EFL students exhibited significantly different perceptions of changes in
academic self-efficacy compared to Chinese EFL students, p =.013, with a large effect size, r =.57. No
significant difference was found between the groups EFL_China and ENS_UK, or between EFL_other

and ENS_UK.
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5.6.4.2 English self-efficacy

As previously mentioned, EFL students answered additional questions to assess their confidence in
studying in the English language. In the initial survey, they were presented with two statements
about their English self-efficacy (e.g., ““l am confident | can do as well studying in English as | was able
to in my native language.”’) and were asked to rate whether they were true or not using a 7-point
scale, the same as that used for academic self-efficacy. In the follow-up survey, they were asked
similar questions with adjustments made to reflectively evaluate their confidence (e.g., ““I did as well
studying in English as | had previously done in my native language.”) (see questions 9-10 in Section 4
of Appendix B for English self-efficacy questions in T2). To analyse the data, the average score of the
two questions was calculated for each participant. Table 5.6 and Figure 5.5 below show descriptive

analysis for English self-efficacy.

Table 5.6

English Self-efficacy at Time 1 and Time 2, and the Change between Time 1 and Time 2, Reported by

Group
T1 T2 T2-T1 change Wilcoxon signed-rank test
Group N M M M effect
Mdn Mdn Mdn z p
(SD) (SD) (SD) sizer
4.19 4.50 3.92 4.00 -.27 .00 -0.66 .507 -.13
EFL_China 13
(1.52) (0.86) (1.41)
6.17 6.50 5.29 5.50 -.88 -.25 -1.97 .049 -.40
EFL_other 12
(0.98) (1.51) (1.38)

Figure 5.5
Line Graph Representing the Change in English Self-efficacy Levels from Time 1 to Time 2, Reported

by Group
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As depicted in Figure 5.5, there was a decrease in the confidence of both EFL groups over time,
although the decline of the Chinese EFL students was minor while that of non-Chinese EFL students
was evident. Moreover, the Chinese EFL students’ confidence remained lower than those of non-

Chinese EFL students after one academic year.

The Wilcoxon signed-rank tests confirmed a decline in the English self-efficacy of non-Chinese EFL
students, as there was a significant loss of confidence (T =4.00, z = -1.97, p = .049), with a medium to
large effect size, r = -.40. In contrast, there was no significant change for Chinese EFL students (T =

17.00, z=-.66, p = .507, r=-.13).

In terms of group differences, however, no significant difference was found in changes between the

two EFL groups (Mann-Whitney, U = 60.50, z=-.97, p = .347, r =-.19).

5.6.5 Correlation

According to Spearman’s correlation coefficient, there was no significant correlation between

changes in students’ vocabulary scores and changes in self-rated English proficiency (rs=-.02, p

=.886), perceived academic language difficulties (r;=-.17, p =.212), academic self-efficacy (r.= .22, p
=.090) or English self-efficacy (r;=.03, p = .802).
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When examining different student groups, the results stayed consistent: no significant correlations
were observed among all four student groups. This suggested that attitudes towards language and

learning were not related to the progress of students’ English proficiency.

5.6.6 Summary of the results

The longitudinal study examined and compared the survey responses of 59 participants at two
different research times. Similar to the cross-sectional survey, it evaluated students’ English language
proficiency and their self-perceptions related to language and learning, including self-rated English
proficiency, academic language difficulty and self-efficacy. The changes over time for each group and

group differences in changes were both analysed.

English language proficiency was measured by LexTALE vocabulary test. The Wilcoxon signed-rank
tests revealed that all student groups did not show significant improvement in English language
proficiency after an academic year. The Kruskal-Wallis test further showed that there were no

significant differences among the groups regarding changes in proficiency over time.

In terms of students’ self-rated English proficiency, the Wilcoxon signed-rank tests showed
interesting results. Chinese EFL students rated their own English abilities significantly higher over
time, unlike the other three groups where no changes in self-ratings were observed. Furthermore,
the Kruskal-Wallis test indicated that the perceived English proficiency improvement of Chinese EFL

students was significantly higher than that of UK ENS students.

When it came to perceived academic English difficulty, measured by language-related academic
difficulty, the Wilcoxon signed-rank tests found no significant differences between the two times for
all four groups. Similarly, the Kruskal-Wallis test revealed no significant group differences in changes

over time.

Regarding students’ confidence in their studies, measured by academic self-efficacy, the Wilcoxon
signed-rank tests found a significant decline over time in non-Chinese EFL students, while no
significant changes were observed in other groups. The Kruskal-Wallis test indicated that the change
in confidence among non-Chinese EFL students significantly differed from that of Chinese EFL

students.
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In terms of students’ confidence in studying in English, measured by English self-efficacy exclusively
for EFL students, the Wilcoxon signed-rank tests revealed a significant drop over time in non-Chinese
EFL students. In contrast, Chinese EFL students’ confidence remained relatively stable. The Mann-

Whitney test revealed no significant difference in changes between the two EFL groups.

According to Spearman’s correlation coefficient, there was no significant correlation between
changes in all groups of students’ vocabulary scores and changes in self-rated English proficiency,
academic language difficulty and self-efficacy, suggesting that students’ attitudes towards language

and learning were not related to their progress in English language proficiency.

5.7 Discussion

5.7.1 English language proficiency

Across all student groups, there was no significant improvement in English language proficiency after
approximately one academic year. Although both EFL groups showed improvement over time, the
proficiency gap between them and ENS students remained, with EFL students still considerably
behind in closing this gap. This finding aligns with Trenkic and Warmington’s (2019) study, which
indicated that the proficiency gap between Chinese students and British students was hard to

overcome over time (7-8 months).

However, Rogier’s (2012) research revealed a significant improvement in students’ English abilities
after studying via EMI in a four-year undergraduate programme at a UAE university. Similarly, in a
recent study where English language proficiency was observed over four years through EMI at a
Turkish university, students’ proficiency improved significantly (Yuksel et al., 2021). It may be possible
that improvement in English proficiency can be achieved gradually through studying academic
content in English, a trend that was not obvious in a one-year study period. This emphasises the
need for providing language-related support to EFL students to accelerate their progress, rather than
assuming that they would naturally and rapidly catch up with ENS students by being in an English-

speaking environment.

5.7.2 Self-perceptions of English language proficiency
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Although there was no significant improvement in all groups of students’ English language
proficiency, Chinese EFL students self-rated their English abilities significantly higher as time passed.
This suggested that while there were no substantial gains in language proficiency, Chinese students’

confidence in their English proficiency increased over time.

Furthermore, since no significant correlation was observed between changes in students’ vocabulary
scores and changes in their self-rated English proficiency across all groups, it appeared that students’
self-perceptions about their English language proficiency were not related to their actual progress in
English proficiency. Storch and Hill (2008) argued that a lack of score improvement does not
necessarily mean a lack of progress since improvements might not be large enough to reflect in
scores or could have occurred in areas not covered by tests. Among all groups, Chinese students
showed the most improvement in English language proficiency, despite the improvement being
statistically insignificant. Thus, it is possible that their minor improvements or progress in areas not
tested, may have boosted their confidence. This perceived improvement was also in line with Wang’s
(2018) study about Chinese students’ long-term studying experiences in UK higher education, where

they reported to improve listening and reading skills and self-confidences in using English over time.

However, for the other three groups, the self-ratings of English language proficiency remained stable
over time (no statistically significant change). This suggests not only a lack of improvement in their

English language proficiency but also no growth in confidence over the course of the study.

5.7.3 Perceived academic language difficulty

There were no significant differences in perceived language-related academic difficulties between T1
and T2 for all four groups. This suggested that students did not find academic language difficulties

easier after approximately one academic year.

Chinese students gained confidence in their English abilities (significant increase in self-rated English
language proficiency) but showed no decrease in academic language difficulties (insignificant
decrease in perceived academic language difficulty). In Liu’s (2012) study about Chinese students’
language adjustment in a UK university, difficulties in writing assignments and different academic
requirements compared with China were highlighted to be their concerns, which were mainly
associated with language usage in studies. Moreover, in Zhou’s (2009) study, where ESL learners’

perception about writing for academic purposes in a Canadian pre-university EAP programme was
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examined, the students reported continuously experiencing difficulties and lacking the knowledge
and resources for improvement. Therefore, it is possible that for Chinese students in this study,

academic language was harder to perceive improvement than general English abilities.

For the other three groups, students did not gain confidence in self-ratings of English language
proficiency, nor did they experience lower difficulty levels of academic language difficulties,
suggesting that their self-perceptions of English language proficiency and experienced academic

English difficulties remained stable.

5.7.4 Self-efficacy

There was a significant decrease in academic self-efficacy and English self-efficacy among non-
Chinese EFL students over time. In contrast, the self-efficacy of other student groups showed no
significant changes, indicating that the confidence of non-Chinese EFL students in their academic
abilities and English usage in studies decreased, while the confidence of other groups remained

stable.

Furthermore, the correlation analysis revealed a strong significant connection between changes in
academic self-efficacy and changes in English self-efficacy among non-Chinese EFL students (r;=.721,
p =.008). This indicated that the observed decrease in academic confidence among non-Chinese EFL
students was associated with their declining confidence in using English in an academic context.
Despite this, their perceived difficulty levels in academic English remained stable. Therefore, it might
be important to explore which specific aspects of language they found challenging in their studies.
Since EFL students’ self-efficacy can be enhanced through language support classes (Thompson et al.,
2019), it might be also important to explore the specific types of language-related assistance they

desire. These topics were further addressed in the interview study (see Chapter 6).

However, for other student groups, both academic and English self-efficacy remained stable over

time, which implied a stable level of confidence throughout the study period.

5.8 Conclusion
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The longitudinal study, using data from both initial and follow-up surveys, examined potential
changes in English language proficiency, academic language difficulties and self-efficacy among

different student groups after studying in UK universities for around one academic year.

The students did not show significant improvement in their English language proficiency over the
year. Additionally, there was no relationship between their changes in English proficiency and
changes in perceptions of language and learning. Despite this, Chinese students felt more confident
in their overall English abilities by the end of the academic year. Yet, this increased confidence was
not reflected in their academic studies or in their academic language use. It is possible that a single
academic year might be too short to demonstrate notable language improvement, but even slight
progress could enhance their confidence. However, academic language continued to pose challenges
across all student groups. Interestingly, non-Chinese EFL students felt less confident in their academic
performance and ability to study in English, suggesting that they possibly experienced more
academic difficulties than expected at the beginning of their admission, and English might have been
considered to have played a role in those challenges. Given these findings, it is worth exploring the
specific language-related obstacles students face in their studies. Therefore, interviews were carried

out, with details presented in Chapter 6.
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CHAPTER 6 STUDY THREE: INTERVIEW STUDY

6.1 Introduction

The initial survey study, which was conducted at the beginning of the 2020 academic year and
discussed in Chapter 4, investigated how different groups of students differ regarding English
language proficiency, academic language difficulty and self-efficacy. The follow-up survey study,
which was conducted at the end of the academic year and discussed in Chapter 5, examined how
these groups of students changed over an academic year. However, these quantitative studies only
offered a general overview of their English language proficiency and perceptions in relation to
language and learning. To gain a more detailed understanding of the students’ experiences and
perceptions, follow-up interviews were conducted with a selection of participants from the initial

survey study.

The purpose of these interviews was to gather in-depth information about students’ academic
experiences, especially those related to language. Specifically, the interview was designed to address

the following questions:

Q1. What do students perceive as their most prominent academic language difficulties and what
impact do they believe these difficulties have on their academic performance?

Q2. Do the difficulties differ based on students’ language status and domicile?

Q3. Which strategies do students use to compensate for their language-related difficulties and what

support would help them?

6.2 Participants

To be eligible for an interview, participants had to complete the initial on-line survey and express
their willingness to be contacted by providing valid contact information. The participant selection
strategy involved stratified sampling, a purposive sampling method that involves selecting specific
categories or groups of cases and then dividing the sample according to these categories (Robinson,

2013).
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In the survey research (Chapters 4 and 5), participants were divided into the following four groups
based on their language background and domicile:

Group 1: EFL_China

- Chinese EFL Students: International students from China with English as a foreign language.
Group 2: EFL_other

- Non-Chinese EFL Students: International students with English as a foreign language from the rest
of the world.

Group 3: ENS_UK

- UK ENS Students: British domiciled students who are native English speakers.

Group 4: ENS_other

- International ENS Students: International students who are native English speakers.

Since the aim of the study was to investigate and compare these groups of students, stratified
sampling was used to ensure the interview study also covered these aspects comprehensively while
producing a balanced dataset. In addition to domicile and language group, the selection of interview
participants was designed to be a stratified sample with two other variables: current degree
(undergraduate/ postgraduate) and gender (male/ female). The plan was to recruit 16 interviewees,
four from each group, with a balance of gender and degree (see Table 6.1 below for the planned

profile of the recruited interviewees).

Table 6.1

Planned Profile of Recruited Interviewees

Group Degree Gender N
M 1
UG
EFL_China F 1
(N=4) M 1
PGT
F 1
M 1
UG
EFL_other F 1
(N = 4) M 1
PGT
F 1
M 1
ENS_UK UG
F 1
(N=4)
PGT M 1

147



M 1
UG
ENS_other F 1
(N=4) M 1
PGT
F 1
Total: 16

Note. UG: undergraduate. PGT: postgraduate taught. M: male. F: female.

To investigate how different groups of students perceive their language-related difficulties and their
impact on academic performance, additional selection criteria were implemented. The selection was
designed to make sure interviewees all achieved English vocabulary scores that were the same or
similar to the average scores in their respective groups, as measured by their LexTALE scores in the
survey. This ensured that participants were more representative of their group’s English proficiency,
allowing for more appropriate comparisons when discussing language-related difficulties and their
impact on academic experiences. Furthermore, to ensure comparability across the sample and
increase the likelihood of language-related difficulties being evident in academic experiences,
interviewees were selected from similarly ranked universities and enrolled in linguistically
demanding programmes such as linguistics and law. This was because language difficulties were
more likely to manifest in these programmes than in subjects with lower linguistic demands, such as

mathematics and technology (Zhang, 2010).

A list of target participants was created to identify those who met both eligibility criteria (i.e.,
completed the initial survey, expressed willingness to participate in interviews, and provided valid
contact details) and additional inclusion requirements (i.e., similar LexTALE scores compared to group
average, enrolment in linguistically demanding subjects, and attendance at Russell Group
universities). Despite a large number of volunteers, only some met the selection criteria and
provided valid contact information (such as existing email addresses). Additionally, some eligible
potential interviewees did not respond to interview invitations, possibly due to changing decisions
after nearly one academic year. Table 6.2 shows the number of potential interviewees within each
category and whether positive responses were gained. During the recruiting process, only one
potential interviewee in each category was contacted at a time. If there was no response or
appointment booking after one week, another student in the same category was contacted until a

positive response was obtained or all potential participants in the category were contacted.
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Table 6.2

Number of Potential Interviewees and Positive Responses by Category

Group Participant N Positive
category response
EFL_China UGg_M™M 2 Y
UG_F 1 N
PGT_M 1 N
PGT_F 16 Y
EFL_other UG_M 3 Y
UG_F 11 Y
PGT_M 4 N
PGT_F 5 N
ENS_UK UG_M 13 Y
UG_F 41 Y
PGT_M 1 N
PGT_F 9 N
ENS_other UG_M 1 Y
UG_F 4 N
PGT_M 1 N
PGT_F 7 Y

Note. UG: undergraduate. PGT: postgraduate taught. M: male. F: female. Y: yes, N: no.

As shown in Table 6.2, there were no positive responses in some participant categories, despite
contacting all potential interviewees. To adapt to the situation and recruit further interviewees,
adjustments were made to the original recruitment plan. Firstly, instead of recruiting an equal
number of male and female participants, more female participants were recruited (M =7, F=11).
There is no research to suggest that language proficiency or academic experiences are substantially
different between male and female students in higher education, nor was that the interest of this
study. Since the majority of participants in the initial survey were female (M =337, F = 786, other =7,
unknown = 33), the higher number of female interviewees reflected the overall sample. Secondly,
due to difficulties in consistently recruiting from linguistically demanding programmes in Russell
Group universities, the range of target participants was expanded to include students from non-

Russell Group universities or those in less linguistically demanding programmes. Some interviewees
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were in programmes with less linguistic demand but still enrolled in Russell Group universities, while

others were from other universities but still enrolled in linguistically demanding subjects.

Interestingly, one interviewee (EFL_Italy) studied two subjects (physics and philosophy)
simultaneously with different linguistic demands and provided specific insights on how her language
proficiency affected her experiences differently in each subject. Other interviewees in less
linguistically demanding programmes also offered valuable perspectives. The inclusion of these
participants allowed additional insight into how self-perceived language-related difficulties may

manifest in different linguistically demanding subjects.

In the end, a total of 18 participants were interviewed, with 4 or 5 in each group (see Table 6.3 for
interviewee profiles). The number of participants exceeded the original target of 16, as two
additional EFL interviewees (one in each EFL group) responded to the invitation after data had
already been collected from other volunteers. Since they both met the selection criteria and
expressed interest in contributing to the research, their perspectives were included to provide

additional insights into EFL students’ language difficulties and academic experiences.

Table 6.3

Interviewee Profiles

Domicile and Subject Self-
Interviewee  Degree Vocabulary
Group first Gender studied by University efficacy
ID studied score/60
language department score/7
EFL_China_1 University of
UG M Education 36 4.25
York
Psychology  University of
EFL_China_2 UG F 36 5.75
Bath
EFL_China_3 University of
PGT F Philosophy 36 4.5
Birmingham
EFL EFL_China_4 University of
China PGT F Media 37 4.88
China Warwick
(Chinese)
(N=5) Urban
EFL_China_5 University of
PGT M Studies and 36 3.88
Sheffield
Planning
Italy EFL_Italy uG F Natural King’s 50 3.75
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(Italian) Science, College
Philosophy London
France EFL_ France University of
UG Philosophy a7 4.88
EFL (French) Birmingham
other Hungary
EFL_Hungary University of
(N=5) (Hungarian) UG Media 51 5.13
York
Cyprus EFL_ Cyprus University of
PGT Education 53 6.5
(Greek) Portsmouth
Mexico
EFL_ Mexico Natural University of
(Spanish) PGT 49 6.75
Science York
ENS_UK 1 University of
UG Education 54 5.63
York
English
ENS_UK 2 University of
UG Literature, 54 2.25
York
Linguistics
ENS
UK ENS UK 3 University of
UK PGT Psychology 54 4.88
(English) Bath
(N=4)
ENS_UK 4 University of
PGT Education 58 5.38
Portsmouth
Ireland ENS_ Ireland Durham
uG Psychology 55 5.25
(English) University
Singapore ENS_Singapore Natural University of
uG 57 5.75
(English) Science Cambridge
ENS
USA
other ENS USA 1 University of
(English) PGT Archaeology 55 6
(N=14) Aberdeen
USA ENS_USA_2 University
PGT Education 56 6
(English) of Leeds

Total N: 18




6.3 Instrument development

6.3.1 Interview design and rationale

The data collection was conducted through one-to-one semi-structured on-line interviews. Semi-
structured interviews combine the structure of a list of issues to be covered together with the
flexibility to explore points further as needed (Thomas, 2017). Interviewees were mostly asked pre-
prepared questions, followed by additional questions based on their responses if necessary to obtain
further details. In the end of interviews, they were also given the opportunity to provide any
additional comments they may have had. One-to-one interviews were chosen to enable participants
to speak openly, as other methods like focus groups may be inappropriate when discussing sensitive
issues (Bullock, 2016). In each interview, only the interviewee and | were present, creating a safe
space to discuss potentially sensitive subjects related to participants’ challenges and difficulties. All
interviews were conducted on-line, using platforms like Zoom, which offers accessibility, flexibility,
and effectiveness for qualitative research (Gray et al., 2020). On-line interviews enabled convenient
data collection, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic when face-to-face interviews were not

feasible.

The interview questions were designed following the initial analysis of the initial survey results and
based on emerging patterns. These questions aimed to explore in-depth phenomena concerning
students’ academic expectations and experiences, with a particular focus on the linguistic demands

of their studies.

Survey results indicated that language poses a significant academic challenge for students in all
groups. However, the specifics of how and why language limited their studies remained unclear,
prompting further exploration through interviews. The survey also measured self-efficacy, reflecting
students’ confidence in their studies. Surprisingly, UK ENS students reported more difficulties with
academic English than both international ENS and non-Chinese EFL groups, and lower academic self-
efficacy compared to international ENS students, despite scoring high on both self-rated English
proficiency scale and vocabulary test. Responses to open-ended survey questions revealed that
reading was the most prominent challenge for UK ENS students, while other groups experienced
relatively even difficulties across all four aspects of English. Notably, the reported rate of UK ENS
students’ reading-related difficulties (14.11%) was even higher than those of the non-Chinese EFL

students (7.19%) and similar to Chinese EFL students (16.18%). Similarly, skill-specific analysis in
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academic language difficulty revealed that UK students’ academic reading difficulty level was
particularly high. Given UK students’ unexpected low self-confidence in studies and high levels in
language-related academic difficulties (particularly in reading), it was necessary to investigate their
specific struggles and why “reading’” appeared to be the primary concern. Furthermore, the survey
did not provide an in-depth understanding of the differences in language-related difficulties between
various groups (e.g., to what extent the language difficulties experienced by ENS students are similar
to those experienced by EFL students?), which was worth investigating. The interviews also explored
the strategies students relied on to compensate for language difficulties, especially the factors that
drove Chinese students’ self-efficacy, as they particularly encountered academic challenges, but their
average academic self-efficacy was not that low. Lastly, considering the prevalence of academic
obstacles among all student groups, shown by open questions, it was also important to explore the
additional support they desired to address their academic challenges, particularly those related to

language.

The interview questions consisted of three parts: introduction, main interview questions and ending

(see Appendix C for detailed interview questions).

The first part served to establish a rapport and reiterate ethical considerations.

In the second part, the main interview questions were posed, beginning with a few broad warm-up
questions to help the interviewees feel comfortable while discussing their general university
experiences. They were also encouraged to elaborate on the positive experiences they had
mentioned in the survey. After putting them at ease, the conversations shifted to focus on academic
challenges, especially possible language difficulties. To address the research question about students’
most perceived prominent academic language difficulties, all interviewees were asked about their
most significant challenges and the specific language-related difficulties they faced in their studies.
As the interviews were semi-structured and interviewees’ perceptions of language-related academic
experiences were crucial, follow-up questions, such as “Can you please specify?” and ““Why is that
difficult?”’ were asked if necessary to encouraged them to provide details. After that, the
interviewees were asked whether their language skills limited their academic achievements (and
how exactly), allowing for an understanding of the impact of language difficulties on their
performance. EFL interviewees, who had unique experiences studying in both their first language
and English, were asked additional questions about how they experienced studying in English

compared to studying previously in their first language. These questions encouraged them to share
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opinions on the differences between studying in English and their first language, as well as to reflect
on their expectations and the experiences of studying in English. When interviewees finished talking
about their experiences and perceptions, they were asked to share their strategies to deal with
reported difficulties and the support they wished they could have obtained. Finally, since the survey
highlighted the profound impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on students, interviewees were asked

about its effects on them, with a particular focus on language-related aspects.

In the last part of the interview, interviewees were asked to share any additional comments if they
wish to. Then they were informed about the follow-up process, including the prize draw and possible

future concerns before the interview was concluded.

6.3.2 Language choices in interviews

The majority of the interviews were conducted in English. However, Chinese interviewees were given
the choice to be interviewed in either English or Chinese, and all of them chose Chinese. Conducting
interviews in the participants’ native language helps to achieve the greatest amount of mutual
understanding that is possible. Chinese students’ weakness in oral English has been noticed by some
researchers such as Wang (2018), who found that speaking ability was their most prominent
language-related issue, and the improvement of which was not satisfactory compared with that of
their listening and reading skills, despite being in an English-speaking environment. In my survey
study, Chinese students reported the lowest self-rated English proficiency, the highest academic
language difficulty level, and scored the lowest on the vocabulary test compared to all other groups.
This confirmed that in the present sample, their mastery of English was the weakest. Therefore, they
were also likely to find it more difficult to conduct interviews in English compared with the other

groups.

Additionally, in the optional open-ended questions of the survey, Chinese students were the least
inclined group to provide answers, with less than half of those choosing to respond. This suggested
that their level of English may have been a limiting factor in their expression, contributing to their
reluctance to answer. Therefore, conducting interviews in a language in which participants are most
comfortable ensures they understand the questions and can express their feelings easily and

accurately.
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However, allowing one EFL group (EFL_China) to be interviewed in their native language, while the
other group (EFL_other) was not, might affect the data’s validity. This decision was based on the
pragmatic reason that | am proficient in both Chinese and English, but not in the other languages
involved in the study. Moreover, translating interview data can be challenging and potentially
problematic since meanings in one language usually lack an exact equivalent in another (Filep, 2009).
As a result, | made a great effort to ensure the translation was accurate so that Chinese interviewees’

experiences were as close to their original meaning as possible (see Section 6.5.2 for detailed

transcription process).

6.4 Pilot study

Pilot studies offer valuable insights, such as identifying unexpected barriers in data collection (lvey,
2014), and allowing researchers to practice and refine their techniques (Jordan et al., 2021). To
evaluate and refine the interview design, prior to the data collection, | conducted two-stage pilot on-

line interviews using Zoom with four participants (who did not participate in the actual study later).

The main purposes of this pilot were:

1. Estimate the time duration of the whole and each part of the interview;
2. Examine clarity of the interview questions;

3. Check the necessity of using Chinese language for Chinese participants;

4. Obtain participants’ additional feedback and suggestions.

The basic profile of the pilot participants is as follows:

Stage 1 (Participants 1-3):
1. UK ENS student, postgraduate in Education, male
2. Chinese EFL student, undergraduate (2nd year) in Business, female

3. Malaysian EFL student, undergraduate (1st year) in Law, female

Stage 2 (Participant 4):

4. Chinese EFL student, undergraduate (3rd year) in Psychology, female

All participants voluntarily took part in the pilot study. They completed the survey before the

interviews, which provided background information (e.g., vocabulary scores) and helped generate
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tailored interview questions (i.e., interview questions based on their responses to open-ended

survey questions). The pilot interview data were not analysed.

During Stage 1, the duration of the entire interview and each part was recorded. The entire interview
process ranged from 17.1 to 31.5 minutes (21.0 minutes on average). Afterwards, participants were
asked to provide feedback on any ambiguities, discomforts, or suggestions. The time durations
appeared suitable. When given a choice between conducting the interview in the Chinese or English
language, Participant 2 chose Chinese. After the interview, | specifically asked her thoughts on using
Chinese for the interview, and she strongly endorsed its necessity. Based on the feedback, minor
adjustments were made to some interview questions. For example, a question with a scale was
rephrased and divided into smaller questions to avoid confusion: The original question for EFL
students, which included a scale (i.e., “So how does studying in English compare - for you - to
studying in your first language? For example, if we say that there is an imaginary scale from 1 to
infinity, and 1 is not difficult at all while 5 is how difficult studying in your first language is, where on
this scale is studying in English for you? Why is this the case?’’), was replaced with several smaller
questions that did not use scales and seemed less likely to cause misunderstandings (i.e., ““So how
does studying in English compare - for you - to studying in your first language? Was it more difficult
than you had anticipated? (If yes) Were you surprised by it (that it was so difficult)? Do you think
arriving with a better proficiency in English would have made your studies easier? (If yes) And had
you known how difficult it was going to be, would you have still come? Or would you have first
improved your English proficiency and then started your studies?’’). These changes were discussed
with my supervisor and confirmed by Participant 2 as clear and suitable. Participant 1’s interview was
audio-recorded (with consent) to help me reflect on my interviewing style. Reviewing pilot interview
recordings can enhance researchers’ skills by identifying mistakes and improving interview
techniques (Atkins & Wallace, 2012). Hence, | reflected on my performance and practiced speaking in

a more relaxed and fluent way.

During Stage 2, Participant 4 also expressed her preference to be interviewed in Chinese. The
interview was audio-recorded (with consent). | reviewed the recording multiple times to check if the
interview flowed smoothly and if there were any areas for improvement. It seemed that Participant 4
understood every question clearly and showed strong engagement in sharing her experiences. | also
found myself speaking more fluently and naturally compared to Stage 1. With satisfactory results

from the pilot study, | was ready to proceed with the official interviews.
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6.5. Procedure

6.5.1 Data collection

Potential interviewees who met the eligibility and selection criteria were sent an interview invitation
via email. Due to an initially low response rate, the email was modified, with both versions included
in the appendix. A Doodle poll link was included in the email, allowing participants to book
appointments at their convenience by simply selecting available time and date slots. A booking
confirmation email was sent one day before the interview, serving as a reminder and including the
Zoom link (see Appendix U for interview invitation emails and booking confirmation email). An
information sheet (see Appendix F) about the interview was provided at both points of invitation and
booking confirmation. All interviews were conducted on-line and audio-recorded with participants’

prior consent.

At the beginning of the interview, | reiterated important ethical issues. | briefly explained the purpose
of the study, and informed interviewees about data anonymisation. They were made aware of their
right to refuse to answer questions or express discomfort during or after the interview. After
reconfirming oral consent, | provided a digital consent form (see Appendix G) for interviewees to

complete before recording and starting the interview.

As mentioned in Section 6.3.2, Chinese interviewees were given the choice between Chinese or
English, with all five choosing Chinese. The interviews were transcribed verbatim in Chinese and then
translated into English using the method of back translation, with the help of my colleagues to

ensure accuracy (see Section 6.5.2 for the detailed transcription process).

Individual interviews were conducted at the end of the academic year when participants had

experienced most or all of their learning (from 15th July 2021 to 3rd September 2021). The

interviews lasted between 12.0 to 36.9 minutes (24.2 minutes on average).

6.5.2 Transcription process

All data were transcribed manually with the help of a free web app oTranscribe

(https://otranscribe.com/). Sample interview transcripts can be found in Appendix V, while the

complete transcripts are available upon request.
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Interviews conducted in Chinese were first transcribed verbatim in Chinese and then translated into
English. To ensure translation accuracy and quality, the back-translation method was adopted with
the help of a Chinese PhD student and a British master’s graduate student, both with social science
research backgrounds. Back-translation, a widely-used method for quality assurance in translation, is
the process of re-translating content into the source language without access to the original text
(Tyupa, 2011). The PhD student, acting as an independent Chinese translator, back-translated 10% of
randomly chosen English transcripts from all five Chinese interviewees. We then discussed any
differences together. We both agreed that despite some superficial differences, the overall
translation quality was high, with most differences relating to language formalities, synonyms, and
sentence structures that did not affect meaning. For the few parts that led to differences in meanings,
we consulted a monolingual British student to ensure the final translation accurately conveyed the
original meaning using appropriate English expressions. Following Brislin’s (1970) recommendation
that translated materials be reviewed by native speakers of the target language, the British student

also reviewed all translated transcripts to ensure the language was natural and suitable in English.

The transcripts were then imported to a qualitative data analysis computer software NVivo,
facilitating efficient storage, organisation, and management of the qualitative data (Wong, 2008). To
ensure anonymity, all interviewees’ names were replaced and labelled with codes such as
EFL_China_1 and ENS_UK_4. However, basic information profiles were kept to identify their

backgrounds.

6.6 Analysis approach

| conducted the analysis using reflective thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Braun & Clarke,
2022). This is a six-step method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data,
which has been widely used in qualitative research (Clarke & Braun, 2014). It was used in this study
because it is flexible and appropriate for exploring participants’ experiences, and can highlight
similarities and differences across datasets (Braun & Clarke, 2006). An inductive approach was
adopted for this exploratory research to direct the coding and theme development in order to focus

on the content of the data, which is the ideas and perceptions of the interviewees.

6.6.1 Familiarisation with the data
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This phase requires researchers to become fully familiar with the data. | listened to the original audio
data repeatedly and read the transcribed interview data several times in order to become familiar
with it. | also took notes whenever there was something interesting or possibly noteworthy. For
example, when | read that Chinese interviewees all seemed to recognise their language limitations
but still would have chosen to start their studies rather than improving their English proficiency first,

| took notes about these types of interesting points as reminders for future analysis.

6.6.2 Coding of the data

This phase involves creating concise labels (codes) to tag relevant features of the data in relation to
the research questions, and reviewing all data extracts related to each code. While reading the
interview transcripts, | paid extra attention to aspects potentially relevant to my research questions,
and labelled them with words, phrases or sentences conveying insights of interest to me. The
function of ““Code’ in NVivo facilitated this process conveniently when changes needed to be made. |
used an inductive approach rather than a deductive approach due to the need for exploratory
research on students’ academic experiences and language difficulties. Hence, the coding process was
data-driven (instead of using any coding frames from any theoretical foundation) and | focused on
interviewees’ own perceptions in relation to research questions. For example, the data extract of I
guess the biggest challenges is that my professors are actually Swedish so it took me some time to
kind of get used to their accent.”” was coded for “‘Accents (listening difficulties)”. The majority of
coding was semantic, capturing explicit meaning of interviewees’ own perceptions. | mainly focused
on the surface level meaning portrayed by interviewees, especially during the initial coding process
and developed semantic codes such as ““Large amount of reading and slow reading speed”. When |
re-visited the data and became more experienced, some latent codes were generated. For example,
the code of ““Self-confidence” was developed for the data extract where interviewee ENS_Singapore
explained that she conquered her shyness to speak by constantly reminding herself not to be
embarrassed about her own distinct accent. After that, | collated the coding processes: | re-read all
interview transcripts to ensure all the interviewees’ accounts in relation to the research questions
were identified and coded; all the codes and coded data extracts were reviewed; some similar codes
were merged into single codes in the meantime; irrelevant codes were eliminated. An initial list of 67

codes was generated in preparation for the next stage of analysis.

6.6.3 Theme development
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This phase involves identifying similar or overlapping codes, grouping patterns, and developing
clusters of codes with a shared central organising concept (themes). | looked for patterns across the
codes and coded data, sorting the codes into significant broader patterns of meaning that | identified.
During this process, | particularly paid attention to the research questions my study intended to
address and ensured the names of the patterns were directly relevant to them. In the “Nodes”’
interface on NVivo | tried different clusters by grouping codes into different categories to help me
develop theme ideas. Finally, | collated the codes and coded data extracts within the patterns. For
example, codes with commonalities such as self-support, self-reflection, adjustment, or confidence
when compensating for language difficulties were grouped into a wider category of “self-motivation

and self-sufficiency”. In this way, a set of potential themes developed.

6.6.4 Reviewing themes

This phase requires two levels of theme review: reviewing the themes against the coded data to
check if they fit; ensuring the themes tell a convincing and coherent story of the coded data. As |
refined the themes, | combined similar ones to form main themes as they contained similar accounts
or demands of interviewees (e.g., ““Grammar, vocabulary, and fluency of language use”, “Academic
reading and writing skills’” and “‘cultural nuances when using English”’ combined together to form a
single theme). | also created and used a thematic map to clearly display themes and sub-themes and
identify areas of potential contradiction and overlap. Initially, ““COVID-19 influence on languages”
was created as a main theme, however, upon further reflection, it was merged into another theme as
a sub-theme since only 11 data extracts directly supported this theme about its direct influence on
languages. Moreover, some overlap was shown between this COVID-19 theme and another, further
confirming the reconsideration to eliminate and merge it into another main theme. In the end, four

main themes were defined.

6.6.5 Defining and naming themes

This phase involves developing a detailed analysis of each theme, determining the “‘story’” and
“essence’” of each theme. It also involves determining theme names. | decided on the theme names

after considering the content of the individual themes and their relationships to the research

questions.
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6.6.6 Writing up

This phase requires a combination of (further) analysis and writing up. For each theme that was
formed, | wrote a detailed analysis in relation to the survey results and existing literature. | also used
interviewees’ quotes when necessary to illustrate the theme report. These quotes were used as they
were originally produced, without any corrections for grammar or lexical choices. By contextualising
the findings in relation to previous literature and closely sticking to my research questions, |
managed to broaden my understanding of the interviewees’ experiences and fulfil the purpose of my

research. Therefore, detailed information of the interview analysis was presented.

6.7 Challenges

| faced some challenges during the participant recruitment and data analysis phases of my interview

study.

Firstly, recruiting sufficient participants was more difficult than anticipated. One potential
interviewee did not show up for an arranged appointment without offering any reason, which deeply
frustrated me. Therefore, | modified my invitation email to be less formal (see Appendix U) and
broadened the range of target participants (as mentioned in Section 6.2). In turn, the recruitment
increased. Secondly, when transcribing the interview data, | sometimes struggled to understand what
exactly some of the interviewees said due to my limited English proficiency, especially if they used
(what | considered) complicated words and strong accents. Sometimes occasional background noise
made my understanding worse. Therefore, | noted all the parts that | could not understand or was
not sure about and asked a UK friend for help, who clarified all the content for me. Lastly, due to my
lack of experience as a researcher, | had not cultivated a habit of frequently backing up my
transcribed data. During the transcription phase, my laptop’s hard disk completely broke, resulting in
the loss of nearly all my transcriptions. | had to redo a large amount of the work. From this

experience, | learned to back up my work daily to prevent any technical issues.

6.8 Results and discussion

6.8.1 Thematic map
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A thematic map below (Figure 6.1) shows the four main themes that were identified in the data, and
their sub-themes. Sub-themes can be helpful to provide structures to themes and present
hierarchies of meaning within the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The four main themes are “Theme 1:
Linguistic, academic and cultural aspects of English”, “Theme 2: The diverse role of English as both a
hindrance and a facilitator in studies”, “Theme 3: Self-motivation and self-sufficiency’” and “Theme
4: Tailored and personal support’’. Each theme is independent, representing a separate and specific
aspect of the data. Collectively, these four themes provide answers to the research questions.
Specifically, Theme 1 answers the question of what students perceive as their most prominent
academic language difficulties and how these perceived difficulties differ based on students’
language status and domicile (Q1, Q2); Theme 2 addresses the impact students believe these
difficulties have on their academic performance (Q1); Theme 3 illustrates strategies that students use
to compensate for their language-related difficulties (Q3); Theme 4 shows external support that
students receive and identifies the types of support students would find helpful (Q3). Within the

rectangular blocks are sub-themes, each being connected to their relevant parent theme (main

theme).

Figure 6.1

Thematic Map with Four Main Themes and Their Sub-themes

Grammar, Academic Cultural CovID
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The following sections describe each theme and examine how they relate to the survey results and

background literature.

6.8.2 Theme 1: Linguistic, academic and cultural aspects of English

This theme is about the language challenges that students experienced when engaging in higher
education in the UK, and how these differed for native and non-native English speakers. The
responses from the survey showed that language presents itself as a significant academic difficulty
for students in all groups. During the interviews, | picked up on this point and asked about academic
challenges, especially those related to language. It seems that interviewees attributed their

language-related difficulties to the following three challenges:

1. Grammar, vocabulary, and fluency of language use;
2. Academic reading and writing skills;

3. Cultural nuances when culture and English use differ between countries.

Participants also described how COVID-19 restrictions exacerbated their difficulties by reducing their

opportunities to practice, adjust and improve.

When talking about language difficulties, while EFL interviewees (especially Chinese EFL
interviewees) were more likely to report their challenges related to all the above three aspects, ENS
interviewees tended to report only academic learning skills (ENS_UK and ENS_other) and cultural

nuances (ENS _other).

6.8.2.1 Grammar, vocabulary, and fluency of language use

EFL interviewees, particularly those from China, exclusively brought up the linguistic challenges
related to grammar and vocabulary in English. This sub-theme is about language challenges that are
related to grammar, vocabulary, and fluency of language use that EFL students faced, which were

shown mainly in the aspects of grammar and vocabulary.

When it came to spoken expressions that one Chinese interviewee considered to be “basic”, she

reported difficulties in expressing them quickly and clearly. Interviewee EFL_China_3 said, “F= %72
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— BB AECHARRY, WRE AR HERNES, Eb rTREEIE R POdiE Wy 2RIK IR [“Even
for language that is basic and that other people probably consider to be used daily, | might not be
able to express myself clearly and quickly”’]. When | further asked her why speaking was difficult for
her, she reported that she could barely express herself using some key words, but she was aware that

her grammatical tense and sentence structures might not be correct:

NEEAAKE T, WHISEGARNWE DB e 2 R85, RestiE
INER — N IERRE IR eGSR, (HIE TR 0L % st kG R R -, ik
55 NWTE, XAERTBARY, HEWMANE, SRR AR, (I didn't

care about tense as long as | could express what | mean... | ended up neglecting the whole
structure of the sentence, then | couldn’t express my meaning using a correct statement. But
| still barely managed to express my meanings by using the key words which ended up

making sense to people. But | was still aware that the sentence wasn’t very correct.]

Interviewee EFL_China_2 expressed some struggles in her writing. She found the vocabulary
selection challenging and she was even concerned about whether her writing was understandable or

not to others:

(A ) b e R M A 5 S 1) B 6 5. BRI A M AR BAE T S5 I B8 2 3
W%, A HIEANE BT AR I g S I iR rh, TSI ABRR i, wt
KA ENE, AR ISR AR KEARER 1R, RIKREARET 2N
R FRAE X ST EAE /). [(In writing,) the most difficult thing for me was my selection

of words... My writing couldn’t be as fluent as when | write in Chinese...Whenever | applied
for a master’s degree or internship, | felt pressure when | was writing my personal statement.
| wondered if they could understand what | expressed, and if | could fully present my

competence in this field.]

Other non-Chinese EFL students shared similar experiences, although the magnitude or nature of
difficulty might differ from their Chinese counterparts. For example, both interviewees EFL_France
and EFL_Hungary found it hard to express themselves with precision. In spite of this, EFL_France
interviewee believed this to be more prevalent in everyday life than in his studies, and it was never a

major issue for him.
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Given that EFL students’ self-perceived and tested English proficiency scores were significantly lower
than ENS students, with Chinese students having considerably lower scores than any other groups, it
was understandable that only EFL students (especially Chinese students) perceived themselves to

encounter linguistic difficulties concerning vocabulary, grammar as well as the fluency and precision

of language use.

6.8.2.2 Academic reading and writing skills

Unlike grammar, vocabulary, and fluency of language use, in terms of academic learning skills, both
EFL and ENS interviewees saw themselves as having difficulties, especially in academic reading and
writing. This sub-theme presents challenges related to students’ academic reading skills and

academic writing skills.

The quantity of academic reading material was seen as a notable difficulty of reading, which seemed
to be related to academic reading approaches. Several interviewees reported a large amount of
assigned reading, which they tended to find overwhelming, causing problems like having trouble in
keeping track of main points during their reading. Since my survey results showed an unexpectedly
large amount of reported difficulty in reading among UK students, their detailed explanation about
“why’’ was worth noting. In the interviews, three out of four UK students reported a similar
perception about reading overload, and all UK interviewees perceived themselves as having
difficulties related to reading. Besides the unfamiliar vocabulary encountered in academic reading,
which they found complex or technical, their approach to academic reading was also reported to
cause problems. Interviewee ENS_UK_4 talked about how she could not keep track of what she had

read:

But it’s just the massive quantity. That’s all. That’s the big problem...You get this general idea
in your head like, ““Yeah, these are great ideas, these are great concepts.” But then you write
about them, and you're like, ““Wait, who said that though?”’ It feels like you can’t remember
whether you're plagiarising - whether you have this idea, or whether somebody else had it

and you just forgot about it. You know, that kind of thing. Yeah, keeping track was a pain.

Her emphasis on “just’’ and “keeping track’”” showed her perceived struggle to make connection

between the ideas and their authors after undertaking a substantial amount of reading, which did
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not indicate any problem related to understanding. Indeed, UK interviewees’ so called “‘difficulties in
reading”” were more like a lack of academic skills rather than linguistic knowledge. In Gorzycki et al.’s
(2019) research in undergraduate students in an American university where students’ comments
about academic reading were analysed, a large majority of the impressions (29/30) about the
amount of academic reading stated that it was too much and an inappropriate amount, implying that
this might be a common problem students may encounter. Many international ENS interviewees and
EFL interviewees also reported similar challenges. For example, the interviewee EFL_China_1 found it
hard to “find main points” when reading long articles. In many cases, however, EFL interviewees’
problem of perceived quantity of numerous reading materials was also related to linguistic
knowledge of vocabulary (as illustrated in Theme 1). Since efficient reading and comprehension
require learners’ mastery of high-frequency words along with substantial additional vocabulary
(Rashidi & Khosravi, 2010), their perception of overwhelming reading amount might be related to

their limited vocabulary knowledge.

In addition to the perceived large amount of reading, interviewees also reported difficulties with
reading fluency. They perceived their reading speed as slow, attributing this to unfamiliar or complex
vocabulary and the limited time available for completion. For example, Interviewee ENS_UK_2 said,
“so in seven days, reading 30 pages in seven days when it is a lot of complicated language was quite

difficult”.

Lack of academic writing skills, such as the skill of being succinct and adopting academic writing style,
was also reported by both ENS and EFL interviewees. Interviewee EFL_Cyprus talked about how he
struggled to express ideas succinctly in academic writing. He said, “I had trouble narrowing down my
thoughts... That was at least my challenge, | have to cut my ideas short, very often”. Mastering the
skills of citing and referencing was another problem. Interviewee EFL_China_4 perceived the
academic writing requirements in the UK to be “stricter when it comes to citing’’ than China, which
was unanticipated and difficult for her. However, those difficulties were not exclusive to EFL students
and English native speaking interviewees experienced challenges, too. Interviewee ENS_UK_1 shared
a similar struggle: ““I don't know how to properly reference something in an essay... | just don't really
get referencing personally”. Some EFL interviewees also reported difficulties with writing fluency, as
they felt they had insufficient time to complete their writing assignments or exams. They attributed
this to the difficulty in writing in the English language and perceived limited time. For example,

EFL_ltaly expressed her experience of having less assigned time than in her home country:
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| was used to taking my time, doing drafts and stuff. And then here for writing, they just used
to it to do so much quicker than us. And | didn’t know that. And then of course, it’s in English.

So it’s an added difficulty. So | wasn’t expecting this at all.

Despite the assumption that ENS students have advantages over EFL students when it comes to
language, Zhao's (2017) study found that writer experience (i.e., experience in writing with enhanced
understanding of genre and disciplinary knowledge) outweighs the native-speaker status in the
academic writing context. This might explain why both English native and non-native students

reported challenges (sometimes even similar challenges) in academic writing.

According to Berman and Cheng (2010), similar to students whose first language is not English,
English native-speaking students were also likely to face academic language difficulties. This sub-
theme was consistent with their study and showed that both ENS and EFL students may encounter

difficulties related to academic reading and writing skills.

6.8.2.3 Cultural nuances when culture and English use differ between countries

This sub-theme is about the problem of cultural nuances within the English language, which was
mentioned by all groups of international students (i.e., Groups EFL_China, EFL_other and ENS_other).
Their concerns related to the impact of different accents and English spelling rules as well as cultural

differences in learning.

Several interviewees (from the group of EFL_other and ENS_other) talked about the diverse English
accents they needed to adjust to when listening, and their own distinct accents which they were
conscious of when speaking. Unfamiliar accents can lead to difficulties in understanding while
listening (Gilakjani & Sabouri, 2016). Fortunately, the issue of accent in both listening and speaking,
together with spelling differences seemed to be mostly only transitory problems which were
mitigated or completely overcome later on. As an American student whose first language is English,
ENS_USA_1 attributed her biggest language-related challenge to be adjusting to the accents used by
professors in classes. She said, “It took me some time to kind of get used to their (my professors’)
accent...Another thing is that a lot of British words are spelled differently here than in America”.
When asked about the strategies employed to tackle those issues, she admitted that there were not
any strategies and she just needed to “‘go with it”” and “pay extra attention”. As time went by, she

reported getting used to unfamiliar accents and spelling differences.

167



Compared to problems with accent and spelling, the impact of cultural differences on studies
seemed to be more difficult to tackle. When doing assessments which needed to reference TV shows
and films, interviewee EFL_Hungary shared her experiences of how a different cultural background

influenced her studies in film and television production:

In assessments, for example, studio shows, so live TV shows, they [UK students] can use
references that | wouldn’t know of, and my lecturers wouldn’t understand my references if
I’m talking about a Hungarian show that doesn’t exist in the UK, but | don’t know, those
shows that they refer to. So | might come up with an idea and they just go, well, this is the
same as this other thing that | didn’t even know existed. So that’s another barrier, basically,

what culture we grew up in, and what we are aware, exist in all media in different countries.

Cultural differences in studied were also experienced by interviewee EFL_China_5 when he reported

differences in laws surrounding the purchase and sale of land in China and the UK.

SN JE HoAth iy T e SE e O X S — e A — IS, HA B RE NG, e Sk

L, ONENTEAREL L, TR HESE, A5, PrLOBETEE K 7 e

&
o AHRARXIARITE, A e L2 RERAA Y, P DAt — L8 S SR — B85 SUnTHE
AK—FE. B2, UG IRER, rent, FHTEWE, A5 ATREZEE AU LAY
VAT, M FeE R XA, IRISTEAEXILEIRRERL 99 4E. [Another

difference might be that standards [laws] are different in different countries. For example, in
China, we can’t buy land because land belongs to the country, so we can only buy the right to
use it. However, here, lands are private, so the definitions of buying and selling can be
different. When | learned about it, | was very confused, like, “rent”’ (English word) is “rent”
(Chinese translation of ““rent”’). “renting’’ in China might mean “‘renting for 1 or 5 years”,

while here, unexpectedly, you can rent for even 99 years.]

Interestingly, when he talked about what he considered to be exclusively cultural differences in

studies, he mistakenly used the English word “rent” when he presumably meant “/lease”. This is

most likely because “rent” and “lease’” have the same translation in Chinese, “FfH 55", which caused

confusion. This revealed not only another cultural nuance of which he seemed unaware —the
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difference between renting and leasing, but also his lack of linguistic knowledge pertaining to English
vocabulary. The confusion between ““rent” and “lease” reflected that the struggles of Chinese

students lie in both cultural differences and linguistic limitations.

The difficulty of cultural nuance within the English language was reported by almost all international
interviewees, highlighting the challenges they faced due to differences of culture and English use

when studying in a foreign country.

6.8.2.4 COVID-19 restriction’s aggravation

According to the EFL interviewees, COVID-19 restrictions had exacerbated their language difficulties.

Due to the limited opportunities for face-to-face communication during the pandemic, a large

number of EFL interviewees mentioned the impact that on-line classes and the inability to meet

people had on their language ability. Interviewee EFL_China_2 said, “ XX AIREABEEXIE, FrLA

— R NERIN IS SELEIDIE” [“People couldn’t be face to face, so | had limited chances to

practice spoken English”’]. Interviewee EFL_France shared some similar thoughts:

Because of COVID-19, | couldn’t manage to do all the things | wanted to...like meeting English
people...because | mean, that’s why | came to the UK to study, you know, to improve my English
as well as to meet new people. And now | was not able to do as | planned, including meeting

these people.

Although the direct impact of COVID-19 on language was not widely reported by interviewees,
almost every interviewee stressed that it had an influence on several other aspects of their life such
as general study or their social life, which tended to indirectly cause barriers to EFL students’
language improvement. According to Stevanovic et al.’s (2021) research about students’ experiences
during COVID-19 in higher education, students reported the lack of interaction and live
communication to be one of the biggest disadvantages of distance learning. This limitation might
have caused a non-negligible barrier to their language practice. In Mahyoob’s (2020) study about EFL
students’ on-line learning perceptions during COVID-19 period, for students, a lack of real English
language practice with their teachers and classmates was one of the challenges that was mentioned,
which was not eliminated as time went by like other difficulties (such as inexperience in using on-line

tools). The negative impact of COVID-19 on language improvement mentioned by the EFL
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interviewees was in line with the aforementioned studies, making it harder for EFL students to

practice their English when social connections were limited.

6.8.3 Theme 2: The diverse role of English as both a hindrance and a facilitator in studies

When analysing how interviewees perceived the effect of language difficulties on their academic
performance, it was interesting to note that they reported both positive and negative aspects of
studying in English. On the one hand, some interviewees’ English proficiency was perceived to limit
what they could have achieved in their academic studies. On the other hand, some EFL students
considered academic English preferable to their first language for certain aspects, such as subject

knowledge and technical terms, as they felt accustomed to studying them in English.

When asked whether they perceived their language skills to have limited their achievement, most
EFL students (especially Chinese students) considered English as a hindrance. This was predominantly
shown in their comments about their writing, which they believed negatively influenced their
achievement. In comparison, the vast majority of ENS students (7 out of 8) did not perceive language

skills to limit their academic achievement in any way, despite reporting language-related issues.

Interviewee EFL_China_2 admitted, “F it EAEGAE L, i HEANRE BT 5,1y
NV UL FR G — R W S T k2 EE A AR %7 [“1 think my writing has limited my academic

achievement to a great extent... It took me much more time to write an essay compared to other
people”]. Interviewee EFL_Hungary also considered writing to be her main limitation. She said, “It's
harder to find the right words in something that’s not your native language compared to your own

language. So it’s harder to write a script in the same amount of time -- it might take me longer”’.

Previous research has shown that English proficiency influences EFL students’ academic achievement
(Fakeye & Ogunsiji, 2009; Li et al., 2010; Maleki & Zangani, 2007), and that English proficiency on
entry predicts academic success (Eddey & Baumann, 2011; Ghenghesh, 2015; Trenkic &
Warmington'’s, 2019). This means that many EFL students arrive with a level of English proficiency
that can be a barrier to their learning, potentially limiting them from fulfilling their academic
potential. When EFL interviewees were asked if they thought that having a higher proficiency in
English on arrival would have made their studies easier, all nine offered a positive response, which
showed that the students themselves appear to be aware of the hindrance of English on

achievements.
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Despite the perceived negative impact of English among EFL interviewees, some positive aspects
were also highlighted. Over half of the EFL interviewees perceived academic English to be easier than
their first language when it came to their subject knowledge. For example, some interviewees were
more comfortable with the technical terms of their subject in English. Interviewee EFL_China_3

shared,

BRIUAE ST F B SR BX Be P71 paper AU, Tk B sz pl b SO A s AR
. RONIR L X B VR R o iE A /Y, B3 70 sAR M H —ME A
UIREE, SEERASENARERSE XA, [I’'m not really used to reading those

philosophical papers if | change the language to Chinese, since | have gotten used to reading
them in English. It’s because some terminologies only exist in English, and they are hard to
translate accurately in Chinese, otherwise the meanings would be different due to the

difference in languages.]

Moreover, when asked the question “And had you known how difficult it was going to be, would you
have still come? Or would you have first improved your English proficiency and then started your
studies?”’ All the interviewees who were asked agreed that they would only have if it had not
delayed their study. That is to say, if the situation had been perfect (e.g., time allowed it, no delay in
their enrolments), they would have improved before enrolment. However, due to the practicality of
the situation (e.g., time being more important than the improvement of English), they would have
still made the same decision. This implied that although the interviewees desired to improve their
English beforehand, this wish was not so strong that they would have delayed their plan to study

abroad. Interviewee EFL_China_2 stated,

AIRETR TR Z RIS BB 32 31, B SEA & RN FEEHE IR F227 ST 193X AR,
ANyt iR —4E X, TS ha, KO AERREE, mERESHE S e A& A
BRI, A, HEF Ao mER RSB —4, [ would probably have

studied hard in the summer holiday before | came here. But | think | wouldn’t have delayed my
plan to study (in the UK) just because of my English. | wouldn’t have delayed for, for instance, a
year, because | didn’t want to lose time. Also, although | felt my language abilities limited me

and affected me, the seriousness wasn’t so much for me to delay my graduation for one year.]
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The fact that interviewees like interviewee EFL_China_2 recognised their English limitations but still
would have chosen to be enrolled as planned suggested that they had confidence that the limited
English proficiency would not have affected their graduation or caused them to fail academically.
Since there are multiple factors influencing satisfaction for international students (Arambewela et al.,
2006) and language proficiency might not necessarily be a significant one (Sam, 2001), it is likely that
they still perceived their academic performance to be satisfactory and their overall overseas
experience to be pleasant. Given that students would still have enrolled despite their limited English
proficiency and its hindrance on their studies, the support available within universities seems to be

crucial in making their academic experiences better.

Although not being the focus of this study, it seemed that linguistically less demanding courses
caused fewer language issues than other courses, which is expected since fewer presentations and
writing assessments were required (Zhang & Mi, 2010). For example, interviewee EFL_China_5
shared that his course contained largely calculations and analyses, which made him feel language
was not a major difficulty; interviewee EFL_ Italy who studied both physics and philosophy reported
her language difficulties mainly lay within philosophy (rather than physics) which required essay

writing.

This theme presents the diverse role of English in EFL interviewees’ perceptions, reflecting the fact
that English served as both a hindrance and a facilitator in their studies. While English, as a foreign
language, was acknowledged to be a limiting factor concerning EFL interviewees’ academic
achievement, it had some advantages over their first language for EFL Interviewees when it came to
subject knowledge. In addition, despite the conscious knowledge of the English language’s limitation
on achievement, they still would have studied in the UK, rather than taking time to improve their
language prior to studying, highlighting the necessity for universities to support the students and

mitigate language barriers so that students can fulfil their academic potential.

6.8.4 Theme 3: Self-motivation and self-sufficiency

When encountering language-related difficulties in interviewees’ academic journey, self-motivation
and self-sufficiency were reported to be the main strategies to compensate for a lack of language

skill. Some interviewees intentionally sought a variety of learning strategies to ease the difficulties;

some of them actively encouraged themselves to overcome psychological barriers and gained
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confidence in using language, some of them attributed their language progress to simply their stay in

an English-speaking environment.

All the groups of students seemed to seek out various learning strategies by themselves and a large
variety of self-supported strategies were used, including on-line tools and software, dictionaries,
preview and preparation, review and self-reflection. What is noteworthy is that ‘‘reading” itself was
the most reported coping strategy for both reading (8 interviewees) and writing difficulties (5
interviewees) — in other words, reading academic articles and books in English was the way in which
they sought to improve both reading and writing skills. According to interviewees, reading academic
texts not only helped them to understand the vocabulary and content naturally, but also allowed

them to use what they read to benefit their writing. For example, Interviewee ENS_Ireland said,

| think when you see a word used a lot in different academic contexts, even if after I've
looked it up and haven’t understood it, when it’s used a lot in a variety of different academic
things, you eventually understand it better. It’s just reading a lot | guess, that helps the most

when it comes to understanding.

Similarly, Interviewee EFL_China_1 said,

AIRERLE B BB SCHRS THYE, BARMAMASE — rOAAIE, 3L 8 A5 R E— M
&, WA, B MOSCHRY £ ST, [I guess reading more literature helped me

gain some knowledge about how to write a good article naturally and gradually — not by copying,

but by learning from literature.]

Reading frequently and extensively can build reading speed, develop vocabulary and improve the
ability to comprehend information in academic texts quickly (Lei et al., 2010). Given that the most
reported reading difficulty was slow reading speed and/or a large amount of reading, it is likely that
reading academic literature enabled quicker comprehension, which also increased reading speed and
therefore alleviated their concerned reading difficulties. Some researchers stressed the reading-
writing connection and the importance of reading for developing the writing skills of EFL students
(AlOmrani, 2014; Park, 2016). In Itua et al.’s (2014) qualitative research, higher education staff
identified “academic reading” to be essential to developing students’ academic writing skills.
Reading’s significant role as a remedy to compensate for a lack of reading and writing skills might

explain the perceived large (or even excessive) amount of assigned reading by professionals.

173



Interviewee ENS_UK_4 expressed her “double-edged sword’’ perception with regards to reading.
Despite her perceived overwhelming reading requirements, she said, ““The amount of reading was a
strategy, like forcing myself to do that was a strategy...It was a strategy in itself, with drawbacks. Yeah.

That's how | describe it”.

Other than interviewees’ active motivation, self-sufficiency also constituted the perceived supportin
language. Several interviewees reported themselves to have made progress due to a large exposure
to the English language and they attributed their (academic) language improvement to their stay in
an English-speaking environment. Instead of being a ‘‘strategy”, this type of method was more like
““adaptation’”’. The exposure can be either from their past experiences prior to UK university or during

their learning in the UK. Interviewee EFL_ltaly said,

| lived one year in the US, and then | went to UK before starting University for one whole year, |
went to university, | did like a foundation year, and | also worked full time. So when | went to
university, | was already kind of used to it... But | can imagine for other people what it must be,
like, | would have never been able to do this. If | didn’t have my previous experiences, | would

have not been able to write essays or participate in seminars.

Here, she attributed the perceived language ease to her past experience in English-speaking
countries, which resonated with EFL_Mexico, EFL_ Cyprus, ENS_Singapore and ENS_USA_1 who had
similar (academic) English experiences. From Krashen’s (1982) second language acquisition theory,
acquiring languages is a subconscious process and it plays an important role in language
development. According to his theory, language acquirers are only aware that they use the language
for communication without being aware of the fact that they are acquiring language. Interviewee
EFL_ltaly’s subconscious acquisition of the language was likely to be a factor for her perceived

language ease in an English environment over time when she had to use English to communicate.

Although two Chinese interviewees also recognised the importance and potential benefit of having
access to an English environment, which drove their decision to come to the UK or watch English
videos, they did not express having achieved the benefit like other groups of students. This could be
possibly explained by their lower exposure to the English language. For example, in Europe, the
impact of English on society is generally high with it being commonly present in sources such as the
Internet, commercials, movies and music (Lindgren & Mufioz, 2013), whereas Chinese language is

still predominant concerning the media associated with China (Bi, 2011). It seems that Chinese
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students may have less English exposure compared with other groups of students, yet some of them
acknowledge its significance and take actions to actively create an English environment. For example,

when talking about language difficulties and strategies, interviewee EFL_China_3 constantly
mentioned the word “1&1% language environment”, which she highly valued when she attempted to

improve her English:

FHEFE YouTube, FIBMZRNE —LEARR A LR, SEE R HH IR RV IX 7R PE,
ik H C B EKIXMESE, [ watch YouTube. | wanted to try to watch stuff about local

people’s life, which was about very daily and recreational activities, in order to make myself

familiar with the language environment.]

According to the initial survey result, non-Chinese EFL students’ average vocabulary score was
significantly higher than Chinese EFL students. Since a large majority of this group consists of
European students, their higher English proficiency hints at the important role of exposure to

language input for incidental and implicit language development.

This theme illustrated interviewees’ main strategies employed to deal with their perceived language-
related difficulties by themselves. ‘‘Reading academic articles and books’’ stood out to be their most
reported coping strategy to compensate for difficulties related to reading and writing. Exposure to an
English environment was another factor that they believed to improve their language. However,
while Chinese students also recognised the importance of being exposed to English language, they
did not report themselves to benefit from it like other groups of students, possibly due to their
limited opportunities to get sufficient English exposure and immersion, which was a contributing

factor to Chinese students’ lower English proficiency when compared with others.

6.8.5 Theme 4: Tailored and personal support

This theme serves to present some other strategies that interviewees have used as well as expand
upon the desired support they would find helpful. It seemed that personal support from university

staff members was desired and tailored support catering to students’ diverse demands is required.

In addition to the self-support mentioned in the last theme, this theme focused on the external

support students obtained from various sources, including university departments, professionals and
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peers, to help with language-related difficulties. One feature commonly present in these support
channels that they found to be useful was that they were appropriate to suit their personal needs
(e.g., specific language demands) or were able to adapt to the special circumstances (e.g., on-line

courses due to COVID-19).

The most frequently reported external support channels were those from professionals, such as
lecturers, supervisors, language tutors and seminar leaders. A total of 9 interviewees all mentioned
the positive influence of these support channels on their language, especially for their reading and
writing ability. This is consistent with the survey results observed in the open-ended questions where
“help from lecturers and tutors’ was reported as the most common type of accessible support
amongst participants in the category of perceived positive experience. This showed students’
appreciation of receiving support from professional staff members, and the interview research
further found that support which was tailored and personal was largely valued. Multiple
interviewees shared their experience with lecturers in the form of one-to-one support in relation to
their specific demands. For example, when talking about support received during their studies,

interviewee ENS_USA_2 said,

They had emailed hours for when they were available to talk over Zoom, which was very
helpful. I think | spoke with two of my lecturers a few times...| could get my

misunderstandings of terminology and meanings of articles answered. So it was good.

Interviewee EFL_China_1 also shared some support that he experienced and considered to be useful,

TE28 paper LART, FIREFR & MEN “UReI AR AFRE — T, XIR essay XFEE )
structure ;& AN EXTHY?” B A LSRR L, (FESIRE T, 7 ZITEiA % feedback it
RN ATRERE GG — T R MR WEIMARGRL D),  [Before submitting my
papers, | sometimes asked my lecturers ““Could you read it for me and see if the essay structure
is correct?”’ or “Please help me check my wording.” My lecturers would give me feedback,

saying “improving this part would make it better”. In other words, my lecturers gave me lots of

help.]

This is in line with Poulos and Mahony’s (2008) study about students’ perceptions of feedback,

suggesting that students prefer specific feedback instead of general feedback that is provided for the
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whole class. In Ganobcsik-Williams’s (2004) report on teaching academic writing in the UK, among
various academic writing support, offering one-to-one writing tutoring was perceived to be useful by
most higher education staff. This type of tutoring required appointments with writing tutors and
served to meet students’ individual writing needs. Indeed, students’ difficulties can be diverse,
meaning that tailored and personal language support might be needed. It is reassuring that this

seemed to be valued by both students and universities.

Nevertheless, this does not mean that the support from universities was completely satisfying. When
it came to the desired support of interviewees, the responses often showed diversity, calling for
more student-centred support methods to accommodate for the various situations that students

request and require.

To expand on this point, what students need can vary significantly depending on the individual. For
example, interviewee ENS_USA_2 wished more handouts could have been made to help her
understand the terminology in her course; interviewee EFL_Hungary wished assigned readings could
have been talked through in lectures to enhance comprehension; interviewee EFL_Italy wished that
exam time would have been extended to allow for sufficient writing preparation etc. Moreover, even
for widely used support that students favoured, not every course in every university implements
them. For example, although a large number of survey participants and multiple interviewees
specifically expressed the benefit of having access to lecture video recordings during COVID-19,
interviewee EFL_China_3’s course was an exception, and she strongly wished her classes would also

have been recorded.

In academic institutions, most English language services provide help for both students whose first
language is English and those whose is not (Huang, 2013). All groups of interviewees used and
approved of tailored language support but still had language demands placed upon them, confirming
the necessity of supporting the language demands for all student groups. However, Similar to the
other themes, Chinese interviewees displayed a distinctive characteristic. Chinese interviewees were

the only group who specifically appreciated the fact that lecturers and peers sometimes slow down

or use simple words while speaking. This was deemed by interviewee EFL_China_1 as “ #&Z#Z %l to

be taken care of”” due to his lower English proficiency compared to his peers. When it came to
support for Chinese students, language may even cause barriers and hinder the intention to ask for

help. When Interviewee EFL_China_3 talked about the feeling of loneliness due to the lockdown,
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despite feeling that it was necessary to address it, she found it too hard to talk to the university’s

psychological health consultancy in English:

XAz R AR MEZGR, R IS iB R UE, S X DA 2 T AR A S
k5B, [The feelings would be hard to be expressed even in Chinese, and if transferred

into English, it would be even harder to communicate with local people and seek for help.]

When further asked ““If the university had support in Chinese, would you seek for help?’’ She offered
a positive response. With the Chinese group’s English proficiency being the lowest of all groups, it is

possible that they require different support than other groups of students.

The wide range of different opinions suggests that students do not hold a homogeneous view of
what support they need. Therefore, tailored support is needed since it has the potential to address
diverse issues that affect students’ learning experience and enhance their academic achievement
(Boughton et al., 2010; Sayer et al., 2002), although it should be noted that just because students
desire a certain type of support does not mean that it is necessarily beneficial. Since support services
can be expensive to set up and do not always attract the expected number of students (Zepke &
Leach, 2010), some services may need to be adjusted, modified, or changed to avoid financial
inefficiency. The interview research showed that different groups of students have different needs
and thus require a different level of support. For example, Chinese students might need specific
language support which targets students with a lower language proficiency than other groups. Itis
preferable for support to be adapted to suit the various demands of students’ rather than being

generalised towards all.

6.9 Conclusion

The interview data provided in-depth information about students’ language-related difficulties, the
perceived impact of these difficulties on academic performance, coping strategies and desired
support. Most of the reported language difficulties were considered to be related to a lack of
linguistic knowledge, a lack of academic skills and different cultural nuances. While the first issue was
more likely to be reported by EFL students (especially Chinese students), the second was expressed
by and shown in all groups and the last one was reported almost exclusively by international
students. COVID-19 restrictions reduced their opportunity to make improvements and aggravated

their difficulties. On the one hand, those language difficulties caused barriers to students’ learning
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and limited EFL students’ academic achievement; on the other hand, in terms of subject knowledge,
studying in English was sometimes deemed to be easier than studying in EFL students’ first language
due to acclimatisation to academic language. Interestingly, despite recognising language difficulties
and their negative impact, EFL students would not have delayed their enrolment, highlighting the

crucial need to provide support while at university.

When facing the reported difficulties, a variety of coping strategies were used. Some of the
approaches were self-driven through motivation and adjustment; some others came externally and
were tailored to the students’ needs. Students’ desired support was varied on an individual basis
because of the distinctly different language demands between students. The various desires require
that future support pays concern to individual groups and even the individual. Chinese students, for
example, might require support which caters to students with a lower English proficiency compared
to other groups; whereas British students, for example, might require academic support, especially in

areas related to reading and writing.
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CHAPTER 7 DISCUSSION

7.1 Introduction

This chapter combines the key findings from the three studies presented in Chapters 4-6, discussing
university students’ experiences and expectations in terms of their English language proficiency,
academic language difficulties and self-efficacy in UK higher education. As mentioned in Chapter 2,
the research conducted through these three studies aimed to address the following research

questions:

Q1. How does English language proficiency differ between home and different groups of
international students in UK higher education? How does this change over the course of one
academic year?

Q2. What are students’ self-perceptions regarding their English language proficiency, academic
language difficulties and confidence in academic studies? How do these self-perceptions differ
between home and different groups of international students, and how do they change over time?
Q3. What are the relationships between students’ English language proficiency, self-perceptions of

English language proficiency, academic language difficulties and confidence in studies?

In order to address the above research questions, three studies were conducted: an initial survey
study (see Chapter 4), a follow-up survey study (see Chapter 5) and an interview study (see Chapter
6). This chapter will combine the key findings from these studies and discuss them in relation to

previous research. Discussions will be organised around the research questions.

7.2 Research question 1

This section discusses students’ English language proficiency, as measured by a validated and widely
used vocabulary test called LexTALE. It addresses the first research question, which consists of two
sub-questions: 1) How does English language proficiency differ between home and different groups
of international students in UK higher education? 2) How does this change over the course of one

academic year? The following two subsections will address these questions respectively.
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7.2.1 English language proficiency differences between home and different groups of

international students

The findings of this study corroborate the results from previous research conducted in higher
education settings in English-speaking countries, suggesting a large difference in the levels of
language and literacy skills between international EFL students and home ENS students (Eddey &
Baumann, 2011; MacKiewicz, 2022; Trenkic & Warmington, 2019). Nevertheless, this study fills some
gaps in the previous research and contributes to the existing knowledge.

Firstly, many previous empirical studies that measured, compared and tracked international students’
English language proficiency in higher education were based on samples that comprised only Chinese
students (Trenkic & Warmington, 2019), or had an overrepresentation of Chinese students in their
samples (Knoch et al., 2015). While European students were occasionally included (MacKiewicz,
2022), those from neither China nor Europe were often overlooked. In this study, Chinese students
were compared not only with ENS students, but also with other EFL students from the rest of the
world. This reveals that Chinese students generally lag behind both groups in English language
proficiency. In addition, previous research typically conflated the domicile (home students vs.
international students) with language status (native English speaker vs. non-native English speakers)
by comparing international EFL students with home ENS students (MacKiewicz, 2022; Trenkic &
Warmington, 2019). In this study, the domicile and language status were teased apart by
distinguishing between international students who speak English as their first language and those
who do not. Both groups were compared with home students speaking English as their first and
dominant language. The findings show no significant difference in English language proficiency
between home ENS and international ENS students, suggesting that differences in English language
proficiency between home students and international EFL students are related to language status
rather than domicile. This insight, despite being small, contributes to the existing knowledge as it has
not been empirically demonstrated before. Finally, some studies compared Chinese EFL students
with all international students, irrespective of their linguistic background (Eddey & Baumann, 2011,
Li et al., 2010). Building on past findings that showed Chinese students tend to fall behind other
international students (Eddey & Baumann, 2011; Li et al., 2010), this study compared within the EFL
group itself (excluding international ENS students), revealing that Chinese students’ language

proficiency is also low compared with other non-native English-speaking international students.
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A question emerging from the results that the current data does not directly address is: why do
Chinese EFL students arrive with lower English proficiency than other international EFL students? In
the interview study of this research, some Chinese EFL students acknowledged their limited English
exposure and one even reported making deliberate efforts to create an English environment at
home. However, current research still cannot offer a comprehensive explanation. Previous literature
suggests some potential reasons, such as the less English exposure of Chinese students in
comparison to European students (Bi, 2011; Bjorkman, 2016; Lindgren & Mufioz, 2013; Long, 2023;
Yang, 2006) and the more distinct linguistic differences between Chinese and English, compared
with between most European languages and English (Levin et al., 2013; Li et al., 2015; Martinez-
Adrian & Del Puerto, 2017; Wang, 1973). Another contributing factor could be China’s prevalent
language test-preparation industry, which often focuses on test-taking strategies, potentially
producing students who come to English-speaking higher education with inflated English proficiency
scores (Hu & Trenkic, 2021; Trenkic & Hu, 2021). Yet, further research is needed to comprehensively
understand why Chinese students’ average English language proficiency on arrival is lower than

other international EFL students worldwide.

7.2.2 Changes in English language proficiency over one academic year

The longitudinal survey results revealed no significant improvement in English language proficiency
across all student groups over approximately one academic year, maintaining the proficiency gap
between EFL and ENS students. This is in line with the previous research, suggesting that studying in
English-speaking countries does not necessarily guarantee noticeable proficiency gains in English

(Birrell, 2006; MacKiewicz, 2022; Trenkic & Warmington, 2019).

While past empirical longitudinal studies on students’ language progress within a year mainly
targeted home ENS students and specific EFL student groups, such as Chinese and European
(MacKiewicz, 2022; Trenkic & Warmington, 2019), this study expanded upon them by including

international ENS students and EFL students from the rest of the world other than China.

It is commonly believed that studying in English, particularly in an English-speaking country, results
in an automatic improvement in English language skills, especially for international students (Storch
& Hill, 2008). However, this is not always the case and language improvement seems to be a slow
progress which may not be obvious over one single academic year. The limited improvement might

be related to their lack of opportunities for English practice in non-academic environments, as
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international students in higher education are more likely to interact with their compatriots or other
international students over local students (Gomes, 2014; Hechanova-Alampay et al., 2002; Sherry et
al., 2010; Zhang & Goodson, 2011). Therefore, despite living in an English-speaking country, their
real-world English communication opportunities remain limited. Given that this study was conducted
during the COVID-19 pandemic, the restrictions could have further limited students’ opportunities
for in-person communication since almost all interviewees expressed their disappointment over the
reduced face-to-face interactions. Nevertheless, it does not mean that EFL students’ English language
proficiency does not improve at all. Several studies indicated significant improvement in EFL students’
English skills after three to four years of studying in English environment (Knoch et al., 2015; Rogier,
2012; Yuksel et al., 2021). Even this study observed some proficiency growth for both EFL groups,

although it was not statistically significant. This highlights that language development is a slow

process.

The above finding is particularly important since many universities across the world (including those
in the UK) often accept students whose English language proficiency is below the level
recommended by language testing experts, especially when offers are made conditional on
attending pre-sessional courses, at the end of which students do not have to sit a secure English test
(Birrell, 2006; Pearson, 2020). These institutions typically overestimate how much progress can be
made within such programmes, resulting in students who enrol through pre-sessional pathways
typically achieve lower grades and fail more credits than students who met the language entry
requirements on a secure English test (Eddey & Baumann, 2011; Oliver et al., 2012). Given this
study’s findings on slow language development during their study period, it is important to provide
support to international EFL students to accelerate their language development and help them

narrow the language gap between them and ENS students.

7.3 Research question 2

This section discusses students’ self-perceptions. It addresses the second research question, which
consists of two main parts: 1) The self-perceptions of different student groups regarding their English
language proficiency, academic language difficulties and confidence in academic studies; 2) The
changes in these perceptions over one academic year. The discussions in this section draw from
students’ levels of self-reported English language proficiency, levels of language-related difficulties

experienced in studies, and self-efficacy levels respectively. Additionally, findings from interviews and
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open-ended questions are also combined and discussed. The following two subsections will discuss

the two parts respectively in detail.

7.3.1 Self-perceptions of different groups of students’ English language proficiency,

academic language difficulties and confidence in academic studies

Perceived English language proficiency

The previous research predominantly focused on either self-perceptions of language-related
experiences (Gu & Maley, 2008; Lin & Scherz, 2014; Rabia, 2016; Taylor & Ali, 2017) or direct
measures of linguistic knowledge and skills (Eddey & Baumann, 2011; Education First, 2022;
MacKiewicz, 2022; Trenkic & Warmington, 2019). In contrast, this study assessed both objective and
perceived English skills simultaneously, exploring directly whether students have self-awareness of

their linguistic abilities.

In this study, Chinese EFL students scored and self-rated their proficiency the lowest, followed by
non-Chinese EFL students, while the two ENS groups scored and self-rated the highest. The close
alignment between students’ proficiency self-ratings and objective English language proficiency
suggests that students are well aware of their linguistic abilities. This was further confirmed by the
results from open-ended questions and interviews. In the open-ended responses, EFL students’
challenges were more likely to be language-related than those of ENS students. During the interviews,
all EFL interviewees acknowledged and recognised their language limitation in their studies. However,
such awareness of their English proficiency is in contrast with Tomoschuk et al.’s study (2018) which
suggested that students tend to misestimate their language proficiency due to different frames of
reference. Since Tomoschuk et al.’s research was conducted with bilingual students in the US, while
this study focused on home and international students in UK higher education, the different contexts
may be related to the differences in results. This study, therefore, provides new insights into the self-

awareness of language proficiency among students in UK higher education.

Perceived academic language difficulties

As highlighted in Section 2.4, there has been an academic debate focusing on whether the language-
related difficulties in academic writing differ between non-native and native English speakers. Some

argue that both native and non-native English speakers face similar academic writing difficulties
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(Hyland, 2016a; Hyland, 2016b), while others argue that non-native speakers may face additional
challenges due to linguistic barriers (Flowerdew, 2019). This study explores academic language
difficulties within the UK higher education context, specifically analysing the similarities and

differences in the challenges experienced by students from diverse linguistic backgrounds.

This study revealed that Chinese EFL students experienced the highest level of language-related
difficulty in their studies, followed by UK ENS students, non-Chinese EFL students and international
ENS students. Interestingly, the difficulty level of UK ENS students was significantly higher than that
of non-Chinese EFL students. Given the potential advantage of their native language background,
their long experience with the UK education system, and their high English proficiency level reflected
in both objective and subjective measures, this high difficulty level is unexpected. The relatively high
level of perceived English language proficiency and the high level of perceived academic language
difficulty among UK ENS students suggest that high confidence in overall English proficiency does not
automatically transfer to high confidence in using English for academic purposes. The results from
open-ended questions and interviews in this study further confirmed ENS students’ challenges: both
EFL and ENS students reported difficulties related to language, such as loss of concentration while
reading and listening, an overwhelming amount of assigned reading and struggles with efficient
writing. This aligns with the view that academic language is nobody’s mother tongue regardless of
one’s native language (MacFarlane et al., 2020) and some challenges associated with academic
language can affect both EFL and ENS students (Berman & Cheng, 2010; Hyland, 2016a; Hyland,
2016b). In fact, the challenges faced by students may extend beyond pure linguistic comprehension
to encompass academic language skills, such as maintaining focus in reading (Al-Jarrah & Ismail,
2018), organising ideas effectively in writing (Muamaroh et al., 2020) and managing nervousness

during public speaking (Kheryadi & Hilmiyati, 2021).

Despite UK ENS students reporting a significantly higher level of language-related difficulty than non-
Chinese EFL students, a higher percentage of non-Chinese EFL students reported challenges that
were language-related compared with UK ENS students in open questions. This may suggest that the
range of language-related difficulties experienced by non-Chinese EFL students may be broader,
while those of UK ENS students may be more focused. This was further confirmed in the interview
study, where the language-related difficulties of EFL students were related to linguistic knowledge,
academic skills and cultural differences whereas UK ENS students’ difficulties were mainly related to
only academic skills. Similarly, the analysis of item-specific language-related academic difficulties

within each group revealed that EFL students (especially those from China) found lower-level
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linguistic skills to be as challenging or even more challenging than higher-level academic skills,
whereas ENS students usually found lower-level linguistic skills less difficult than higher-level
academic skills. These findings support Flowerdew (2019) who highlighted the linguistic challenges

and disadvantages of non-native English speakers in academic success.

In conclusion, both EFL and ENS students may encounter academic language difficulties. EFL students
typically face a wider range of difficulties, including both linguistic and academic skills, while ENS
students mainly face difficulties related to academic skills. Therefore, tailored support should be
provided to address the different needs of these different student groups. However, while it is
understood that UK ENS students struggle with academic skills, the specific reasons they perceive
these challenges to be more difficult than those faced by non-Chinese EFL students remain unclear,

highlighting the need for future research.

Self-efficacy

In terms of confidence in studies (measured by academic self-efficacy) in this study, Chinese EFL
students displayed significantly lower confidence than all other student groups. Interestingly, despite
their language advantage and local student status, UK ENS students’ confidence was not only lower
than international ENS students but also was comparable to (albeit not significantly lower than) non-
Chinese EFL students. Responses to open questions mirrored these findings: Chinese EFL students
attributed the highest percentage of challenges to academic obstacles, followed by non-Chinese EFL
students and UK ENS students. In terms of confidence in studying in the English language (measured
by English self-efficacy), Chinese EFL students reported significantly lower confidence than non-

Chinese EFL students.

The findings of this study indicate that Chinese students’ lack of confidence is not limited to just
overall English language proficiency but extends to using English in academic settings as well as their
general academic studies (see Section 7.4 for details about the relationships between students’
language skills and confidence). Since academic self-efficacy is a significant predictor of students’
academic achievements (Dogan, 2015; Elias & MacDonald, 2007; Galyon et al., 2011; Gore, 2006;
Schunk & Pajares, 2002) and having high self-efficacy is particularly important for positive impacts on
academic performance (Galyon et al., 2011), it seems necessary to improve students’ self-efficacy.
Given that students themselves value supportive learning environment (Ramsay et al., 1999) and

that academic self-efficacy can be increased through means such as feedback and encouragement
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(Bulfone et al., 2021), offering students the support they need is crucial. Responses to open
guestions and interviews in this study confirmed students’ appreciation for support: they valued the
support they received and enjoyed the improvements they made in their studies, emphasising the

importance of supporting students’ studies.

In addition to the above points, this study offers further insights by distinguishing between domicile
and language status. Firstly, the differences in academic language difficulties and academic self-
efficacy between international ENS and home ENS students, despite similar levels of English language
proficiency measures, suggest that the challenges faced by home students are mainly academic
rather than linguistic. As mentioned in Section 4.2.2, home ENS students had significantly lower
socio-economic status than international ENS students, possibly due to various reasons such as the
high cost of international tuition fees. Therefore, home students typically come from broader socio-
economic backgrounds with a wider range of academic abilities whereas international students are
more likely to either come from more well-off backgrounds or receive scholarships due to high
academic skills. Secondly, the differences in academic language difficulties and academic self-efficacy
between international ENS and EFL students, who share the same domicile status (i.e., international)
but differ in English language proficiency, could be more confidently attributed to their language
status/ English language proficiency. Finally, these findings suggest that previous research, which
only compared international EFL students with home ENS students, may not have fully recognised
the extent to which English language proficiency influences the academic difficulties experienced by
international EFL students, especially those from China. This highlights the unique but noteworthy

linguistic challenges faced by EFL students.

7.3.2 Changes in self-perceptions over one academic year

Changes in perceived English language proficiency

Although Chinese EFL students began with the lowest self-rated proficiency levels, their confidence
in their English language skills increased significantly over time. This trend was not observed among
other student groups, whose confidence levels did not show a similar growth. This confidence gain
aligns with Liu’s (2009) findings, which indicated that low-performing students demonstrated a
significant increase in confidence, while students with high English proficiency remained relatively
stable. In the open-ended questions about their positive experiences, many students expressed their

enjoyment of their academic and language improvement. Interviews further revealed that Chinese
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students found using English in an academic context somewhat easier than their native language due
to their familiarity with learning content in English. Therefore, Chinese students’ increased
confidence may be related to their perceived improvement and adjustment. It might be the case that
since Chinese EFL students’ original self-rating was particularly low, even minor improvements

encouraged them, which led to an increase in their self-ratings.

The fact that Chinese EFL students showed an increased confidence in their language skills despite
no significant improvement in their objective language proficiency is consistent with previous
literature which suggests that perceived language improvement can differ from actual improvement

(DeKeyser, 2007; Liu, 2009).

Furthermore, this study extends beyond previous research by examining perceptions of proficiency
changes among ENS students. The findings suggest that ENS students generally do not perceive any

changes in their English language proficiency over time.

Despite their significant perceived improvement, the perceived English proficiency level of Chinese
EFL students remained the lowest and far behind the levels of other groups. Additionally, the
perceived English proficiency of non-Chinese EFL students did not improve over time, and they also
remained far behind the ENS groups. This suggests continuing lack of confidence among EFL students
compared to ENS students and highlights the need for targeted linguistic support, particularly for
Chinese students, to improve their English language proficiency and gain confidence in their

language skills.

Changes in perceived academic language difficulties

The longitudinal survey study found no significant changes in language-related difficulties between
the beginning and the end of the academic year for all four student groups, suggesting that students

did not find academic language easier after approximately one academic year.

However, based on the interview results, students either naturally improved their language skills
through long-term immersion in English-speaking environments or actively sought different methods
to mitigate language-related difficulties. For example, some non-Chinese interviewees highlighted
the benefit of being immersed in an English-speaking environment before starting their studies.

Although Chinese EFL interviewees did not personally experience this advantage, they recognised its
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importance, prompting some of them to study in the UK in the first place. This further confirms the
limited English exposure of Chinese EFL students compared with other students, highlighting the
importance of language immersion in language development. It also aligns with Krashen’s (1982)
second language acquisition theory, which highlighted the role of natural and subconscious
acquisition in improving language abilities. Interestingly, this perceived improvement through
immersion contrasts with the lack of significant change found in the quantitative results of the
longitudinal study. It suggests that, although students recognise and even experience the benefits of
natural immersion, the degree of perceived improvement is still limited and gradual over one

academic year.

Other than immersion, students also reported seeking methods to compensate for their language-
related difficulties. Interestingly, the most frequently mentioned strategy to overcome reading and
writing difficulties was “‘reading academic articles and books”. On the one hand, students found
reading difficult due to their linguistic knowledge, language fluency and academic reading skills; on
the other hand, they perceived reading as a way to enhance their reading and writing abilities. A lot
of previous research has highlighted the significant role of academic reading in improving students’
reading and writing skills (AlOmrani, 2014; ltua et al., 2014; Lei et al., 2010; Park, 2016; Therova,
2021). This study further indicates that students are aware of the importance and potential benefits
of reading. Unfortunately, the effort might be insufficient in addressing their language-related
difficulties as all student groups did not find academic language easier over time. However, despite
their awareness of language limitations and how the limitations negatively impact their academic
achievement, all the EFL students interviewed would still have pursued their studies in the UK,
highlighting the importance of language-related support within universities to enhance their

academic experiences.

Both open questions and interviews highlighted students’ appreciation for personal support from
university professionals, especially from lecturers and tutors. Interviews further revealed that the
additional support desired varied widely from one individual to another. Tailored support plays an
important role in improving students’ language-related skills and confidence (Ganobcsik-Williams,
2004; Mahony, 2008; Thompson et al., 2019c¢) and it has the potential to address diverse issues that
affect students’ learning experience and enhance their academic achievement (Boughton et al.,
2010; Sayer et al., 2002). The varied support preferences reported in this study highlight the need for
tailored university support based on students’ diverse demands, especially from academic

professionals. Considering the varied English language proficiency levels among student groups,
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different levels of language support may be necessary. For example, Chinese EFL students may
require different language support compared to others. Thus, support should be tailored to meet the

specific needs of different students, rather than adopting an approach that generalised towards all.

Although it was not the focus of this study, COVID-19 appears to have influenced students’
experiences with language, especially impacting those with lower English proficiency more than
those with higher proficiency. Responses from open questions and interviews indicated that the
pandemic’s restrictions significantly affected students’ academic and social lives, which may have
potentially influenced their language-related experiences. Many students expressed feelings of
isolation due to challenges in connecting with others and struggles with on-line learning. In
interviews, EFL students particularly expressed specific concerns about limited opportunities to
practice English due to reduced interactions. With previous research suggesting that on-line learning
during COVID-19 hindered students’ communication and language practice (Kohnke & Jarvis, 2021;
Mahyoob, 2020), it is likely that COVID-19 exacerbated students’ language-related difficulties,

especially among EFL students, further confirming the importance of paying attention to their needs.

Changes in self-efficacy

Although non-Chinese EFL students’ initial academic self-efficacy and English self-efficacy were not
low compared to other groups, their confidence dropped significantly over time. Previous studies
suggest a distinction between using English in social and communicative settings and using English to
learn and perform in academic contexts (Wang et al., 2018). Students may perceive linguistic
progress while still finding academic language difficult (Wang, 2018). Given that confidence in using
English to learn predicts students’ academic self-efficacy (Wang et al., 2018), it is likely that non-
Chinese EFL students in this study maintained their overall English confidence (measured by
perceived English language proficiency) but decreased confidence in using English academically
(measured by English self-efficacy). This could be due to their increased challenges in academic
English usage as their studies progressed, influencing their confidence in studies (as measured by

academic self-efficacy) over time (further discussed and confirmed in Section 7.4).

Apart from language factors, external support also plays an important role in shaping academic self-
efficacy (Edwards-Joseph & Baker, 2014), highlighting the need for academic language support.
Nonetheless, the specific reasons for the decline in non-Chinese EFL students’ self-efficacy remain

unclear. The interviews were conducted only once, before the longitudinal analysis, and did not
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include questions about changes in perceptions. Therefore, future research is needed to explore the

specific factors contributing to the decrease in non-Chinese EFL students’ self-efficacy.

7.4 Research question 3

This section discusses the relationships between students’ English language proficiency, their

perceptions of this proficiency, perceived academic language difficulties and confidence in studies.

The correlation results indicate that students with higher English language proficiency tend to
perceive their own proficiency as higher, experience fewer academic language difficulties, and have

more confidence in their studies, particularly in the case of EFL students.

The significant correlation between students’ English language proficiency and their perceived
proficiency further confirmed that students were aware of their language abilities. However, no
significant correlation was found between students’ actual and perceived progress in English
proficiency, indicating a disconnection between self-perceived and actual language improvements.
This suggests that students tend to have self-awareness of their English skills relative to others, but

not in terms of their own degree of English progress.

Among EFL students, a significant moderate negative correlation was observed between English
language proficiency and academic language difficulty, suggesting that students with higher
proficiency tend to perceive less academic language difficulty. While the literature frequently
highlights cultural shock and barriers as significant factors affecting the adjustment of international
students (Andrade, 2006; Anjalin et al., 2017; Wang & Hannes, 2014; Xia, 2020), this study reveals
that, despite the shared experience of cultural shock among international students, those with
higher English proficiency might navigate and adjust to new environments more quickly. This finding
further highlights the important role of language skills in the academic success of international

students, which potentially outweighs the impact of cultural differences in the academic context.

As discussed in Section 7.3.2, non-Chinese EFL students experienced a decrease in both academic
self-efficacy and English self-efficacy over time. Since the correlation analysis suggested that the
observed decrease in academic confidence among non-Chinese EFL students correlated with their
declining confidence in using English academically, and given that confidence in using English to learn

predicts students’ academic self-efficacy (Wang et al., 2018), it is likely that they experienced
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increased challenges in academic English usage, which led to their decreased confidence in studies

over time.

7.5 Implications

This research found that a student’s native language status (i.e., whether English is their first
language or not) plays a more decisive role in determining their English language proficiency, and
confidence in their English language proficiency than their domicile status (i.e., whether they are
home or international students). However, overall English language proficiency does not necessarily
translate to academic language mastery. Although ENS students have high levels of overall English
language proficiency and confidence in this proficiency, they are also likely to experience academic
language difficulties. Yet, the nature of these language-related difficulties varies: ENS students mainly
face challenges with academic language skills whereas EFL students mainly struggle with linguistic

skills as well as academic language skills.

Despite an observed increase in Chinese students’ confidence in their English language proficiency,
the actual development of language skills is slow across all student groups. Moreover, the perceived
academic language difficulties of all student groups did not improve over time, nor did their self-
efficacy. However, the diverse levels of English proficiency and varied perceptions among students
highlight the individual differences within each group, suggesting that every student, regardless of
their background, has the potential to excel and build confidence in their studies and language
proficiency. This emphasises the need for language-related support. Some academic support
introduced during COVID-19 restrictions demonstrated value that extends beyond the pandemic and
may be worth implementing continually in the future. For example, uploading lectures on-line allows
students, particularly those with limited English proficiency, to rewatch the content and enhance

their understanding.

Due to students’ different language levels and various reported preferences, it is important for the
support to be tailored rather than being generalised to all. EFL students, especially those from China,
may benefit from support designed for students with relatively lower English proficiency levels,
focusing on developing both linguistic knowledge and academic language skills. ENS students, on the
other hand, may require more support related to academic language skills, especially in areas of

academic reading and writing. Therefore, higher education institutions in the UK should recognise
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the diverse language needs of different student groups and provide tailored support to enhance their

academic performance and overall educational experiences.

7.6 Limitations

While this study provides valuable insights into English language proficiency, academic language
difficulties, and self-efficacy among different groups of students in UK higher education, some

limitations should be noted when interpreting the results.

Firstly, the sample size of the follow-up survey was limited, with only 59 eligible participants. The
relatively small sample size may limit the generalisability of the results. Specifically, the number of
international ENS students was only six, making it impossible to have meaningful longitudinal
statistical analysis between groups. Therefore, the findings may not capture the full picture of
students’ changes and they should be interpreted with caution. Secondly, the research was
conducted during the atypical time of the COVID-19 pandemic. Although all student groups in this
study experienced the same circumstance, it is still unclear whether the exact results could be
replicated under typical conditions. In addition, as discussed in Section 6.3.2, one EFL group (Chinese
EFL students) was allowed to be interviewed in their native language, while the other EFL group
(non-Chinese EFL students) was not, potentially affecting the validity of the data. This decision was
based on the pragmatic reason of my proficiency in Chinese and English but not in the other
languages. Moreover, given that the interview study was conducted only once before the
longitudinal analysis, the study did not capture the explicit reasons behind specific observed changes.
For example, the exact reasons behind the decrease in self-efficacy over time among non-Chinese
EFL students remain unclear. The in-depth reasons why Chinese students arrive with lower English
proficiency than other international EFL students and why UK ENS students perceive academic
language difficulty levels to be particularly high are also unclear. Future research could address these
guestions and explore deeper into these areas. Finally, making comparisons within the group of non-
Chinese EFL students based on their domiciles and first languages was not feasible in this research,
due to the extensive diversity within the sample, which included 68 different domiciles and 63 first
languages among 270 students. Future research could focus on comparisons between different

groups of international EFL students, excluding those from China.

Despite these limitations, the findings of this study remain valid and offer valuable insights. Firstly,

the cross-sectional study had a large sample (N = 1163) which increased the representativeness and
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reliability of the findings when comparing student groups. Although the sample size of the
longitudinal study was limited, the inclusion of diverse groups of students in both research times still
provided some insights into this under-researched area. Secondly, Chinese students’ English language
proficiency (as evidenced in both past literature and the current study’s sample) is particularly low
even compared with other international students, which could have hindered their ability to express
their experiences accurately in English. Conducting interviews in their native language ensured their
responses were as reflective and accurate as possible. The findings remain valid due to the careful
translation approach taken to ensure the original meaning is maintained (detailed in Section 6.5.2).
Lastly, the variety of data sources, ranging from surveys to interviews, enhanced the reliability of the
findings. For example, both the 7-point scale survey data and the interviews suggest that ENS
students’ language challenges mainly lie in academic skills rather than linguistic skills; both the open-
ended survey questions and the interviews suggest that students highly value support from

universities.

7.7 Conclusion

The research highlights the important role of students’ native language status in shaping their English
language proficiency and confidence in that proficiency. However, when it comes to academic English
proficiency, ENS students sometimes show even less confidence than EFL students. While the main
source of language-related uncertainty for ENS students is academic language skills, EFL students’
lack of confidence extends to linguistic skills as well. In fact, the academic difficulties faced by EFL
students, particularly those from China, are mainly related to their proficiency in the English
language rather than to their academic skills. Unfortunately, for most students, improvement in
English language proficiency, as well as academic and language-related confidence, is a slow process.
This emphasises the need for tailored language-related support from educational institutions in
order to improve their English language proficiency, academic performance and overall educational

experience.

Understanding university students’ English language proficiency, academic language difficulties and
self-efficacy can offer valuable insights for educators, policymakers, and educational institutions. It is
hoped that this study can help educational decision-makers to better understand students’ language-

related needs and offer more effective language support for university students in the future.
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CHAPTER 8 CONCLUSION

This study investigated the academic experiences and expectations of home students and various
groups of international students within UK higher education, focusing on their English language
proficiency, academic language difficulties and self-efficacy. In order to examine the effects of
language and domicile status, this research divided international students into three groups: native
English-speaking students from countries other than the UK (ENS_other), non-native English-
speaking students from China (EFL_China) and non-native English-speaking students from other
countries (EFL_other). These groups were compared with each other and with native English-

speaking home students (ENS_UK).

The study found that the two ENS groups had indistinguishably and significantly higher English
language proficiency than EFL groups, with Chinese EFL students having the lowest proficiency. This
highlights that students’ language status (i.e., whether their first and dominant language is English or
not), rather than their domicile status (i.e., home or international), determines their English language
proficiency, suggesting that the proficiency differences between home and international EFL students
are related to students’ native language status rather than their domiciles. Building upon previous
research that showed Chinese EFL students’ lower proficiency compared to European students and
other international students (regardless of their language status), this study further demonstrated
that Chinese EFL students also had lower proficiency than other international EFL students.
Interestingly, all student groups, regardless of their background, were generally aware of their English

language abilities compared to others.

However, English language proficiency is not directly equal to academic language mastery. Home
students, despite their high proficiency and confidence in English, showed an unexpected lack of
confidence in academic language and academic self-efficacy. Their concerns were mainly related to
academic factors, especially academic reading and writing skills, rather than linguistic issues. In
contrast, EFL students’ academic language difficulties and academic concerns were more related to
their linguistic skills than academic skills, especially for Chinese EFL students who had the highest
difficulty levels in academic language and lowest self-efficacy among all student groups.
Unfortunately, during the course of an academic year, most students did not show significant
improvement in either English language proficiency or academic and language-related confidence.

This slow progression highlights the need for continued support to accelerate their language-related
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progress, especially since students reported that they appreciated the support they had received but

wished additional support would have been implemented.

However, it does not mean that all student groups’ support should be homogeneous. Instead, the
different nature of students’ language-related difficulties requires the support to be tailored. For EFL
students, their language-related difficulties seem to be broader, including linguistic, academic and
cultural aspects, with a primary focus on linguistic skills. Despite being aware of their language
limitations, they reported that they would still have chosen to come to the UK to study, thus
highlighting the importance of providing comprehensive but linguistic-focused support for them to
improve their English language proficiency, close the gap between ENS students, and make their
whole learning experience better. For ENS students, despite their high proficiency in English, they
sometimes even find academic language skills harder than some EFL students. Therefore, support
should focus on improving their academic skills, particularly in areas of academic reading and writing.
This tailored approach is necessary to address the specific language-related difficulties faced by

different student groups, ensuring their academic success.
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Appendix A Initial survey questions

Section 1: Pre-survey questions

Q 1.1 Title of the study: Expectations and experiences of international and home students at UK
universities
Researcher: Xiagian Shi, University of York (email: xs962 @york.ac.uk)

Supervisor: Dr Danijela Trenkic, University of York

You are invited to participate in a survey on expectations and experiences of international and home
students at UK universities. We are looking for both undergraduate and master’s students, British as
well as international, either at the beginning or further on in their studies. To help us direct you to

the right information and consent form, please answer the following questions.

(This research has been approved by the Department of Education, University of York Ethics
Committee. If you have any questions or complaints about this research please contact Xiagian Shi
at xs962@york.ac.uk, or the Ethics Committee via education-research-admin@york.ac.uk. If your
concerns are not resolved, please contact the University’s Data Protection Officer at
dataprotection@york.ac.uk. For information about General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR)

please see https://www.york.ac.uk/education/research/gdpr_information/)
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Q1.2 Which statement describes you best?

| am a student at a university in the United Kingdom (UK).

I am a student at a university outside of the UK. -
| am not a university student. -

Q1.3 Which statement describes your situation?

| am an undergraduate student.

| am a master’s student (taught programme). -
I am a master’s student (by research). -
| am a doctoral student. -

Q1.4 Which statement describes your situation?
| am in the first year of my studies.

I am in the 2nd, 3rd or 4th year of my studies.

Display Q1.5 If “Which statement describes your situation?’’ = | am a master’s student (taught

programme).

Q1.5 Which statement describes your situation?

| am a student at the University of York.

| am a student at another UK university.
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Display Q1.6:

If “Which statement describes you best?”’ # | am a student at a university in the United Kingdom

(UK).
Or “Which statement describes your situation?”” = | am a doctoral student.

Or“ Which statement describes your situation?”’ = | am a master's student (by research).

Q1.6 Thanks for your interest! Unfortunately, you do not meet all the requirements for this study.

The survey will be concluded here. _

Q1.7 Is English your first language (that is, one of the languages you learnt from birth)?

O'Yes  ENS participants
ONo  [EFliparticipaints

Section 2: Self-rated English proficiency

Q2.1
Your English skills

On a scale from 1 to 7, how would you rate your English skills?

1 - Almost none

7 - Exceptionally good

For example, if you think your English speaking skill is exceptionally good, please choose ‘7’ for the

item ‘Speaking’.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Speaking
O O O O O O O
Reading O O O O O O O
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Writing

Listening

Section 3: LexTALE vocabulary knowledge

Q3.1 This section is a vocabulary quiz. Please read the instruction below before you proceed.

You will see a string of letters (for example “flower” or “glemp”) and your task is to decide whether
this is an existing English word or not. If you think it is an existing English word, you click on "yes",

and if you think it is not an existing English word, you click on "no".

If you are sure that the word exists, even though you don't know its exact meaning, you may still
respond "yes". But if you are not sure if it is an existing word, you should respond "no". Don’t spend
too long thinking about it: just go with your intuition. You will only have 7 seconds to answer each

question.

In this experiment we use British English rather than American English. For example: "realise"

instead of "realize"; "colour" instead of "color", and so on. Please do not let this confuse you. This

quiz is NOT about detecting such subtle spelling differences anyway.

The quiz has 63 questions and will take about 5 minutes to complete.

If everything is clear, you can now start the quiz.

platery (1/63)
OYes ONo

denial (2/63)
OYes ONo
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generic (3/63)
OYes ONo

... (Omitted here 58 similar questions)

listless (62/63)
OYes ONo

wrought (63/63)
OYes ONo

Section 4: Self-efficacy

Q4.1

Your expectations and confidence in your studies

Please select the number that best describes you.

1= Not at all true of me

7= Very true of me

For example, if you do not expect to do well in your studies at all, please choose ‘1’ for the statement

'l expect to do well in my studies'.

1. | expect to do well in my studies.

2. Considering the difficulty of the
course, the lecturers, my academic
abilities and my English skills, | think |

will do well.
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3. 1 am confident | can do an excellent

job on the assignments and exams.

4. | believe | will receive excellent

grades.

5. 1am certain | can understand the
most difficult material presented in the

readings for this course.

6. | am confident | can understand the
most complex material presented in

lectures for this course.

7.1 am certain | can master skills being

taught.

8. 1 am confident | can understand the

concepts being taught.

9.l am confident | can do as well
studying in English as | was able to in my

native language.

10. | expect my proficiency in English
will

allow me to fulfil my academic potential.
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Section 5: Language-related academic difficulty and open-ended questions

Q.5.1

What do you find easy or difficult in your current studies?

Please select the number that best describes how you feel.

1 - Not at all true of me

7 —Very true of me

For example, if you expect that it is very true of you to often feel lost in lectures, please choose '7'

for the statement 'In lectures, | often feel lost'.

Note that N/A (Not applicable) should be chosen when you do not have a particular experience. For
example, if you have not given any presentation yet, please choose 'N/A' for the statement 'l find

giving presentations hard'.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 N/A

1. During class time, | often miss
important points because lecturers are

speaking too fast.

2. My lecturers use many words that |

do not understand. O O O O O O O O

3. In lectures, | often feel lost.

4. | rarely ask questions or volunteer

answers in my classes. O O O O O O O O

5. | often find it hard to express myself

successfully in class discussions. O O O O O O O O
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6. | find giving presentations hard.

7. When reading assigned academic
texts, | often run out of time as they are

too long.

8. There are many words that | do not
understand in my required reading

materials.

9. After completing a required reading, |
often find that | do not know what it

was all about.

10. When writing assignments or sitting
exams, | often struggle to find the right

words.

11. When writing assignments or sitting
exams, | often run out of time to

complete the work to my satisfaction.

12. | often find it hard to express and
organise my ideas clearly in academic

writing.

Q5.2 Please tell us about some experiences (academic and/or social) that you have found challenging

in your current studies.
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Q5.3 Please tell us about some experiences (academic and/or social) that you have found positive in

your current studies.

Section 6: Demographic and background information

Q6.1 In which country have you spent most of your life ?

UK

Display the Choice of “China” for EFL participants

China

Other (please specify)

Q6.2 How long have you lived in the UK? (State clearly the number of months or years. e.g., 1 year

and 2 months)
Number of years:

Number of months:

ENS participants: Skip to Q6.19

(Q6.3-Q6.18: EFL participants exclusively)

Q6.3 Have you lived in another English-speaking country (countries) prior to starting university (e.g.,
the US, Canada, Australia, New Zealand)?

O Yes

ONo  SkipiToi06%S
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Q6.4 How long did you live there? (state clearly the number of months or years. e.g., 1 year and 2

months)
Number of years:

Number of months:

Q6.5 What is your first language(s)?
Q6.6 How old were you when you first began to study English at school?

Q6.7 Have you taken any English language proficiency tests (e.g., TOEFL, IELTS)?
O Yes

OnNo  SkipiToiG6i7

Q6.8 Which proficiency test did you take last before arriving at the university?
(O TOEFL OIELTS (Oo0ther (please specify)

Q6.9 When did you take this proficiency test? (which year?)
Q6.10 What was your overall score on this proficiency test?
Q6.11 What was your score on the speaking part?

Q6.12 What was your score on the reading part?
Q6.13 What was your score on the writing part?

Q6.14 What was your score on the listening part?
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Q6.15 Before your current studies, did you attend any school or university where every subject was
taught in English?

O Yes

OnNo  SkipiToiG647

Q6.16 What is the level of qualification you obtained in that English-speaking institution (e.g., GCSE,

A-levels, Bachelor, Masters)?
Q6.17 Have you attended a pre-sessional English language programme before starting university? (a

course offered by universities to international students to help them improve their English language

skills before the start of their degree programmes)

O Yes
ONo  Skipio: @648
Q6.18 How long was your pre-sessional course? (e.g., 8 weeks, 6 months, 1 year)

Q6.19 What are you studying at university? (What is your major?)

Q6.20 Given the COVID-19 situation, some UK universities have changed their teaching style. How

have you been attending your classes this term?

O Everything on-line O Mostly on-line with some on campus
O Half on-line, half on campus O Mostly on campus with some on-line
O Everything on campus O Other (please specify)

Q6.21 Thinking about your previous studies, how do you see your academic success relative to your
classmates? (We are interested in how you see it, not necessarily the actual ratings produced by your
school.)

OTop5% OTop10% OTop25% O Top50% O Top75% (O Other
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Q6.22 What is your age? (e.g., 21)

Q6.23 What is your gender?
O Male OFemale Q0ther OPrefer not to say

Q6.24 What is the highest level of education for your mother?
Some or no secondary education
Secondary school education
Post-secondary education with vocational training
University degree
Post-graduate degree or professional education

Don’t know/ not applicable

Display Q6.25 for master’s (taught programme) students in the University of York:

Q6.25 In June 2021, we will contact you again to see how your experiences have changed. Please

leave your valid student email address here.

What is your student email address? (e.g., xs962@york.ac.uk)

Display Q6.26 If Q6.25 Is Not Displayed

Q6.26 Would you like to be entered in a prize-draw for a £30 Amazon voucher? (If so, please leave

your preferred contact details, e.g., email address, phone number, WeChat ID, etc.)

Yes (please leave your contact details)

No

Q6.27 This brings us to the end of the survey.

Before you finish, please indicate if you would be happy to participate in a follow-up on-line

interview. The interview would give you a chance to talk about your academic expectations and
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experiences in more depth. If you participate, you will be entered in another prize-draw for a £20

Amazon voucher.

Would you like to participate in a follow-up on-line interview?
O Yes
ONo  Skip To: End of Survey

Q6.28 Please leave your preferred contact details for the interview (leave it blank if you prefer to be

contacted by the above email address).
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Appendix B Follow-up survey questions

Section 1: Pre-survey question

Title of the study: Expectations and experiences of international and home students at UK

universities (Follow-up survey)

Researcher: Xiagian Shi, University of York (email: xs962@york.ac.uk)

Supervisor: Dr Danijela Trenkic, University of York

Thank you again for participating in the first part of this study a few months ago. We would now like

to invite you to take part in the follow-up survey.

Is English your first language (that is, one of the languages you learnt from birth)?

O'Yes  ENS participants
ONo  [EFliparticipaints

Section 2: Self-rated English proficiency

Your English skills

On a scale from 1 to 7, how would you rate your English skills?

1 - Almost none

7 - Exceptionally good

For example, if you think your English speaking skill is exceptionally good, please choose ‘7’ for the

item ‘Speaking’.

Speaking
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Reading

O O O O O O O
Writing

O O O O O O O
Listening

O O O O O O O

Section 3: LexTALE vocabulary knowledge

This section is a vocabulary quiz. Please read the instruction below before you proceed.

You will see a string of letters (for example “flower” or “glemp”) and your task is to decide whether
this is an existing English word or not. If you think it is an existing English word, you click on "yes",

and if you think it is not an existing English word, you click on "no".

If you are sure that the word exists, even though you don't know its exact meaning, you may still
respond "yes". But if you are not sure if it is an existing word, you should respond "no". Don’t spend
too long thinking about it: just go with your intuition. You will only have 7 seconds to answer each

question.

In this experiment, we use British English rather than American English. For example: "realise"

instead of "realize"; "colour" instead of "color", and so on. Please do not let this confuse you. This

quiz is NOT about detecting such subtle spelling differences anyway.

The quiz has 63 questions and will take about 5 minutes to complete.

If everything is clear, you can now start the quiz.

platery (1/63)
OYes ONo

denial (2/63)
OYes ONo
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generic (3/63)
OYes ONo

... (Omitted here 58 similar questions)

listless (62/63)
OYes ONo

wrought (63/63)
OYes ONo

Section 4: Self-efficacy

Your experiences in your studies

Please select the number that best describes you.

1= Not at all true of me

7= Very true of me

For example, if you do not think you did well in your studies at all, please choose ‘1’ for the

statement 'l think | did well in my studies'.

1. I think I did well in my studies.

2. Considering the difficulty of the
course, the lecturers, my academic
abilities and my English skills, | think | O O O O O O
did well.

3. | believe | did an excellent job on the

assignments and exams.
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4. | received excellent grades.

5. 1am certain | understood the most
difficult material presented in the

readings for this course.

6. | believe | understood the most
complex material presented in lectures

for this course.

7.1 am certain | mastered skills being

taught. O O O O O

8. | believe | understood the concepts

being taught. O O O O O

9. 1 did as well studying in English as |
had previously done in my native

language.

10. I think my proficiency in English
allowed me to fulfil my academic

potential.

Section 5: Language-related academic difficulty

What did you find easy or difficult in your studies this year?

Please select the number that best describes how you felt.
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1 - Not at all true of me

7 — Very true of me

For example, if you think that it is very true of you to have often felt lost in lectures, please choose

'7' for the statement 'In lectures, | often felt lost'.

Note that N/A (Not applicable) should be chosen when you did not have a particular experience. For
example, if you did not give any presentation, please choose 'N/A' for the statement 'l found giving

presentations hard'.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 N/A

1. During class time, | often missed
important points because lecturers were

speaking too fast.

2. My lecturers used many words that |

did not understand. O O O O O O O O

3. In lectures, | often felt lost.

4. | rarely asked questions or

volunteered answers in my classes. O O O O O O O O

5. | often found it hard to express myself

successfully in class discussions. O O O O O O O O

6. | found giving presentations hard.

7. When reading assigned academic
texts, | often ran out of time as they

were too long.
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8. There were many words that | did not
understand in my required reading

materials.

9. After completing a required reading, |
often found that | did not know what it

was all about.

10. When writing assignments or sitting
exams, | often struggled to find the right

words.

11. When writing assignments or sitting
exams, | often ran out of time to

complete the work to my satisfaction.

12. | often found it hard to express and

organise my ideas clearly in academic O O O O O O O

writing.

Section 6: Additional information

Thinking about your studies over the last academic year, how do you see your academic success
relative to your classmates? (We are interested in how you see it, not necessarily the actual ratings
produced by your university.)

OTop5% OTop10% OTop25% O Top50% O Top75% (O Other

Please confirm your email address again so we can contact you to arrange the payment of your £5

Amazon voucher and to enter you into the prize draw for a £30 Amazon voucher.

What is your student email address? (e.g., xs962@york.ac.uk)
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Appendix C Interview questions

The following flow of questions was implemented during the interview process:

Introduction:

(Initiate a friendly but professional conversation, establish a rapport while reiterating important

ethical issues)

Hello. I’'m Xiagian Shi. Thank you for attending today’s interview. It’s so lovely to see (hear) you. How

are you?

sf. TRAE T WEHRSMBATSRKIRY;, JEE @RI (WE]) IR, (REEhF ?

| hope you’ve had time to read the information | sent you about this interview, and I've received your
consent form but do you have any questions? I'll just explain it again briefly if it’s ok. The reason |
conduct this interview is to understand academic expectations and experiences of university
students from different language backgrounds. That is why I’'m very glad and grateful that you have
agreed to contribute to my study. This interview is audio recorded but the data will be anonymised, |

hope you are still ok with that?

BAEIRE R P 7 B G IR R TR YT, B 7Rk EgG W FRE -, H2&
AN — T, A 20 8 RG2S VR AR B — i, X RCRUTRIHRE AN T T

=
“+d

AEE S T ERRF AT academic expectations and experiences, FIT LA U B IE 7 R GHR IR

BN otk X RCRY @ FH W, (HEBIE S E A LB, WA ORI R

ol
il

=7

| won’t ask you any difficult questions, and there are no right or wrong answers. Just be yourself and
tell me about your academic experience, in as much or as little detail as you wish. If you don’t feel
like answering any questions, that’s also fine. Ok? And if anything | say makes you concerned or
uncomfortable, either now or later, or even after today, please let me know. Ok? So if it’s all ok, we

can start now.

A S HLATRXER ), & AR SH Prig Ay i sst . WREMIRA C, 16 BRIk
AR IR R SR IR AT BT o AERORASR AR ), g se el DI, A 2
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AR UHHEAT R PG RIS EHE I B AN B AE, B IELEME, RERS KU, il
HYRE, AP ? AUERERSCR RS, BT LUTR T,

Main interview questions:
(Start the main part of the interview with a broad question and let participants talk in order to see

what’s important to them)

So how have you found your studies at the University of X so far? How is it going?

TRBAFLE XX REERI ) BT ? WS B2k ?

(If they are not talking much, then try to open them up with their own ‘positive experience’ in the

survey)

In your survey, you said that [positive experience]. Can you tell me more about it? Do you still feel

the same?

TEVREI B, Ir$2E ] [positive experience]l, % TiX s, AILAFFEAURYUEEH— T g 2 {RILE L
A IR FER sz ?

(After talking about positive experiences, orient them to challenges)

So there were many good things for you, which is great, but like all students you must have also

experienced some challenges. What has been the most difficult for you so far?
KFEERABRLRN —0, HEEITAEE—F, R—EWma)n 78k, s H
HiT 9 1 e PR HE RO b 77 AW 2

(If their talk does not cover language problems yet, I'll move the discussion in that direction. Put

them at ease then start to direct them to talk about language-related challenges)

As you are studying in the UK, | know your English proficiency must be good (or: | know English is
your first language), but academic English uses a more specific type of language and can be difficult
for even native speakers. So can you tell me what have you found most challenging language-wise in

your studies? Like any difficulties related to your reading, writing, speaking or listening?
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BEAMRAESEE 315, FALEIRIIEE—EAH, H2 PRI E L —MiES, HIERHE
BFURREEAMEEL, HRIRES R, S LREER T ERE ? 5 s s a T,
Y, B, G KHIRE ?

(If ’'m interested in some particular language-related challenges that the participants answered in
the survey for the open-ended questions but that are not mentioned here, I'll direct them to that
specific area. For example, as native UK students reported distinct reading challenges in the survey,

I'll ask them to talk more about this)

I’'m particularly interested in X (e.g., reading). In the survey, you said [negative experience about it].

Can you tell me more about it please? What'’s difficult about X (e.g., reading)?

X X (e.g., BEL)EERESGHRE, TEEH, {RE2F[negative experience about it], HEAHE B A

PHZITHYE ? X (e.g., [HE) HARMRER LR 75 IR XENE 2

Would you say that your language skills have limited in any way what you could have achieved in

your studies? How exactly? Can you tell me more about it?

TRVAIRIITE S BE A B TEAEAT - R4 1 ORIk ? 2 7 BEABEERAVFUE ?
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(Additional questions exclusively for EFL students: )

So how does studying in English compare - for you - to studying in your first language?

PSS, MIFA SO SR, A -2 R IR 2

Was it more difficult than you had anticipated?

RS HEOR 2 R TR ) 5 T e — 2

(If yes) Were you surprised by it? (that it was so difficult)

(ANERSE) IRuEfend tebaiFng 2 (AR A XE)

Do you think arriving with a better proficiency in English would have made your studies easier?

TRGAF VRN RAE NI A BRI SR, RIDAEREY 2 2 R S g 2

(If yes) And had you known how difficult it was going to be, would you have still come? Or would
you have first improved your English proficiency and then started your studies?

(ANERSE) ANRIRAARIADE PGB IR, (REMR SR ? sE RIRa RS
el i, IR AT ?

So like everyone else, you also have problems with academic languages. What strategies do you use

to compensate for any language-related difficulties?

FHAETE A—FE, (REEFERESH RO, (7F 3G L 055K AMNE S LRI

g ?

Other than the methods you just mentioned, was there any support available to you during your

studies? Did you find it helpful? What else might have been helpful to you?

bR 7 ORNINITR BT i, FEIRI: IR 3B SN TSR ANES B e 2 A g 2 8 F i f
TR RTRES A Y 2
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(If they don’t mention anything related to the pandemic and there seems to be enough time —the
interview has only taken place for less than 15 minutes, I'll further explore pandemic-related

experiences and the possible support students may wish to have)

This academic year is so different from every other year, with the pandemic, lockdowns and
restrictions. Can you tell me about how much the pandemic has affected you? Is there anything else

you wish you could have obtained during the lockdown to help?

RANHEGEFEAR, AEE, GEBL ARG 3 RRIEE % KRES2TE ? Fi%
A HAt 7R A SEATA Y RLZ AR Y SR 2

Ending:

(End the interview friendly, make sure participants understand the possible follow-up process)

Is there something else you would like to add about the things we talked about today? Do you have

any questions or concerns about anything?

A BA AT 5 REATI I VR ERNTERT R 7 A B HoAfth R A ] ) 8 258 1 2

Now we are finishing the interview. Thanks a lot for participating in this interview! Your help is much
appreciated. | will let you know if you are the winner of the prize-draw, hopefully you have good luck!
If you want to contact me about anything in the future, you can always email me or send me

messages on WhatsApp.
BAVIAEBSEERIER T, EERERSRNSE | ERIRE RGPS E5E5E, &K

RWCRER, OURESS | ANREE T RA AR m ry, Ra] AR 25 3K 808 R A B
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Appendix D Initial survey information sheets and consent forms

1. Information sheet and consent form 1:

(For participants excluded from follow-up survey contact)

(Page 1)
Researcher: Xiagian Shi, University of York

Supervisor: Dr Danijela Trenkic, University of York

Department of Education
Expectations and experiences of international and home students at UK universities

(Survey)

Please read the information about the study before proceeding

What is the purpose of this study?
The purpose of this study is to understand academic expectations and experiences of university

students from different language backgrounds in the UK.

What would this mean for you?

You will be asked questions about your academic expectations and experiences, about your language
background and proficiency in English, and about yourself (e.g., age, the country you normally live
in). You will also do a fun quiz about English words. The survey should take about 15 minutes to
complete. You will be entered in a prize-draw for a £30 Amazon voucher. In addition, if you agree to
participate in a follow-up on-line interview, you will be entered in a further prize-draw for a £20

Amazon voucher. We will only be able to contact you if you choose to leave your contact details.

Participation is voluntary

Participation in this study is entirely optional. You can stop completing the questionnaires at any
point. If you change your mind at any point before or while submitting your data, or later, up to the
moment the data is fully anonymised, you will be able to withdraw your participation by writing to

xs962@york.ac.uk. You will not have to provide a reason. Note, however, that if you choose to
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submit your responses anonymously (without providing your contact details) it won’t be possible to

withdraw your participation as there would be no way to identify your data.

Storing and using your data
The data will be stored by code number on a password-protected computer. It will only be accessible
to the researchers involved in the project. Any information that identifies you (e.g., email address)

will be stored separately from your questionnaire responses and will be destroyed within 12 months.

The anonymised data may be used in presentations, in research reports, in project summaries or
similar. It may be stored indefinitely with the University’s Research Data York service or in other open

research data repositories, and may be shared with other researchers or used in future research.

Processing of your data

Information that you provide will be treated confidentially and shared on a need-to-know basis only.
The University of York is committed to the principle of data protection by design and default and will
collect the minimum amount of data necessary for the project. In line with our charter which states
that we advance learning and knowledge by teaching and research, we process personal data for
research purposes under Article 6(1) (e) of the GDPR: Processing is necessary for the performance of
a task carried out in the public interest. Special category data is processed under Article 9 (2)

(j): Processing is necessary for archiving purposes in the public interest, or scientific and historical

research purposes or statistical purposes

Questions or concerns

This research has been approved by the Department of Education, University of York Ethics
Committee. If you have any questions or complaints about this research please contact Xiagian Shi
at xs962@york.ac.uk, or the Ethics Committee via education-research-admin@york.ac.uk. If your
concerns are not resolved, please contact the University’s Data Protection Officer at

dataprotection@york.ac.uk.

Thank you for taking the time to read this information, and for your help with this research.

(Page 2)
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Title of the study: Expectations and experiences of international and home students at UK

universities

| confirm that | was given information about this study and | understand what my participations will

involve.

| understand that participation in this study is voluntary and | am happy to take part.

| understand that any information about me will be held confidentially in accordance with the

University regulations and GDPR.

Please tick 'YES' below only if you agree with all of the above statements and wish to proceed with

the study.

O YES

2. Information sheet and consent form 2:

(For participants targeted for follow-up survey contact)
(Page 1)
Researcher: Xiagian Shi, University of York
Supervisor: Dr Danijela Trenkic, University of York
Department of Education

Expectations and experiences of international and home students at UK universities

(Survey)

Please read the information about the study before proceeding.
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What is the purpose of this study?
The purpose of this study is to understand academic expectations and experiences of university

students from different language backgrounds in the UK.

What would this mean for you?
The data collection will be held at two points in time: at the beginning and at the end of this
academic year. This means that in order to take part in the study you need to be willing to take part

at both times.

At both times, we’ll ask you to complete an on-line survey which includes questions about your
academic expectations and experiences, and a short fun quiz about English words. In the first survey
only, we'll also ask you some questions about yourself such as age, language background and the

country you normally live in.

The survey should take about 15 minutes to complete. You will be entered in a prize-draw for a £30
Amazon voucher for each survey completed. When you complete the second survey, you will also
receive £5 cash as an individual thank-you for participating. Finally, if you agree to participate in a

follow-up on-line interview, you will be entered in a further prize-draw for a £20 Amazon voucher.

Due to the design of the study, we will also need to know your course marks. You need to be happy
to allow the university to share your marks with us. As the information on your course marks is
essential for the study, you cannot take part if you do not wish to give us this consent. Please note
that a code will be used to store your data and no one apart from the researchers will be able to link

your marks to you.

Participation is voluntary

Participation in this study is entirely optional. You can stop your participation at any point. If you
change your mind at any point before or while submitting your data, or later, up to the moment the
data is fully anonymised, you will be able to withdraw your participation by writing to

xs962@york.ac.uk. You will not have to provide a reason.

Storing and using your data

The data will be stored by code number on a password-protected computer. Any information that

identifies you will be stored separately from your questionnaire responses and your course marks. It
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will only be accessible to the researchers involved in the project and will be destroyed after data

collection for the full study is completed (by the end of 2021).

The anonymised data may be used in presentations, in research reports, in project summaries or
similar. It may be stored indefinitely with the University’s Research Data York service or in other open

research data repositories, and may be shared with other researchers or used in future research.

Processing of your data

Information that you provide will be treated confidentially and shared on a need-to-know basis only.
The University of York is committed to the principle of data protection by design and default and will
collect the minimum amount of data necessary for the project. In line with our charter which states
that we advance learning and knowledge by teaching and research, we process personal data for
research purposes under Article 6(1) (e) of the GDPR: Processing is necessary for the performance of
a task carried out in the public interest. Special category data is processed under Article 9 (2)

(j): Processing is necessary for archiving purposes in the public interest, or scientific and historical

research purposes or statistical purposes.

Questions or concerns

This research has been approved by the Department of Education, University of York Ethics
Committee. If you have any questions or complaints about this research please contact Xiagian Shi
at xs962@york.ac.uk, or the Ethics Committee via education-research-admin@york.ac.uk. If your
concerns are not resolved, please contact the University’s Data Protection Officer at

dataprotection@york.ac.uk.

Thank you for taking the time to read this information, and for your help with this research.

(Page 2)

Title of the study: Expectations and experiences of international and home students at UK

universities

| confirm that | was given information about this study and | understand what my participations will

involve.
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| understand that participation in this study is voluntary and | am happy to take part.

| grant the permission to the researchers to access my marks from the University of York student

records solely for research purposes.

| understand that any information about me will be held confidentially in accordance with the

University regulations and GDPR.

Please tick 'YES' below only if you agree with all of the above statements and wish to proceed with

the study.

O YES
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Appendix E Follow-up survey information sheet, consent form and
invitation email

1. Information sheet and consent form:

(Page 1)
Researcher: Xiagian Shi, University of York

Supervisor: Dr Danijela Trenkic, University of York

Department of Education
Expectations and experiences of international and home students at UK universities

(Follow-up survey)

Please read the information about the study before proceeding.

What is the purpose of this study?
The purpose of this study is to understand academic expectations and experiences of university

students from different language backgrounds in the UK.

What would this mean for you?
The data collection is held at two points in time: at the beginning and at the end of this academic

year. You have already completed the initial survey; this is the follow-up survey.

In this survey, we will also ask you very similar questions to last time.

The survey should take about 10 minutes to complete. You will be entered in a prize-draw for a £30
Amazon voucher when the survey is completed. You will also receive a £5 Amazon voucher as an

individual thank-you for participating in both surveys.

Participation is voluntary
Participation in this study is entirely optional. You can stop your participation at any point. If you

change your mind at any point before or while submitting your data, or later, up to the moment the
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data is fully anonymised, you will be able to withdraw your participation by writing to

xs962@york.ac.uk. You will not have to provide a reason.

Storing and using your data

The data will be stored by code number on a password-protected computer. Any information that
identifies you will be stored separately from your questionnaire responses. It will only be accessible
to the researchers involved in the project and will be destroyed after data collection for the full

study is completed (by the end of 2022).

The anonymised data may be used in presentations, in research reports, in project summaries or
similar. It may be stored indefinitely with the University’s Research Data York service or in other
open research data repositories, and may be shared with other researchers or used in future

research.

Processing of your data

Information that you provide will be treated confidentially and shared on a need-to-know basis only.
The University of York is committed to the principle of data protection by design and default and will
collect the minimum amount of data necessary for the project. In line with our charter which states
that we advance learning and knowledge by teaching and research, we process personal data for
research purposes under Article 6(1) (e) of the GDPR: Processing is necessary for the performance of
a task carried out in the public interest. Special category data is processed under Article 9 (2)

(j): Processing is necessary for archiving purposes in the public interest, or scientific and historical

research purposes or statistical purposes.

Questions or concerns

This research has been approved by the Department of Education, University of York Ethics
Committee. If you have any questions or complaints about this research please contact Xiagian Shi
at xs962@york.ac.uk, or the Ethics Committee via education-research-admin@york.ac.uk. If your
concerns are not resolved, please contact the University’s Data Protection Officer at

dataprotection@york.ac.uk.

Thank you for taking the time to read this information, and for your help with this research.
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(Page 2)
Title of the study: Expectations and experiences of international and home students at UK

universities

| confirm that | was given information about this study and | understand what my participations will

involve.

| understand that participation in this study is voluntary and | am happy to take part.

| understand that any information about me will be held confidentially in accordance with the

University regulations and GDPR.

Please tick 'YES' below only if you agree with all of the above statements and wish to proceed with

the study.

O YES

2. Invitation email:

Dear participant,

Thank you so much for completing the first survey on the expectations and experience of
international and home students at UK universities that | ran last autumn. | am now writing to invite
you to complete the follow-up survey.

This survey is very similar to the previous one and will take about 10 minutes to complete. To start
the on-line survey, you just need to click on the link below (or copy and paste it to the address bar of

a browser):

(Survey link)
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As a thank-you for taking part, you will receive a £5 Amazon voucher by email (it will be sent to you

by a Department of Education’s administrator). In addition, you will be entered in a prize-

draw for £30 in Amazon vouchers.

For any further information or concerns, please contact me at: xs962@york.ac.uk

You can also contact me via WhatsApp or phone number: 07579921886
WeChat or Skype: evana714

Many thanks and | look forward to your participation!

Xiagian Shi (Evana)

University of York
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Appendix F Interview information sheet

Researcher: Xiagian Shi, University of York

Supervisor: Danijela Trenkic, University of York

Department of Education

Expectations and experiences of international and home students at UK
universities

(Interview)

Please read the information about the study before proceeding

What is the purpose of this study?
The purpose of this study is to understand the academic expectations and experiences of university

students from different language backgrounds in UK higher education.

What would this mean for you?

You will participate in an on-line interview with the researcher, Xiagian Shi. The interview will focus
on your academic expectations and experiences, and you will be asked to reflect on the linguistic
demands of your studies. The interview will take place on-line, using a digital platform such as Zoom
or Google Meet, at a time convenient to you. A record of the interview (recording and transcript) will
be collected, but your identifiable information will not be attached. You may see and comment on

this record if you wish.

The interview will last between 15 and 30 minutes. You will be entered in a prize-draw for a £20

Amazon voucher.

Participation is voluntary
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Participation in this interview is entirely optional. If you do decide to take part, you will be given a
copy of this information sheet for your record and will be asked to sign a consent form (both of these
will be in a digital format). If you change your mind, you will be able to withdraw your participation
without having to provide a reason. You can stop the interview at any point, and even if you change
your mind later, up to the moment the data is fully anonymised, you will be able to withdraw your
participation by writing to xs962@york.ac.uk. You will be given the opportunity to comment on a
written record of your interview if you wish. After the interview, and following your comments on
your interview transcript, data will be anonymised so it will not be possible to withdraw your data

after this point.

Storing and using your data

The data will be stored by code number on a password-protected computer. Any information that
identifies you will be stored separately from your interview data. It will only be accessible to the
researchers involved in the project and will be destroyed after data collection for the full study is

completed.

The anonymised data may be used in presentations, on-line, in research reports, in project
summaries or similar. It may be stored indefinitely with the University’s Research Data York service or
in other open research data repositories, and may be shared with other researchers or used in future

research.

Processing of your data

Information that you provide will be treated confidentially and shared on a need-to-know basis only.
The University of York is committed to the principle of data protection by design and default and will
collect the minimum amount of data necessary for the project. In line with our charter which states
that we advance learning and knowledge by teaching and research, we process personal data for
research purposes under Article 6(1) (e) of the GDPR: Processing is necessary for the performance of
a task carried out in the public interest. Special category data is processed under Article 9 (2) (j):
Processing is necessary for archiving purposes in the public interest, or scientific and historical

research purposes or statistical purposes
Questions or concerns

This research has been approved by the Department of Education, University of York Ethics

Committee. If you have any questions or complaints about this research please contact Xiagian Shi
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at xs962 @york.ac.uk, or the Ethics Committee via education-research-admin@york.ac.uk. If your
concerns are not resolved, please contact the University’s Data Protection Officer at
dataprotection@york.ac.uk.

Thank you for taking the time to read this information, and for your help with this research.
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Appendix G Interview consent form

(Page 1)

Interview Consent Form

Expectations and experiences of international and home students at UK universities

| confirm that | have read and understood the information given to me about this research and |

understand what taking part will involve.

| understand that participation in this study is voluntary.

| understand that my data will be anonymised and the data may be used in presentations, on-line, in

research reports, in project summaries or similar.

| consent to audio recordings being taken during my interview. | agree to take partin the interview.

Please tick 'YES' below only if you agree with all of the above statements and wish to proceed with

the interview.

O YES

(Page 2)

Name:

Date:
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Appendix H List of UK universities for survey circulation request

1. University College London

2. The University of Manchester
3. The University of Edinburgh
4. King's College London

5. Coventry University

6. The University of Sheffield

7. Imperial College of Science, Technology and Medicine
8. University of the Arts, London
9. The University of Glasgow

10. The University of Warwick

11. The University of Leeds

12. The University of Birmingham
13. The University of Liverpool
14. Cardiff University

15. The University of Oxford

16. University of Nottingham
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17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

London School of Economics and Political Science

The University of Cambridge

City, University of London

Queen Mary University of London

Newecastle University

The University of Southampton

The University of Bristol

The University of Westminster

The University of Exeter

The University of Sussex

University of Durham

The University of Bath

De Montfort University

The University of Aberdeen

236



Appendix | Students’ detailed domiciles and first languages in the
initial survey study

Table 11

Reported First Languages of Chinese EFL Students (EFL_China) in the Initial Survey Study

First languages N
Chinese 133
Mandarin Chinese 13
Cantonese Chinese 7
Total N 153

Table 12
Reported Domiciles and First Languages of Non-Chinese EFL students (EFL_other) in the Initial Survey
Study

Domiciles N First languages
Poland 21 Polish

15 Italian
Italy 16

1 Twi

10 German

1 German and Russian
Germany 14 1 Arabic and Persian
1 German and Dutch

1 German and French

4 Malayalam

4 Hindi

3 Telugu
India 14

1 Kannada

1 Marathi

1 Urdu

13 Romanian
Romania 14
1 Romanian and Hungarian
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12 French

France 13
1 French and German
Hong Kong 13 Chinese
Bulgaria 10 Bulgarian
8 Spanish
Spain 10 1 Spanish and Catalan
1 Spanish, Basque and English
7 Hungarian
Hungary 8
1 Hungarian and Italian
6 Lithuanian
Lithuania 8 1 Lithuanian and Russian
1 Russian
5 Malay
Malaysia 8
3 Chinese
Cyprus 7 Greek
Saudi Arabia 6 Arabic
Greece 5 Greek
4 Arabic
Kuwait 5
1 Polish
4 Slovak
Slovakia 5
1 Slovak and Hungarian
South Korea 5 Korean
3 Malayalam
UAE 5 1 Tamil
1 Arabic
Czech Republic 4 Czech
3 Russian
Russia 4
(1 No information)
Brazil 3 Portuguese
Japan 3 Japanese
1 Hindi
Singapore 3 1 Chinese
1 Urdu and Japanese
Switzerland 3 1 French
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1 German

1 Hungarian
Turkey 3 Turkish

1 Chinese
Brunei 2

1 Malay
Denmark 2 Danish
Estonia 2 Estonian
Finland 2 Finnish
Indonesia 2 Indonesian
Jordan 2 Arabic
Kenya 2 Swahili
Latvia 2 Latvian
Mexico 2 Spanish
Pakistan 2 Urdu
Portugal 2 Portuguese
Qatar 2 Arabic
Taiwan 2 Chinese
Thailand 2 Thai
Vietnam 2 Vietnamese
Austria 1 German
Bahrain 1 Arabic
Bangladesh 1 Bangla
Belarus 1 Russian
Belgium 1 French
Botswana 1 Setswana
Congo 1 Lingala
Croatia 1 Croatian
Dominican Republic 1 Spanish
Ethiopia 1 Harari
Georgia 1 Georgian
Iceland 1 Icelandic
Iran 1 Persian
Kazakhstan 1 Kazakh
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Luxembourg 1 German

Morocco 1 French
Netherlands 1 Spanish and Dutch
Nigeria 1 Hausa
Norway 1 Norwegian and Swedish
Oman 1 Arabic
Sri Lanka 1 Malayalam
Sweden 1 Swedish
Tanzania 1 Swahili
Uganda 1 Ateso
Venezuela 1 Spanish
Argentina and UK 1 Spanish
France and Netherlands 1 Dutch
Hong Kong and Nepal 1 Nepali
1 Arabic
(No information) 2

(1 No information)

Total N 270

Note. There were two participants who did not provide valid information about their domiciles, and
two participants who did not provide valid information about their first languages. The table

presents this information as ““No information”’.

Table 13

Reported Domiciles of International ENS Students (EFL_other) in the Initial Survey Study

Domiciles N

USA 29
Hong Kong 10
Singapore
France
India

UAE
Malaysia
Spain

w b b U1 NN

Australia
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Italy

Canada

Ireland

Kenya

Nigeria

Poland
Switzerland
Azerbaijan
Belgium
Botswana

British Virgin Islands
Canada and Ireland
Egypt

Germany
Germany and UK
Greece
Bahamas, India and UK
India and Kuwait
Jamaica

Japan

Jordan

Kuwait

Liberia
Netherlands
New Zealand
Portugal
Portugal and UK
Rwanda

South Africa
Spain and USA
Taiwan

Thailand

PR R R R R R R R R R R R R R R R R R R P R R R RPN NNNDNDNW

Total N

117
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Appendix J Description of newly arrived and continuing students
among undergraduate participants in the initial survey study

Table J1
Distribution of Undergraduate Survey Participants by Group

New and
Group UG students continuing students
N N (%)
UG new: 26 (44.83%)
EFL_China 58
UG continuing: 32 (55.17%)
UG new: 80 (42.55%)
EFL_other 188 UG continuing: 108 (57.45%)
UG new: 264 (49.81%)
ENS_UK 530 UG continuing: 266 (50.19%)
UG new: 33 (45.21%)
ENS_other 73 UG continuing: 40 (54.79%)

Note. UG: undergraduate, UG new: newly arrived first-year undergraduate students, UG continuing:

undergraduate students who were in their second, third or fourth year of study.

Among the total 849 undergraduates who participated in the initial survey study, 403 were newly
arrived students, while 446 were continuing students. Table J1 provides a detailed distribution in
each group. It shows that continuing students slightly outnumbered newly arrived students across all
groups. To further assess whether the distribution between newly arrived students and continuing
students was equal, chi-square goodness of fit tests were conducted. The results revealed that the
distribution did not differ overall, X?(1, N = 849) = 2.18, p = .140. Similar results were found within
nearly all groups (EFL_China: X?(1, N =58) = 0.62, p = .431; ENS_UK: X3(1, N = 530) = 0.01, p = .931;
ENS_other: X3(1, N = 73) =0.67, p = .413), with the exception of ENS_other where continuing
students significantly outnumbered new students (X3(1, N = 188) = 4.17, p = .041). The results
suggested that the number of newly arrived students compared to continuing students showed

almost no difference in most groups.
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Appendix K Detailed classification of participants’ majors in the
initial survey study

Major N Category
Natural Sciences 81 SE
Physics 62 SE
Computer Science 51 SE
Psychology 49 SS
Medicine 41 SE
Pharmacy 30 SE
Education 28 SS
English language and Linguistics 23 HA
Psychology in Education 23 SS
Biology 20 SE
Social Sciences 19 SS
English 18 HA
Architecture 17 SE
Biomedical Sciences 15 SE
Electronic Engineering 15 SE
Linguistics 15 HA
Philosophy 13 HA
Veterinary Medicine 11 SE
International Relations 10 SS
Music 10 HA
Theoretical Physics 10 SE
Applied Linguistics and TESOL 9 SS
Behavioural Science 9 SS
Biochemistry 9 SE
Engineering 9 SE
Law 9 SS
TESOL 9 SS
English Language and Creative Writing 8 HA
Geography 8 SS
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Urban Studies and Planning

Arts and Cultural Management
Urban Design and Planning
Finance

History of Art

Italian and Spanish

Language Studies and Linguistics
Public Health

Spanish

Theatre and Performance Studies
Advanced Computer Science
Applied Clinical Psychology
Economics

Electronic and Computer Engineering
French and Italian

Global Media and Communication
Global Media Industries
Immunology

International Political Economy
Journalism

Mathematics and Computer Science
Social Policy

Structural Engineering and Architecture
Anthropology

Applied Human Rights
Architectural Design
Bioinformatics

Biotechnology

Clinical Trials

Data Science

Environmental Geography

French

French and Philosophy

French and Spanish
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SS
HA
HA
HA
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History and Spanish

Management

Physics and Philosophy

Public Administration and Public Policy
Social Policy, Crime and Criminal Justice
Accounting, Business Finance and Management
Applied Psychology and Economic Behaviour
Business management

Chemical Engineering

Chemistry

Cultural Heritage

Culture, Media and Creative Industries
Developmental Psychopathology
Education Studies with Psychology
English and Philosophy

Environmental Science

Film and Television Production
German and Linguistics

German and Spanish

Health Psychology

History

Human Geography and Environment
MBA

Mechanical Engineering

Nuclear Engineering

Pharmaceutical Sciences

Philosophy and Psychology
Philosophy, Religion and Ethics

Politics and French

Psycholinguistics

Psychology and Linguistics

Real Estate

Social Justice and Education

Social Work
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Spanish and Linguistics

Spanish and Portuguese

Spanish and Russian

Applied Social Science

Business

Civil Engineering

Computing

Conservation Biology

Conservation of Archaeological and Museum
Objects

Cultural and Creative Industries

Electronic and Communication Engineering
English and History of art

Forensic Speech Science

French and Linguistics

French and Russian

Genetics

Global and International Citizenship Education
Global Journalism

Human Geography

Human Rights

Interactive Media

International Business Management and French
International Trade and Business Communication
Law and Spanish

Linguistics and English Language Teaching
Marketing

Media and Public Relations

Mental Health and Wellbeing in Education
Modern Languages, Translation and Interpreting
Studies

Molecular Cell Biology

Museum and Artefact Studies

Music and French
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Philosophy and Spanish

Physics and Technology of Nuclear Reactors
Political Economy

Politics

Robotic Engineering

Sciences of the Historic World

Social Media

Sociology and Education

Theoretical Physics and Applied Mathematics
Translation

Trauma Sciences

Women's Studies

Accounting and Finance

Advanced Pharmaceutical Manufacturing
Ancient Civilisations

Ancient History and Social Sciences
Applied Linguistics for Language Teaching
Applied Psychology

Archaeology

Artificial Intelligence and Computer Science
Artificial Intelligence and Machine Learning
Audio and Music Technology

Automation and Control

Business of the Creative Industries

Child Nursing

Civil and Environmental Engineering
Classics (Literae Humaniores)

Clinical Psychology

Cognitive Neuroscience

Community Music

Computer Game Engineering

Conservation Studies

Cyber Security

Development, Disorders and Clinical Practice
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Digital Education

Digital Media and Communications
Digital Science

Digital Systems Engineering

Earth Sciences

Economic Studies and Global Sustainable
Development

Economics and Econometrics

Economics and Finance

Education and Sociology

Education in Childhood Studies
Eighteenth Century Studies

Electrical and Electronic Engineering
Embedded Systems and Internet of Things
Embedded Wireless Systems

English and Creative Writing; Computer Science
English and Film and Visual Culture
English in Education

English with Music Studies
Entrepreneurship, Innovation and Enterprise
Development

Environment, Economics and Ecology
Environmental Geoscience

Financial Risk management

French and German

French and Theatre

Fusion Energy

Gaelic Studies and Politics

Gender Studies

Genomics

Geology and Petroleum Geology
Geophysics

Geoscience

Geotechnical Engineering
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German and Italian

German and Sociology

German with Music Studies

Global Crime and Justice

Global Marketing

Global Sustainable Development

Global Sustainable Development and Theatre
History and Economics

History and French

History and German

History and History of Art

History and International Relations

History and Philosophy of Science

History of Art and Film and Visual Culture
History of Art and Italian

History with Music studies

History; Politics

Hydrology and Water Management
Intelligent Robotics

International Business Communication
International Business Management and German
International Business Management and Spanish
International Education Leadership and Policy
International Fashion Marketing
International Human Rights Law and Practice
International Law

Land Economy

Landscape

Language Education

Law and French

Law and German

Liberal Arts

Liberal Arts and Natural Sciences

Life Sciences and Global Sustainable
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Development

Materials Science and Engineering
Mathematics

Mathematics and Philosophy
Media

Media and Creative Industries
Medical Engineering

Medicine; English

Modern Languages (French, German and ltalian)

Modern Languages (French, Spanish and Italian)

Modern Languages (Spanish, Chinese)
Modern Languages and English Language
Music Production

Neuroscience

Philosophy and Italian

Philosophy and Sociology

Phonetics and Phonology

Physical Geography

Physician Associate Studies

Plant Sciences

Politics and Spanish

Politics, Religion and Philosophy
Printing Engineering

Renaissance and Early Modern Studies
Russian

Sciences (Biology and Psychology)
Social Media and Interactive Technologies
Social Media and Management

Social Media and Social Research
Social Sciences and History of Art
Social Sciences; History

Sociology

Sociology and Geography

Spanish, French and Italian
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Special Educational Needs 1 SS
Sustainability Science 1 SE
Sustainable Architecture Studies 1 SE
Sustainable Chemical Engineering 1 SE
Sustainable Futures 1 SS
TEFL 1 SS
Theatre 1 HA
Theology and Religion 1 HA
Transport Engineering, Planning and

Management ! >
Women, Violence and Conflict 1 SS
Zoo Studies 1 SS

Note. BU: business, HA: humanities and arts, SE: sciences and engineering, SS: social sciences, OT:

other.
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Appendix L Conversion tables for CEFR levels

IELTS scores in CEFR scale:

IELTS scores

CEFR Equivalent

8.5,9 C2
8 C1/C2
7,75 C1
6.5 B2/C1
6 B2
5.5 B1/B2
45,5 B1

IELTS in CEFR scale. (n.d.). Retrieved May 30, 2023, from https://www.ielts.org/about-ielts/ielts-in-

cefr-scale

TOEFL scores in CEFR scale:

CEFR level Reading (0-30) Listening (0-30) Speaking (0-30) Writing (0-30) Total (0-120)
c2 29 28 28 29 114
c1 24 22 25 24 95
B2 18 17 20 17 72
B1 a g 6 13 42
A2 n/a n/a 0 7 n/a

Comparing TOEFL iBT Scores to the CEFR. (n.d.). Retrieved May 30, 2023, from

https://www.ets.org/toefl/score-users/ibt/compare-scores.html#taccordion-1e9bee5a64-

item-26098d20a4

Duolingo scores in CEFR scale:
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Duolingo English Test Score CEFR

10-55 Al-A2
60-95 B1
100-125 B2
130-150 C1
155-160 c2

cefr. (n.d.). Retrieved May 30, 2023, from https://duoplanet.com/duolingo-english-test/

C1 Advanced (CAE) scores in CEFR scale:

Cambridge English Scale Score Grade/CEFR

200-210 Grade A c2
193-199 Grade B C1
180-192 Grade C C1
160-179 Level B2 B2

C1 Advanced Scale Scores. (n.d.). Retrieved May 30, 2023, from

https://www.cambridgeenglish.org/exams-and-tests/advanced/results/

PTE scores in CEFR scale:

PTE Academic Score CEFR Equivalent
85-90 c2
76-84 c1
59-75 B2
43-58 B1
30-42 A2
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10-29 Al

Understanding your PTE score. (n.d.). Retrieved May 30, 2023, from

https://www.pearsonpte.com/scoring/understand-your-pte-score

B2 First (FCE) scores in CEFR scale:

Cambridge English Scale Score Grade/CEFR

180-190 Grade A C1
173-179 Grade B B2
160-172 Grade C B2
140-159 Level B1 Bl

B2 First Scale Scores. (n.d.). Retrieved May 30, 2023, from https://www.cambridgeenglish.org/exams-

and-tests/first/results/

C2 Proficiency (CPE) scores in CEFR scale:

Cambridge English Scale Score

220-230 Grade A c2
213-219 Grade B C2
200-212 Grade C c2
180-199 Level C1 Cl

GCSE English scores in CEFR scale:
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RQF Level GCSE/A-Level Cambridge English Qualification

Level 3 A-Level C2 Proficiency

GCSE

grades 9,8,7,6,5,4
Level 2 C1 Advanced
or grades A%, A, B, C

GCSE

grades 3,2, 1
Level 1 B2 First
orgrades D, E F, G

Comparing Cambridge English exams to GCSE/A-Level English. (n.d.). Retrieved May 30, 2023, from
https://support.cambridgeenglish.org/hc/en-gb/articles/202838386-Comparing-Cambridge-

English-Qualifications-to-other-exams

IB Diploma English scores in CEFR scale:

Englizh B Englizh A English A:
Language and Literatura
Literature

5L HL 5L HL
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Benchmarking Diploma Programme language courses to the CEFR. Retrieved May 30, 2023, from
https://www.ibo.org/news/news-about-the-ib/benchmarking-diploma-programme-

language-courses-to-the-cefr/
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Appendix M Skill-specific analysis in self-rated English proficiency in
the initial survey study

Table M1 and Figures M1-M4 below provide detailed descriptive results of the four self-rated English

skills, including reading, listening, writing and speaking among the four student groups.

Table M1

Descriptive Statistics for the Self-rated Reading, Listening, Writing and Speaking Levels

Group N Reading Listening Writing Speaking
M (SD) Mdn M (SD) Mdn M (SD) Mdn M (SD) Mdn
EFL_China 153 4.94 5.00 4.84 5.00 4.25 4.00 4.33 4.00
(1.13) (1.33) (1.09) (1.19)
EFL_other 270 6.13 6.00 6.07 6.00 5.53 6.00 5.67 6.00
(0.90) (0.93) (0.99) (0.96)
ENS_UK 623  6.58 7.00 6.61 7.00 6.32 7.00 6.50 7.00
(0.73) (0.74) (0.86) (0.75)
ENS_other 117 6.62 7.00 6.61 7.00 6.43 7.00 6.52 7.00
(0.65) (0.62) (0.78) (0.73)
Figure M1

Boxplot of Self-rated Reading Levels Organised by Group
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Figure M2

Boxplot of Self-rated Listening Levels Organised by Group
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Figure M3

Boxplot of Self-rated Writing Levels Organised by Group
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Figure M4

Boxplot of Self-rated Speaking Levels Organised by Group
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Table M1 and Figures M1-M4 show that Chinese EFL students consistently rated their English skills

the lowest compared to other student groups. While it may not be surprising that non-Chinese EFL
students reported the second lowest average self-ratings across all language skills, their self-ratings
for listening and reading skills were similar to those of ENS students. The self-ratings of UK ENS

students and international ENS students were visually comparable.

Mann-Whitney tests and Kruskal-Wallis tests (together with post hoc tests) conducted on the four
self-rated language skills displayed a similar pattern as the overall average self-rated English (see
Section 4.6.2.2). The tests confirmed that EFL students rated themselves significantly lower than ENS
students across all language skills, with Chinese EFL students having the lowest ratings, followed by
non-Chinese EFL students. The two ENS groups rated their English similarly to each other across all

language skills. The results of the tests are presented in detail below.

Mann-Whitney tests:

Comparison of EFL group and ENS group:

Reading: U =81279.50,z=-15.04, p <.001, r=-.44
Listening: U = 78362.50, z=-15.73, p<.001, r=-.46
Writing: U = 61966.50, z=-17.98, p <.001, r =-.53
Speaking: U =57904.00, z=-19.04, p < .001, r =-.56

Kruskal-Wallis tests:

Comparison of the four student groups:
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Reading: H (3) =322.81, p <.001
Listening: H (3) = 322.77, p <.001
Writing: H (3) =392.80, p <.001
Speaking: H (3) = 431.79, p < .001

Post hoc tests with pairwise comparisons of Kruskal-Wallis tests:

(Significance values have been adjusted by the Bonferroni correction for multiple tests)
Comparison of the two EFL groups: EFL_China and EFL_other:

Reading: p <.001, r =-.48

Listening: p <.001, r =-.42

Writing: p <.001, r=-.40

Speaking: p <.001, r=-.40

Comparison of the two ENS groups: ENS_UK and ENS_other:
Reading: p = 1.000, r=-.01

Listening: p = 1.000, r = .02

Writing: p = 1.000, r = .01

Speaking: p =1.000, r=-.01
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Appendix N Skill-specific analysis in academic language difficulty in
the initial survey study

The academic language difficulty levels were measured through a total of 12 survey questions, with
each set of three questions focusing on difficulty in one of the four language skills: reading, listening,
writing and speaking. The respective average score for the difficulty of each language skill for each
participant was calculated for analysis. Figures N1-N4 below present a visual description of the

perceived skill-specific academic language difficulties among the four student groups.

Figure N1
Boxplot of Reading Difficulty Levels Organised by Group

Reading difficulty scale
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Figure N2
Boxplot of Listening Difficulty Levels Organised by Group
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Figure N3
Boxplot of Writing Difficulty Levels Organised by Group
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Figure N4
Boxplot of Speaking Difficulty Levels Organised by Group
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Figures N1-N4 show that Chinese EFL students rated their difficulty levels evidently the highest in
almost all language skills, except for speaking, where UK ENS students reported slightly higher
difficulty levels. Surprisingly, UK students’ difficulty levels consistently surpassed both non-Chinese
EFL students and international ENS students, despite their native status in both language and
domicile. Non-Chinese EFL students rated their difficulty levels in almost all language skills lower
than UK ENS and Chinese EFL students but higher than international ENS students. International ENS

students reported the lowest difficulty levels in almost all language skills compared to other groups.

Mann-Whitney tests and Kruskal-Wallis tests (together with post hoc tests) were conducted to
analyse the difficulty levels of four language skills. The results revealed that Chinese EFL students
perceived almost all language skills as the most difficult except for speaking. Surprisingly, UK students’
levels of listening difficulty and reading difficulty were significantly higher than those of non-Chinese

EFL students and international ENS students. Some detailed results of the tests are presented below.

Mann-Whitney tests:

Comparison of EFL group and ENS group:

Reading: U = 144679.500, z=-0.67, p = .503, r =-.02
Listening: U = 144522.50, z=-1.97, p =.049, r =-.06
Writing: U = 129783.00, z = -4.36, p < .001, r =-.13
Speaking: U = 148667.00, z=-0.85, p =.398, r =-.03

Kruskal-Wallis tests:
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Comparison of the four student groups:
Reading: H (3) = 74.03, p < .001
Listening: H (3) =70.93, p < .001
Writing: H (3) =74.71, p < .001
Speaking: H (3) = 21.65, p <.001

Post hoc tests with pairwise comparisons of Kruskal-Wallis tests:

(Significance values have been adjusted by the Bonferroni correction for multiple tests)
Comparison of the two EFL groups: EFL_China and EFL_other:

Reading: p <.001, r=.38

Listening: p <.001, r=.34

Writing: p <.001, r = .29

Speaking: p =.369, r=.09

Comparison of the two ENS groups: ENS_UK and ENS_other:
Reading: p=.002, r=.14

Listening: p <.001, r=.15

Writing: p <.001, r=.17

Speaking: p<.001, r=.15

264



Appendix O Initial survey invitation emails and posters

1. Invitation email to University of York departments:

Dear (Name of department),

| am writing to ask if you could help me with the survey | am conducting. My name is Xiagian Shi and
I am a PhD student in Education at the University of York. My research is about expectations and
experiences of university students in the UK and | am looking for participants who are

undergraduate and master’s (taught) students at UK universities.

My aim is to recruit a nationally representative sample, from as many UK universities as possible. |
would be very grateful if you could help me circulate this on-line survey by forwarding it to the

students in your department.

This research has been approved by the Ethics Committee of the Department of Education
(University of York). If you have any questions or concerns, please do not hesitate to contact me via
xs962@york.ac.uk or my supervisor: Dr Danijela Trenkic (danijela.trenkic@york.ac.uk). If your
concerns are not resolved, please contact the Education Ethics Committee (education-research-

admin@york.ac.uk) or the University’s Data Protection Officer (dataprotection@york.ac.uk).

Many thanks and I look forward to your support!

Yours,

Xiaqgian Shi (Evana)

Dear students,

My name is Xiagian Shi (Evana) and | am a PhD student in Education at the University of York. | am
looking for research participants in a study on international and home students’ academic
expectations and experiences. If you are an undergraduate or a master’s (taught) student, you can

take part.
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The study involves an on-line survey and takes about 15 minutes to complete. To start the on-line

survey, you just need to click on the link below (or copy and paste it to the address bar of a browser):

(Survey link here)

To thank you for participating, you will be entered in a prize-draw for a £30 Amazon voucher. In

addition, if you agree to participate in a follow-up on-line interview, you will be entered in a further

prize-draw for a £20 Amazon voucher.

Finally, if you are a master’s student at the University of York AND you complete the survey again at

the end of the year, you will get £5 cash after the second survey.

| would also appreciate it if you could share this link with other students in your circle (either in York
or another UK university). For any further information or concerns, please contact me at:

xs962@york.ac.uk

You can also contact me via WhatsApp or phone number: 07579921886
WeChat or Skype: evana714

Many thanks and I look forward to your support!

Xiagian Shi (Evana)

2. Invitation email to other university departments:

Dear (Name of department),

| am writing to ask if you could help me with the survey | am conducting. My name is Xiagian Shi and
| am a PhD student in Education at the University of York. My research is about expectations and
experiences of university students in the UK and | am looking for participants who are

undergraduate and master’s (taught) students at UK universities.
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My aim is to recruit a nationally representative sample, from as many UK universities as possible. |
would be very grateful if you could help me circulate this on-line survey by forwarding it to the

students in your department.

This research has been approved by the Ethics Committee of the Department of Education
(University of York). If you have any questions or concerns, please do not hesitate to contact me via
xs962@york.ac.uk or my supervisor: Dr Danijela Trenkic (danijela.trenkic@york.ac.uk). If your
concerns are not resolved, please contact the Education Ethics Committee in the University of York
(education-research-admin@york.ac.uk) or the University’s Data Protection Officer

(dataprotection@york.ac.uk).

Many thanks and | look forward to your support!

Yours,

Xiagian Shi (Evana)

Dear students,

My name is Xiagian Shi (Evana) and | am a PhD student in Education at the University of York. | am
looking for research participants in a study on international and home students’ academic
expectations and experiences. If you are an undergraduate or a master’s (taught) student, you can

take part.

The study involves an on-line survey and takes about 15 minutes to complete. To start the on-line

survey, you just need to click on the link below (or copy and paste it to the address bar of a browser):

(Survey link here)

To thank you for participating, you will be entered in a prize-draw for a £30 Amazon voucher. In

addition, if you agree to participate in a follow-up on-line interview, you will be entered in a further

prize-draw for a £20 Amazon voucher.
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| would also appreciate it if you could share this link with other students in your circle (at the same
or another UK university). For any further information or concerns, please contact me at:

xs962@vyork.ac.uk

You can also contact me via WhatsApp or phone number: 07579921886
WeChat or Skype: evana714

Many thanks and I look forward to your support!

Xiagian Shi (Evana)

3. Leaflets posted at the University of York:

Participants wanted!

Are you an undergraduate student?

Can you spare 15 minutes to complete a survey about your academic expectations and experiences?

@® You will be entered in a prize-draw for a £30 Amazon voucher.

® If you participate in a follow-up interview, you could also win a £20 voucher.

Students from every language background are welcome!
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Participants wanted!

Are you a master’s student at the University of York?

Would you like to take part in a study about your academic experiences and expectations?

®You will get £5 in cash,

@ PLUS a chance to win £30 and £20 Amazon vouchers.

Students from every language background are welcome!

Simply scan the QR code to start the survey:

(Contact me for more info: xs962@vyork.ac.uk)

4. Leaflet posted at other universities:

Participants wanted!

Are you an undergraduate or master’s student?

Can you spare 15 minutes to complete a survey about your academic expectations and experiences?

@ You will be entered in a prize-draw for a £30 Amazon voucher.

@ If you participate in a follow-up interview, you could also win a £20 voucher.

Students from every language background are welcome!

Simply scan the QR code to start the survey:
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Appendix P Results of the Shapiro-Wilk test of normality in the

initial survey study

Outcome measures Group W df p

EFL_China 0.966 153 <.001**
Vocabulary EFL_other 0.934 270 <.001**
ENS_UK 0.853 623 <.001**
ENS_other 0.874 117 <.001**
EFL_China 0.970 153 .002**
Self-rated English EFL_other 0.962 270 <.001**
ENS_UK 0.743 623 <.001**
ENS_other 0.762 117 <.001**

EFL_China 0.986 153 132
Language-related academic EFL_other 0.974 270 <.001**
difficulty ENS_UK 0.985 622 <.001**
ENS_other 0.953 117 <.001**

EFL_China 0.978 153 .016*
Academic self-efficacy EFL_other 0.979 270 <.001**
ENS_UK 0.970 623 <.001**
ENS_other 0.952 117 <.001**
English self-efficacy EFL_China 0.968 153 .001**
EFL_other 0.854 269 <.001**

*significant at the 0.05 level

**significant at the 0.01 level
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Appendix Q Histograms and normal Q-Q plots: distribution of scores for the initial survey study
Histograms:
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Language-related academic difficulty:

EFL_China EFL_other ENS_UK ENS_other

Academic self-efficacy:

EFL_China EFL_other ENS_UK ENS_other

Value

272



Adusnbau4

English self-efficacy:

EFL_China

100

EFL_other

273




tewJlou pajdadx3

Normal Q-Q plots:
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Language-related academic difficulty:
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Academic self-efficacy:
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Appendix R Line graphs including international ENS group in the
follow-up survey study
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Language-related difficulty scale

Academic self-efficacy scale

Perceived Language-related Difficulty
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Appendix S Skill-specific comparisons in self-rated English
proficiency in the follow-up survey study

T1 -T2 Change in Self-rated Reading Skill by Group: Results of Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Tests
EFL_China: T=28.00,z=1.51, p=.132,r=.30

EFL_other: T=2.50,z=-1.00,p=.317,r=-.20

ENS_UK: T=20.00, z=-0.83, p = .405, r =-.11

ENS_other: T=1.00, z=1.00, p =.317,r=.29

T1 -T2 Change in Self-rated Listening Skill by Group: Results of Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Tests
EFL_China: T=21.00,z=1.27, p =.206, r =.25

EFL_other: T=6.00, z=-0.45, p = .655, r =-.09

ENS_UK: T=1.50,z=0.00, p=1.000, r =0

ENS_other: T=3.00,z=1.41,p=.157,r=.41

T1 -T2 Change in Self-rated Writing Skill by Group: Results of Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Tests
EFL_China: T=45.00, z=2.81, p =.005, r = .55

EFL_other: T=22.00,z=1.40,p=.161,r=.29

ENS_UK: T=33.00,z=0.00, p =1.000,r=0

ENS_other: T=1.00,z=1.00,p=.317,r=.29

T1 -T2 Change in Self-rated Speaking Skill by Group: Results of Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Tests
EFL_China: T=24.00,z=1.89, p =.059, r=.37

EFL_other: T=9.00,z=-0.33,p=.739, r=-.07

ENS_UK: T=9.00, z=0.45, p = .655, r =.06

ENS_other: T=1.00,z=1.00,p=.317,r=.29

Differences in Group Change (among three groups): Results of the Kruskal-Wallis Test
Self-rated reading: H(2) = 7.10, p = .029 (a further comparison is reported below)
Self-rated listening: H(2) = 2.85, p = .240

Self-rated writing: H(2) = 10.41, p = .005 (a further comparison is reported below)
Self-rated speaking: H(2) =5.39, p = .067
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The findings indicated a significant improvement in the Chinese students’ confidence in writing skills
over one academic year (T=45.00, z = 2.81, p = .005) with a large effect size (r =.55). Furthermore,
pairwise comparisons of the Kruskal-Wallis test with an adjusted p-value indicated that Chinese
students perceived a significantly higher improvement in their English proficiency compared to UK

students in reading (p = .050, r = .37) and writing (p = .005, r = .40).
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Appendix T Skill-specific comparisons in academic language
difficulty in the follow-up survey study

T1 -T2 Change in Perceived Reading Difficulty by Group: Results of Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Tests
EFL_China: T=17.50,z=-1.69, p =.090, r =-.34

EFL_other: T=21.50,z=-0.12, p =.905, r =-.03

ENS_UK: T=215.00, z=0.63, p =.531, r=.08

ENS_other: T=8.50,2z=-0.42, p=.674,r=-.12

T1 -T2 Change in Perceived Listening Difficulty by Group: Results of Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Tests
EFL_China: T=15.50,z=-1.63, p =.104, r=-.32

EFL_other: T=25.00,z=0.99, p=.321,r=.21

ENS_UK: T=75.50,z=-1.40, p =.163, r=-.19

ENS_other: T=11.00, z=0.11, p = .914, r =.03

T1 -T2 Change in Perceived Writing Difficulty by Group: Results of Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Tests
EFL_China: T=27.50,2z=-0.91, p=.363,r=-.18

EFL_other: T=23.50,z=-0.41, p = .683, r =-.09

ENS_UK: T=239.50,z=0.83, p=.405, r=.11

ENS_other: T=12.50,z=0.42, p=.673,r=.12

T1 -T2 Change in Perceived Speaking Difficulty by Group: Results of Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Tests
EFL_China: T=33.00, z=0.00, p=1.000,r=0

EFL_other: T=15.00,z=-1.28, p=.201, r=-.27

ENS_UK: T=223.50,z=1.22,p=.222,r=.16

ENS_other: T=5.00, z=-0.67, p =.500, r =-.19

Differences in Group Change (among three groups): Results of the Kruskal-Wallis Test
Reading Difficulty: H(2) = 2.51, p = .285

Listening Difficulty: H(2) = 3.79, p =.150

Writing Difficulty: H(2) = 1.32, p =.518

Speaking Difficulty: H(2) =2.92, p =.232
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The results indicated that students across all groups did not perceive significant change in challenges
related to reading, listening, writing and speaking over time. Additionally, there was no significant

differences between groups in terms of perceived difficulty changes across all four language skills.
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Appendix U Interview invitation emails and booking confirmation
email

The initial invitation email:

Dear Participant,

Thank you so much for completing my survey on the expectations and experience of international
and home students at UK universities that | ran last autumn. | am grateful that you have also shown
your interest in participating in the follow-up interview. | am writing now to invite you to the follow-
up interview.

The interview is part of my research study which seeks to increase our understanding of university
students’ academic expectations and experiences, and how the language demands of their courses
shape them. The interview will be held on-line and based on a day and time that suits you. It will take

around 15-30 minutes. To thank you for participating, you will be entered in a prize-draw for a £20

Amazon voucher. (To Chinese interviewees exclusively:)The interview can be conducted in Chinese if

you wish, with English being an alternative choice.

You can book a slot directly with the Doodle poll linked below:

(Doodle poll link with information sheet included)

Please let me know if you have no availability in the above link and we can arrange another date and

time.

For any further information or concerns, please contact me at: xs962@york.ac.uk

You can also contact me via WhatsApp or phone number: 07579921886
WeChat: evana714

Many thanks and | look forward to your response!

Xiaqgian Shi (Evana)

University of York
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The edited invitation email:

Hello,

You took part in my study on students' experiences at UK universities last autumn. Thank you so
much for completing that survey! | am now running follow-up interviews and hope you are still

happy to do it.

What's involved? We'd meet digitally (Zoom or another platform) to talk about your university
experiences and language demands of your studies for 15-30 minutes. In return, you will be entered

in a prize-draw for a £20 Amazon voucher.

You can book a slot directly on this Doodle poll:

(Doodle poll link with information sheet included)

If none of the suggested dates in the Doodle poll work for you, please email me back and we'll
arrange an alternative time. | hope you'll be able to help me with my research by taking part in this
interview.

Many thanks!

Xiagian (Evana)

Booking confirmation email:

Dear (name of the participant),

Thank you so much for agreeing to participate in the Interview for my study on students’

expectations and experiences. | can confirm that your interview is booked for (date and time).

Please use the Zoom link below for our on-line interview:

(Zoom link)
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Although | will have my video camera on, it is up to you whether you wish to turn on the camera or
not. Please make sure that the device you will be using has a microphone. | have also attached an
information sheet with detailed information. | will send you the consent form for you to sign during
our interview.

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me.

| look forward to meeting you tomorrow!

Many thanks!

Evana
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Appendix V Sample interview transcripts

The transcripts below were from an interview conducted with interviewee EFL_China_1. Transcripts

for the other 17 interviewees are available upon request.

Interviewer: Xiagian Shi (XS)
Interviewee: EFL_China_1 (EFL_C1)
Date and time: 24th July 2021 2:00pm

Location: On-line Zoom

XS: ARFA TIAE U 4G TSRy o IRMEASE L) SR ) AR T AR 2 1158 2K ?
XS: Now we can begin our official interview. So how have you found your studies at the University of

York so far? How is it going?

EFL_CL1: KNS, KL 2R, RE& TRV EGHSIRAERS, ArbARER s E 2 m T
HHERIR—J7 1, ARIEEER, & LIRS, Fits, MHET 2R TGS A ES R —
BE 5 ERINA M, AHETE Zoom IRERAFRIS B Y — i, EIMk I B GBS — R,
DR E YN S EES — S reading list, RAEEEFRLBL P, AEHK—EH)
CE2ib]1AkEe g R e

EFL_C1: This year, because the majority of my study was on-line, there wasn’t actually much of a life
off-line. Most of my off-line life was more China instead of the UK. Speaking of on-line studies, | feel
there were more readings than in the past when | was studying in person. The lectures seemed to be
shorter on Zoom, and the lectures were taught in a more general and abstract way. They assigned

more reading lists than last year, so | had a lot of readings to do. There were more reading materials

than the first year.
XS: 15 AR 15 28 SEAR ] o L2 AT 2 28 2 R KA IR ATE B 2

XS: When you said off-line life was more China, what did you mean? Are you talking about the fact

that you physically have been in China?
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EFL_CL: Xf, RN ATEEW, ARG —FEMRNL, A A KAVSEMEEER home A4,
AMER—HIIH e — D AR L E AR R AEE — D E ), iblagiaf —scmtisy,
iy, MBS ES . P EE, AR,

EFL_C1: Yes, | have been physically in China. I've had to study on-line for a whole year and | haven’t

had much chance to connect with British home students. This was different than the first year, when

| had a British home student living with me, which gave me the chance to communicate and hang

out together, so | ended up learning a lot more English. In China, | can’t really do this.

Xs: W8, FHEE T W RAEIRREAET, (KRR T SRR TR, HT U S FE A [F] A
CIMERIREZIIC, A0, NRAFH20), ATDAFE AR S — T ? REUE A [F R RS2
ey 7

XS: Ok, | understand. In your survey, you mentioned some positive experiences. For example, you
said that British local students and lecturers are helpful, patient and friendly, can you tell me more

about it? Do you still feel the same?

EFL_CL: XMW, fER AU, ROABEESEARCE] 7 — A A i, WA ARSET
ARARFA, BOERBA R, WIRIEERRIN R % bR, (BXh) ofF —EiES

|

ERIRERS . FS ABUAE common room B, —3&A floor KA, MMATEL SR % I el
$, U TERY RS R, AR S E A ), SRR T E A Y Y
T, R ERI R, ARG EENLR, SURE B RBER, fthilthadgRibR,
R0, L, BIMRGRE TN, FEX paper LAET, FIREFR R HEIH YRATAR A
UBRE—T, XIS essay XFEGHY structure RN BE H ik L, REHRE—
T, 7 ZITL A4 feedback P IX A AIREFRE S — T 2 — . B UE ML REHY,
WHIRIEE RN, BAIIE — DAL EA R, BREEARRFEPIRY, 248®IR%H
) B R, BERE LML, NS U AL paper, AHBEMTA AR, R
T S TSI, ] S HH— 1 general RYZRPE,

EFL_C1: Yes, that was in the first year. Because | was lucky enough to be assigned to live with a local
student. In the beginning, | wasn’t very close to him, and my English wasn’t very good, so it was

sometimes awkward at first (due to) the language barrier. | noticed that everyone on the whole floor
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would go to the common room. (When | was there) they would help me, talk to me slowly and use
relatively uncomplicated words and sentences. If they talked to local British people, they talked
faster and used slang, this made me feel like | was taken care of. They would also take me out, we’d
go window-shopping and so on. Academically, lecturers gave me a lot of advice. Before submitting
my papers, | sometimes asked my lecturers ‘Could you read it for me and see if the essay structure is
correct?’ or ‘Please help me check my wording.” My lecturers would give me feedback, saying
‘improving this part would make it better’. In other words, my lecturers gave me lots of help. Also, |
have a deep impression that | got along well with a girl who was a local British classmate. She gave
me a lot of general academic help, specifically, teaching me how to organise notes and how to read
(effectively). She said ‘For some papers, you don’t need to read everything. You only need to read

the beginning and the end so as to obtain a general idea.’

XS: 1 [ (RN BRI LS @ R — I g, AR —4REREE N, s X R T, A% 7

XS: You said that this was just in your first year. Does that mean that this year, since you have been

in China, you haven’t had such experience?

EFL_C1: X%, mi@#efittbid, RLHZE email, IRENTESE email fik, BHX—FREN
MR —PIRS, wJRERNAS RN I, email &2 FAER, FIFHECHUIR D
T, RFATREWUZLE social media bEriME, NS E/RamE—T, ARREFEIEN—LLH

1%o

EFL_C1: Yeah, you’re right. | had little contact with people. The majority of communication
happened by email and that’s how | always contacted my lecturers. | felt that this year the contact
with lecturers was less compared to first year. It’s probably because we weren’t face to face and
emails felt a little bit stiff. The communication between classmates was even less. People tended to
hit ‘like’ on each other’s social media posts and greet each other occasionally — we didn’t chat

intimately.

XS: TRuE e 2R Y N B FE o [ 2

XS: Do you think the main reason for that is that you haven’t been in the UK?

EFL_C1: WS ATRESE NN 2 EE, ARG KFKEAES D, Bi%E —1 common A& PH 2
share, 2SS HFREIE,
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EFL_C1: | felt that the problem might be the time difference, and also people weren’t in person. We

didn’t have things in common to share with each other, so we grew distant.

xs: TPEfE, XPEERARS PN —1H, Rk —rmfe, EREMAHE—M, K—
e D 7 ek, 5 R OR RS B R Lk e R R 35 RN 2

XS: I understand. So there were many good things for you, especially when you were in your first
year, but like all students you must have also experienced some challenges. What has been the most

difficult for you so far?

EFL_CL1: fR2fR ) kg ?
EFL_C1: You mean academically?
XS: #AILA, 28] BeiARs Bal L,

XS: All aspects, including studying and daily life.
EFL_C1: TUARTH — s ¢ bother E, S —RARREIMRAVEST, BTG T, R ZATHRE

ER A A AW, KBS, REBUREE— B, 8t ERSERMA
K, FEEDTTHERI R, ARl ahivEl. T RRE N, (it iRz
gy, wReAERARIREE, HEER5E MM —MRIRIER, S PRI H
T, stiRfth—kE X, WS N—kgil, rfRefed i, AR ami, wisfaR%

topic SEABEYF, RMELRFERITIRM topico HIHZERIGRAMM, LEMRLHEEA, 1
e A floor KU, REFRAFIY X R HRIHRIE R A, MASE - MRIGRAE, &
BRMAERIRGE, A IMER TR OIS EE RS, (HRXARRE, it
M, ARG AT LEAEP AR, AT I5eA RE ARk, EABES AR, B8 Ll
HIRME L, ekl 28—, S thA IR NERRESC A,  REZCHUIERREZS, A
REZS, MR AENE, XA B —L, FGRE AR IR — DRV, JakAE+ 2]k,
BARS WHRAEBLRACHY paper RIM, BCERKIIFN R, SAE—-MEEXMRE, "6
BN TIER, ERRER —NEY, wRENRERIBISEHEE N, Boxai
JTERIHCR, TR DHRIN LR AARYE, ARAAE, FIRERRZER), AIRER 1 'R

BAEE k. X MICEAERT,
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EFL_C1: | used to find some things a bother, | mean, | felt uncomfortable. As | said, | lived in the same
flat as a local British student. | thought that since we lived together, we could be friends. | acted
positively in every aspect, and | deliberately tried to please him a bit. For example, there were many
times when he asked me ‘Do you want to come drinking with us?’, | probably didn’t want to, but |
still thought ‘I will just consider it as a good night out’, then I’d go out with him and drink with many
people. During that time, it wasn’t really that enjoyable. There were many topics that | couldn’t talk
about or express clearly. At that time, | really wanted to maintain a good relationship with him and
with other British people who were on the same floor as me. But later on, | realised that | was in an
awkward situation -- | couldn’t have a very close relationship with them, and | couldn’t share my true
feelings with them, but the relationship wasn’t very shallow either because they still invited me to
come if they were going out. At that time, | felt a bit uncomfortable, because they didn’t treat me
genuinely as a real friend and share their honest thoughts with me. Then, slowly, | began to feel
better, because | realised that you can’t make friends with everyone. If it will be, it will be; if not, it’s
fine. This is what | felt uncomfortable about in my life. Then academically, there were many times
that when | read a very long paper or a long book, | had a feeling that | probably understood every
word when finishing a chapter, but | still had to find main points by looking for the scattered
concepts and marking the important points. If | read it in a rush, | just felt clueless —it’s as if | didn’t

read it at all. This was very difficult for me.

XS: Ml B E R E A ?

XS: So, it was finding main points while reading articles that you found difficult?

EFL_CL: Xf, —EEHCER, @EMEA L&, XME—m. Home, Ziii—
TIRESE, WREMH — AR, RTREZ TR, ATREMX LT VT HEH XA, (HZEA
KHERRADNERZA 2, MBENMEREHCE, ReRER2EFXAME, 2FE,
TIBE RN 4, BENN R 2, AR, ZBXWRINE, RACEERSH,
—HCOWEE, XD AREIMERSIRN, MEHCEBHCEMEHGHIRN, X1

£

FFZ AT — D IR S R, A AR, AR RIS A ST, Az
HIFEREPN Y — R, s, EMCERE UMK, Rz EL B LM, SHX LR
Rt e (HRIEESF IR, EMARERERZMN 4, SRt a, B4R ERE
SR, HHCEEESGR, BAMEE, SHIr—NMRE CRERE, X DB E SR

1), BEAXE-DERE, BEHAHCEK. XMHZETWR A ZER, 26487,
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EFL_C1: Yes. It’s important to be able find (the main points) on my own. | feel that it’s a bit useless to
read a paper from the top to bottom (without finding the key information). This is one point (I'd like
to make clear). The second point is that during lectures, the lecturers might raise a question and tell
us to think about it from several perspectives, but they wouldn’t tell us the answer. The answers have
to be found by ourselves. At the end of the day, | still had to think about this question. For example,
what is education? What is equity in education? These questions might be the content of this lesson.
We needed to read many books and form our own understandings which were not given by the
lecturers, but were formed by ourselves after reading books and materials. This learning style was
very different than what | had in the past and sometimes | wasn’t used to it. | really felt | wasn’t used
to it. In comparison, the learning style in my home country was cramming the answers that the
teachers told us. For example, (they told us) what we should do and how to do it, then what the
answers are. Instead, in foreign countries, teachers (or lecturers) don’t tell us the answers, and we
have to find them by ourselves. We have to read literature and materials, then obtain our own
understanding which isn’t given by lecturers. This process has to happen — figuring it out on our own.

This learning style was different from what | had in the past and sometimes | wasn’t used to it.
XS: R 5] RAggRay, 2 ?

XS: So you needed to study more independently, right?

EFL_C1: ), BFRE—LEH FER AR,

EFL_C1: Yes, we needed to be more independent.

XS: 5 I /R Z BT B RYERAR AR % % rTREANBEIRER AR ZRAE,  ARIRIE A REREPARMT 219, 1
RS RHRBR A2, 2

XS: You mentioned that it was hard to connect with your friend and you felt uncomfortable, could

you please tell me why you think it was like that?

EFL_CL: i fs U malidiBE S kg, KRS E, MERatK—F ., HAZIESH
@, REES ErRER A& native speakers X4 4f, HEFEZEHERXNERG, B HF AT
RV R TRIETE, AWAE R, Tt S AR ES I8, ES Rt
T b, LA e, ATE I ARIRE G EAE, AT ATRERLE A —FE,
MEAR—RE, MASEUR, Aok, #EEMKIE (laugh with embarrassment) .
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EFL_C1: I think cultural difference surpassed language barriers. There were many times that we had
different opinions. It wasn’t a language problem, although my language wasn’t that good compared
to native speakers, | still had the confidence that | could express what | wanted clearly without
causing a misunderstanding for them. So | think it wasn’t a problem with language, but with cultural
background and a conflict of topics. They had no interest in knowing (what | was interested in). There
was just something different between us, and there were different thoughts, hence, it was hard

(laugh with embarrassment).

Xs: FeHEfE, o1 b, ERER TORKIZY BRI GE, EH LR IR R (REHGE
mthe ] 1, EEAET A W,

XS: I understand. Academically, aside from what you just mentioned about reading and learning

styles, you also shared in the survey that you had difficulties with writing.

EFL_C1: H,

EFL_C1:1did have (difficulties in writing).

XS: B A7 T V7 1) PR XA W EEL W 2

XS: What's difficult about writing?

EFL_CL: SIERE R BN B AR ARG MG, REAREMS . REmHE, 5K
R, WEHCHRIEERETE, EEZE EARRG . ERBIARE DL sl A
GIER, FRA AR, iIamANGE. mRRS —RICE, RERREMAIT, e
ORI BRTAL A R, UL IR IR ISR & BB, B AB A B . 7Rk,

SRR GEAT ML FERRIRSR I K IRGE o AR 2 I R BRI I AR P8 T B MRS a7, AR Z I [A]
BOA INEIE RTEMT R IE ok, BIBAR BB IR ERE . A aest A 1A SCHRE 11
W, BARMAM A — FIARIE, SiREASHERE - NFRXE, AR, HU2 MR
HREE, MRS AR, LIRS SARY, NS ARE. HdX4 feedback, A

EFL_C1: Concerning writing, | wasn’t trained systematically before about how to write papers
logically. There were many times during writing that | was aware that what | wrote was scattered and
inconsistent logically. However, there is kind of a group in my university which is in charge of helping
overseas students with writing. People there read our writings for us. If we wrote an article and send
it to them, they would provide us with some professional advice, like ‘If you did this, it would be
better, and changing it like this would be better. | sent (my writing) once, and | felt ‘Oh, the gap is still
very big (between me and them).” There were many times that what | expressed couldn’t be succinct

and my ideas couldn’t be expressed clearly. | still haven’t overcome it much even now. | guess
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reading more literature helped me gain some knowledge about how to write a good article naturally
and gradually — not by copying, but by learning from literature. | also asked my lecturers, for example,
if writing like this would be good, and writing like that would be bad. My lecturers gave some
feedback and | just improved like this gradually bit by bit.

XS: ¥ M) VR B3 5 RE 1A A AEAT 5 R4 1R S L Bt e 2

XS: Would you say that your language skills have limited in any way what you could have achieved in
your studies?

EFL_CL: A g 51F Lo —me, BONERRATGR B, AR R4, R
AR LR SCHIE RN £ BWRARE R 0 0 EHEA — R IeiE e, T2,
LE S BN D RERCERIUL K. EMRECE, WRER ISR, X Taex 1, BT
g 7, REMBEEHNEEMLE 7. BITEZHE (5 SZatkmERrEr s, HE—
E R DETE R . FERCLERR R R — i IREIA Y .

EFL_C1: | think writing might have a little bit. After all our form (of assessment) wasn’t spoken, but
mainly writing papers. It wasn’t exams either. Writing academic papers needs some English
foundation, to be able to organise language and logic into a systematic article. It’s not like maths
where correct answers exist — correct answers mean correct while wrong answers mean wrong — you
only need to understand the instructions. What was needed was mostly (to write) comprehensive
and expository papers, which required some English foundation. (The English foundation) had some
impact (on my study).

XS: i A 9eiE 221, M S ST, SR A A FE ?

XS: How does studying in English compare - for you - to studying in your first language?

EFL_CL: AN AT REE S A A RIFRAEHAIRE, LR ERARE.

EFL_C1: | personally think the differences between languages themselves aren’t that many, the
differences are more in the styles (of teaching and learning).

XS: AfAg: HP ] FR) DR S AN [ ) R 27 R AR [R] 2

XS: Between universities in China and those in the UK?

EFL_C1: A AFIE o [J R A e, (ERFUEME AL, BAR—F. HERES
KAG U, BT HOCES KRR e —Lem @, (H72E 0 R, Wrd b, o
(¥ ppt, #SE ok ). FIREA —LeBAH L WANR, HRWRETH preview, =&, SALLHIE,
HUE I Sk

EFL_C1:1don’t know what universities are like in China. But comparing with my secondary school,
the styles are different. In terms of language itself, except for some difficulties with writing, my

everyday life where | generally listen to lecturers and watch their presentations was all ok. | might
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not have recognised some technical terms, but | prepared before the class by previewing the
materials. | looked them up, so | felt alright.

XS: HiE G ROE— s ? AR 4 ?

XS: So you felt writing was a bit hard, everything else was alright?

EFL_C1: X, HAth#SIELF

EFL_C1: Yes, everything else was alright.

XS: JRARGEAFIX LEAH A 1R PR XE LR 2 BT T 10, SResie [ 2 iy A v v — e 2

XS: Was this problem more difficult than you had anticipated?

EFL_CI1:ibhf. AT, B3 LW RESA —LeRMERI AR VY, BN K —NIREIRE, 7 HE 2 )
visa, (ETE A [R1 255, TIAEEEA bank letter {14/, FREWMGH A —LE . HE, hr
bidty, AR EWEA AR AWM. REE R, AT, ESRIrmiita —
SE RPN, FEILSEH MR 7 —LeR s, (ERAE B YT R, B L, S
i ok M, FAAFTRITAILSLIEZEAZ

EFL_C1: It was alright. | had thought | might encounter more problems in daily life. When | came here
in my first year, | had to deal with my visa, sign the contract with my accommodation and get my
bank letter, things like this. | had probably felt that | would face some difficulties, but actually, | was
alright. My life wasn’t as hard as | had anticipated. Academically, | had also anticipated that | might
have writing difficulties, and | did encounter them. But in terms of lecturers’ speed of speaking and
my level of understanding, | felt kind of ok — the reality was kind of the same as | had anticipated.

XS: AR AL VA YL LE TR ZEREAR 222 I ?

XS: So it wasn’t much harder than you had anticipated?

EFL_CL: X, HWHMERZ .

EFL_C1: No, it wasn't.

XS: WBAT o AR BEAFURUIRAEN I B4 (98T, m DU AR 52 > B 5 e ?

XS: Ok. Do you think arriving with a better proficiency in English would have made your studies
easier?

EFL_CL: &, MHESR. FRFERANPLM 2 4> 3 DA acE i s 2, A THER— K
Gl Bk L E AT E . BOAEAMERA T 7 X kT, ABAI#E 7.5, 8 7, s buIkAiTm 1 2
1.5 X e T AR Z IR, HOTuIRATA OHEER, SIS A RS IRKH S, — ] — A
HUF, ATRE S ppt FLHRAR ZARKHITR A%, SR pE 18, B AR . AR i
AT, AT YRR, XA R . SEIE K S I R A HE B SRR IR
IR R b, LU IRATRE AR L BRI LR P . AT TRIA B it 2 BB Ui, BE TS B 3RATT
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FEA presentation MJIE, B UL FLCH G HINR, 2R FRATGedE 7R R Rk 17—
AL AT DURIBS 1, 2,3 AN st se T RS H R,

EFL_C1: Yes, it definitely would have. | have 2 or 3 classmates from Hong Kong or Singapore. Their
IELTS scores were overall higher than ours [Chinese students’]. Mine was only 7, theirs was 7.5 or 8,
which was 1 or 1.5 higher than ours. | felt that, for example, in my psychology classes, there were
many times that my reading speed and understanding became slow when watching PowerPoints
which contained a wide variety of long words. When | asked them for help, they answered and
helped me out. Having better English abilities surely helps with study. | felt that they could
understand (academic) things more easily and quickly. They also expressed themselves more fluently.
For example, when doing presentations or answering questions, we [Chinese students] might get
stuck or | might talk about only 1 point while spending a lot of time on it, while they could talk about
2 or 3 points fluently. (That’s why) this has impact.

XS: GFf)o WERARANZERTFIIE OB 2 S OMERE , IRIEVIR 2 R B ? B Bk A2 el
AT, IR AN ESE ]

XS: Ok. Had you known how difficult it was going to be, would you have still come? Or would you
have first improved your English proficiency and then started your studies?

EFL_C1: JIEAF AR 242 A S IF ORI, R FEIAE XA AL R TE, R Z e e 55Tt
HORSIEAKT, Ra ik, ERMRZNEHZESEILME R, TS SH XA mE.
i, SFUETEANRAR KL AT LR TR, IR B AR R R I ] LR T . IR ZILSEAE L
&, WARANAERT. KRR EIR T o ISEP 3R S BAAT RIX AN 21 4 iy DAL 2 5 15
Pkt ek Bk, AR W, BUERAE, AT Rk, BOSA SR
BEPERD, RHAR - MRESKFENE, A2 EEIIR 2 MM RERTT. Hsent
PRAE— AT [ N S B O BRE R ANABAL, EARATTR R e, e xSt
MR- TR R — At LR ATREM DB LR Z AR VG, AT AT REAE R T 1L 15 S 72 bL R
B FRTTIETE ) — D IEAEIE

EFL_C1: | feel that based on my own situation, if | had known the difficulties, | would have improved
my English abilities before | came. But considering the practicality of the situation at hand, | might
not have had the time for it. For example, improving English is time-consuming -- it requires half a
year to a year to improve. The practical issue was that there would not have been time for me to
improve (without delaying my study) so | still would have come here to study. The reality of the
situation would have been a problem, so | would still have come to study. | wouldn’t have been
stopped simply by the fact | thought it would be very hard. | think | still would have come. Learning
and improving a language isn’t an easy thing and improvement requires challenges. | actually think

getting along with people whose native language is English in an English-speaking country while
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studying in their university is challenging but also the best way to improve English. Compared with
studying it hard (at home), | think coming here to study is an easy way to improve English.

XS: B2 Yl s il i ?

XS: So you’re talking about studying while improving at the same time?

EFL_C1: X, 432

EFL_C1: Yes, improving at the same time.

XS: WS BRARRAS 16, a0 SR ANBL RIS (R, ] BEIE 2 2 Sedm Fok ?

XS: So if the situation had been ideal, and it hadn’t taken time, you would have probably improved
first then come here?

EFL_C1: X, HPFRATREEE St mmR. Xixt.

EFL_C1: Yes, then | would have improved then come here. Yes.

XS: (EEBLSAFOL, AR,

XS: But the reality is not...

EFL_CL: SRS DU AN AR ERAR, A VA X AN R 255

EFL_C1: The reality of the situation isn’t that ideal. | wouldn’t have had time to study (English).

Xs: W, FRILME. FEAATA N, IREAMEARE SR M. 76 %E 4R
SRAME S BRI HENS ? AR AR AT RS — N LR TR

XS: Ok | understand. So like everyone else, you also have problems with academic language. What
strategies do you use to compensate for any language-related difficulties? Including the organisation
in the university you found to help...

EFL_C1: /& academic writing fT A AR . AR FEARBIELEH —EMNHEIN . FARAR
MEFRAR R, Hogm HoRE), AT ek A M AR SEX M E . Frilsixd
K, BT AR M EEBATTE B R R, (D SAERERBA X A L. RER
f5, JUHORE R HIR SR, Sl IA NG . AFHEEAS, AREHSHELR R
Ha, WAFIENIZEARN), BAdR, JPNIZE8A4, #HARIE.

EFL_C1: Yeah, there was the organisation about academic writing. | think it was in some ways helpful
for my academic writing. | didn’t attend an international school beforehand, | attended the National
College Entrance Examination (in China) and | didn’t know any concepts about academic writing. So |
had a foundation year when | came here. Compared with those who attended international
secondary schools, (my) writing foundation wasn’t that solid. | often felt powerless when writing a
very long paper. | didn’t know how to write it, | didn’t know the frame of an essay, | also didn’t know
how to write the beginning, middle or end -- | didn’t know any of it.

XS: H A Ve, XLER)?

XS: Were these types of assistance useful?
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EFL_CL: H. A —EREE ERAHM. 143K —1 overall FIHERL, 85 & URERIBLL 72— ARE
FIE, meserg SR AR . i, ARERIE, AL, AREMHAMARK. XLt
SHEEN AR RS LT, 5 T2, SRR, RATREH . RE6
1 reference AUAK N, BLEARTE L1, BWEHXEAHAIMNE, Ko IRETE EiXL Y, L1
TEARE B, AR REARNT I, FATRESE —IRAUR, TERE T RA, 58 kitk
AR, BERIM AR, FEZUFRII 0 X Le PR AU, Bienn s e, W 247
T BEERAFEE R AR . R XEE, X HERANERCE, 2R 1.
EABATERATLE, BRI NMINES B MERAGEE LR, RSB TTHHRI
Hh g e, PRl 2 25 IR tutor B supervisor, [FAATTE A S & LB — 5. 53—y TR
ZF articles M5, MATHEGEIEF M, ATHE 2 R R IEA 2o AT . AETRHT
FORMCR, BT, BRI SR, SET LA I MIMER, B 25 el DI SEA R,
KRR EAFN.

EFL_C1: Yes, to some extent. They gave me an overall frame (to follow), and told me what words
can’t be used, what structures can’t be used. For example, abbreviations, imperative sentences and
interrogative sentences can’t be used. This reflects on grades directly — if you use them, you will get
lower grades; if you don’t use them, it’s good. In terms of reference formats and technical terms,
there is no easy solution in my opinion. Looking the words up before the classes, making notes and
reviewing them often is needed. For example, | probably didn’t recognise (the words) at first. After
taking notes, | probably still didn’t recognise them the second time. But later | was really sensitive
about those words when my lecturers used them, and tended to feel ‘oh, | heard this word, but | still
don’t know the meaning of it’. Then | looked it up again. In this way, | finally was able to remember
that word. There’s no shortcut for this, but | found this to be a good method to use. Regarding my
own writing problems, | looked for help from a relevant department. | also asked my tutor or
supervisor about how to write to make it better. On the other hand, | read some articles and books.
They were all excellent works and had been published through layers of selection. Their research
results, research methods and writing are all worth learning from. So reading more was helpful to my
writing. This is how | studied.

XS: 4P, BRIEZHAIRZ HOX B ORI T . &G EAEA RN R 1
1, AERARIEARRIRFINE? IE2W, FuRioa e 1?2

XS: Ok. It seems that you had a lot of support from both yourself and external resources. What else
might have been helpful to you? Or do you think this amount of support was enough?

EFL_C1: £ H 22 %RA. LG mae, WA T, WAITEARA R, ARETLH
BRI, AERIES LGRS E R R ATEHRH RS A AR, BARETENE
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O IFHS AL, 7R T EARE . ERLWEAARXIARITN A THIRKII R, BoRS—
GBI, VRASFITEIX AT AT A, R JEH R I 8] 256 P B9 SCER. 285 BIAHE
(i fige,  PLJ7 B IETT SR INE B T, RE AR B AEA R BRI ESK, BT WA 1,2,3,4,5
AR BEREOSCER, R EIX 5 AN, BB TT . A REX AN RIS AE R BRI 2
s AR, B2, 2ARRAANE, BARSWSIPEZAES, IS . FN
A KU, WREXAE, RESMWBEALEL . FOVIERRRATARERE A, R
EARIRIFHIE, BEASEEW, 255 WERH WA, EARRKREXS TR AWE? *
PAIRSEAS T RE 2 SE N I B /LR, R SR OFaR), SeiB@BIBIaE K. RN n] 6
S, HJT U tour TB, BAARESIN TR, AR — A SIMERARYE, FTRER Ll kb,
AVERITESD, FIRE AT . BIONIRZ IR, AIBERIN 2 S MRl S R IR B E, HRT).
WS — M, R DRI N ERES), A A MR ARRRE R AR, &
AR Z UG REAT LLEI, 0SB oA EORAR s B3 el v AT R B2 BU R AL — R, i B
HI e Bhgeils, FERASRAIK, A R af R e s .

EFL_C1: It was surely not enough. | don’t really know if there was a debate society or something like
that. It’d be helpful if we had one, either for our language or writing. When | was in my foundation
course, there was a debate society. Although it was held by Chinese students and the language
wasn’t in English, | think it was of great help to us. When we debated on a topic, we weren’t familiar
with it, so we’'d spend 2 days reading literature about it. During the debate, in order to refute others,
we needed to refine 1,2,3,4,5 points from the literature and it required strong logical thinking. | think
it’s beneficial for both writing and general language ability. But it would be a question of whether it
can attract people and Chinese students. For myself, | would also hesitate about whether or not to go
to this society. Because non-native speakers like us don’t have very good English so surely we
wouldn’t want to go. We would think ‘l even can’t speak clearly, how can | refute other people’s
arguments?’ So | think | would begin with a Chinese small debate society and improve my logic first.
At the same time, trips unrelated to academic study would be good, like going outside to have fun
and socialise. Because academic stuff often makes people feel onerous and pressured, while
socialising events aim to relax people and allow them to make friends. For students whose native
language isn’t English, there are many topics to talk about. The topics that don’t require a high level
of English skills can be relaxing for us, and help with improving our English subconsciously. This

includes speaking skills as well as listening skills in my opinion.

XS: 52 Ui W SR IX N AL B AR S, R E e EE AR ?
XS: So if there were those two societies or organisations, you would definitely want to go?
EFL_CL: %}, KEELSBEEN.
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EFL_C1: Yes, | would want to go for sure.

XS: GFH . AP SIEERARE, AR, GE A &MIRE] . IR 2 KR
Mg Ffg 2

XS: Ok. This academic year is so different from every other year, with the pandemic, lockdowns and
restrictions. Can you tell me about how much the pandemic has affected you?

EFL_C1: X2l f-ng?

EFL_C1: You mean academically?

Xs: AL AT LA, # TS .

XS: Daily life can also be included, anything is fine.

EFL_CL: JIEAFREMAIE S HE R I . A3 L g R RN RR I T, BANRERT % (EED, FBU
TSGR RS 1, WA R ARk, fJa rTRERURIR 1. BIRJREARR, TR —
NREF, AR ARG, B RGR — A REE ST ERITE, SARRIRTEA T . By
FESFGERRZ AT UL IERE I, AMEZATIX A forceful, BOHIXAAT B IIHIKGE

EFL_C1: 1 think the impact was huge. Due to the isolation (between the UK and China), | couldn’t go
back (to the UK). This resulted in a faded relationship between me and some of my friends. We were
talkative in the beginning, then we drifted apart slowly, then we even kind of lost contact. Finally,
there was a situation that | sent a ‘hello’ to my friend, and he sent a ‘hello’ back — the relationship
had worn away a bit. Academically, it required a lot of independence. There were many distractions
at home without the pressure (of a learning environment), it wasn’t as forceful as before.

XS: W K e I MR A [ S Y, AN

XS: You went back to China because of the pandemic, right?

EFL_CL: X, Wit WERAEEN, WAZEIE. ROV RRIE, RRL EZ)E, K
BN EARE RS T AR ER. BRI FER R S IT A 2R, AR A
ERGER LS BE, ERHERE, W] AE Zoom MUEEAEARIL, FIREHRHENT— &, A RHEMATT . X
ANRIG, WEERRFERHEER. RENEHEECERT, MRURIERE S, XNMES
—EIRBIAE R, NAZEM IR, SRR, At B,
WNZEFY, BREZERBE . WHHETRT, TRERS 5,6 DA AT EHER LK H
T, B AR PR AR MPNZ LB BE, FOVRIEABE A, A BAE SRR
7, ARFABNIZ R E . R B2 AR, KRR, U U IR %
3 HRAEZEAREANEN N T, A RAER, WREKE, REMNEEEA quiz, Bk
A ERRZINE A, RO R0 essay IS, REZMHER M, 259X article &4
RBEANEMBA A KA, FTREE N KU 17 PrELRGEAFX N IE A ] .
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EFL_C1: Yes, due to the pandemic. If it wasn’t for the pandemic, | wouldn’t have gone home. Ever
since | came home because of the pandemic, things were always on-line. My family didn’t discipline
me since I’'m already a university student. | couldn’t have classes face-to-face like before. Sometimes

| just got up at 9am and didn’t feel awake. Although my Zoom was turned on, sometimes | listened a
bit, sometimes | didn’t. This challenged my independence. | also had to actively read books on my
own, unlike before when | was in the university accommodation where the atmosphere always
reminded me that ‘l am in the university and | need to do things for my studies’. During that time, |
had the feeling that ‘I’'m a student. | should read books. | should go to the library’. For example, when
classes finished, 5 or 6 classmates would say ‘we are going to the library’, then | also thought ‘I
probably should go to the library too because | have books that | haven’t finished reading, and things
that | haven’t completed.” Subconsciously the atmosphere in the UK pushed me to tell myself ‘you
should study.’ But | didn’t have such motivation at home. | just felt ‘I’'m at home. I’'m taking a rest.
We didn’t really have any quizzes in class or questions from the lecturers. There was only the matter
of completing an essay, so | often became lazy, thinking ‘It probably doesn’t matter if | read this
article or not. Reading in a general way will probably be just fine.” So | think this (pandemic) had a big
impact.

XS+ 5T AR AT IO R AU A Y FEA B 7 A A ST R (A S 352
XS: Regarding those difficulties relative to the pandemic, is there anything else you wish you could
have obtained to help?

EFL_CL: FAAFARALENEM K FEN b, CRMTIRE, RKEXHRER . REEH TREZA
A, FASOEBEMERR R . REAEEHRXATTH, AR OLMA LR 1, RERE R,
FEE T ERRRE, HO7 i ERIER, AT REs AR A PR B b [ AR A S, B A b
WRAWR. XHERFREIERIIAL, 42X ERE. (HICHSHAR R, 53U
TAEABISERM AR, oy wEE IR . EHRE, WS FErEEmREIMET, 2
JERL FIERAT, EANRWIERZIBEM K. 73] ERWEARZ ARG C L MrmRey 7.8 3R
H I IE A AT AR T o

EFL_C1: I think the university has done a lot in terms of the pandemic which we were all able to see. |
noticed many difficulties that weren’t easy to resolve. | think regarding the pandemic, the
universities have been doing good enough. They considered the time difference when scheduling the
courses. For example, the courses on-line finished at 10pm at the latest in Chinese time, that is to say,
there weren’t classes at midnight. This was surely because the university cared for us and planned
the courses to be like that. But other stuff, like financial stuff, such as accommodation refunds, as

well as the question whether we will be on-line or off-line in the next academic year, was pretty
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vague. Academically, | think the university has done a good job...hmm..I can’t really think of any
improvements that they could have made.

XS: ROV 1) S A1 2 S 2

XS: What do you mean by ‘vague’?

EFL_CL: BEMImi 2, SHFEREEL Db, WNBEizAZE L, FEUERRE L%t
LA, LTI AR AN TR R 7 XA BSOS AR, SRR AR

EFL_C1: Vague is like specifically, whether classes will be on-line or off-line this year, whether or not
we should go back (to the UK), and if we are back, what measures will be taken, for example, is
guarantine needed or not? | meant this kind of prospect is still very vague.

XS: MKHk, Pt XA ARG, SEie?

XS: | see. So this isn’t very good, right?

EFL_CL: XX} o JF>] B, R A AT DRI RIS, 3Rt f5 m] AT — e 4 AR
ME,  EEHTE SRR

EFL_C1: That’s right. Non-academically, | also think the frequency of the announcements to update
us with new information could have been more often.

XS: VRAE 45 B A S A g 2

XS: Do you mean announcements about the pandemic?

EFL_CL: X, FUEEISAHRHI S MBUR, OfffadE, @555, KX, EBEEMH, MM
KEMEE . RWEAFEHFHER— £l REOHEREAARE, W RNMEERE T, EREAR
B, AT RFOE R B R, A TEA AN ARIT R, iEFH O KA email
RIRJEHATA 2 E VR SR IR 2 MR A Bt A, XA B E ST . HAp s 2
LTI T .

EFL_C1: Yes, various policies about the pandemic, like regulations on using apartments, gyms, the
campus and libraries. | think they needed to be updated more quickly. | didn’t even know if my
accommodation fee was overdue or not, and if the refund was issued or not. | didn’t know any of this
information and | had to email them to ask in order to know. | wasn’t informed at times, and this
needs to be improved. Everything else was all good enough in my opinion.

XS: iFH o A BAATATNS T RILA TR VR AR AN TS O R 2 A A FAl B AR] i) R B E 18 2
XS: Ok. Is there something else you would like to add about the things we talked about today? Do
you have any questions or concerns about anything?

EFL_C1: %&f T .

EFL_C1: No.
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XS: B (1. MR FROTIAEEL BRI ER 1. EHEREMRS RS 5! iR IR &5+
VS 5EME, RIBSEREM, SURITFE! W T RN BRN, fRa] LR 43
KM R AR R

XS: Ok. Thank you. Now we are finishing the interview. Thanks a lot for participating in this interview!
| will let you know if you are the winner of the prize-draw, hopefully you have good luck! If you want
to contact me about anything in the future, you can always email me or send me messages.

EFL_C1: Ok, fift.

EFL_C1: Ok. Thanks.

XS: WK, FEFE.

XS: Thank you and goodbye.

EFL_C1: FEFE.

EFL_C1: Bye.
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