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ABSTRACT 

This study employed narrative inquiry to understand the oral English learning 

motivation of Chinese international students with low oral English proficiency 

through their academic acculturation stories. Expectancy–value theory served as the 

theoretical framework to inform the study design and the interpretation of results. 

Findings suggest all participants’ motivation for oral English learning increased as a 
result of the newly acquired high subjective value of spoken English during their 

academic acculturation. However, they experienced high levels of psychological 

stress during their academic acculturation due to their low oral English proficiency. 

Further, participants’ perceived expectancy of success for learning oral English 

declined as their academic acculturation progressed, negatively influencing their oral 

English learning motivation. Implications for various stakeholders are discussed.  

Keywords: academic acculturation, Chinese students, expectancy–value theory, oral 

English learning motivation  

In our current age of globalization, it is common practice for North American 

universities to actively recruit international students (Tang, Collier, & Witt, 2018), as 

they bring benefits such as enhanced campus diversity, increased employment 

opportunities within the local economy, and university revenue (Zhang & Beck, 

2014). Meanwhile, students are keen to seek out international education 

opportunities, hoping for academic and social experiences that will help them secure 

a brighter future (Elliot, Reid, & Baumfield, 2016).  

 



Journal of International Students 

835 

One key prerequisite for international students’ admission into English-speaking 

institutions is their English language proficiency. Long after admission, however, 

language proficiency continues to play a significant and influential role in 

international students’ academic acculturation (Sawir, Marginson, Forbes-Mewett, 

Nyland, & Ramia, 2012), because it is a salient stressor that interacts with other 

stressors in both academic and nonacademic settings (C. P. Chen, 1999; Leong, 

2015). Among the four skills of language proficiency, speaking is particularly 

important, because it affects international students’ ability to engage academically 

and socially (Leong, 2015; Poyrazli & Kavanaugh, 2006; Yeh & Inose, 2003).  

With respect to international students’ ability to engage socially, studies have 

shown that the number of host culture friends that international students have in a 

new social environment is a major factor for them to acculturate successfully (Hong, 

Fox, & Almarza, 2007), and that the inability to fluently speak the host language is a 

primary inhibiter for international students to develop intercultural friendships 

(Meng, Zhu, & Cao, 2018). International students who can communicate fluently in 

oral English have a higher sense of connectedness to English-speaking surroundings 

and lower cultural stress when compared with other international students with 

limited oral English capacity (Rosenthal, Russell, & Thomson, 2006).  

Chinese international students, the biggest international student body worldwide 

(G. Li, Chen, & Duanmu, 2010; Meng et al., 2018), often demonstrate low oral 

English communication capacity and face harsh academic acculturation realities in 

English-speaking countries (Zhang & Beck, 2014). Among the commonly identified 

academic acculturation stressors—language proficiency, educational and 

sociocultural differences, discrimination, and practical stressors (Smith & Khawaja, 

2011)—language proficiency has been identified as the biggest barrier for successful 

academic acculturation (Yi, 2004; Zhang & Beck, 2014). Exclusion from host culture 

communities has emerged as a prominent theme in the academic acculturation 

experiences of Chinese international students with limited oral English proficiency 

(Zhang & Beck, 2014). Given the continuously increasing number of Chinese 

international students worldwide and the often-reported stressful academic 

acculturation experiences of Chinese international students, there is an ongoing need 

to further explore the factors that influence Chinese international students’ academic 

acculturation (Meng et al., 2018).   

Even though language proficiency has been emphasized in academic 

acculturation research, language learning motivation of international students prior to 

and during their academic acculturation remains largely unexamined (Chirkov, 

Safdar, de Guzman, & Playford, 2008); the psychological mechanisms involved in 

language learning motivation have not been sufficiently studied. Specifically, how 

the oral English learning motivation of Chinese international students varies prior to 

and during their academic acculturation remains unclear. Empirical understanding of 

individual language learning motivation factors is critical in order to better understand 

and support Chinese international students’ academic acculturation processes.  

To address the research gap, we designed this study to explore the academic 

acculturation experiences and oral English learning motivation of Chinese 

international students who pursue postsecondary education overseas. Specifically, 

this qualitative research sought to understand the oral English learning motivation of 
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six Chinese international students with low oral English proficiency, studying at a 

mid-sized Canadian university where English is the language of instruction, through 

their academic acculturation stories. With the term “academic acculturation stories,” 

we refer to the participants’ detailed accounts of their experiences living and learning 

in an unfamiliar overseas academic context. Aligned with this purpose, we derived 

two research questions: (a) What are the academic acculturation stories of Chinese 

international students with low oral English proficiency? (b) How do these students 

describe their motivation for learning oral English in relation to their academic 

acculturation experiences?  

We designed the study to contribute to the existing understanding of international 

students’ academic acculturation in two ways: (a) by adding to the body of academic 

acculturation literature through an in-depth narrative inquiry focusing specifically on 

the academic acculturation experiences of Chinese international students with low 

oral English proficiency; and (b) by expanding current understanding of international 

students’ motivation for oral English learning prior to and during academic 

acculturation in English-speaking countries.  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Expectancy–Value Theory  

In the field of psychology, learning behaviors are often examined with reference 

to expectancy–value theory (Xie & Andrews, 2012). Expectancy–value theory 

proposes that the motivation behind an individual’s choice to perform an activity can 

be explained in relation to two factors: (a) their expectancy of success with the activity 

and (b) the value they attach to the activity (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). In an academic 

context, expectancy of success is related to students’ beliefs about their capability to 

perform a given task (Schunk, 1991). When assigned a task, students ask themselves: 

“Can I do it?” Subjective value is the degree to which an individual deems the task to 

be worth doing (Jacobs & Eccles, 2000); students ask themselves: “Do I want to do 

it?” (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002). How students answer these two questions affects their 

motivation to engage in the task. If the answer to both is “yes,” students are likely to 

be motivated to engage in the task; if the answers to both questions is “no,” then 

students will not be motivated to engage in the task (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002).  

Expectancy of success and value are two useful factors to consider in seeking 

understanding of Chinese international students’ behavioral choices with regard to 

their oral English learning. In light of expectancy–value theory, we first look at 

literature related to the value factor of Chinese international students’ motivation for 

oral English learning, and then move on to their expectancy of success in relation to 

oral English learning.  

The Objective Value of Oral English and Academic Acculturation  

Oral English proficiency profoundly influences international students’ academic 

acculturation. In this study, international students are defined as “linguistically and 

culturally diverse students engaging with the academic study cultures of English-
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medium universities” (Cheng & Fox, 2008, p. 309). According to Cheng and Fox 

(2008), academic acculturation is a complex and idiosyncratic interplay between 

academic and nonacademic experiences that is related to language proficiency. Oral 

language proficiency is particularly relevant to international students’ ability to 

engage socially, and social engagement is crucial; a positive relationship exists 

between social contact with the host culture through oral communication and 

successful academic acculturation (Cheng & Fox, 2008; Glass & Westmont, 2014; 

Zimmermann, 1995). Among English language skills, speaking is significant in 

affecting intercultural friendship development (Hong et al., 2007). In turn, the number 

of host national friends an international student has in the new environment is a major 

factor for successful acculturation (Hong et al., 2007).  

Despite clear evidence that oral English proficiency has high objective value in 

relation to international students’ academic acculturation success, the perceived 

subjective value of oral English proficiency amongst students in China is different. 

The Subjective Value of Oral English in Chinese English Education  

Within Chinese English education, the oral component of English language 

learning is not perceived as important as reading, writing, and listening. China’s 

English language testing system reflects this lack of importance. All of the language 

tests focus solely on assessing reading and writing (Cheng, 2008). It was not until 

1999 that a spoken English subtest was developed based on Bachman and Palmer’s 

theoretical framework of language test design (H. Li, 1999). However, unlike the 

listening, reading, and writing components of the test, the speaking test is optional, is 

only available to a small number of students (those who score high in preliminary 

tests), and is not a requirement for Chinese postsecondary graduation (H. Li, 1999).  

The washback of these testing practices diminishes the perceived subjective 

value of oral English proficiency among Chinese students. Washback is a term widely 

used in language testing, referring to the influence testing has on teaching and 

learning (Xie & Andrews, 2012). In China, the washback of English language testing 

is severe. Teaching to the test has been a common practice throughout the whole 

country for decades (He & Shi, 2011). Concerns about washback identify the negative 

influences of teaching to the test, which include a narrowed curriculum and the 

downplaying of practical language ability (Qi, 2005). When oral English proficiency 

is not tested, it is not valued in English teaching, either in schools or after-school test 

preparation centers (Y. Li, 2014). Consequently, having been immersed in an English 

language-teaching context that does not value oral communication, students do not 

recognize the value of oral English proficiency.  

Chinese students are only required to take English language proficiency tests that 

have a compulsory speaking component when they decide to pursue international 

higher education. Two common measures of English language proficiency are the 

Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) and the International English 

Language Testing System (IELTS). Both TOEFL and IELTS have a speaking 

component that is valued equally with the listening, reading, and writing components, 

accounting for one fourth of the global test score. However, because many Chinese 

students have already been acculturated to the belief that speaking is not an important 
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component of academic English language learning (He & Shi, 2011), they still 

perceive training in reading and writing as more important. In fact, Zhang and Beck 

(2014) identified a popular belief among Chinese parents, teachers, and students that 

the ability to speak English proficiently will simply materialize soon after the students 

arrive and begin their studies in an English-speaking country.  

Therefore, despite the extremely high objective value of oral English proficiency 

in relation to supporting the success of international students in universities where 

English is the medium of instruction, the perceived subjective value of oral English 

proficiency remains low among Chinese students in China. There exists a huge gap 

between the subjective value and objective value that Chinese international students 

ascribe to oral English proficiency before they actually begin their overseas study. 

Hence, the answer to the “Do I want to do it?” question for learning oral English—

aligning with students’ low valuing of oral English—is likely to be “no.”  

Expectation of Success for Learning Oral English among Chinese Students  

In addition to the low subjective value Chinese students tend to attribute to oral 

English proficiency, a low expectancy of success contributes to their lack of 

motivation for oral English learning prior to overseas studies. Due to the 

aforementioned washback on English language teaching in China, teachers and 

students teach and learn to the test, making passing the test the ultimate goal (Jin, 

2015). As oral English proficiency does not play any significant role in helping 

students to pass the tests, test preparation focuses almost exclusively on reading and 

writing. Consequently, Chinese students learn English in an environment devoid of 

oral English (He & Shi, 2011) and are not exposed to adequate oral English training, 

even in such basic aspects as pronunciation (He & Shi, 2011). Often Chinese students 

speak English with a strong accent that severely influences effective communication 

with native English speakers, making them feel apprehensive when speaking in 

English (He & Shi, 2011). It is often the case that Chinese students spend up to a 

decade in English language learning contexts being trained only in reading and 

writing (Jin, 2015). When they are eventually required to speak in order to obtain the 

required TOEFL/ IELTS test scores for international education admission, they feel 

very insecure about their speaking and tend to perceive themselves as more capable 

in doing the reading and writing test components. To compensate, students often 

further minimize their oral training to focus on achieving higher reading and writing 

scores, in the hope they will counter-balance the low oral language grades in the 

global test score.   

As a result of these factors, Chinese students tend to have a low expectancy of 

success in relation to learning oral English. This low expectation of success is 

negatively related to their motivation. In other words, when a Chinese student is given 

an oral English task, and asks both “Can I do it?” and “Do I want to do it?”, the answer 

to both questions is likely to be “no.” According to expectancy–value theory, when 

the answers to both questions are “no,” students will not be motivated to engage 

(Eccles & Wigfield, 2002).  

It is not surprising, then, that Chinese international students tend to lack 

motivation for learning oral English prior to their international education, and it is 
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also not surprising that, compared with other international students, Chinese 

international students demonstrate lower oral English communication capacity (G. Li 

et al., 2010). Unfortunately, as a result of their limited oral English, Chinese 

international students are more likely to experience acculturative stress and 

psychological problems than other international students (J. A. Chen et al., 2015; G. 

Li et al., 2010). However, it remains unclear how Chinese international students’ 

academic acculturation experiences impact their motivation in oral English learning 

once they realize what it is like to have limited oral English proficiency in an English-

speaking academic context. Hence, we designed the study reported here to explore 

motivation for oral English learning among Chinese international students with low 

oral English proficiency, through the academic acculturation stories they relate.  

METHODS 

In alignment with our purpose and research questions, we structured the study as a 

narrative inquiry (Clandinin, 2000). Narrative inquiry is effective for understanding 

and representing human experiences because “the storied descriptions people give 

about the meaning they attribute to life events is the best evidence available to 

researchers about the realm of people’s experience” (Polkinghorne, 2007, p. 479). 

Narrative inquiry enables understanding through inquiring “how people think through 

events and what they value” (Riley & Hawe, 2005, p. 229). Narrative inquiry suited 

the general objective of the study: to gain understanding of the motivational factors 

at play in the complex experiences told by Chinese international students with low 

oral English proficiency.   

Participants and Recruitment 

We recruited participants from a mid-sized Canadian university where English 

is the language of instruction. We required that participants were Chinese students 

attending university classes. We contacted the university’s international center and 

English school to distribute the recruitment email to all Chinese international students 

attending the university. We also utilized snowball sampling through our personal 

contacts to facilitate the recruitment. In the recruitment notice we asked participants 

to self-identify as students with low oral English proficiency. Then, when potential 

participants contacted us, we asked them to provide their original admission 

TOEFL/IELTS scores to verify their speaking scores. If their speaking scores were at 

or below the minimum requirement for admission into the university’s undergraduate 

program, the students were invited to participate. Often international students are 

offered conditional acceptance to an institution even though their language scores fall 

below the minimum requirements, with the condition that certain language courses 

be completed before or together with the program of study.  

Because the fundamental aim of narrative inquiry is to gain an in-depth 

understanding of individuals’ experiences through collecting and analyzing detailed 

individual narratives of experience, as opposed to generalizability (Lieblich et al., 

1998), we decided to carry out multiple data collection sessions with a small number 

of individuals. The small sample size enabled the capture of detailed stories while 
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still allowing for a variety of participant experiences to be represented (Creswell, 

2005). We continued to recruit participants until we reached data saturation (Morse, 

1995) with our sixth participant. Data saturation is the point at which significant 

information across participants’ data becomes repetitive, and no new salient 

information is identified (Morse, 1995).  

Data Collection  

We used a predetermined interview protocol to elicit data directly relevant to 

answer the research questions (Leins et al., 2014). The interview protocol was 

designed following an interview protocol refinement framework comprised of a four-

phase process: “(1) ensuring interview questions align with research questions, (2) 

constructing an inquiry-based conversation, (3) receiving feedback on interview 

protocols, and (4) piloting the interview protocol” (Castillo-Montoya, 2016, p. 811).  

We first developed interview questions around the research questions of this 

study informed by expectancy–value theory. We designed questions in three main 

categories: (a) the academic acculturation experiences participants experienced, (b) 

their value and expectancy of success for learning oral English before and during their 

academic acculturation, and (c) how their academic acculturation experiences 

impacted their value and expectancy of success for learning oral English in Canada. 

Then we further condensed and refined all questions to be open-ended to invite an 

inquiry-based conversation, as the aim of in-depth interviewing is not to get answers 

to questions but to understand the complex individual lived experiences of people 

(Seidman, 2013). Following these steps, two experts in qualitative research methods 

reviewed the protocol to generate feedback for further revision as a quality control 

measure. Finally, the first author translated the questions into Chinese and tried the 

interview questions with Chinese English as a foreign language speakers to ensure 

the wording was concise.  

The first author, who is proficient in both Chinese and English, conducted the 

interviews in Chinese because the participants were, of necessity, low in oral English 

proficiency. It was important for participants to use the language with which they felt 

most comfortable and were most likely to be successful in communicating the full 

richness of their experiences. While following the general format of the interview 

protocol, the first author followed it with flexibility, so that the conversations were 

appropriate for capturing the unique voices and experiences of each participant 

(Rabionet, 2011). 

One preliminary and one follow-up in-person interview were conducted with 

each participant. Follow-up interviews were conducted after the preliminary analysis 

of the first interview data to further probe emergent themes from the first interview. 

Each interview lasted 45–60 min, and was audio-recorded. Each interview was 

transcribed by the first author, and the subsequent transcription, in Chinese, was sent 

to the participant to verify that it accurately captured what they intended to 

communicate. The verified transcripts were then translated into English by the first 

author for analysis. 
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Data Analysis 

Data analysis was carried out in two stages. First, in keeping with narrative 

inquiry methods, we analyzed the data through the process of re-storying (Creswell, 

2005). We organized the experiences described by each participant in their interviews 

into a narrative sequence to form an independent personalized story, to describe and 

illuminate, in their own words, each individual’s lived experience of academic 

acculturation. Second, we used a general inductive analysis approach (Thomas, 

2006). Working across the re-storied narratives, we identified text segments 

significant to the research questions, labeled (coded) the text segments, and then 

organized related codes and data into themes. Initial codes and themes were generated 

by the first author. The second author then reviewed the data and coding to raise 

questions, suggest alternative interpretations, and discuss possibilities for organizing 

and presenting findings. This negotiation continued until consensus was reached.  

FINDINGS  

In this section we report findings in relation to our two research questions: (a) What 

are the academic acculturation stories of Chinese international students with low oral 

English proficiency? (b) How do these students describe their motivation for learning 

oral English in relation to their academic acculturation experiences?  

Academic Acculturation Stories of Chinese International Students with Low 

Oral English Proficiency  

Through the processes of narrative re-storying (Creswell, 2005) and general 

inductive analysis (Thomas, 2006), it became apparent that the academic 

acculturation stories of the six participants in this study were penetrated with four 

overarching themes: (a) excitement and shock, (b) pain and anxiety, (d) loneliness 

and isolation, and (e) helplessness and resignation. Although the magnitude of these 

psychological responses varied among the six participants due to individual 

differences, all these responses were present and significant in each of the 

participants’ stories.  

Excitement and Shock  

The theme of excitement and shock refers to the high hopes and optimistic 

outlook participants held for their international education journey before their arrival 

in Canada and the unexpected discrepancy between their hopes and reality. The theme 

was prevalent in all six participants’ narratives.  

The participants described positive feelings when they first arrived in Canada 

stemming from high expectations for their overseas study experience and an 

optimistic outlook regarding communicating in English. As Kandy framed it, “It’s 

just speaking ABCs. How hard could it be?” This optimistic outlook made them 

confident and excited about embarking on an international journey of study. The 

participants also described looking forward to communicating with people from other 
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countries and making international friends. Lisa imagined herself “talking and 

laughing out loud on campus with Canadian friends.”  

However, once they started using English to communicate in an authentic 

English-speaking environment, with native English speakers engaging in 

conversations at normal speed, they were shocked. Kandy repeatedly used the 

exclamatory phrase, “Oh my God!” when describing her disbelief, while Kevin 

claimed that “the real English communication in Canada was totally different” from 

what he had learned in China. All six participants were overwhelmed by the 

discrepancy between the anticipated reality and the actual reality of English 

communication in Canada. The excitement Kandy and Kevin had felt for studying 

abroad was based on false confidence in their English capacities, derived from the 

praise of their parents and teachers in China who only focused on grades. The 

realization of their inability to communicate orally in Canada was a grim awakening 

to the challenges of academic acculturation.  

Similarly, before arriving in Canada, Nick and Lisa anticipated “some English 

communication problems” (Lisa) but were still optimistic. However, as Nick 

lamented during his first interview, “I never thought the problems would be this 

insurmountable.” Amanda and Selina also underestimated how severely their English 

oral communication deficiency would negatively impact their experiences. Amanda 

explained she had thought her “English would be improving very quickly by listening 

to and speaking English all the time in Canada.” However, the reality was very 

different: “Even after more than a year of study in Canada, I still can’t make Canadian 

friends and speak English with a strong accent.” (Selina）  

Pain and Anxiety  

Following their preliminary feelings of excitement, and then shock, participants 

identified pain and anxiety resulting from the communication barriers they 

encountered during their academic acculturation process both in academic and non-

academic domains.  

Participants frequently used the words “frustration,” “embarrassment,” “shame,” 

and “pain” to describe their feelings while adjusting to a Canadian academic setting. 

As Nick painfully pointed out, “For a task that took one hour for Canadian students, 

I would probably need five hours.”  

While the academic pressure was a little less for Selina and Amanda, in the 

preparatory language program, the other four in the undergraduate program could not 

communicate with professors or other Canadian students for help to tackle the 

academic challenges they faced. Low oral English proficiency resulted in the four 

participants “working alone and working extra-long hours” (Kandy), leaving them 

constantly stressed, as Nick explained, “both physically and psychologically.  

In addition to frustrations in the academic domain, the participants’ nonacademic 

oral communication experiences were no less frustrating. All six participants 

experienced barriers dealing with even basic daily life situations such as getting the 

right food in a restaurant. In the social aspects of their lives, none of them was 

successful in developing relationships with Canadians because they were “not 

capable of having in-depth and efficient social conversations in English” (Kevin). As 
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Kandy explained, the “heart-wrenching feelings” resulting from her inability to 

communicate made her feel like “that person in The Scream” (the famous painting by 

Norwegian Expressionist artist Edvard Munch). 

Accompanying the painful feelings resulting from various communication 

barriers was a strong feeling of anxiety for all six participants. After arriving in 

Canada, they realized that the English they were taught to speak in China was very 

different from the authentic colloquial language used by native English speakers. As 

a result, they became anxious and nervous, because they knew that they were 

“supposed to participate by speaking English” (Kandy), yet they were “not able to 

express themselves in English” (Selina). Kandy even got to the point of nervously 

“tapping her feet whenever sitting in the classroom,” while Selina felt “afraid to speak 

English” with other international students. Nick got so anxious that his “brain would 

just go blank when talking in English in front of people.”   

The perceived discrepancy between themselves and other students undermined 

their confidence, leaving them feeling “somehow not good enough” (Nick), “lame” 

(Kandy), or “not equal” (Lisa) to the students who could communicate in English 

freely. Participants constantly compared themselves with Canadian students or 

international students with high oral English proficiency, leading to a feeling of 

inferiority, which in return further exacerbated their anxiety when communicating in 

English.  

Loneliness and Isolation  

Finding themselves alone in a foreign country, far removed from their usual 

social support systems, and separated from the Canadian community due to their 

inability to communicate in oral English, participants described intense loneliness and 

isolation.  

“Being far away from home all alone” (Kandy) without familiar social supports 

such as family and friends weighed heavily on the students. Compounding this 

challenge was the difficulty, due to communication barriers, of connecting with the 

Canadian community. Because of their low oral conversation capacity, the 

participants “could not engage in meaningful social conversations” (Amanda). 

Consequently, they “could not bond with Canadian students” (Kevin), even though 

all of them felt Canadian students were very welcoming and friendly.  

As a result, all six participants perceived themselves as “outsiders” (Kevin). They 

felt Canada was “not a world of their own” (Nick), and they felt rejected by the host 

culture community. The feeling of rejection caused them to feel isolated. As Kevin 

expressed: “Without relationships with the Canadians, no matter how beautiful 

Canada seemed to be or how well I did academically, I still felt empty inside and 

alone.”  

Helplessness and Resignation  

After repeated futile attempts to communicate in English, and failure to access 

local social supports to provide help or empathy for the psychological stress they were 

experiencing, participants described feeling helpless and resigned.  
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Being international students, all the participants’ established support systems, 

family and friends, were in China. However, even though those support systems were 

accessible via phone and electronic communication, all participants described feeling 

that their family and friends in China could not offer the empathy they needed because 

they “had not lived the academic acculturation experiences” (Kevin). Participants also 

felt embarrassed to discuss their difficulties with friends in China; Kandy explained 

that her friends perceived her study abroad to be “colorful and exciting” (Kandy), and 

she did not want to have to explain the reality to them.  

When Selina tried to explain to her parents about the difficulties she was 

experiencing in Canada, her parents blamed her for not working hard enough. 

Similarly, Nick eventually chose to lie to his parents by saying his oral English was 

getting better even though in fact it was “not improving at all,” because his parents 

kept hectoring him as to why he did not converse with Canadian students and improve 

his English quickly. Other participants withheld the language deficiency difficulties 

they encountered from their parents out of “fear of disappointing them” and because 

they were “reluctant to worry them” (Kandy).  

Both Kandy and Nick pointed out that they were not able to voice their feelings 

of frustration to their Chinese friends in Canada either. They were afraid that such 

conversations would just make things even heavier and more depressing for all of 

them. In addition, although there were counseling services available through the 

university, it was no help due to the participants’ inability to communicate with the 

counselors. Four of the six participants clearly stated in the interviews that they 

needed help from psychological counseling, but they did not feel the service the 

university offered would be of any use to them. Amanda and Nick were not even 

aware that campus counseling services were available.  

Eventually, after repeated communication frustration, participants gave up trying 

to find a place in the Canadian community. Instead, the participants only socialized 

with other Chinese students. As a result, their daily communications always involved 

speaking Chinese. Despite their recognition that they needed to learn English to study 

or do “almost everything” (Kandy) in Canada, they chose to speak Chinese out of 

“communication efficiency” (Kandy) and “avoidance of embarrassment” (Nick). 

Consequently, they resigned themselves to being separate from the host culture 

community and “not living in an English-speaking environment” (Nick), even though 

they were studying in an English-speaking university.  

In summary, the academic acculturation stories of the participants in this study 

clearly demonstrated that, as a result of their limited oral English capacity, they faced 

constant and significant challenges in the new academic setting. These challenges 

resulted in a constellation of negative emotional responses. It was evident that the 

participants’ language communication difficulties severely impacted their 

psychological well-being during their time studying in Canada.  

Oral English Learning Motivation in Relation to Academic Acculturation 

Experiences  

As a result of their extremely difficult academic acculturation experiences in 

Canada, the participants described increased motivation for enhancing their oral 
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English proficiency. In the light of the expectancy–value theory, this increased 

motivation can be explained by the continually increasing subjective value 

participants came to attribute to learning oral English. However, expectancy of 

success also plays a role in motivation. While the expectancy of success for oral 

English acquisition peaked briefly at the beginning of the students’ academic 

acculturation, when they first arrived in Canada, it soon started to decline as they 

realized that they would not learn to communicate in English as easily as they had 

anticipated. For a visual representation of the students’ shifting subjective valuing of, 

and expectancy of success for oral English learning in relation to their academic 

acculturation experiences, please see Figure 1.  

Figure 1: Oral English Learning Motivation in Relation to Academic 

Acculturation 

The visual representation indicated in Figure 1 was created by the researchers to 

illustrate the students’ shifting subjective valuing of and expectancy of success for 

oral English learning in relation to their academic acculturation experiences. 

Low Subjective Value Before Academic Acculturation  

When asked how they valued oral English before they began their studies in 

Canada, five of the six participants referred to oral English as “unimportant” because 

it was not addressed in their English tests. Only Selina, who attended an international 

high school, thought spoken English was somewhat important. All participants 

reported that the English teaching and learning they had experienced only focused on 

material that would be tested in written exams, which confirms the prominent 
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washback of English language testing in China (He & Shi, 2011). As a result, before 

they arrived in Canada, all six participants assigned little value to the spoken 

component of English language learning, because it did not figure prominently in the 

teaching and testing they experienced in China.  

Even when these students had to take non-Chinese English proficiency tests that 

had an oral component, such as IELTS or TOEFL, they still focused on “wordlist 

memorizing” (Selina) and “test paper drilling” (Amanda) during their preparations. 

All six participants took IETLS or TOEFL test preparation courses in private tutoring 

centers, but all the course content heavily “emphasized test-taking skills instead of 

actual language communication ability” (Lisa). None had any idea that an oral 

English deficiency could influence their lives so profoundly in an English-speaking 

country. In short, before their study in Canada, none of the six participants 

subjectively valued oral English.  

Rising Subjective Value of Oral English During Academic Acculturation.  

However, because the participants’ inability to communicate orally in English 

resulted in such harsh academic acculturation experiences, they came to a painful but 

clear realization that oral English proficiency was vital for their international study. 

The initial shock that resulted from the inability to “talk like a normal person” (Nick) 

with native English speakers in daily social settings made participants see the value 

of oral English that they had not seen before they came to Canada.  

After repeated frustrations when engaging in conversations with Canadians, the 

participants perceived their inability to communicate in oral English as “the biggest 

gap” (Lisa) between Canadian students and themselves. They recognized that they 

were not able to express themselves in oral English in an academic context. The 

recognition of this deficiency subsequently led to acute feelings of anxiety for their 

academic performance, and inferiority in comparison to the Canadian students 

surrounding them. As Nick shared,  

Lots of project assignments require substantial oral communication with 

Canadian students, and participation alone accounts for a portion of the final 

grade. I got very anxious when I found out my roommate received a grade 

of zero for a group project because he failed to communicate with his 

Canadian teammates.  

When the participants realized the academic stakes associated with oral English 

communication, they assigned further value to oral English learning in relation to 

their study in Canada.   

As their academic acculturation progressed, the students began to notice that their 

low oral English proficiency undermined their “life in Canada in every way” (Kandy). 

This was another reason to assign additional value to oral English learning. As Lisa 

opined, “Improving oral English is more important than the academic courses.” As 

her acculturation continued, she recognized that her limited oral English not only 

influenced her academic study but also cost her many other affordances that she used 

to have in China, such as close personal relationships, leaving her lonely and isolated, 
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like a “barren tree that has lost all of its leaves.” Again, realizations such as these 

boosted the students’ subjective valuing of oral English learning. 

Low Expectancy of Success Before Academic Acculturation  

When asked about the possibility of successfully acquiring a high level of oral 

English proficiency in China, all six participants described it as impossible. As Selina 

commented, “My teachers spoke ‘Chinglish’ with an accent that was totally odd! How 

good can my spoken English be?” Additionally, all participants identified the lack of 

authentic English-speaking environment within the Chinese context as a key reason 

why they were not confident in achieving oral English proficiency in China. 

Therefore, before they arrived in Canada, while still in China, the participants had a 

very low expectancy of success for oral English language learning.  

Peaked Expectancy of Success at the Beginning of Academic Acculturation  

When all six participants first arrived in Canada, they were very excited to start 

their journey in an English-speaking environment filled with opportunities to be in 

contact with native English speakers. The students imagined they would be “speaking 

to Canadians every day” (Amanda) and “walking with foreign students, boys, and 

girls all together on campus” (Lisa). This expectation of abundant opportunities to be 

in contact with authentic English speaking drove their expectancy of success for oral 

English learning to a high level at the beginning of their academic acculturation. 

Decreased Expectancy of Success as Academic Acculturation Progressed  

However, the initial brief excitement of being immersed in an English-speaking 

environment was soon replaced by shock. Participants were astonished when they 

discovered the oral English they learned in China was “worlds apart from the English 

spoken by Canadians” (Kandy). When their “Chinglish” stopped them from having 

smooth conversations with native English speakers, their excitement at being able to 

utilize the authentic English-speaking environment to practice and improve their 

spoken English was dampened. The students’ expectancy of success for oral English 

learning began to diminish.  

Increasingly, after continuous communication frustrations and failed attempts to 

bond and form friendships with Canadians, participants felt rejected by the Canadian 

community. Lisa realized that “even though Canadian students are all very friendly 

and nice, they are not going to talk too much with you if you speak English with a 

very strong accent.” Nick explained: “Without the ability to produce clear and fluent 

oral English speech, it is impossible to make real Canadian friends.” The sense that 

they had been rejected by the Canadian community left the students feeling “lonely,” 

“insecure,” and “isolated” in a foreign country. As a result, participants turned to 

other Chinese-speaking students so they would feel “secure” (Kandy) and 

“connected” (Nick). The students’ expectancy of success for oral English learning 

decreased further as the students recognized they were isolated from the Canadian 

community, not able to access authentic English-speaking opportunities.  



Journal of International Students 

848 

Although all six participants continued to desire to integrate into English-

speaking communities, they felt helpless, because they could not have meaningful 

conversations with Canadians. The students eventually gave up trying to find a place 

in the Canadian community and stayed in the Chinese community. This resignation 

and their daily Chinese-speaking academic acculturation reality continued to 

diminish their expectancy of success for learning oral English.  

The subjective value that these six students attached to oral English proficiency 

continually increased in relation to their academic acculturation experiences, which 

positively impacted their oral English learning motivation. In contrast, their 

expectancy of success only peaked at the very beginning of their academic 

acculturation process. Their perceived high expectancy of success declined as they 

encountered repeated communication frustrations and weakened further when they 

experienced isolation and resigned themselves to communicating only in Chinese 

with other Chinese international students, which negatively influenced their oral 

English learning motivation. Overall, due to the extremely high subjective value for 

oral English proficiency that all six participants acquired over the course of their harsh 

academic acculturation, all students described an increased motivation for oral 

English learning.  

DISCUSSION 

The data in this study clearly illustrate the positive relationship between oral English 

proficiency and successful academic acculturation for Chinese international students, 

as previously identified by Sawir et al. (2012). The Chinese international students 

with low oral English proficiency suffered severe consequences academically, 

socially, and emotionally during their academic acculturation process due to their 

inability to communicate orally, as has also been reported by Zhang and Beck (2014). 

As a result of their painful academic acculturation experiences, the students’ 

subjective valuing of oral English communication increased, as did their motivation 

for oral English learning. However, their expectancy of success for oral English 

learning peaked only at the beginning stage of academic acculturation, and then 

decreased as they realized they were unable to cultivate meaningful relationships or 

practice oral communication with English-speaking peers. 

It seems commonsensical to reiterate that oral language is perhaps the most 

critical form of communication for international students and speaking the same 

language as their host country peers is the best way to communicate. However, this 

seemingly commonsensical understanding was not held by the participants in this 

study, who were educated in a context that emphasized the value of silence in 

classrooms (Sun, 2009; Yang, 2011) and English language learning practices that 

focused solely on success in test-taking (He & Shi, 2011; Jin, 2015). The subjective 

value that the participants ascribed to oral English learning before their academic 

acculturation in Canada was low. The participants only came to a clear realization of 

the value of oral English for their international study and became motivated to learn 

oral English after their painful academic acculturation experiences. 

Research indicates that Chinese students tend to have distinctively low 

motivation during their decade-long English education program in China (He & Shi, 
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2011; Jin, 2015). This lack of motivation contributes to the relatively low oral English 

proficiency of Chinese students as an international student group (G. Li et al., 2010). 

Consequently, Chinese international students tend to experience substantial academic 

acculturation difficulty and psychological stress (Meng et al., 2018). What would help 

these students?  

Expectancy–value theory suggests that recognizing the high value of a learning 

activity is not sufficient on its own to motivate engagement. Learners also need to 

have at least a reasonable expectancy of success. To better design and anchor support 

for international students, it is necessary to understand not only how and why they 

value oral English for communication and survival but also how and why their 

motivation for learning oral English might shift before and during academic 

acculturation. Even though it is common for someone to value a new language as a 

means of communication in a foreign country, a low expectancy of success such as 

the participants in this study experienced, resulting from a lack of opportunity to 

speak with host country peers, will negatively influence their oral English learning 

motivation and impede their successful academic acculturation. Perhaps, if more 

accessible social support and better language learning support had been provided at 

the beginning stage of their academic acculturation—before they began to feel 

isolated and helpless—the students would not have lost their initial high expectancy 

of success. With both a high subjective value of oral English learning and a high 

expectancy of success in place, students would likely have been highly motivated. 

Accordingly, they would have been better positioned to gain oral English proficiency, 

and so experience a more successful academic acculturation.  

Implications 

The findings have various implications for stakeholders in the Chinese context 

as well as host country institutions. To support and facilitate successful academic 

acculturation for Chinese international students in English-speaking countries, there 

is much that can be done. 

Implications for Chinese Students, Parents, Chinese English-Language Educators 

and Test Designers  

Chinese parents and students need to be made aware of the value of oral English 

proficiency and the relationship between oral communication and international 

students’ successful academic acculturation. Chinese parents and students are willing 

to invest in English language education. However, evidence from this study and 

elsewhere (e.g., Matoush & Fu, 2012) suggests that Chinese parents and students need 

to be cognizant of the limitations of test preparation centers and invest more 

generously in language educational services that emphasize authentic language 

learning that values speaking alongside listening, reading, and writing. Parents and 

students can make effective English language education choices only when they 

understand and recognize the value of oral English proficiency.  

In addition, the English testing system (as well as English teaching and learning) 

in China needs to be enhanced for better testing quality (Cheng, 2008) by the addition 
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of a mandatory speaking component. Not only would this addition render the tests 

more authentic as a measure of a student’s English language capacity, but the 

washback would likely exert a positive influence on English teaching and learning. 

With the speaking component made mandatory for high-stakes admission and 

graduation English tests, the firmly entrenched practice of teaching to the test would 

require the focus of attention to expand from only reading and writing to include 

speaking.  

This study also has implications for English as a second language (ESL) teacher 

training in China. ESL teachers need specific professional training for teaching the 

oral component of English, so that they are able to help students communicate in 

spoken English confidently and effectively and afford students a reasonable 

expectancy of success. If ESL teachers can only speak “Chinglish,” with an accent 

that severely hinders communication with native English speakers, it is very unlikely 

that their students will feel confident about achieving oral English proficiency.  

Implications for Host Country Academic Institutions and Educators  

Academic institutions should pay particular attention to the design of programs 

that actively help international students at the beginning of their academic 

acculturation journey, with targeted oral English language learning support and 

opportunities to socialize with host country peers (thereby increasing their expectancy 

of success for oral English learning). Additionally, support services such as academic 

and personal counseling need to be made accessible throughout the students’ 

programs of study with a foregrounded recognition that low oral proficiency 

inherently creates a barrier for many international students to access and benefit from 

such programs.  

Meanwhile, educators who work with international students should be made 

aware of the particular challenges that students with low oral English proficiency face 

in academic contexts—for example, challenges related to group work, oral 

presentations, and the inability to confidently articulate questions. It is extremely 

valuable for institutions to offer ESL language programs to international students with 

low English proficiency. However, it is key that such programs pay particular 

attention to supporting oral proficiency—for example, by emphasizing the often-

neglected sound system of the English language to help students develop solid ability 

and confidence for oral English communication. Research confirms that effective 

teaching of English pronunciation can make an important difference in helping 

international students to integrate socially into the host culture (Derwing & Munro, 

2005).  

Limitations and Future Research  

Due to the in-depth narrative nature of this study, only six undergraduate Chinese 

students from one Canadian university were included. The participants represented 

students in math, engineering, arts, and science, and the English language program. 

For future research, it would be informative to study the academic acculturation 

experiences and oral English learning motivation of Chinese international students 
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with low oral English proficiency from a variety of universities and include 

participants from more programs, particularly the business programs whose curricula 

require substantial oral communication (Brink & Costigan, 2015).  

This research was also limited by its focus on participants with low oral English 

communication capacity. Additional research that examines how Chinese 

international students with a high level of English oral communication capacity in 

English-speaking countries acculturate into their overseas studies would help to 

further develop understanding of the relationship between oral proficiency and 

academic acculturation.  

CONCLUSION 

Chinese international students, who make up a significant portion of the international 

student body in English-language academic institutions all over the world (G. Li et 

al., 2010), often demonstrate low oral English proficiency and so are frequently 

perceived as “the silent group” on campus, separated from the host culture community 

(Yi, 2014). However, this study introduced to us that the six Chinese international 

students with limited spoken English were in fact very eager to communicate with 

and acculturate into the host culture community. They experienced isolation resulting 

not from personal choices, but from frequent, often insurmountable, oral 

communication barriers.  

Over the course of their academic acculturation, the participants in this study 

experienced shock, anxiety, social isolation, and helplessness. Their painful academic 

acculturation experiences did, to a certain degree, increase the students’ motivation 

for oral English learning as a result of their increased subjective valuing of oral 

communication in authentic English. However, the grim reality of isolation and 

helplessness also made them view the goal of speaking fluent and authentic English 

to acculturate as unrealistic, leading to a low expectancy of success that undermined 

their motivation.  

This research provides insight into the interactions between Chinese international 

students’ oral English proficiency, academic acculturation, and motivation for oral 

English learning. The understandings gained suggest important implications for 

enhancing the practices of those involved in the English language education and host 

institution support of Chinese international students. Students who seek out 

international study and the institutions who welcome them recognize the potential for 

both to benefit. This study identifies the importance of supporting international 

students’ successful academic acculturation in order to realize those benefits, how 

supporting oral English learning can help, and what those supports could look like.  
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