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Abstract
This is the first study to explore the impact of significant life experiences and the Confucian concepts guanxi,
renqing and mianzi on the learning motivation and life aspirations of adolescent international students from
Confucian Heritage Cultures (CHCs). Semi-structured interviews were conducted with four students, who
arrived in Australia to study when they were aged between 12 and 17 years. The findings indicated that during
their first two years of studying abroad, the students were motivated to continue learning by their friends and
family, as well as their teachers and homestay hosts. More importantly, despite facing difficulties of growing up
in a foreign country and various issues related to studying abroad, significant life experiences and the Confucian
concepts mianzi, renqing and guanxi, played a key role in mediating their learning motivation and life aspirations.
Implications for students’ family, teachers and other stakeholders in international education are discussed.
Keywords: guanxi, adolescents, learning motivation, international students, aspirations
1. Introduction
Over the past decade, international education has been one of Australia’s biggest export earners, with billions of
dollars accrued each year. However, recent statistics have indicated that, as of early 2010, international student
enrolments in Australia public and private schools have decreased (Access Economics, 2009). While such a
decline can be attributed to factors such as changes to student visa conditions and to the General Skilled
Migration, as well as the increasing value of the Australian dollar and the acts of violence against international
students (Deloitte Access Economics, 2011), other explanations under the socio-cultural framework should be
considered. Because the majority of previous research has mainly focused on adult international students (18
years and older), little is known about the experience of adolescent international students, especially those from
Confucian Heritage Cultures (CHCs; Cornish 2005; Hwang & Han, 2010). While there are a number of studies
that have investigated issues related to studying abroad for these young students, none have explored the role of
significant life experiences and the Confucian concepts guanxi, renqing and mianzi, in relation to their learning
motivation and life aspirations.
1.1 Adolescent International Students
Adolescent international students aged between 12 and 17 years form a unique group of students. In contrast to
adult international students, younger students face challenges associated with the physical changes of puberty
and the social transition of adolescence (Patton & Viner, 2007). These students can experience a variety of
psychosocial issues, including acculturative stress (Poyrazli, Kavanaughn, Baker, Al-Timimi, 2004;
Spencer-Oatey & Xiong, 2006; Ye, 2005; Yeh & Inose, 2003), academic stress (Sovic, 2008), financial stress
(Sherry, Thomas, & Wing Hong, 2010), discrimination (Jung, Hecht & Wadsworth, 2007), loneliness (Poyrazli &
Lopez, 2007; Sawir, Marginson, Deumert, Nyland, & Ramia, 2008), homesickness (Hendrickson, Rosen & Aune,
2011), second language anxiety (Brown, 2008), and visa-related issues (Labi, 2010; Urias & Yeakey, 2009),
which can potentially lead to further anxiety (Sumer, Poyrzli, & Grahame, 2008), depression (Wei et. al, 2007;
Oliffe, Robertson, Kelly, Roy, & Ogrodniczuk, 2010) and social isolation (Kwon, 2009; Sherry, Thomas, & Wing
Hong, 2010).
Although they share similar socio-cultural vulnerabilities, adolescent international students are more prone to the
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same socio-cultural issues experienced by adult international students because they also have to confront issues
related to identity formation (Klimstra, Hale III, Raaijmakers, Branje, & Meeus, 2010; Luyckx et al., 2008),
parental support (Reinherz, Giaconia, Paradis, Novero, & Kerrigan, 2008) and peer relationships (McCarroll,
Lindsey, MacKinnon-Lewis, Chambers, & Frabutt, 2009). Differences in emotional maturity and psychological
stability between adult and adolescent international students (Huntley, 1993; Qing, 2009) can also exacerbate
these issues for the latter group.
Although adolescent international and domestic students may have similar vulnerabilities to psychosocial issues,
such as anxiety (Erath, Flanagan & Bierman, 2007) and depression (Ohannessian, Hesselbrock, Kramer,
Kuperman, Bulcholz, Schuckit, & Nurnberger, 2005; Rice, Harold, & Thapar, 2002), substance abuse (Komro,
Maldonado-Molina, Tobler, Bonds, & Muller, 2007; Lubman, Allen, Rogers, Cementon, & Bonomo 2007;
Ludden & Eccles, 2007), anti-social behaviour (Spotts, Neiderhiser, Hetherington, & Reiss, 2001; Trentcosta,
Hyde, Shaw, & Cheong, 2009) and eating disorders (Jennings, Forbes, McDermott, Juniper, & Hulse, 2005;
Nguyen-Rodriguez, Unger, & Spruijt-Metz, 2009), the former group of students may experience more learning
and adjustment issues due to their lack of English proficiency (Brown, 2008), differences in teaching styles and
learning approach between their host country and their home country (Sovic, 2008), and contrasting cultural
values (Iwamoto & Liu, 2010). Therefore, adolescent international students are highly vulnerable to psychosocial
and cultural pressures, which may lead to greater school withdrawal rates (Mei & Lowe, 2009).
Despite their financial contributions to Australian educational institutions (i.e. public and private schools), little
research has aimed to understand of how significant life experiences (Note 1) and cultural values may affect the
lives of adolescent international students, particularly their learning motivation and life aspirations. Based on
their extensive review of existing relevant literature, the authors were not able to identify past studies, either
quantitative or qualitative, that had explored the impact of significant life experiences (Arber, 2008; Collins,
2006; Gan, 2009; Kuo & Roysircar, 2006; Popadiuk, 2010; Richardson & Hurworth, 2007) on the learning
motivation and life aspirations of adolescent international students while studying abroad. The present study
aims to address this gap in the literature.
1.2 Understanding Learning Motivation and Life Aspirations
Within the context of education, learning motivation can be considered as any types of goal-oriented behaviour
that seeks to fulfil intrinsic (e.g. affiliation, personal growth and community contribution) or extrinsic learning
objectives, i.e. wealth, fame and image (Deci & Ryan, 2004; Reiss, 2004). These intrinsic and extrinsic learning
objectives may be self-set (Deci & Ryan, 2004) and/or influenced by socio-cultural factors, such as parental
support and guidance (Hoang, 2007; Turner, Chandler, & Heffer; 2009), teacher and peer relationships (Radel,
Sarrazin, Legrain, & Wild, 2010; Wentzel, Battle, Russell, & Looney, 2010) and media influence (Clark, 1994;
Kim, 2010). These objectives may have short-term and long-term benefits. Students may prioritize them
differently and they may be subject to change (Deci & Ryan, 2004).
Based on Reiss’s (2004) Theory of 16 Basic Desires (Note 2), a student’s goal-oriented behaviour can be
identified in a behaviour chain, whereby ‘a series of instrumental motives [are] followed by one or more end
goals [to] complete the behaviour chain’ (Reiss, 2004, p. 179). To illustrate, a behaviour chain is present when a
student takes initiative to seek academic support from private tutors and is determined to stay up to study in
order to fulfil the desire to obtain the school grades (instrumental motive) required for admission, as well as
scholarship (instrumental motive) into medical school (end goal). The end goal in this behaviour chain may have
noticeable links to other motives. For instance, the desire to study medicine may have been part of desire for
knowledge (curiosity), to be autonomous (independence) or for approval from her family (acceptance). Although
it was not discussed by Reiss (2004), achieving end goals can also signify the fulfilment of life aspirations.
Life aspirations can be defined as any type of behaviour that seeks to fulfil achievement, social and other future
goals (Deci & Ryan, 2004; Reiss, 2004). Aspirations can also be self-determined or influenced by socio-cultural
factors, such as family, friends, teachers and the media and can be both intrinsic and extrinsic in nature (Deci &
Ryan, 2004). The development of life aspirations involves a somewhat different process to learning motivation.
For instance, a student with aspirations of becoming a doctor would initially focus on how to achieve this goal,
with consideration to its actual feasibility and the available sources. At a later stage, the student’s knowledge and
experiences can assist in defining goals that are possible to achieve (sub-goal) in order to fulfil the future goal of
becoming a doctor (McInerney & Van Etten, 2001). Naturally, the student may have other aspirations which can
extend beyond the educational context. Therefore, aspirations in students can occur in multiple stages and may
co-exist with other aspirations.
The development of learning motivation and life aspirations are similar, but there are nuances between them. In
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sustaining learning motivation and life aspirations, a more dynamic process may be involved, rather than one
that is essentially linear. While the sustenance of learning motivation and life aspirations is also dependent upon
the sources that are available to the student, there are culture-specific values that can play an equally important
role (McInerney, 2008). As such, the present study intends to explore the role of the Confucian concepts guanxi,
renqing and mianzi on learning motivation and life aspirations.
1.3 Guanxi, Renqing and Mianzi
Guanxi, renqing and mianzi are Confucian concepts that are entrenched in CHCs, such as China, Japan and
Vietnam (Centrie, 2000; Weis, 2000; Hwang & Han, 2010; Lockhart, 2003; Loden, 2006). A vast majority of
literature on guanxi, which can be defined as ‘one’s social ties and connections with a certain group of people in
general, or to the specific connections that exist between those people and the actual contact that they have’ (Law
& Leonard, 2004, p.3), has primarily focused on areas of business and management, while its importance in
learning motivation and life aspirations has been greatly overlooked. Since learning motivation and life
aspirations can be influenced by parental guidance, teacher support and peer relationships, unaccompanied
adolescent CHC international students may be more reliant on these relationships more than their domestic
counterparts. For adolescent CHC international students, these relationships are considered to a part of their
guanxi. Accordingly, ‘one’s social interactions, attitudes and behaviour are different depending on the types of
guanxi relationships one has with the other person’ (Law & Leonard, 2004, p.3).
With this notion in mind, the support and guidance derived from these relationships can be translated into
renqing, which is known as ‘emotional debt’ (Chang & Holt, 1994). The relevance of renqing in learning
motivation and life aspiration is also overlooked within the literature. According to renqing, ‘when one is helped,
one receives human emotion from the helper, whereby such human emotion is conceptualized as debt and
therefore one must repay the debt in order to balance the interpersonal exchange by returning a favour of equal
or greater value’ (Chang & Holt, 1994, p.358). In returning the favour to the benefactor, one is maintaining
mianzi, also known as face, which refers to a sense of ‘prestige and [honour] that accrues to a person as a result
of [their] successes…’ (Hwang, Francesco, & Kessler, 2003, p. 75).
In general, children from CHCs are nurtured with a sense of emotional debt to their parents (Bongyoung &
Gyuseog, 2009; Fenghu, Hong, Xiting, Lingxiang, & Huiying, 2009; Leung, Wong, Wong, & McBride-Chang,
2010). These children are expected to return these favours by being obedient and respectful to their parents.
They are made aware of the consequences of losing face and importance of maintaining face for the family.
They are also obligated to maintain good guanxi with their immediate families and friends. Therefore, adolescent
CHC international students would consider a rather complex set of social expectations and responsibilities while
sustaining their learning motivation and life aspirations, which is beyond the linear form of a behaviour chain.
2. Method
2.1 Participant Characteristics
Four international students aged between 18 and 23 years were recruited through convenience sampling (Evans,
2007; Goodwin, 1998), two of which were Japanese, while the other two were of Chinese and Vietnamese
origins. The average age during which they arrived in Australia to study was approximately 16 years. The
students were recruited based on the fulfilment of specific criteria. Firstly, they were supposed to have studied in Australia
while they were 12 to 17 years old. Secondly, these students were expected to have been international fee-paying
students during their first two years abroad. Thirdly, it was required that the students used English as a second
language and that the students were from CHCs (Cornish 2005; Hwang & Han, 2010). Fourthly, it was required that
the students did not live with any close family members or family friends during their first two years abroad. Lastly, the
students had to be currently 18 years or older. Participation from the students was voluntarily consented.
Anonymity and confidentiality were assured for all of the students interviewed.
2.2 Semi-structured Interview
To explore the role of significant life experiences and Confucian concepts in learning motivation and life
aspirations, a semi-structured interview was adopted for data collection. The quality and structure of the
interview schedule was regulated through frequent peer debriefing (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The interview
schedule consisted of five background questions and twelve core questions. The core questions were
contextualized in the students’ experiences throughout their first two years of studying abroad. Seven questions
were dedicated to exploring learning motivation. The students were able to respond to open-ended questions
such as What had motivated you to continue studying? or How did you try to keep yourself motivated? Five
questions endeavoured to explore the students’ life aspiration, such as, What were some of your future plans? or
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How have your plans changed since studying overseas?
2.3 Procedure
The students were recruited through snowball sampling, whereby the students were introduced to the researchers by their
common acquaintances. The interviews were conducted in variety of comfortable public and private spaces, such as
university classrooms and domestic cafes, with a friendly and approachable manner. Each interview was audio-recorded
using a digital voice recorder and lasted 45 to 60 minutes in duration. As a means of member checking, where the
interview content was unclear, the students were contacted for clarification.
3. Results
The interviews were transcribed in verbatim. Electronic copies of the interview transcripts were then imported
into NVivo, a computer software program for qualitative data analysis, where common themes were primarily
coded as they emerged. The coding of the transcripts occurred separately, as analysis for one interview was
completed before commencing another one. Data elicited were cross-examined by the researcher and a voluntary
independent party. Three master themes were generated based on the primary themes, including significant
experiences, extrinsic and intrinsic learning motivation and life aspirations. From these themes, guanxi, renqing
and mianzi emerged consistently as key subthemes.
3.1 Turning Points
During their first two years studying abroad, the four students recalled having experienced a significant event
that played a key role in their personal transformation and consequently helped them determine their future life
goals. Despite experiencing negative life events, the students reflected that such experiences lead to decisive
moments in their lives.
Unaccompanied adolescent CHC international students are usually accommodated with homestay hosts, from
which guanxi can be established between the student and the homestay hosts. Based on the interviews, two of the
students recalled encountering negative-turned-positive key life experiences. One Japanese student recalled
struggling to establish good guanxi with her homestay parents in Australia due to her need to maintain renqing
and mianzi. She vividly recalled an incident:
“...I’m kind of…having trouble with my homestay dad cos I didn’t know what to say so I’m always
talking to my homestay mum because I like her more than him… somehow I got kind of
stressed…sometimes, he’s really mean to me… I just went and talked to her [international student
program coordinator] and I told her not to tell them...but then she just told them everything... for
three month they just kind of be mean to me....we just get over everything...kind of made me
improve more and…learn...how they get upset and how they get happy and…things I shouldn’t
say… ” (H, female, Japanese)
A sense of obligation was evoked within this student, as she felt the need to dismiss her homestay dad’s
behaviour despite her discomfort. Such moral obligation may have been a result of her emotional debt (renqing)
towards her homestay parents, particularly her homestay mum with whom she had developed greater guanxi.
The fact that the coordinator had disclosed to her homestay parents about her problems, made her lose face
(mianzi). However, she acknowledged that after mending her relationship with homestay parents (a successful
attempt to reclaim mianzi, she was able to learn that through gaining a better understanding of how other people
are affected by her actions she may become a better person.
Adolescent CHC international students may develop even greater guanxi with their parents. Another student
recalled that despite her the loss of her father, the guanxi that she had established with him had tremendous
impact on her decision to return to Australia to finish her studies. She felt morally obligated and emotionally
indebted to her father (renqing), who would have wanted to her to continue with her education (mianzi):
“...when I was in Year 11, my dad passed away…went home for about a year... I think
that’s…another reason I didn’t finish Year 11…cos I have to leave like for 6 months... 8 months just
to go home so I just sort of left the school…there was good chance not coming back then I
thought…might as well come back…cos my dad really...wanted me to finish studying...” (Y, female,
Japanese)
In contrast to the Japanese students, two other students experienced key life events. One student recalled:
“...my teacher ...told me that you really good at counting and the balance sheet...he told me that
you should do maybe accounting, banking…. my mum told me...that banking and finance is a
really...good course in Vietnam...easy to get a job.” (L, female, Vietnamese)
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During their sojourn, their career paths and academic pursuits can be highly influenced by existing guanxi
relationships. Although guanxi established between her and her teacher was not as strong as that between her and
her mother, she, out of respect for both guanxi relationships, considered their advice. At the time of the interview,
she was studying a tertiary course in Finance and Banking, which suggests that the emotional debt derived from
her relationship with her teacher and mother propelled her to pursue her studies according to their advice
(renqing) in order to maintain face (mianzi).
Another student remembered feeling a sense of guilt because she realized that she was taking her family for
granted. After watching the film 2012, she realized just how much she respected and loved her family for their
support. She recalled:
“...if you’re still with them, you just think well what they do is normal... but when you come to
overseas…not everyone can treat you like your family…I was like…what if 2012 is really coming?
I start thinking well after university I have to go back cos my parents are old...if I’m not going
back, I don’t have really a lot of time to stay with them”. (C, female, Chinese)
The student felt a sense of obligation to care for her elderly parents. In the hopes of seeing her parents again, she
was motivated her to complete her studies. This sense of duty is a commonly observed characteristic among
persons from CHCs who possess strong renqing towards close family members
Whether these students aspired to be successful or to learn more about themselves in the near or distant future,
the importance of guanxi in their learning motivation and life aspirations was quite apparent as they recalled past
life events. For adolescent CHC international students, giving back and respecting those within their guanxi,
such as parents, teachers, and homestay hosts, reminded them of what is truly important. This made their journey
abroad more meaningful.
3.2 Learning motivation
Learning motivation may be influenced by extrinsic (financial burden) and an interrelated web of intrinsic
motives (desire for new knowledge, acceptance, social contact and a sense of tranquility). Evidently, intrinsic
motives are more pertinent to the students’ learning motivation. For adolescent CHC international students,
dynamics of guanxi, renqing and mianzi played an important role in mediating their learning motivation. One
student recalled that her desire for knowledge acquisition and approval from her teacher motivated her to
develop her art portfolio:
“...I’m doing Art...there are heaps work to do, but I still can do it cos I’m enjoying it which makes
me motivated...I do more work… and when I look at my folio...‘Oh heaps of work!’... when I done
my work and hand it to teacher, makes me kind of happy.” (H, female, Japanese)
The desire for approval was also present in homestay. By providing students with food and
accommodation, homestay hosts make a valuable contribution to their lives, and therefore, an emotional
debt is generated. Consequently, when more interaction between her and her homestay hosts was
encouraged, one student felt even more obliged and as a result of this, she was able to improve her
English. She recalled:
“... they didn’t want me to stay in my room…all the time… they wanted me to talk to them... I
always sit on the couch at night and watch TV together and just talk, which is really helped me a
lot.” (L, female, Vietnamese)
Peer relationships, a dynamic of guanxi, may also play an influential role in learning motivation. For one
student, the desire to establish stronger guanxi with her peers motivated her to build her vocabulary to
communicate with them.
“... when I talk to them...I struggle with my English, I feel like...you know, I have to study more and
then otherwise I can’t talk…if I learn and…I know …more vocabulary, I can talk to them more
and…having fun with them, which is makes me…more motivated.” (H, female, Japanese)
While guanxi established through peer relationships in their host country can have a direct influence on learning
motivation, guanxi developed in their home country can also have a major influence on learning motivation.
According to another student, the guanxi that she established in her home and host country played a vital role in
helping her overcome personal issues. She shared:
“...if it’s like my school work or…having trouble with my friends...I probably call my friends in
Japan or my parents but...I got…my close...friends in here too so if it’s not a big deal I can...just
talk to my friends…here.” (H, female, Japanese)
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Guanxi with close family members can play a significant role in maintaining their learning motivation. One
student relayed that the emotional support from her father provided her with the motivation to continue with her
studies.. Due to her father’s emotional investment in her pursuits, she is emotionally indebted to him (renqing).
To repay this emotional debt, she feels the need to maintain motivation in order to not disappoint her father
(mianzi). She recalled:
“...whenever I talk to him about my studying… my art he tried to tell me... his own experience
and...when he was child and stuff...make me kind of motivated.” (H, female, Japanese)
Emotional debt (renqing) derived from peer relationships can influence learning motivation. To repay this debt to
her peers, she felt obligated to invest more time into her studies and in turn, gain self-efficiency. Her attempts to
avoid being emotionally indebted to her peers may be perceived as a motivator for her to persist with her
learning endeavours. She recalled:
“I sometimes feel sorry for them because…they have to care about me…they have to do their work
as well...and then I was like…maybe I have to take more responsibility…do more study and…catch
up”. (H, female, Japanese)
3.3 Life Aspirations
Extrinsic aspirations included the desire to achieve good grades for admission into a prestigious university and
the desire to establish business ventures, while intrinsic aspirations included the desire to learn about other
cultures and the desire for seek the best that life had to offer. The cultural values upheld by the students were
found to have a significant influence in determining their life aspirations. Interestingly, that the findings
suggested that the students’ aspirations often coincided with that oftheir parents:
“If I can follow my dad [a fashion designer], which is great…” (H, female, Japanese)
Guanxi with parents may enable the students maintain learning motivation, but parents may also be able to act as
a role models. The Japanese student’s aspirations of emulating her father may be considered as an attempt to
uphold renqing and mianzi established through their guanxi. Similarly, another student aspired to be like her
father:
“My dad is really interested that I can follow his way of doing business...” (C, female, Chinese)
These aspirations are reflective of the strong guanxi established between these students and their parents.
Growing up in a foreign country means that they have to negotiate the formation of two identities. The first of
which is the identity as an emerging young adult and the other is the identity of a non-Native speaker of English
in a predominantly English-speaking country. Such a process can become even more difficult as they try to
manage their interpersonal relationships, while fulfilling their academic requirements. Despite being exposed to
such overwhelming pressure, the findings suggest that the students were able to maintain the self-belief to
develop their life aspirations.
4. Discussion
Any research which aims to explore cultural differences, whether quantitative or qualitative, should consider the
individualist-collectivist framework (Hofstede, 1986; Triandis, 1989) and the current study is no exception.
Existing literature on CHCs has suggested that, in terms of the individual’s sense of self and responsibility, there
is close relationship between independence and interdependence, and collectivism and individualism,
respectively. While the individual’s sense of self is autonomous in the Western world, individuals from CHCs
exist as a result of pursuing the five basic virtues and negotiating their roles within wulun, the five cardinal
human relationships (Chu, 1997; Park & Chelsa, 2007).
The five basic virtues are benevolence (ren), rightness (yi), propriety (li), moral understanding (chih) and trust
(shin), which have dependent virtues such as filial piety, loyalty and respectfulness. In pursuit of these virtues,
individuals are able to define their roles within the five relationships: 1) loyalty between ruler and subject, 2)
filial piety between parent and child, 3) obedience between husband and wife, 4) respectfulness between elder
and younger, and 5) trust between friends (Scollon & Scollon, 1994). Based on the interviews, it appears that the
maintenance of guanxi, renqing and mianzi is dependent upon the degree of commitment to maintaining these
virtues and relationships, which can also lead to, more or less, the upholding of other educational traditions in
CHCs, such as the quest for education, respect for authority and achievement motivation (Biggs, 1996). These
traditions were reflected in the student’s experiential recollections.
The Confucian concepts guanxi, renqing, and mianzi, along with significant experiences acted as mediating
influences on the students’ learning motivation and life aspirations. These factors are dynamic and holistic rather
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than linear or dichotomous. The interviews illustrated numerous behaviour chains of learning motivation and life
aspirations (Reiss, 2004). However, it is the salience of the traditional values that provided new insight to the
learning experience of adolescent international students from CHCs.
Beyond guanxi with parents, there are other guanxi r that can also make a significant impact on the learning
motivation and life aspirations. Existing relationships and those formed while abroad are particularly important
because they are mutually interdependent and emotional significant, rather than transactional relationships for
social or capital gains (Taormina & Gao, 2010). Guanxi with homestay hosts, teachers and peers can not only
fulfil immediate goals of learning a second language, but also inspire long-term life goals. The present study
yielded findings which suggest that, when significant life events occur, guanxi, renqing and mianzi, can play an
important role inspiring these young students to cope with stress and persevere when faced with adversity.
Positive experiences of adolescent CHC international students may indeed help promote their immediate and
long-term goals. However, negative experiences can be discouraging for young sojourners. It is during these
difficult times that guanxi, renqing and mianzi may assist in changing the nature of the experience from negative
to positive, particularly when guanxi with parents are considered. Guanxi between students and their parents are
governed by filial piety.
Filial piety is considered a pervasive virtue in CHCs which dictates ‘how children should love and respect their
parents, take care of them, obey their commands, worship ancestors, avoid harm to the body, ensure the
continuity of the family line and bring honour to the family’ (Hui, Sun, Chow, & Chu, 2011, p. 378). Past
research has indicated that filial piety and parental value on education significantly contributed to the academic
achievement of Chinese secondary school students, while the absence and/or insufficient care for one’s parents
had a negative impact on motivation (Chow & Chu, 2007; Hui, Sun, Chow, & Chu, 2011). As a virtuous
derivation of renqing and mianzi, filial piety may become a great source of inspiration, guiding students on the
right path towards achieving their life aspirations.
As expressed through the interviews, when these students are experiencing self-doubt and adversity (i.e.
interpersonal conflict, divorce or death in the family) they may choose return to their home country. However,
what can supersede these challenges is of filial piety. It can act as a reminder of what is truly important, which
makes being abroad more meaningful. Given the emotional and financial investments from their parents, these
students may feel obligated to repay the emotional debt by saving face for their family as they persevere through
personal difficulties, making their parents proud.
Through the findings, it is suggested that cultural upbringing can help shape the motivational qualities of
unaccompanied adolescent international students. These qualities fuel the process of developing resilience
towards stressors which may arise during their sojourn. Rather than being discouraged by negative experiences,
they can find the inner strength from their family to overcome such hardships. Resilience for negative life
experiences can help them cope with the difficulties associated with studying overseas and determine who they
are, and what they want in life (Yair, 2008; 2009).
The present study has contributed great insight into the experience of unaccompanied adolescent CHC
international students. However, there are a few limitations that should be acknowledged. Firstly, since the
present study used a sample of four participants whose experiences were shared through their own unique
perspectives, there is limited generalizability from the findings. Secondly, because all of the participants were
non-native speakers of English, the expression of their thoughts and feelings may have been compromised due to
their restricted command over the English language. The students’ experiences may have been more accurately
captured if interviews were conducted in their native language. A balance of male and female participants would
have diversified the findings and in turn provide greater insight into the experience of adolescent international
students. Future studies would benefit from focusing on the experience of adolescent international students from
other non-Western and non-English speaking backgrounds, such as South Asia and the Middle East to gain a
better understanding of cultural factors that may influence their motivational qualities while studying abroad.
Finally, further research should explore why students decide to return to their home, rather than staying their
intended visit. Longitudinal studies of such phenomena would contribute greatly to the international education
literature.
Based on the findings, there are important implications for homestay, teachers, parents and schools that cater to
adolescent international students. By providing extra encouragement, high school ESL teachers would positively
contribute to their students’ self-confidence within as well as outside of the classroom (Yair, 2008, 2009). These
students can also benefit from group assignments, where tasks involve interactive communication and
collaboration with domestic students. By promoting extra-curricular programs, public and private schools would
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be able to enrich their learning experience and personal development. Social engagements and/or after-school
programs that provide homework assistance can help these students fulfil their academic requirements and
promote social interaction between domestic students and international students which can optimize their
English skills and competency (Trice, 2007; Ha, 2009). Social interaction with homestay hosts should be
encouraged by international program coordinators, as it would benefit these students greatly as they continue to
learn English. While abroad, they are at their most vulnerable to psychological issues associated with
adolescence and socio-cultural issues related to being abroad. Therefore, parents who send their children to study
abroad might consider making it their highest priority to provide a much needed source of inspiration.
The experience of studying abroad as an unaccompanied adolescent international student seems like a
double-edged sword. The benefits of studying abroad may become overshadowed by some of the difficulties
related to learning a new language, making new friends and culture shock, which can then have negative impact
on learning motivation and life aspirations. However, through gaining an understanding of guanxi, renqing,
mianzi and the virtues from which they derive, homestay hosts, teachers, friends and family would be able to
assist not only adolescent CHC international students, but students of other cultural backgrounds who share
similar values, with focusing on their goals and overcome the psychological and socio-cultural challenges of
studying abroad.
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Notes
Note 1. Significant experiences are ‘short and intense instructional episodes that students remember to have had
a decisive effect on their life’ (Yair, 2008, p.92). There are two types of turning points; positive and negative
turning points. Positive turning points can be defined by key incidents or lived-experiences that are positive in
nature and have had a positive impact for the individual. Positive turning points can also be defined by
negative-turned-positive experiences. Conversely, negative turning points are defined by negative key incidents
or lived-experiences that have made a negative impact on one’s life (Yair, 2009).
Note 2. Reiss (2004) highlighted that there are 16 fundamental motives that we all have in all stages of life (i.e.
high school students, university students, militants, fast food employees, human service providers and nursing
home residents). These motives have three main features: end purposes, universal motivators and psychological
importance.
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