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Abstract 

Around the world, colleges have been providing opportunities for students to participate in double-degree 

programs. In the past 30 years, double-degree education at tertiary level has been developing fast in China. 

While many studies focused on its positive effects, little attention was paid to its shortcomings. Through a focus 

group interview of five undergraduates from a Chinese university, this study revealed some underlying 

deficiencies of China‟s double-degree education. The interview comprehensively uncovered participants‟ 

motives, expectations, difficulties and reasons for quitting with regard to their double-degree programs. Colleges‟ 

failure to live up to expectations (i.e., quality of courses, teachers, job prospects) and students‟ lack of external 

support were found to be the main causes that led students to cease their studies. School policies and personal 

reasons also contributed to their decisions. This research provides advice for future curriculum planning and 

management of double-degree education from the perspectives of students, teachers and universities.  
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1. Introduction 

Nowadays, colleges around the world offer their students opportunities to participate in double-degree programs 

in order to obtain a second degree. Double-degree education is thought to have satisfied the need of 

interdisciplinary talents and all-round developed individuals (Chen, Qi, & Liu, 2007). China started to provide 

double-degree education in 1980s, which has developed significantly in the past 30 years. Double-degree 

education has become a regular part of China‟s curriculum system in tertiary level (Li, 2009).  

Lots of researchers have discussed and revealed the significance and benefits of double-degree education, but 

few of them focused on the existing problems of it. Actually, in some colleges, the number of double-degree 

graduates has been decreasing, and one of the major reasons is that some students decided to quit their 

double-degree programs halfway (Mai, 2006). The problem continued to catch public attention as it was reported 

that in two universities in Guangdong province, half of the students who had taken part in the programs gave up 

in the end (Tan, Liu & Feng, 2012). This research, therefore, aims to find out why students dropped out of 

double-degree programs, which may help to figure out the possible problems of double-degree education. We 

conducted a focus group interview involving five college students in China, in which they were asked about 

reasons why they quitted the programs.  

2. Literature Review 

Across the world, researchers proved that a second degree can bring more opportunities in employment sectors 

as well as a higher earning (e.g., Del & Hersch, 2008; Hemelt, 2010; Roksa, 2005). Other researchers tried to 

discover the career destination (Mannix, Harrison, & Sumsion, 2013), program design (Hunger, Werner, & 

Ekadiyanto, 2013) and identity construction of students (Baldry, Märtsin, & Eivers, 2018) in terms of 

double-degree education. 

In China, double-degree education has gained increasing attention and is widely thought to be a good way to 

foster interdisciplinary talents. Scholars have discussed many of its benefits, showing a positive attitude towards 

it. For example, it was found that undergraduates with double degrees are more likely to pursue graduate 

education or get employed after graduation, and have 13.3% higher earnings from their first jobs (Ma, 2013). 
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Liang, Lv, and Fan's (2006) research indicates a same trend that undergraduates who have obtained double 

degrees have broader horizons which make them more competitive in the job market.  

Though double-degree education is generally proved to be beneficial, what should be noticed is that not all the 

students would successfully finish their studies. Studies have pointed out that due to reasons like high pressure 

and lack of time, some double-degree students wanted to quit or had already quitted their programs (Mai, 2006; 

Wang, Ni, & Guo, 2008). L. Xu, Zhong, Wu and Hua (2010) have summarized four main problems of 

double-degree programs. First of all, the teaching of double-degree courses was sometimes blind and random, 

which means teachers did not well integrate knowledge from different professions, neither did they follow 

certain rules of knowledge forming and transforming. In addition, some colleges did not provide students with 

enough opportunities to choose a second degree, and some of the double-degree programs did not result in good 

teaching effects and qualified graduates. Furthermore, there is still no official document in China which 

specifically supervises the management of double-degree education. There is no effective quality monitoring 

system in colleges as well. The lack of necessary guidance and thorough research of training plan, as well as a 

heavy studying burden upon students‟ first degrees, all added hardship to effective teaching and management of 

double-degree education (Bian, 2010).  

It can be seen that most of the problems were proposed from the perspectives of universities, but what students 

themselves think of their choosing or quitting double-degree programs remains unknown. M. Xu's (2009) study 

particularly investigated the need and degree of satisfaction of non-English majors who chose English as a 

second degree. Using a questionnaire as the main research tool, her study involved seven colleges and more than 

900 students. Surprisingly, almost 40% of the students were uncertain or dissatisfied towards double-degree 

programs, and more than half of them were discontent with the textbooks used in the courses. M. Xu later 

conducted interviews with students being unsatisfied with the programs. She found that dissatisfaction existed 

because benefits of such studies were not clear during the process and students were unsure about whether they 

could reach their goals. Besides, studying another degree brought negative effect on their first degrees because it 

took up much of their free time. Nevertheless, M. Xu‟s study has some limitations since she did not depict the 

reasons in detail.  

Overall, deficiencies of double-degree education were not given due attention. Even fewer studies tried to expose 

problems by discovering students‟ perceptions. Therefore, it remains unknown whether problems perceived by 

students are the same as what the researchers have summarized by examining the program design and related 

policies. This research aims to figure out the possible deficiencies of double-degree education by interviewing 

five college students who gave up their double-degree programs. We decided to conduct a focus group interview 

with the five participants. The research questions are shown below: 

1) What were the motives and expectations that prompted the five students to participate in double-degree 

programs? 

2) What were the difficulties and reasons that led the five students to quit their double-degree programs? 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Focus Group Interview 

We mainly used focus group interview as the research method. Focus group interview originated from group 

interviews of sociology and the oral history studies of history. A focus group is, according to Lederman (Thomas, 

MacMillan, McColl, Hale & Bond, 1995), “a technique involving the use of in-depth group interviews in which 

participants are selected because they are a purposive, although not necessarily representative, sampling of a 

specific population, this group being „focused‟ on a given topic”. There are several advantages of focus group 

interview. First, a focus group has the ability to generate data based on the synergy of the group interaction 

(Green, Draper & Dowler, 2003). Second, focus group interview can gather a large amount of data in a relatively 

short time span. It is time-saving and high-efficient. Third, participants are encouraged to communicate with 

each other, not just with the researchers. Therefore, researchers can regard the interview as a research object and 

observe the interaction among participants to get more information.  

3.2 Research Site and Participants 

The research was conducted in a university located in Southern China. Double-degree programs in this 

university usually last for four years (counting from the beginning of first-degree study). Only sophomores are 

allowed to apply for a double-degree program. The program requires a total of 60 credits, including graduation 

thesis credit. Courses of double-degree programs are compulsory and students need to complete all the courses 

during the third to eighth semesters. Five undergraduates in this university took part in our interview.  
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Table 1. General Information of the Participants 

 Sun Guan Cai Xie Zheng 

Double degree Finance Finance Finance Accounting Finance 

Grade Junior Sophomore Junior Junior Junior 

 

Table 1 displays the basic information of the five participants: Sun, Guan, Cai, Xie and Zheng. All of them were 

studying English and Education as their first degree. Everyone except Xie learnt Finance as a second degree. 

Xie chose to study Accounting. They were chosen as the participants due to the following three reasons. Firstly, 

they were friends of the researchers and this laid a good foundation for the reliability of the study, as they were 

willing to tell us their own stories. Secondly, all of them had been studying a second degree but gave up, which 

quite fits our research aim. Finally, their double-degree study lasted for more than one year, which means they 

had rich experience and deep understandings of the programs. This would contribute a lot to our research.  

3.3 Data Collection 

The interview was conducted in a university classroom. Four interviewees took part in the interview in person 

and one interviewee participated through live broadcast. Before the interview, the research moderator informed 

the participants of the research topic and promised to keep their information confidential. Participants were 

asked about information of the following four aspects: their motives for pursuing a second degree, their 

expectations for the double-degree programs, the difficulties they met and the reasons why they quitted their 

programs. To allow participants to better express themselves, the interview was conducted in Chinese. It lasted 

for 80 minutes and a voice recorder was used to record the whole process while researchers were taking notes. 

Researchers asked questions and the five participants answered one after another.  

3.4 Data Analysis 

All the content of interview was transcribed. We complemented the transcripts with the observational notes taken 

during the interview and summarized notes written immediately after the interview. Then, we discussed and 

sorted out the text. Code analysis was used to analyze the data. 

Table 2. Coding of the Transcript 

Preliminary Codes  Category Codes  Concept Codes 

Learn new knowledge and experience; 

Change ways of thinking;  

Follow suggestions from family; 

Know more about themselves; 

Bring better career prospects; 

Be interested in the second degree; 

Be uninterested in the first degree. 

Knowledge and horizons  

Interest 

Career choice 

Motivations 

Teachers teach well; 

Students are in a good state in class; 

Students can get a satisfied job; 

Students can improve their abilities. 

Courses 

Teachers 

Satisfied jobs 

Abilities  

Expectations  

The courses are boring and too difficult; 

The curriculum designs are irrational; 

Teachers are not fully responsible and qualified; 

There are few friends in classes of the programs.  

Courses  

Teachers 

Interpersonal relationships  

Difficulties  

There is difficulty in time management; 

The lessons are not suitable; 

There is difficulty in finding a related job; 

School has established new policies; 

There is disapproval from parents;  

Friends quit the program. 

Dissatisfied expectations 

Lack of external support 

School policies 

Personal reasons  

Reasons for 

quitting the 

programs 

 

The code analysis went through three-code analysis—three levels of codes. Table 2 illustrates the codes of each 

category. In the first-round code analysis, we read the transcription several times to sort out the key words and 

phrases and got the preliminary codes. Later in the second-round code analysis, we looked for commonality in 

the preliminary codes and then classified them into category codes. In the last round, we discussed the 

classification of the data sets and combined some of the category codes into a broader aspect to form concept 
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codes. We had read over our transcription to ensure that the concept codes could fully illustrate the data.  

4. Findings 

4.1 Motives and Expectations 

4.1.1 Motives 

We found out three major motives of the participants to study a double-degree program. First and foremost, they 

mentioned the merits of accumulating more knowledge and broadening their horizons. The second degrees they 

chose were all scarcely pertinent to their first degree, so they were helpful in expanding the students‟ scope of 

knowledge, for instance: 

First of all, I want to learn some subject knowledge which is different from my own major. It‟s kind of like a 

supplement to my prior knowledge. Secondly, I‟d like to alter my thinking pattern, because my major belongs to 

liberal arts. Pursuing a degree more related to natural science is likely to help me explore new ideas. (Sun)  

The second motive lies in interest. The majority of the interviewees reported that they were interested in their 

second degrees before they actually received the courses and knew further about the programs. However, from 

the wording they used to depict their so-called interest, such as “I thought”, “I assumed”, it can be inferred that 

they didn‟t have a clear understanding of the subjects they were going to learn, only to make decisions based on 

instinct. For example, Cai described the reason why she decided to learn finance:  

Actually, before I got to know more about finance, I thought I was interested in finance and economics. I didn‟t 

know what I truly liked, because I hadn‟t been exposed to other subjects...But you don‟t know what other 

subjects are like until you really get exposure to them, so I got more curious about what things could be like 

when you viewed from other perspectives. (Cai) 

The third factor accounting for their decision is related to career choice. They either wanted to do the jobs related 

to their second degrees or they disliked the occupations related to their first degree. Their decisions were also 

affected by the job prospects the second degree may bring. Since the interviewees mainly chose finance or 

accounting, it can be seen that they prefer a degree which was seemingly more competitive in the job market. In 

the following excerpt, Guan directly pointed out the advantages of learning finance compared with education: 

In addition, compared with getting a diploma in English and Education, you‟ll certainly be more competitive 

when applying for a job, if you can get a diploma in finance. (Guan) 

To summarize, the leading factors that led the participants to learn a second degree are knowledge, interest and 

career choice. 

4.1.2 Expectations 

The focus group interview also centered on the participants‟ expectations of double-degree programs. The first 

expectation is pertinent to academic expectations, including that of courses and teachers. For example, Sun 

explained how she looked forward to the teachers and courses in her double-degree program which should be 

more interesting: 

I expected the lecturing of the teachers would have been funnier than that of the teachers of my first degree. At 

least they shouldn‟t be worse than the teachers of my first degree. I also hoped that I could have been more 

interested in the courses and willing to accomplish the tasks or assignments. (Sun)  

Another expectation is about external bonuses, such as opportunities for satisfied jobs and further study, as well 

as improvement of more abilities. Example can be found in Zheng‟s case, as she expected the program to bring 

her benefits in applying for a postgraduate project:  

If I could get the diploma of finance, it might help me to apply for a postgraduate program on finance after 

graduation. I am quite interested in finance, so I hope to obtain more knowledge about it. Another reason is that 

my original major is English and Education, which is more of a liberal-art major, so I want to study another 

degree to foster my logical thinking. (Zheng) 

As is revealed above, the participants‟ expectations on double-degree programs were generally high. It can be 

inferred that if the courses cannot live up to their expectations, they might feel disappointed and lose confidence 

to tackle difficulties. This may further trigger their tendency to quit. 

4.2 Difficulties and Reasons for Quitting 

4.2.1 Difficulties 

The second research question deals with the difficulties students came across when they were pursuing a double 
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degree. The first barrier is about the courses, including boring course content, excessive level of difficulty, and 

unreasonable course settings. These factors were reflected in Sun‟s complaints:  

Those courses are filled with theories and they were even not as intriguing as my first degree...Some courses are 

too complex for students who originally study liberal arts. Besides, I also think the course settings are not so 

reasonable. That is to say, there are only two courses in sophomore year, but there are far more courses in junior 

year. (Sun) 

The second obstacle is related to the course teachers who were irresponsible and unprofessional. It was 

surprising that most of the interviewees had a negative impression on the course teachers. Sun reported that one 

of her teachers was “so irresponsible that he used the PPT designed ten years ago and he didn‟t update any 

contents”. Zheng also mentioned that the teachers were “not as good as I had imagined”.  

The third hindrance, which is easily neglected, lies in interpersonal relationships. We realized from the interview 

that because a double-degree class was usually reconstructed, the vast majority of students didn‟t know each 

other beforehand. At the same time, a double-degree class often had no or very few extracurricular activities, 

which was quite different from a normal class. Owing to this, students‟ unfamiliarity with each other caused the 

lack of peer support and reciprocal help. Zheng shared with us how sad she was when she found that the only 

learning partner dropped out of the program:  

My best friend in my double-degree class quitted the course, and I was not so familiar with other classmates in 

my double-degree class. So there was no one for me to turn to for help, which was quite excruciating. I felt so 

desperate and this incident magnified all the difficulties I had met. I felt like this was the straw that broke the 

camel‟s back. (Zheng) 

Most difficulties the interviewees had met were related to their original expectations. Failure to fulfill their 

expectations was the main cause of their quitting the programs. 

4.2.2 Reasons for Quitting 

The last key research aim is figuring out the reasons why they quitted the program. Although specific reasons 

might vary from individual to individual, there are some shared reasons that shed light on our research. 

First and foremost, dissatisfied expectations account for most interviewees‟ withdrawal from double-degree 

programs. As is stated before, most of them held very high expectations for courses, teachers and job prospects, 

yet these expectations were not met. Thus, the discrepancy between the ideal and the reality could strike them 

badly. Guan felt especially disappointed when she found that her second degree in finance actually did not bring 

any advantages to her when she was seeking jobs: 

When I went to the job fair, I felt utterly desperate, because even if you have a second degree in finance, the 

employers won‟t consider you, thinking that you‟re just a layman. (Guan) 

Another crucial reason is lack of external support, such as parental support or peer support. For some 

interviewees, their decision-making could be easily distracted or affected by others. For example, Zheng told us 

how her mother and classmate influenced her to give up the program:  

My mom kept telling me how good it was to be a teacher. She told me that even if I succeeded in working in a 

bank, it would be not as good as being a teacher. But the most important reason is that the classmate that 

supported me all along quitted her double-degree program. And I felt like I had lost my last glimpse of hope, and 

I couldn‟t soldier on. (Zheng) 

Zheng was prone to give up when she felt she did not win support from parents in terms of career choice. What‟s 

worse was that her learning partner dropped out of the program. It significantly weakened her will to continue 

the program. Apart from these two factors, school policies also account for some interviewees‟ decisions. For 

instance, some students dropped out of the programs because they learnt that from 2015, students who get 30 

credits can get a certificate even if they haven‟t finished the course or the dissertation. Other students quitted the 

programs because they were not allowed to learn a second degree while engaging in an exchange student 

program. Other reasons are mainly personal reasons including poor time management, tight schedule, and 

mismatch between courses and cognitive level.  

5. Discussion and Implications 

5.1 Discussion 

Previous work has portrayed the significance, existing problems, as well as tactics for improvement about 

double-degree programs (Bian, 2010; Chen et al., 2007; Li, 2009). However, few of them explored students‟ 



http://hes.ccsenet.org Higher Education Studies Vol. 9, No. 1; 2019 

27 

 

perceptions of such programs. The current study empirically identified the motives and expectations that 

prompted students to pursue a second degree, and examined the difficulties and reasons that caused students to 

quit their double-degree programs. Results of this study support what has been found in previous research that 

knowledge, interest and employment are paramount motives for students to participate in double-degree 

programs (e.g., Mai, 2006; M. Xu, 2009). What we have additionally found is that students showed high 

expectations for the courses, teachers, as well as increased job opportunities the program may bring.  

The study has revealed the kinds of difficulties that deprived the participants of their interest, patience and 

persistence in acquiring a second degree. They involve difficult curriculum content, inappropriate curriculum 

planning, irresponsible and unprofessional teachers, and alienated interpersonal relationships. Students finally 

decided to quit the double-degree programs because of unfulfilled expectations (i.e., courses, teachers, job 

prospects) and lack of external support. Students often look forward to diverse classroom instruction with active 

interactions and atmosphere (M. Xu, 2009), so it is reasonable that if the programs fail to meet students‟ wishes, 

they will become so disappointed and generate the thought of quitting double-degree programs. 

Poor time management, tight schedule and mismatch between courses and cognitive level, also turned out to be 

the contributing factors of students‟ withdrawal from double-degree programs. Wang et al. (2008) pointed out 

that the academic disparities between the first and second degrees, high pressure and lack of time are all the 

difficulties students may come across in double-degree programs. This study accords with their research but adds 

more factors that may make the students less motivated and even give up the programs, such as alienated 

interpersonal relationships and lack of external support.  

Among those factors, there is one that has rarely been discussed: the limited contribution of double-degree 

programs to job opportunities. Mai (2006) found out that some students abandoned the chance of learning a 

second degree because they realized that courses aimed at improving foreign language skills or computer skills 

were far more beneficial than double-degree programs. Indeed, we found that the advantage of double-degree 

programs is not as considerable as that of some certificates. Participants thought the value of double-degree 

programs lies in expanding knowledge scope rather than in directly bringing more job opportunities. In fact, 

owing to the lower criteria for admission to double-degree programs, more and more students have a chance to 

take part in the programs; this kind of widely universal “elite education” may have undermined the unique 

advantage of double-degree programs (Mai, 2006). Perhaps this is why obtaining a second degree does not bring 

the expected benefits in job-hunting. Students may eventually turn to other helpful ways to increase the 

possibilities of employment, such as enrolling internships, preparing certificates in certain fields or enrolling in 

the postgraduate entrance examination. This result is different from a previous study which indicates that 

double-degree programs could bring obvious superiority in further study and employment, as well as a 13.3% 

increase in income (Ma, 2013). 

Another unanticipated finding was that lack of external support also contributed to students‟ quitting 

double-degree programs. Support from peers and parents turned out to be essential in helping students finish the 

programs. During the learning process, students are the confused and struggle-filled ones (Baldry et al., 2018), 

and that‟s why external support becomes so vital.  

5.2 Implications 

We have drawn some implications for students, teachers and universities. First of all, students are strongly 

recommended to consider carefully about the value of double-degree programs. Students need to compare the 

functions of double-degree programs, short-term training programs and job-oriented certificates, and decide 

whether learning a second degree is a better choice. After resolving to engage in a double-degree program, 

students should ponder which specific degree they should choose. Overriding priority should be given to whether 

they are interested in the study of certain degree and whether they are able to study it well. It is important for 

students to be well aware of their own strengths and limitations before choosing a second degree.  

Secondly, teachers are supposed to give more guidance and suggestions when students are choosing their second 

degrees. They can talk with the students about the ability needed for certain double-degree programs and check 

whether students reach the standards. In this way, students can have a better understanding and be able to make a 

wise choice. When delivering lessons in double-degree programs, teachers should pay attention to students‟ level 

differences. Students enrolled in the double-degree programs usually come from different institutes. Some of 

them can catch up with teachers easily, as the courses are closely related to what they have learned. However, 

students who lack basic knowledge may find it difficult to follow the courses. Thus, teachers should be aware of 

such level differences and make a balance in content delivery.  

Finally, in terms of universities, we recommend that activities should be organized to construct a more united 
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class where students could feel a sense of belonging. A united and familiar class may endow students with good 

interpersonal relationships. In this way, when students run into learning difficulties in studies, they may be more 

willing to persist because of the support from classmates. Regarding admissions policy, there should be some 

requirements for admission to double-degree programs. This includes reaching a certain score in related subjects 

so that students can prove that they are able to handle the programs. For example, if students want to be enrolled 

in the accounting program as a second degree, they should at least have a good grade in mathematics in the 

college entrance examination. At the same time, it is advised that the GPA requirement for getting admission to 

double-degree programs should be raised. This again helps to ensure that students have enough learning ability 

in studying a second degree which may be so different from their first ones. Reference books should be also 

provided for students before the programs begin. This will give them an opportunity to judge whether the 

subjects are too difficult for them.  

6. Conclusion 

This paper tried to figure out why students quitted their double-degree programs through a focus group interview 

conducted in a university in southern China. We found that there are two main reasons. The most important one 

is that the double-degree education received by the students did not meet their expectations. The high 

expectations from students included quality of courses, teachers and job prospects, etc. However, the discrepancy 

between the ideal and reality primarily caused them to give up the double-degree programs. The other crucial 

reason is lack of external support. The participants could not get enough support from their parents and friends, 

which made them feel upset. Other than the two main reasons, school policies and personal reasons including 

poor time management, tight schedule, and mismatch between courses and cognitive level, also account for their 

withdrawal from the programs.  

The study also gave some suggestions for the implementation of double-degree programs. Obviously, successful 

completion of the program relies on the joint efforts of students, teachers and universities. To be specific, 

students are advised to be more cautious when choosing a double-degree program, taking both interest and 

capability into account. Teachers are supposed to provide more guidance to get students familiar with the 

programs, and pay attention to their level differences in class. In terms of universities, they should help to create 

a closer relationship among participants of the same double-degree program and at the same time raise the 

admissions requirements.  

Nevertheless, since our study only involved five students in a specific university in Southern China, our 

conclusion may not fully apply to other colleges. We suggest future researchers conduct studies involving a 

larger scale of students in China. In this way, more common problems may be revealed and policy makers are 

able to get valuable information about how to improve the quality of double-degree programs.  
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