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Abstract:  

Objective: The study took a multi-theoretical approach to underscore the causes of UP among international 

university students in China.  Methodology: Quantitative and qualitative data were collected from international 

students in the Project 985, Project 211, and the regular universities using: (1) a LOC tool (N=30), (2)a mini-

survey (N=30), and a self-administered questionnaire (N=671), and (3) interviews (N=30). Results: PCA 

reveals that academic underperformance is due to (1) the students' characteristics, (2) the formal curriculum, 

(3) faculty efficacy, (4) the managerial issues, (5) student support, (6) the co-curriculum, and (7) the academic 

majors. Bartlett's and KMO test (ꭓ2 (136) = 932.243, p < 0.001), Spearman's Correlation test, Mann-Whitney U 

and Kruskal-Wallis H tests displayed statistically significant correlations among the factors such that the null 

hypotheses were all rejected. The results guided implications for all stakeholders to harness synergies. 

Keywords: under-performance, attribution, teacher efficacy, motivation, international students, international 

higher education. 

Introduction 

Student mobility is essential to the internationalization of higher education (HE) 1. Internationalization is a 

process of assimilating a transnational, intercultural 2 3 or worldwide dimension into the determination, 

meanings, or delivery of HE with a careful, thoughtful and reminiscent blend of the locally treasured cultural 

heritage as an internal response to challenges of globalization 3 4. Academic performance is a complex product 

of socio-economic, psychological, environmental, academic, external, and internal factors 5 and calls for an 

intricate sequence of activities that mix skills and knowledge for a treasured output. It demands a holistic 

approach because it is the ultimate product of incontrovertible factors; mutable, internal, and external to the 

performer 6. So, investigating factors behind UP in as critical 7. Due to the modest availability of relevant 

systematic studies about determinants of UP in Chinese universities, from the students' perspective, a lot is 

left to speculation. There is a voluminous literature on student performance but focusing on performance in 

general and not underperformance. Besides, they are based on specific academic disciplines and in academic 

settings different from the Chinese. The current study is about causes of UP among international students 

across all disciplines in China. Since Chinese and the Western education systems are philosophically, socially, 

mailto:Lazarus
mailto:liujinedu@bit.edu.cn2
mailto:SongyueLin@link.cuhk.edu.hk,
mailto:chigonjetsobanda@gmail.com,
mailto:zhouwenhui@bit.edu.cn
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and politically internationalized differently, this study will bridge the knowledge gap in this area and suggest 

the synergy- to increase student performance and optimize resource allocation 8. The rest of this paper is 

structured as follows: theoretical framework, methodology, results, discussion, conclusion and 

recommendation. Appendices come before the references. 

 

Theoretical Framework  

(1) Attribution (AT), (2) Expectancy (ET), (3) Self-determination (SDT) and (4) Theory of Performance (ToP))  

Attribution Theory says people tend to explain behavior by ascribing its causes to the internal or external 

environment 9 10 in a way that conciliates and puts them "in a good light" because, generally, they are typically 

optimistic when envisaging their undertakings 11 and inextricably link failure to fault hence not ready to 

attribute failure to themselves 12. Depending on their attitude and feelings towards others, students and teachers 

succumb to self-serving bias, which sometimes does not "serve the self" but are in some cases produced by 

"cold," cognitive processes as well as "hot" motivations and needs. Both loci of control and attribution styles 

have a significant impact on students' and teachers' motivation, expectations, self-esteem, risk-taking behavior, 

and even on the actual outcome of students' actions.  

Expectancy Theory says there are associations between the effort students apply in studies, the output they 

achieve from that effort, and the rewards they receive from their effort and output 13. A student will be 

"motivated to the degree that he or she believes that (a) effort will lead to acceptable performance (expectancy), 

(b) performance will be rewarded (instrumentality), and (c) the value of the rewards is highly positive (valence) 

13. A student will study hard only if s/he perceives the advantage of having a degree in a particular discipline; 

else, he withdraws efforts.  

The Theory of Performance (ToP) stipulates that an individual's performance level at any point in time depends 

on six factors: (1) the level of skill or the specific actions that are used by the student which are transferable 

across multiple types of performances, (2) the level of identity of the student  and (3) their level of 

integrationist knowledge, (4) the context or variables associated with the situation in which the student is 

supposed to perform, (5)  their personal factors such as aptitude, wellness, and health, emotional wellbeing, 

dispositions, feelings of being loved or rejected) and (6) fixed factors meaning immutable permanent variables 

unique to a particular student. 

Self Determination Theory (SDT) gives credence that unless an individual perceives a degree of autonomy in 

their decisions, relatedness as they interact with others, and competence in anything they do, they feel 

demotivated 14 unless teachers and classmates show regard for a student.  

Existing studies explain several determinants of learner performance, with school-level variables having a 

significant impact. Inadequate preparation, teacher's attitude, teacher quality, and learner motivation, study 

habits, personality issues, lack of perseverance, economic issues, flawed educational system,  poor time 

management laziness, fear of failure, aptitude, procrastination, self-doubt, attention span, inaccessible learning 

materials, ambiguous or lack of goals and uncertain career orientation teacher's attitude feature highly among 

the causes of UP in higher education 15. Quality of teachers is a prominent variable in determining learners' 

performance 16 17.  

 

Methodology 
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This section is about how data was collected: sampling, tools, instruments used, and data analysis. We used 

stratified sampling to represent each category to represent each of the three categories of universities and 

colleges. All participants had studied in China for at least one semester.  

 

Table 1: summary of the methodology 

 

The study took place between December 2019 and December 2020. Figure 1 shows that the study mixed 

qualitative and quantitative designs. Using the LOC instrument from the University of Virginia (Appendix 2), 

data were collected from international students (N=30) about their locus of control to understand where they 

attributed international student UP. Other (N=30) participants responded to a questionnaire (Appendix 1) 

soliciting a brainstormed list of what they considered crucial determinants of UP in China. 6 Ph.D. students 

from the top 10 universities in China consolidated the 30 lists one final, eliminating all duplicates, for our 

main questionnaire. This final formed the main questionnaire piloted in one regular university within Beijing 

before administering it to (N=900) respondents. Online oral semi-structured interviews (N=30) helped us 

further extrapolate factors causing UP among international students. Ten interviewees were students from the 

985 project, ten from 211, and 10 from the regular. 

Scores for LOC responses in Table 1 were tallied using the table developed by the University of Virginia 

(Appendix 3) and interpreted using the University of Virginia (Appendix 4) legend. For the mini-questionnaire, 

the initial list of dependent variables was analyzed by grouping them according to similarities among them to 

come up with a concise list as input variables for the main (last) questionnaire. 6 Ph.D. students from top-

ranking universities outside Beijing peer-reviewed raw data to identify keywords or phrases that closely 

represented the responses. They vetted their findings in a plenary before they shared with us what they did 

(categorizing, sub-categorizing and specific reasons). We made data reduction through PCA with Varimax 

rotation and determined the components' relationships through Spearman rho Correlation, Bartlett's and KMO 

tests, and t-tests. Transcription and descriptive analysis of the oral interviews provided an in-depth 

understanding of how the questionnaire's variables determined international students' performance.  

Results 

stratified random, 
N=30 

(10/stratum), 
analyzed using 

LOC key

Locus of 
Control

mini 
questionnaire, 

grouped 
responses by 

similarities, input 
for main 

Questionnaire

Mini 
Questionnair

e

• stratified 
random, N=900, 
Full responses 
671

• 671 full 
responses, PCA, 
Spearman’s 
Correlation test, 
Mann-Whitney 
U and Kruskal-
Wallis H tests

Main 
Questionnair

e

stratified random 
sampling, N=30, 
online interview, 

descriptive

Interviews
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This section presents the results of all the instruments. Firstly are those from the LOC, followed by those from 

the main questionnaire. We end with a presentation of the results of the interview. Suffice to indicate that the 

results from all the tools supported each to a great extent. 

Results from the LOC 

The LOC results displayed a significant level of external attribution. Students attributed UP to external factors 

more than to the internal, and in some cases, even infallible and permanent. 81.6% of the students scored 

below 16, while only 9% scored between 65 and 100. More undergraduates scored between 0 and 15 than the 

rest. 80% of all the science and engineering students scored between 0 and 45 while only 72% from social 

sciences and humanities scored higher than 50.  

Results from the main questionnaire 

All students in regular universities were into non-Engineering and medicine programs due to lack of necessary 

laboratory equipment associated with these disciplines.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Like other studies confirm, most of the science and engineering students were in 211 and 985 universities 

because of the improved quality. There were more master's students than undergrads and PhDs. This could be 

because more students continue with their masters soon after graduation than those who continue for Ph.D. 

Less continue for Ph.D. because of job-related issues. There were no Ph.D. students in regular universities due 

to their low ranking as Ph.D. applicants are more exposed to factors to consider when choosing a destination 

institution. Figure 2 is a graph summarizing this. 

Table 1 is the result of KMO and Bartlett's Test. KMO value of 0.624 (for the main questionnaire) suggests that 

the sample size was good enough conducting a PCA, indicate that the factors were statistically significantly 

correlated. The alpha value is good enough to reject the null hypotheses. 

Table 2: Bartlett's test. 

KMO and Bartlett's test results 

KMO measure of sampling adequacy .624 

0%

20%

40%

60%

Eng/Sci Hum/Soc
Sci/Arts

Undergrads Master PhD

Age bracket Disciplines Level of study

Demographic information about participants

17-22 yrs old 23-26 yrs old 27-30 yrs old 31-34 yrs old

Figure 1: Demographic data 



5 
 

Bartlett's Test of Sphericity Approximate Chi-Square 932.243 

df 136 

Sig .000 

 

Table 3: Spearman’s correlation coefficient of X- age/learning level(undergrad/postgrad/grad)/year of study 

and Y-  preset/teachers values/Classroom./Self-regulation skills/social and emotional intelligence/face-to-face 

meetings /buying time /sickness 

 age   learning level   year of study   

 Correlatio

n 

Sig.（2-

tailed） 

N Correlation Sig.

（2-

tailed） 

N Correlation Sig.（2-

tailed） 

N 

age 1 . 671 .784** 0.000 671 .178** 0.000 671 

learning level .784** 0.000 671 1 . 671 .148** 0.000 671 

year of study .178** 0.000 671 .148** 0.000 671 1 . 671 

Preset score & grades .495** 0.000 671 .632** 0.000 671 .327** 0.000 671 

Teachers value class 

attendance above 

anything else 

.588** 0.000 671 .778** 0.000 671 .181** 0.000 671 

 Classroom Medium of 

Instruction 

.575** 0.000 671 .780** 0.000 671 .121** 0.002 671 

Self regulation  .447** 0.000 671 .422** 0.000 671 .122** 0.002 671 

emotional intelligence, 

social awareness, 

international exposure 

.564** 0.000 671 .758** 0.000 671 .124** 0.001 671 

interfaces -0.022 0.57 671 -.097* 0.012 671 -0.067 0.081 671 

face to face contact with 

supervisors and advisors 

-.106** 0.006 671 -.112** 0.004 671 -0.01 0.789 671 

minimalSupervision .078* 0.048 644 .082* 0.037 644 0.014 0.714 644 

supervisorAllocation -.138* 0.035 233 -.140* 0.033 233 -0.111 0.091 233 

SenorUnwilling -.148** 0.000 572 -.101* 0.016 572 -.177** 0.000 572 

waiting for spouse -0.047 0.226 671 -0.063 0.103 671 .091* 0.019 671 

buying time to master 

language for employment 

-.167** 0.000 671 -.103** 0.008 671 0.05 0.193 671 

students falling sick or 

attending to the sick 

0.021 0.582 671 0.056 0.151 671 .110** 0.004 671 

 

There was a strongly positive and statistically significant correlation between level of study (undergrad, master 

and PhD) and preset scores (r = .632, p <0.001), level of study  and teacher value class attendance most (r 

= .772, p <0.001), level of study  and medium of instruction (r = .780, p < 0.001), level of study  and emotional 

and social intelligence and cultural awareness (r = .758, p <0.001), age (r = .784, p <0.001), and a medium 

positive correlation between level of study and SRS (r = .422, p <0.001). Though weak, there was a statistically 
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significant correlation between the level of study and year of study (r = 148, p <0.000). There were strongly 

positive and statistically significant correlations between age and learning level (r = .784, p <0.001), age and 

teacher value class attendance most (r = 588, p <0.001), age and medium of instruction (r = 575, p <0.001), 

and between age and teachers’ emotional and social intelligence and cultural awareness (r = 564, p <0.001). 

There were medium strong statistically significant positive correlations between age and preset scores (r = 

495, p <0.001) 

There were weakly positive and statistically significant correlations between the year of study and the other 

variables. There were statistically significant but weak negative correlations between age and seniors 

unwilling to help (r = -148, p <0.001) and age and buying time to master language (r = -167, p <0.001). There 

were weak positive and statistically significant correlations between age and waiting for spouse (r = .047, 

p >.05), as well as between age and sickness-related issues (r = .021, p> .05). There was a weak positive, and 

statistically significant correlation between age and year of study (r = .178, p<0.001). Table 3 are the results 

of the Kruskal Wallis H t-test showing significant differences among the factors herein concerning the age 

differences among the international students. The Kruskal-Wallis t-test in tables 3, 4, and 5 revealed significant 

differences among the different age groups as far as preset scores, valuing class attendance most, the medium 

of instruction, self-regulation, emotional intelligence, and social awareness, interfaces, seniorsUnwillingness 

to help, buying more time to master language, sickness related issues, just as there are with learning level. 

First of all, the age and learning level are significantly very strongly positively correlated. It explains why the 

age and the learning levels are affected the same way in these two t-tests. The same is the case with a positive 

correlation between age and year of study. 

Table 4-5: Results of the Kruskal Wallis H t-test showing significant differences among the factors 

 Preset 

score & 

grades 

Teachers 

value 

class 

attendance 

most 

 Medium of 

Instruction 

SRS emotional 

intelligence, 

social 

awareness 

interface

s_dr 

Senor 

Unvillin

g_dr 

buying time 

to master 

language for 

employment 

students 

falling sick 

or attending 

to the sick 

Kruska

l-

Wallis 

H 

197.62

6 

278.709 259.584 234.77

4 

256.393 18.077 16.637 44.456 13.488 

df 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 

Ass. 

Sig 

0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.001 0.002 0.000 0.009 

 

Table 5: T-test for learning level 

 Preset score 

& grades 

Teachers value class 

attendance above 

anything else 

 

Classroo

m 

Medium 

of 

SRS (skills/self-

discipline, 

laziness, 

attitude) 

emotional 

intelligence, 

social awareness,  

Supervisor 

Allocation_

dr 

buying 

time to 

master 

language 

for 
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Instructio

n 

employme

nt 

Kruskal-

wallis H 

306.883 567.644 561.323 150.254 538.724 4.539 7.848 

df 2 2 2 2 2 1 2 

Assymp. 

Sig 

0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.033 0.02 

 

Table 5 indicates the significant differences between these factors to the year of study. The extent of how the 

belief about preset scores affects sophomores differs from how it affects the seniors within the same level of 

study and discipline. This is also closely linked to the age factor as in the other t-tests.  

Table 6: T-test for the year of study 

 Preset 

score & 

grades 

value 

class 

attendanc

e most 

 Medium 

of 

Instruction 

SRS Emotional, 

social 

international 

interface

s_dr 

supervis

orAlloca

tion_dr 

SenorUnwill

ing_dr 

Sickness 

related 

factors 

Kruska

l-wallis 

H 

108.005 57.812 40.436 13.565 31.464 9.519 10.34 21.296 25.697 

df 4 4 4 4 4 4 3 4 4 

Assy. 

Sig 

0.000 0.000 0.000 0.009 0.000 0.049 0.016 0.000 0.000 

 

Table 6 indicates the significant differences in how the discipline relates to students' aptitude, classmates' 

language, equipment, lab manuals, and the supervisors' time allocation.  

Table 7: T-test for disciplines of study 

 Aptitude classmates and labmates 

language 

the language used on lab equipment 

& materials 

supervisorAllocation_dr 

Mann-Whitney 

U 

620 48850 482.5 5635.5 

Wilcoxon W 48825 114191 48687.5 12305.5 

Z -24.934 -2.954 -23.889 -2.295 

Assymp. Sig 0.000 0.003 0.000 0.022 

 

(1) The older the students are, the more critical their judgment becomes, hence making it easy to dispel rumors 

about the teachers relying on preset scores and not on professionally administered assessment procedures. 

(2) The older the students get, the more the mastery of SRS and therefore, the lower the loss of motivation and 

loss of self-direction (goals-directed), culminating into a corresponding better study habits (focused) hence 

the better the performance. 

(3) The older the student, the more they want to buy more time (through extensions). Besides, the older the 

student, the more concerned they get about the need for employment, hence the more they invest more time 
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into mastering the language to increase chances of employability in China. Usually, extension among 

Chinese scholarship awardees is allowed in higher levels of learning. Since there is a correlation between 

age and study level, it explains why the extension varies directly with age. Besides, the younger the students, 

the more the probability to be undergrads, and the more likely they enroll into Chinese taught majors. The 

first year of intensive language learning equips them with enough spoken Chinese proficiency, no need for 

an extension just for language mastery.  

(4) The older the student, the more they feel the need for social and emotional respect from teachers. However, 

the Chinese system of education gives equal status to students. If the faculty members do not have adequate 

cultural awareness levels and obsessed with one cultural perspective, they will make the students lose their 

emotional attachment. Once the student perceives no significant levels of relatedness, he loses the 

motivation to study. 

(5) The older the students get, the more responsible they become. For instance, more undergrads will likely be 

singles and less concerned about others than older students who are usually married and accountable for 

family members' welfare. This explains why elder students will be disturbed more with sickness-related 

responsibilities than undergrads youths.  

(6) There are significant differences between the age and the interfaces (language used in lab materials, library, 

ICT systems) because the younger the student, the higher the probability they will enroll for bachelor's and 

a Chinese taught majors. The older, the more probable they will enroll for English-taught courses hence no 

intensive orientation to written Chinese. As a result, postgrads (elder students) will have more challenges 

with reading instructions on Chinese manuals and ICT support systems.  

(7) The younger the students, the higher the chances that they will be in taught programs. The older the student, 

the higher the probability they will enroll in research-based Ph.D. programs (full-time lab work). This is 

why the research-based students will need more help from their seniors in the laboratories in the formative 

days than undergrad youths. 

(8)  Research-based students (postgrads) will often make regular group presentations with their professors. 

The students do not benefit much from the group meetings. After all, the language used in such meetings 

for Chinese professors' feedback during such meetings cannot be understood by the international students 

because most of the Ph.D. students do not have that Chinese language proficiency.  

(9) Teachers value physical presence more than the amount of learning taking place. The older the students, 

the more likely they enroll for English-taught programs yet actually taught in Chinese. This is more 

frustrating for the student perceives no competence in that respect. Sometimes, postgraduate students get 

pushed into programs they did not get admitted for as long as they attend the courses and are awarded 

minimal or bare pass marks. 

(10) Students in sciences will be more affected by aptitude, language used in the lab and classmates, and the 

time they have their supervisors allocated to them. Engineering and science majors entail thorough working 

fundamental knowledge and application of mathematics and physics principles, which in many cases 

students forget as they transition from high school to higher education. If the student chooses majors for 

which they did not have prerequisites, their performance gets hampered more seriously in science and 

engineering disciplines than in social sciences, humanities, and arts. 

(11) Students who get supervisors late into the semester will be worried about where to begin in sciences and 

engineering more than in the other disciplines. Their research work is more dependent on the availability 
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of a laboratory allocated to them with the guidance of the supervisor; otherwise, the longer it takes to begin 

the experiments, the longer the learning curve and the more the time needed to finish a predetermined 

number of lab assignments before one can graduate. This may give students unnecessary pressure, leading 

to committing otherwise avoidable scientific errors in due course. 

(12) Science and engineering disciplines have more technical jargon than some nonscience course content. As 

a result, students with insufficient Chinese proficiency skills may find it more challenging to complete 

tasks in the lab than the Chinese students or those who do not entail too many difficult registers. Besides, 

those students in engineering and science disciplines who cannot communicate easily with their lab mates 

and classmates will find it more difficult to accomplish related academic times than their counterparts. 

 5Table 7 and figure 4 indicate that only seven components could be extracted after running the Principal 

Component Analysis,  each with an Eigenvalue above 1, giving a cumulative variance of 69.14%.  

Total variance explained 

Componen

t 

Initial Eigenvalues  Extraction Sums of Squared 

Loadings 

Rotation Sums of Squared Loadings 

Total % of 

Varianc

e 

Cumulativ

e % 

Total % of 

Varian

ce 

Cumulativ

e % 

Total % of 

Varianc

e 

Cumulativ

e % 

Co-

curricular 

3.064 18.022 18.022 3.064 18.022 18.022 2.235 13.146 13.146 

Formal 

curriculum 

2.232 13.129 31.151 2.232 13.129 31.151 2.087 12.275 25.422 

Managerial 

issues 

1.729 10.170 41.321 1.729 10.170 41.321 2.011 11.829 37.250 

Academic 

majors 

1.395 8.207 49.528 1.395 8.207 49.528 1.460 8.589 45.840 

Student 

support 

1.206 7.096 56.624 1.206 7.096 56.624 1.419 8.348 54.188 

faculty 

efficacy 

1.115 6.557 63.181 1.115 6.557 63.181 1.315 7.734 61.921 

Student 

characterist

ics 

1.013 5.962 69.142 1.013 5.962 69.142 1.228 7.221 69.142 

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 

Table 8: Total variance explained with cumulative 69.142 % 
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Figure 2: Scree plot of the extracted components 

These extracted components were: (1) the formal curriculum (pedagogical factors, methodology, the language 

of instruction, assessment, and preset grades), (2) academic majors (program availability, student choices, 

forced rerouting, knowledge gaps), (3) learner support (co-curricular, interfaces, facilities, supervisor allocation 

time, face to face meetings with supervisors), (4) student characteristics (motivation, study habits, SRS, aptitude, 

goals [waiting for job or spouse]), (5) faculty efficacy (professional issues, academic credentialism, theories of 

learning and teaching, social, cultural intelligence), (6) managerial issues (minimal supervision, teacher 

assistants, class attendance more emphasized than anything), and (7) social environment (seniors not empathetic, 

teacher assistants not helpful enough). 

Results from the interviews 

The interviews revealed that some students underperform due to the mismatch between the advertised 

programs advertised and the offered programs. They indicated that some universities advertise one program 

which is not even available and offer another. Consequently, the students enroll for programs they were not 

psychologically expecting nor academically prepared. They complained that such a practice impacts their 

aptitude because of knowledge gaps between what they studied in high school and what the university offers 

them. This affects perceived competence. CoCM affects autonomy, an essential factor for learner motivation. 

The students also reported barriers to communication due to language proficiency. Either teachers handling 

English taught courses do not have the required proficiency or the students in Chinese taught programs do not 

have adequate Chinese language skills. They even complained that sometimes teachers give instructions to 

engage the students in a meaningful, but the student does not even know due to language barriers. 

"Many students do not study courses for which they were formally admitted. Schools reroute us when they 

advertise a program that they don't even offer. Sometimes they don't have enough faculty members to handle 

our courses in English. Other times, they reroute us to suit the supervisors' specialization. It affects our 

abilities and motivation" (Participant A). 
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Students prefer to stay away from classes that they do not understand due to language problems. Irresponsible 

ones even resort to doing trivia once frustrated with such classes. Others resort to playing long hours online and 

wake up exhausted makeing them not ready for classes the following morning. Others complained about a lack 

of extra-curricular activities, which results in monotony and boredom thereby affecting their concentration on 

their studies.  They complained that even teachers do not care whether someone is following the lesson or not, 

as long as he is physically available in the classroom. 

"Sometimes, I sleep very late and woke up exhausted. I go to class already exhausted. Many teachers also don't 

even care whether students are following or not, I find it more engaging to be online even in class, or better 

still do self-study in my room" (Participant B). 

Discussion of the results 

This section explains the results of the LOC findings, the main questionnaire, and the interviews. 

(1) interpreting the students' attribution of underperformance 

Much as performance is an intricate product of many inputs, it was very evident that many students had a 

robust external attribution. Much as data substantiates that students were aware of their role in determining 

academic performance, some still attributed it to the learning circumstances typical of contemporary studies 

report on international students' challenges. Below is the discussion of the findings. 

(2) interpreting the results from the main questionnaire 

A strongly positive and statistically significant correlation between the level of study and medium of instruction 

(r = .780, p < 0.001) logically follows the nature and approaches in teaching and learning between undergrads 

and grads/postgrads. More undergrads have their majors in Chinese than postgrads studying in English. Besides, 

since there is minimal face to face contact (less classwork, more project, and research-oriented learning) 

between faculty and students as they pursue high levels, there is less need for the medium of instruction. Faculty 

and students engage each other through written communication. There is brief communication, short instruction, 

and more self-directed learning in the upper levels. It makes them get affected less with challenges associated 

with the medium of instruction than the undergrads. 

Forced and unprecedented rerouting creates knowledge gaps and undermines autonomy and competency, 

making students lose motivation 14. Some enroll in disciplines without reckoning the related academic 

demands. Consequently, they get overwhelmed with the workload, level of content difficulty, and lack of 

appropriate adjustment skills. This also undermines perceived competence (SDT) and relates closely to their 

aptitude and affects motivation adversely.  

The result shows a significant positive correlation between self-regulation and level of study. The medium 

positive and statistically significant correlation between the level of study and SRS (r = .422, p <0.001) suggests 

that undergrads have displayed less SRS than graduate students. We attribute to experience, maturity, and goal 

setting. As such, undergraduates are more likely to fail due to less SRS than their graduate counterparts. The 

young the student, the less self-regulatory skills, the older, the more they master the skill. The lower the study 

level, the lower the skills to manage their own time and programs, the higher the study level, the more 
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experience they gain, and the better they become at self-management. Since many undergraduates are still 

young and away from home, they are likely to be overexcited with the freedom university life offers. Having 

done with the pressures of their high school final exams, the first-year students feel free, and as freshmen, they 

waste time on trivia. They sleep too late and too short to wake up physically tired and cognitively not ready for 

classes, yet class attendance is a great determinant for student achievement 18. Efforts and strategies involved 

in class tasks on time lead to more knowledge creation, hence better performance 19, unlike meaningless class 

attendance.  

The strongly positive and statistically significant correlation between the level of and preset scores (r = .632, p 

<0.001) means that as students proceed along with the academic levels, they acquire more reliable information 

about the assessment and grading system such that they dispel unfounded rumors more. Those at the undergrad 

level have less proven knowledge and experience about the assessment procedure. Besides, undergrads have 

more classes to attend than graduates. Therefore, absenteeism due to burnout may be higher among undergrads 

than graduates. Such absence will affect scores more based on the frequency of absenteeism. Since graduate 

students have fewer classes to attend, this negatively affects students in the upper level less than those in the 

lower levels. The significant positive correlation between the belief that teachers use preset grades (that actual 

performance does not matter) and age implies that the younger the student, the less they trusted that their effort 

would determine their recorded performance. They firmly believe that no matter the amount of effort they 

would apply, their scores would not change much because it was being controlled externally by the teachers 

and not dependent on the student's study habits. As a result, they withdraw so much effort. They strongly believe 

teachers determine the students' final scores ahead of taking tests. The strong correlation between age and level 

of the study implies that age increases as the study level (undergrad/master/Ph.D.). Thus, undergrads have the 

most substantial level of this belief, decreasing with increasing levels of study. More likely it is because one's 

critical faculty develops more and therefore subjects every unfounded rumor to critical analysis as one climbs 

the academic ladder. Besides, Master and Ph.D. students are more likely to have a traceable employment record, 

some of whom may be teachers and lecturers and therefore are more aware of quality assurance structures 

institutions put in place to safeguard against such unprofessionalism academic malpractices.  

The younger the student, the more they need expert advice and feedback in their homework and related 

academic tasks. ET contends that once students believe myths that professors predetermine a range of scores 

to be assigned to them by the end of the semester, they perceive no expectancy of any reward from the effort. 

Just like SDT and AT contend, students will withdraw effort when they externalize controllability. They do 

give up if the determination of scores is uncontrollable and immutable 9. Similarly, ET offers a process of 

mental variables that reflects individual differences in work motivation, one being perceived the valence from 

more effort in a task. They will withdraw effort if they perceive that extra cannot yield better performance 20. 

Student assessment should always be objective and based on clearly stipulated policy. Besides, students need 

to verify many myths about assessment to dispel misinformation. Our results show the same trend with related 

previous studies on student performance. Procrastination, laziness, sleeping late, and other manifestations of 

lack of adequate SRS are detrimental to student achievement 21 22 23 24 25.  

The strongly positive and statistically significant correlation between the level of study and teacher value class 

attendance (r = .772, p <0.001) suggests that students in upper levels get negatively affected less than those in 
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the lower levels. As they rise, they begin to specialize in one particular discipline. As such, the frequency of 

attending face-to-face classes decreases compared to the undergrads whose studies are almost totally 

classwork/coursework-based and therefore have higher levels of burnout. The younger the student, the less 

interested they will be in attending classes that do not take them from one level of knowledge to a higher. They 

will cognitively disengage themselves from such classes despite attending them physically. Class attendance 

correlates significantly positively and strongly with learning level. So, the younger students in the lower levels 

of study will only tolerate attending classes they do not understand the content simply because they fear missing 

a roll call. As long as the teacher does not seem to care about whether learning is taking place, the students will 

not bother paying attention to the teacher who does not relate to their learning needs. They perceive no valence 

in physical class attendance. Faculty need to understand students' mindset, immerse them into an enriching 

physical, social, and intellectual university environment that enables them to perform better through 

engagement with reflective practice, and make them feel the inspiration for personal and professional 

development, and providing milieus in which the student feels safe enough. If the students have the zest to 

analyze their strengths and challenges and interpret their weaknesses positively, they are likely to develop self-

awareness, which helps them improve their performance. This finding is in line with other studies advocating 

meaningful student engagement during classes 26. Class attendance is a great determinant of student 

performance 27 28 only if students are interested in attending and can follow the lessons lest wasting time in such 

classes becomes detrimental to performance 29 and self-study would be a better alternative 30.  

As they want to perform high, students look forward to a learning environment that presents the following four 

characteristics: striving for an average task complexity, responsibility for their performance, the need for 

feedback, and the use of innovation/creativity. No wonder, they felt terrible whenever lecturers were hesitant 

to take questions while the class was in progress. Our findings agree with previous literature showing that 

school climate is of the main bearing on student performance. In line with EP, teachers need to create an 

academically conducive learning environment, set high yet achievable expectations for the students, and 

honestly believe in the international students' performance. The students will resonantly press toward achieving 

such a goal, and finally, respect those who perform well 31 32.  

There was a statistically significant negative correlation between age and seniors unwilling to help (r = -148, p 

<0.001). The higher the learning level, the more experienced with laboratory and other systems; therefore, the 

less the need to seek help, the more the need to offer it. Undergrads need more help, which they cannot get from 

their seniors. The weak and negative statistically significant correlation between (a) seniorUnwilling and age (r 

= -.148, p <0.001), (b) the seniorUnwilling and learning level (r = -101, p < 0.05) and (c) the seniorUnwilling 

and year of study (r = -177, p < 0.001) imply that the lower the learning level and year of study, the less willing 

the seniors are to help their juniors with lab orientation than they are with lab mates of their academic level, 

hence the more the juniors' ability remain wanting in the respective area of study. .  Lack of empathy has a 

tremendous negative influence on both the one in need of help and the other who should have offered the desired 

help. When students help each other, both parties are likely to benefit from the interaction 7. Therefore,  students 

underperform when there is less willingness to help each other. Extant literature confirms that the more the 

seniors help the juniors, the more both benefit.  
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There is a positive and weak but statistically significant correlation between sickness-related factors and year 

of study (r = 0.110, p < 0.05) to indicate that the higher the students' year of study, the more mature they are 

hence, the more concerned about social relationships. Because of the broader social network, they have more 

sources of concern (friends, families); hence the more likely they get more distraction relating to such social 

issues such as sickness of friends, spouses, family members, and others within their wider circle as contrasted 

from the younger and less responsible students. Undergrads were less likely to wait for their spouses compared 

to graduates. Age correlated positively with learning levels, so graduates were older than undergrads, increasing 

the probability of graduates being married than undergrads, so they are likely to have spouses who they would 

be awaiting. 

Undergrads are associated with less ability to absorb cultural shock, emotional intelligence, and social 

disequilibrium; they will be more prone to faculty's lack of emotional intelligence and cultural awareness. Those 

in higher learning levels may have been at university for a longer period hence acculturated and adapted to the 

cultural dynamics and differences. They get less affected academically by how the teachers treat them than 

undergrads whose cultural diversity experience is associated with international university campus life. This is 

why the level of study and emotional and social intelligence and cultural awareness correlated strongly 

positively and statistically significantly with each other (r = .758, p <0.001), age (r = .784, p <0.001). Our 

finding agrees with extant literature that awareness of student culture is paramount to understanding learner 

behavior 33. The significant positive correlation between age and need for faculty social, emotional, and cultural 

intelligence and between learning level and need for faculty social, emotional, and cultural intelligence is logical. 

The older the individuals grow, the more they develop their sense of self-awareness and self-identity. Similarly, 

the older the student, the higher the likelihood of being in higher learning levels. That makes them feel the need 

for cultural respect.  

The weak and negative statistically significant correlations between (a) buying time and age (r = -.167, p < 

0.001), (b) with learning level (r = - .103, p < 0.05), follows the fact young (undergrads) students, would not 

need to extend their study period to master the Chinese language because they already had a full-year program 

of intensive language learning. Besides, these undergrads usually have such formal and intensive language 

courses because most of the disciplines they enroll for are in Chinese, while the higher the learning levels, the 

more the probability y of pursuing English courses. Therefore, the likelihood that one would want informal 

Chinese lessons to master the language is more apparent among those students pursuing English taught 

programs. 

The more the students perceive their professors are harnessing students' cultural values and becoming more 

emotionally intelligent and socially aware of the diversity in the learning environment, the more they perform 

better. The students feel accepted (relatedness as SDT implies) and therefore more willing to apply effort into 

their academic demands. Complaints against supervisors with outstanding academic credentials but seemed 

too busy to guide student's research were due to communication barriers. Some professors do not want to avail 

themselves for face-to-face meetings with students due to language barriers and prefer working with Chinese 

students instead. 'Credentialization' does not exclusively make one a good teacher nor guarantee cognitive 

ability and classroom efficacy without relevant personal and professional aspects 3536.   
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(3) interpreting the results from the interviews 

Some students are forced to change their study program due to the inadequacy of faculty members to handle 

classes in English or due to perceived initial wrong program choices. They sometimes just pick what they 

believe chance has availed to them while others go for Hobson's Choice 37. Only to realize they cannot identify 

how the choices fit into their future careers and goals. Wrong choice of majors impacts on student academic 

life and in particular in their first year 37 because they determine students' levels of motivation, engagement, 

and commitment. Performance can be affected remarkably by motivational (expectation and volition) and 

engagement and commitment factors 20. Some students chose majors because they admired others doing the 

same without fathoming the associated rigor and prerequisite knowledge. Besides, due to a lack of 

harmonization in curricula among the various home countries and the Chinese high school curriculum, the 

international students do not possess the same levels of academic knowledge and skills before enrollment in 

Chinese institutions of HE. There is a vivid mismatch between their interests, frame of reference, abilities, and 

the chosen programs, which eventually adversely impede optimal performance 38 unless teachers bring them 

to their zone of proximal development 39. Extant research agrees that the psychology of learning demands 

continuity from known to unknown. Faculty need to create a conducive learning environment as one way to 

mitigate students' UP. 40. This finding resonates well will extant studies in Expectancy Theory, which entails 

that individuals will be reluctant to exert effort into tasks that seem to have low valence 13.  

Technology accounts for a significant part of the reasons behind low performance in university students 41. 

Some researchers recommend policies that reduce restrictions on media usage in the global and strike a balance 

between academic and non-academic use of social media 42 in an era where technological advancement seems 

not to be slowing down 43 5.  

Anything distracting students from attending classes is undesirable. However, the influx of advanced 

smartphones loaded with diverse social applications and excessive use of the same psychologically distracts 

some international students from exhibiting mental presence whenever their phones give them notifications 

for new messages in class. They are always "afraid of cyber-slacking" and "… missing out" online 44 or 

Nomophobia 43 45, thereby distracting them from their lecturers as they pretend to search lesson-related 

materials online. University students should be independent in designing and keeping up with their course of 

study. Though they try to attend almost every class on their timetable, the compromised homeostasis to 

memory consolidation affects their attention span and retention rates 18 46 47 48: low mindfulness and cognitive 

attendance impact negatively on student performance 7. Quality and duration of sleep time play an important 

role 46 in consolidating students' memory for optimal cognitive functioning 46 49. Therefore, for students who 

ignore the length, quality, and timing of their sleep, the habit is likely to be deleterious to academic 

performance. "Net addiction" 50 or "cyber addiction" 51 and student performance 52 53, social media is indeed a 
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playing the "dangerous master" on the one hand the "useful servant" on another 54 55 56 so, students should 

resist pathological or compulsive internet use  51. Extant literature confirms our findings that there is a strong 

relationship between self-regulation (SR) and student performance 57. Instead of just stereotyping, faculty 

should help students to develop SRS for better performance 58. Even highly self-efficacious self-regulated 

learners will not live to their expectations and desires due to an unpropitious learning environment, and if they 

cannot see the benefits of attending classes, the students will prefer wasting time on trivia, which gratifies 

their desires 13.   

Other students are good at cramming and rereading instead of using varied retrieval practice to strengthen 

"memory traces of material in long term storage and bolstering cues for its subsequent retrieval" as suggested 

by extant research 59 60—those who cannot are at a loss. Previous surveys show similar results that this is why 

students underperform when confronted with tests demanding higher-order cognitive skills. Students need to 

rely on elaborating and interleaving what they study. Some international students withdraw effort where they 

perceive no instrumentalism, expectancy, and valence 13.  

When institutions arrange inadequate social activities, the international it induces a feeling of not 

belongingness to the school environment. The students feel lonely and demotivated. Studies show that healthy 

levels of engagement in school-based co-curricular activities have proven benefits to academic performance 

61.   

When international students speak Chinese in class, professors over-assume that they can also read, write, and 

understand every technical jargon. Many times, students studying in Chinese do not understand course content 

and lose motivation. Postgraduates complained about the failure to follow group discussions with their 

supervisors and other Chinese students under the same supervisor. Simultaneously, undergraduates bemoaned 

inadequate explanation in class due to the language used in the student information systems and libraries  just 

as the mini and main survey found. Similarly, the interviews exposed a great deal of externalized attribution 

among the participants. These findings were so much in line with extant studies.  

The interviews revealed that assigning Chinese teacher assistants to international students does not help much. 

Because such fellow students also have content knowledge challenges and communication challenges. In most 

cases, they admit they do not know yet always feel uncomfortable if the international students go straight to 

the professors to get feedback. Lack of such relatedness with the teachers usually demotivates students 62. 

Nonetheless, relatedness can also be a product of a combined effort by both the staff and the students. Some 

students always want to be pushed around instead of being self-starters. This attitude can discourage professors, 
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thereby worsening the lack of relatedness and academic support. Universities must ensure a conducive learning 

atmosphere. Our findings agree with extant studies that faculty should cultivate the overall quality of their 

teaching by incorporating elements of active learning strategies and meaningful teacher-student relations, a 

classroom milieu that encourages relationships with other students. They should ensure that the students 

essentially acquire some reasonably acceptable level of expertise, skill, or aptitude from what they are involved 

in teaching.  

 

The interviews also revealed that few students deliberately extend their studies to buy time as they wait for their 

spouses to graduate from the schools within China or gain more Chinese proficiency for better employability. 

The students in the upper years of study usually are older than those in the lower. As they mature, they assume 

more responsibilities over their friends and family members. This is why they will be more engaged with social 

responsibilities, which disturb their concentration on academics more than their juniors. Besides, most 

scholarship schemes do not allow undergrads to extend their study period. 

Students complained about major learning materials being in Chinese and scanty orientation to academic-

related support systems. Except in 985 institutions, the situation was not good in many 211 institutions and 

even worse in regular. Prevalent studies show a statistically significant positive correlation between the use of 

the library and student performance 63. 

Conclusion 

Student performance is affected by prolific factors and cannot be thoroughly understood from a particular 

theoretical perspective. The perspective used in this study may be far from being exhaustive. Stakeholders 

need a holistic approach to deliberate adequately.  Reflective questioning will help to identify areas worth 

improving. Admission criteria, international students' quality, instructional procedures, and support structures 

will always demand a thoughtful review. To mitigate some effects of such challenges, institutions need to 

immerse the students into a responsive milieu 64 by seeking an academically healthy blend between strict 

discipline elements and the liberal elements of most non-Chinese students in China. Effective instruction 

demands a systemic approach that requires faculty to be aware of the students' motivation factors, readiness 

to learn, complex environmental variables, learning theory and systems, and social and cultural intelligence 

65. The final responsibility for university education primarily lies in the hands of the student. Organizational 

structures need to realize the complexity of the environmental issues that affect student performance such that 

the student legislature needs to harness the differences across societies.  

 

Recommendations 

For faculty effectiveness and efficiency,  we recommend that all faculty members handling international 

students should participate in international faculty mobility programs to enthrall them in a milieu of how 

international life and cultural intelligence acquire 6633. There is a need for bridging courses to minimize the 

gaps between their majors' demands and their level of readiness to learn. Supervisors need to pair international 

students with those domestic ones who can speak a common language with adequate fluency levels. Such 

teamwork should not be a substitute for professional student support. Research shows that to ensure 

meaningful interaction and learning environment, international students need an adequate level of the native 
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language 67. Institutions should ensure an adequate supply of faculty members who can handle courses in a 

language that students other than switching media of instruction. A more in-depth study involving more 

participants and more inclusive perspectives would help appreciate and curb underperformance among 

international students in Chinese universities. 
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APPENDICES 

 Appendix 1. Open questionnaire to solicit ideas about factors influencing international students' UP 

Appendix 2: LOC adapted from UVA-OB-0786 

Please tick either true or false based on your opinion of each of the items in this section 

 true false 

1.  I usually get what I want in life.   

2.  I need to be kept informed about news events.   

3.  I never know my score in relation to other people.   

4.  I do not really believe in luck or chance in academic performance.   

5.  I think that I could easily win a lottery.   

6.  If I do not succeed in an academic task, I tend to give up.   

7.  I usually convince others to do things my way.   

8.  People make a difference in controlling crime.   

9.  The success I have is largely a matter of chance.   

10.  Marriage is largely a gamble for most people.   

11.  People must be the master of their own fate.   

12.  It is not important for me to vote in my country.   

13.  My life seems like a series of random events.   

14.  I never try anything that I am not sure of.   

"Dear international student, we're carrying a study to identify the causes of under-performance among international 

students studying China. Kindly help us take this short survey voluntarily. Please note that much as all the data you 

provide will be treated with adequate confidentiality and will be available only to the researchers, do not provide any 

information that would lead to identifying you." 

Gender (tick your appropriate gender) Male Female 

Your major (a program of study) Science/Engineering Nonscience 

Your year of study (tick appropriate box) 2 3 4 5 

Level of study (tick appropriate box) Undergrad Graduate Postgrad Non-degree 

Name of your university (type in block letters)  

In your opinion, what are the causes of academic under-performance among some of the international students in 

Chinese Universities without necessarily putting them in order of importance? 

a. _______________________________________________________________________________ 

b. _______________________________________________________________________________ 

c. _______________________________________________________________________________ 

d. _______________________________________________________________________________ 
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15.  I earn respect and honors I receive.   

16.  A person can get rich by taking risks.   

17.  Leaders are successful when they work hard.   

18.  Persistence and hard work usually lead to success.   

19.  It is difficult to know who my real friends are.   

20.  Other people usually control my life.   

 

Appendix 3: Table for scoring the LOC (Not available to participants) 

 true false my points 

1.    I usually get what I want in life. 5 0  

2.    I need to be kept informed about news events. 5 0  

3.    I never know where I stand with other people. 0 5  

4.    I do not believe in luck or chance. 5 0  

5.    I think that I could easily win a lottery. 0 5  

6.    If I do not succeed on a task, I tend to give up. 0 5  

7.    I usually convince others to do things my way. 5 0  

8.    People make a difference in controlling crime. 5 0  

9.    The success I have is largely a matter of chance. 0 5  

10.   Marriage is largely a gamble for most people. 0 5  

11.   People must be the master of their fate. 5 0  

12.   I do not have to vote. 0 5  

13.   My life seems like a series of random events. 0 5  

14.   I never try anything that I am not sure of. 5 0  

15.   I earn respect and honors I receive. 5 0  

16.   A person can get rich by taking risks. 0 5  

17.   Leaders are successful when they work hard. 5 0  

18.   Persistence and hard work usually lead to success. 5 0  

19.   It is difficult to know who my real friends are. 0 5  

20.   Other people usually control my life. 0 5  

 

Appendix 4. Legend for the LOC responses (Not available to participants) 

Score Degree of control personality 

0-15 the participant has a very strong external locus of control 

20-32 the participant has an external locus of control 

40-60 the participant has both external and internal locus of control 

65-80 the participant has an internal locus of control 

85-100 the participant has a very strong internal locus of control 
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