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Abstract  This article explores the real life experience of international students’ 
and the importance of study abroad for their personal and professional 
development. The empirical data drawn upon for this article came from the 
author’s master’s research, with field research conducted in the 2010/2011 
academic year. It begins with the study focus and research objectives and reviews 
the relevant theoretical literature and the methodology adopted in the research. In 
the third section, data from interviews with 16 international students in Capital 
University (pseudonym, China) and Romance University (pseudonym, France) 
are analyzed following in chronological order the experiences of their sojourn in 
their host country. The final section of the article sums up the results of the 
research and points out the complexity of the question of international student 
mobility and different perspectives that can be adopted in seeking to understand 
and interpret this phenomenon. 
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Introduction 

The study was initiated on the basis of both a sense of professional significance 
and of personal interest. As a member of the international student group in France, 
I was curious about how others lived the experience of study abroad. As a Chinese, 
I wondered how international students were hosted in my home country. As a 
researcher, I was intrigued by the tasks of collecting data and searching for 
scientific explanations in my research field. 

Firstly, I tried to identify the different rationales of international students for 
their study in France or China. On one hand, the flow of international students has 
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reflected national and international strategies in response to globalization and 
internationalization. On the other hand, the mass movement of international 
students illustrates the fact that mobility is an individual decision based on 
personal and professional development needs. The richness of the history and 
culture of both countries have made France and China attractive for international 
students; therefore, if “beauty is in the eyes of the beholder,” just what was the 
sense of beauty that charmed these international students? In the process of the 
contextualization of internationalization, how did these two countries create or 
make good use of their advantages in recruiting international students? 

Secondly, I wanted to discover what convergences and divergences were found 
in their living experiences in the two host countries and to understand these 
phenomena from social, cultural, political, and economic perspectives. 
International students are intellectually, linguistically, and interculturally 
challenged through living in two cultures and this experience could be less or more 
pleasant depending on the different integration processes in the two countries. 

Finally, I have tried to explore the question of self-development and 
self-achievement from the perspective of international students. They started their 
journey from different destinations, what benefits did they gain and what has been 
the importance of this experience to their personal and professional development? 

The article provides a brief discussion of the theoretical literature that is 
referenced, describes the research methodology being employed and presents 
some preliminary findings arising from interviews held in China and France. My 
purpose is to uncover the importance of mobility in the lives of international 
students by a comparative analysis of their different experiences, which have in 
turn been shaped by policies of the two host countries. 

A Theoretical Framework for the Study  

The conceptual framework of this study was principally constituted by the 
literature on the internationalization of higher education (Knight, 2003, 2004, 
2006; Knight & de Wit, 1995; de Wit, 2010, 2011; Altbach & Knight, 2007; 
Teichler, 2009; Vinokur, 2010), students’ experience of mobility (Lee, 1966; 
Papatsiba, 2003; Murphy-Lejeune, 2003; Andrade, 2006; Yu & Watkins, 2008; 
Marginson, Nyland, Sawir, & Forbes-Mewett, 2010) and official documents and 
reports published by UNESCO (2009), OECD (2011, 2012), Eurostat (2011), 
CampusFrance (2010, 2011), OVE (Students’ Life Observatory; Coulon & 
Paivandi, 2003, Ennafaa & Paivandi, 2008), MESR (Ministry of Higher 
Education and Research in France; MERS, 2011; RERS, 2012) and the Ministry 
of Education in China (2011) concerning international student mobility. 

The first body of theory that I employed in this study relates to the definition 
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and rationales of international student mobility. Cross-border student mobility is 
not a new trend but one that can be dated back to the creation of tertiary education 
(UNESCO, 2009). However, it was only about 15 years ago that it began to attract 
the attention of academic researchers in the field of international migration. The 
term “mobility” was adopted in this study instead of “migration” based on 
different nuances in these two words. According to Lee (1966), 

 
Migration is defined broadly as a permanent or semi-permanent change of residence (…) 
not all kinds of spatial mobility are included in this definition. Excluded, for example, are 
the continental movements of nomads and migratory workers, for whom there is no 
long-term residence, and temporary moves like those to the mountains for the summer. (p. 
49) 

 
International student mobility implies a shorter time-frame in terms of brain 

circulation since it assumes the high probability of students returning to their 
country of origin. Based on different criteria, international student mobility can be 
categorized into different groupings. Considering the stage of education that 
international students are in, they can be classified as undergraduate, taught 
postgraduate, doctorate, or those seeking other qualifications. Considering the 
types of qualification, their mobility could be grouped as degree mobility, credit 
mobility and voluntary mobility (King, Findlay, & Ahrens, 2010, p. 7). 
Considering the students’ financial resources, they could be divided into host 
government scholarship holders, home country government scholarship holders, 
beneficiaries of inter-university collaboration programs, private sector funded and 
self-supporting students. 

To explain why international students seek education abroad, the “push-pull” 
model has always been employed to understand their motivation and choice of 
host country (Neice & Braun, 1977; Cummings, 1986; Lee & Tan, 1984; Agarwal 
& Winkler, 1985; Glaser, 1978; Rao, 1979; Altbach, Kelly, & Lulat, 1985; 
Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Chen, 2007). For some of them, it is a good chance to 
broaden their cultural and intellectual horizons. For others, their main purpose in 
going abroad is to seek better education resources, especially for those who 
undertake their studies in a pioneering field which is academically 
underdeveloped in their home country, or for graduates of a high academic level. 
All of these factors could be considered as “push” elements from their home 
countries. 

Meanwhile, there are “pull” factors that also have an impact on students’ 
choices of destination, such as the good reputation and strong academic influence 
of the host institution, which is definitely an attraction for students coming from 
abroad. In response to student mobility, some countries have raised the tuition fees 
for international students, while others have made favorable policies in order to 
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attract high-skilled immigrants. No matter what kinds of policies or measures are 
adopted by different countries, the economic incentive tends always to be 
considered a major driving force for host institutions to recruit more international 
students. 

“Push and pull” theory does explain the reasons for student mobility to some 
extent. However, it focuses mainly on the objective context. Student mobility can 
be interpreted not only as a phenomenon that reflects the politico-economic 
development of international society and the attraction of different cultures, but 
also as a matter of personal choice and agency. 

The second body of theory that was drawn up for this study is the intercultural 
experience of international students in the host country. Numerous studies and 
surveys have been conducted from different perspectives on international student’s 
experience abroad in English-speaking countries concerning international 
students’ identity development (Pedersen, 1991; Hayes & Lin, 1994; Appadurai, 
1996; Sen, 1999; Marginson et al., 2010); international students’ linguistic 
proficiency and their social/academic integration (Yang, Noels, & Saumure, 2006; 
Hayes & Lin, 1994; MacIntyre, Döronyei, Clément, & Noels, 1998; Li & Gasser, 
2005; Hullett & Witte, 2001; Matsumoto, LeRoux, Bernhard, & Gray, 2004; Ward, 
Leong, & Low, 2004; Perrucci & Hu, 1995; Marginson, 2010); international 
students’ financial situations and work (Abu-Ein, 1995; Xia, 1991; Cheng, 1999; 
Li & Kaye, 1998; Curtis & Williams, 2002; Marginson et al., 2010); intercultural 
relationship and network building (Church, 1982; Triandis et al., 1988; Misra, 
1999; Weiss, 1974; DiTommaso & Spinner, 1997; Rosenthal, Russell, & Thomson, 
2006; Brislin & Yoshida, 1994; Demir & Tarhan, 2001; Berry et al., 1989; Berry, 
1997; Marginson et al., 2010). In France, most of the existing references regarding 
the situation for international students have been produced by international 
postgraduates and PhD students and the question of international students’ 
integration has always been the major concern of research (Coulon & Paivandi, 
2003). 

International education exchange facilitates the flow of scientific and cultural 
knowledge, and mobility can enable students to get a multicultural training and 
construct a new perspective through cross-cultural experience. Papatsiba (2003) 
noted that mobility could be a project of constructing the self (trajectoire de la 
construction de soi) as well as a process of self-reorientation. The process is 
characterized by self-re-identification, a re-consideration of one’s relationship 
with one’s original country and culture, a test of one’s adaptation abilities and a 
reflection of openness and social-cultural tolerance. Furthermore, for a student, the 
principal purpose of mobility is to enrich one’s knowledge, broaden one’s 
worldview and prepare for future professional life. Therefore, in spite of the 
differences in their social, financial, and educational backgrounds, to be flexible, 
proficient in the host language and active in social/academic integration, are the 



BIAN Cui 452

keys for international students to succeed in this experience. 
Mobility can also be a double-edged sword. On one hand, the cultural dialogue 

can help students enlarge their views and get a better understanding of a different 
social and cultural context; on the other hand, mobility can also result in 
misunderstanding or stereotyping of the host country (Spencer-Rogers, 2001; 
Fatima, 2001; Lee & Rice, 2007; Spencer-Rodgers & McGovern, 2002; Li & 
Kaye, 1998; Butcher & McGrath, 2004; Li, Baker, & Marshall, 2002; Marginson 
et al., 2010). This contradictory situation explains why Murphy-Lejeune (2003) 
recommended inventing a new definition of the word “foreigner,” appropriate to 
contemporary social development. In her opinion, the combination of strangeness 
and familiarity perceived between actors from different cultures produces 
divergence along different dimensions (spatial, social, cultural, and symbolic) and 
the contemporary “foreigner” could be defined as an actor capable of adapting to 
new social situations. Her new definition of “foreigner” implied that international 
students should be foreigners of a new type in this era: equipped with diverse 
competences for their adaptation to their host country. 

The third body of theory that is useful for this study is derived from the official 
reports and statistics published annually by national, regional, and international 
organizations. More precisely, the quantitative information available in these 
documents clarify the dimensions of international student mobility from a macro 
perspective, providing primary information on such aspects as demography, 
geography, education level and fields, source and target countries, etc. This 
macro-level information can be regarded both as factual evidence that can be used 
in testing the two previous bodies of theory and as preparatory to the analysis of 
the different contexts in which the mobility is experienced. 

The Research Focus of This Study 

This study concentrates on the international students’ experience abroad, taking 
them as individuals, as members of a family or collective and as members of 
society. In dealing with the three different identities, both synchronic and 
diachronic dimensions of analysis are employed to analyze students’ experience, 
which is divided into a preparation phase, an adaptation phase and a 
transformation phase. As individuals, students have their own personality, way of 
thinking, capability, social values and unique life trajectory. As members of 
families or a collective, they have distinctive living conditions, social status, 
family financial situations, ways of being cultivated, and social networks. As 
members of society, they have a nationality and are heirs to a culture. 

First of all, the study started with examining individual situations such as 
preparation for studying abroad, social and financial situation, personal study and 
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professional experience, motivation and objectives, ways of facing the different 
phases of their life in the host country. Then, the focus turned to international 
students’ experience in their host institutions. The process of their integration was 
influenced by the style of institutional administration, the organization of courses, 
service provision and the cultural atmosphere of the institution, including the 
student-teacher relationship and the relationship among students. In the last phase, 
the study has tried to present a comparative analysis of the personal interpretation 
of this experience for international students in France and in China. 

Research Methodology 

A qualitative method was implemented in this study and interviews with 
international students in France and China were the main techniques used in data 
collection. The interviewees for this study consisted of 16 international students of 
different nationalities, eight in each host country at Capital University 
(pseudonym) in China (see Table 1) and Romance University (pseudonym) in 
France (see Table 2). The two research sites were selected on the basis of 
geographical proximity and personal network. The study was conducted during 
the university year of 2010/2011. 
 
Table 1  Capital University (China) Interviewees’ Information 

Name Sex Age Nationality Time of 
Arrival

Program Discipline Financial 
resource 

SC F - American 2010 Free-mover American 
scholarship 

MC F 26 Spanish 2010 Free-mover Spanish 
scholarship 

AC M 22 German 2010 University 
collaboration 

Self-funded 

DC M 24 Swedish 2010 University 
collaboration 

Self-funded 

GC M  French 2010 University 
collaboration 

French 
scholarship 

EC M 27 French 2010 Erasmus 
Mundus 

Chinese 
scholarship 

HC M 22 German 2010 University 
collaboration 

German 
scholarship 

TC F - Japanese 2010 Free-mover 

Chinese 
language 
training 

Chinese 
scholarship 

 
As indicated in Table 1, the eight participants from Capital University were 

from six different countries: Japan, America, Germany, Sweden, France, and 
Spain. The duration of their stay in China was around 10 to 12 months, during 
which their principal mission was to improve their Chinese level at the university’s 
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School of Chinese as a Second Language. They were scholarship holders from 
various exchange programs and those who got a Chinese government scholarship 
were offered free accommodation, tuition fees, and health insurance. If they did 
not want to live on campus, they got a reimbursement for their rent. Those 
financially supported by their home country or home institutions did not receive 
all these benefits and their situations depended on the contract signed between 
their home institution and Capital University. 

 

Table 2  Romance University (France) Interviewees’ Information 
Name Sex Age Nationality Time of 

Arrival
Degree level Discipline Financial 

resources 
HF M 28 Algerian 2008 Master 1 

 (bac + 4) 
Education Self-funded 

IF M 27 Algerian 2009 Master 1 
 (bac + 4) 

French linguistics 
tudies 

Self-funded 

LF F 26 Peruvian 2010 Master 1 
(bac + 4) 

Education and  
public health 

Self-funded 

NF M 23 Togolese 2009 Senior 3 
 (bac + 3) 

Psychology Self-funded 

MF M 25 Italian 2005 1st year PhD 
(bac + 6) 

ICT and French 
learning 

Self-funded 

KF F 27 Korean 2010 Language 
training 

French learning Self-funded 

SF F 25 Chinese 2008 Master 2 
 (bac + 5) 

IT and archive 
management  

Self-funded 

JF F 27 Chinese 2010 3rd year PhD Education politics Erasmus 
Mundus 

 

As indicated in Table 2, the eight interviewees at Romance University in France 
were from Algeria, Peru, Togo, China, Korea, and Italy and among them, five 
students had been living in France for more than one year while the longest 
duration of stay among the participants was five years; three of them started their 
study experience in September 2010. With regard to the study fields, only one 
Korean student was taking French language courses at the time of the interview 
while the others had already started their major studies in the social sciences. 
Concerning their financial situation, only one Chinese exchange student was a 
fully funded scholarship holder, while the others were financially self-supporting. 
The majority of the interviewees already had a quite advanced level of French, 
except for two Chinese students; and for most of them, the diploma-oriented plan 
of study had already been defined before their arrival in France. 

All of the sixteen interviews were semi-structured, focusing on questions such 
as their preparation, first acquaintance with the host country, adaptation process 
and self-reflection period. The duration of the interviews was between one and two 
hours and the 16 interviews were completed in three languages, Chinese, English,  
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and French. The interviews conducted in France were recorded in a face-to-face 
communication, while the ones in China were carried out via Skype. This way of 
data collection freed me from being present at the research site in China; however, 
my physical distance may have had some negative concomitants in the process of 
the interviews. Due to an unstable internet connection, the interviews with 
students in China were mainly in audio form and the flow of communication was 
often interrupted by buffering. 

Analysis 

Analysis of the interview data will be divided into three sections, following the 
chronological development of international students’ experience: a preparation 
period for their study abroad period, the adaptation period and the self-reflection 
or transformation period. 

 
“Why Did You Choose China or France as Your Host Country?”(Preparation 
Period) 

 
China and France, as host countries, both have distinctive characteristics and a 
charm that attracts international students. According to the explanations of 
different interviewees in this study, cultural attractiveness, the development level 
of study or research fields and professional development demands were always 
considered as the main criteria for their choice. Furthermore, aspects such as 
geographical closeness, affinity in culture and languages, the historical 
relationship between host country and country of origin, also played important 
roles in international students’ decision-making. 

 
Cultural Attractiveness 
 
As countries well-known for their remarkable cultural heritage, France and China 
were selected as countries of destination by international students where they 
could live the experience of discovering and exploring the richness and diversity 
of these heritages. As a core component of culture, language is the key to 
opening the door of a country, which means speaking the language is the only 
way to gain access to real contact with local communities and understand the 
“truth face” of the society. Therefore, the host country choice was above all 
language-oriented. For those who had already acquired certain levels of language 
skills, study in the host country was an opportunity to make good use of it and 
find access to more research resources. For those who only had an elementary 
linguistic knowledge, it was a chance to ameliorate their language skills and get 
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familiarized with the social culture. 
 

Premièrement, le français est la deuxième langue en Algérie. La première langue, c’est 
l’arabe. La deuxième langue est le français et on l’apprend à l’âge de..... dit-on, neuf ans 
[First of all, French is the second language in Algeria. The first language is Arabic. We 
begin to learn French when we’re 9 years old; author’s translation]. 

(IF, Algerian, Master 1, Romance University) 
 

Maintenant je voulais continuer mes études en France, comme j’ai déjà dit, ma spécialité 
était la linguistique française. Donc, pour continuer la linguistique française en France, je 
pensais que mon niveau de français n’était pas suffisant. Et après, apprendre un peu de 
français, un peu plus. Cette année, je vais m’inscrire à doctorat ou à master 2 [Now, I’d 
like to further my study in France, as I told you just now, my major used to be French 
linguistics. As my French level wasn’t sufficient enough, I chose French intensive 
courses learning this year to ameliorate my level and I’m going to register for M2 or PhD 
study later; author’s translation].  

(KF, Korean, French language training, Romance University) 
 

According to interview data, seven out of the eight students already had 
adequate scores in the French language test before their arrival in France. The 
eight interviewees were divided into three groups based on their nationalities. The 
students in the first group came from former colonies of France where French was 
practiced as an official second language. These students started learning French 
from a very young age and they also possessed a rich knowledge of French culture. 
Thanks to their linguistic and cultural level, unlike the other groups, their major 
studies started directly after their arrival. The second group was composed of 
students from European countries. Due to the “langues vivantes” program 
implemented in all member countries of the EU, which requires that at least two 
European languages should be learned by students in junior high school, their 
linguistic familiarity and cultural affinity facilitated their language learning and 
cultural adaptation. The students in the third group were from 
non-French-speaking countries and among them, some had been French majors in 
their home institutions while others had received a short period of French language 
training before their study in France. They possibly confronted more challenges 
and their adaptation process seemed less smooth than that of the other two groups. 
In spite of the differences in the three groups’ general situations, their purpose for 
being in France appeared unanimously coherent: They were in pursuit of resources 
for study and professional development with the help of French language. 

 

Since I was very little, I was always interested in China; my reason might be a little bit 
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stupid, but I always like to read very much and I began to interest in Chinese literature from 
a very young age. I read Qian Zhongshu’s Weicheng. I fell in love with it …  

(MC, French, Chinese language training, Capital University) 
 

I am an undergraduate art history student from the University of North Texas and I am a 
Chinese minor. I am selecting up Peking University to improve my Chinese… 

(SC, American, Chinese language training, Capital University) 
 

Compared with the interviewees in France, the eight students in China had a 
quite weak level of the host language of Chinese. For some of them, study in 
China gave them the first chance to speak Chinese with native speakers and the 
Chinese language test was not a must for them since the Chinese courses in Capital 
University were set for all levels of learners. Their principal purpose for the 
experience of mobility was to improve their Chinese level.  

According to the interviews, they were fascinated with Chinese culture and 
their interest had first been aroused by reading translated works about China. More 
than 5,000 years of history, four great ancient inventions, well-known historical 
sites, diverse religions and philosophies were all attractive aspects of China and 
learning Chinese was taken as the first step to gain access to all of this. 

The eight interviewees clearly expressed their motivation in learning Chinese 
during the interviews. Some were intrigued by the non-alphabetic linguistic 
system and the exotic and artistic Chinese calligraphy. Learning Chinese was like 
a personal challenge and an opportunity to prove their linguistic competence. 
Some interviewees had already taken Chinese courses as a major or minor in their 
home institution and study in China gave them a chance to practice and ameliorate 
their knowledge acquisition in various social and cultural dimensions. Besides the 
language aspect, China’s image as host country also had an immense influence on 
the students’ choice. According to the interviewees’ experiences, the image of 
China was mainly created by the information they encountered in the mass media 
and their direct contact with a few Chinese people in their home countries. 

The fast development of information and communication technologies has 
brought so much convenience to the lives of contemporary students while the 
negative effects also can’t be ignored. Nowadays there is a tendency to be 
overwhelmed by a flood of information and how to test its reliability has become 
a real problem. The three Asian students described the alluring elements of France 
that they learned about from the mass media before their arrival: high fashion, 
luxury products, romantic love, freedom, and landmark architecture. Their 
curiosity had been greatly aroused by fantasies relating to these things. Others, by 
contrast, focused on the well-developed social welfare system and the advanced 
technologies. Unlike France, the multi-faceted-image of China in the media 
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seemed to be more mysterious and confusingly charming for the eight 
interviewees. 

 
Host Country’s Strength 
 
From the economic perspective, the mobility choice could be seen as students’ 
personal investment and they were expecting some kind of benefit from this 
experience abroad. Following the general principle of investing, the first step 
should be conducting a preliminary background check of the invested field. In this 
study, two words stood out in the interviews to describe the host country’s strength, 
“service” for France and “money” for China. 

Thanks to its long history of hosting international students, France offered 
comparatively better, well-developed and systematic service. During the 
interviews with students in France, three key aspects were frequently mentioned to 
express their satisfaction with information provision: CEF (centre pour les etudes 
en France, service center for study in France), Alliance Française and tuition fees. 
The CEF was affiliated to the embassies of France around the world and has now 
become CampusFrance after having merged with Edufrance in January 2007. 
These centers were created to offer service to students who plan to study in France, 
especially self-supporting students. International Students can get necessary 
information on university introductions, education programs, accommodation 
and scholarship information and basic social-cultural knowledge of French 
society in this center. Meanwhile, they have to get registered on its official 
website for a French language test, university applications and interviews for 
getting a visa. 

 
J’ai entré sur l’internet et puis je me suis renseigné. Mais dans ces dernières années, en 
Algérie, ils ont fait un nouveau système qui est le système de Campus France. On a accédé 
tous par le biais de CEF (centre d’études en France). C’est lui qui a étudié toutes les 
situations et il a même le site que tu pouvais postuler pour le master dans les différentes 
universités qui sont inscrite sur leur site [I searched for the information on the internet. In 
the recent years, the new system CampusFrance has been used in Algeria and we can get 
access to all the information by CEF (center of study in France) who studies our 
application documents. Meanwhile, we can apply directly for postgraduate programs in 
different French universities on their websites; author’s translation]. 

(IF, Algerian, Master 1, Romance University) 
 

Furthermore, the development of another francophone cultural and language 
promoter, Alliance Française has also been playing an important role in attracting 
international students. According to the statistics published on its official website, 
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1,016 Alliance Française offices have been created in 135 countries with 492,461 
students in 2010.  

Last but not least is the question of tuition fees: 
 

Parce que le système d’éducation dans les autres pays par exemple en Angleterre, ils sont 
super chers, deux ou trois fois plus cher qu’ici [As the education programs in other 
countries, for example, England, cost a lot, two or three times more than here in France; 
author’s translation]. 

(HF, Algerian, Master 1, Romance University) 
 

Compared with the other major international student importers, US, UK, 
Australia, and Canada, France charges students the lowest tuition fees and 
students enjoy the same rights and benefits as local students in their study, 
accommodation, and social insurance. 

If France was considered as an experienced host, China could be taken as an 
emerging new destination for international students, thanks to its recent 
economic development. Since the implementation of the opening and reform 
policy in China in the 1980s, Chinese higher education has experienced a long 
process of reform. How to keep its own characteristics while internationalizing its 
higher education has become a top priority, which has needed time and 
experimentation. During the process of exploring different ways of resolving this 
dilemma, several reforms have been proposed and conducted, such as setting up 
scholarships under the China Scholarship Council to fund both Chinese students’ 
and researchers’ mobility abroad and international students’ and researchers’ 
academic activities in China, internationalizing the higher education curriculum, 
creating more English-teaching courses and developing more collaborative 
programs with foreign institutions. 

 

My home University of Bayreuth which is in South Germany, north Bavaria; my home 
university has a program with XX as an exchange program, I think. We have four places 
so we students can go to China; it’s more or less to study language. 

(HC, German, Chinese language training, Capital University) 
 

Dans le courant de, vers janvier 2010, j’ai vu un programme d’échange Européen qui 
s’appelle Erasmus Mundus, entre l’Union Européen et la Chine qui permet aux étudiants 
européens d’aller passer un semestre ou un an en Chine avec une bourse, un grand 
confort, donc, je tentais ma chance et j’ai envoyé mon dossier [During the year 2010, in 
around January, I just found this exchange program, called Erasmus Mundus, between 
China and European countries with a considerable scholarship. Therefore, I decided to 
give it a try and sent my application documents; author’s translation]. 

(EC, French, Chinese language training, Capital University) 
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All of these measures seemed to be functioning effectively in the view of the 
eight interviewees, among whom the majority came under collaborative 
programs funded by the Chinese government and some other official 
organizations. 

 
Future Professional Development 
 
In this era, new knowledge production and innovation has taken the highest 
priority both in international collaboration and in most countries’ development 
policies. This has led, in turn, to a standardization of higher education, which has 
made higher education more accessible to international students and created more 
chances for them to obtain globally recognized qualifications. Nevertheless, with 
more and more diversified diplomas-holders competing in the job market, 
employers’ criteria for recruitment has been modified from a one-dimensional 
focus on graduates’ educational background to a broader consideration of their 
whole package of competences. 

 

In America, at least in Texas, if you tell people that you study Chinese, it helps me to get 
jobs. I put on my résumé that I speak some Spanish, I am a Chinese student and people 
are very interested in that. People think you are smart automatically. 

(SC, American, Chinese language training, Capital University) 
 

As investors, international students have clear ideas of the potential payback for 
their study. On one hand, most of the interviewees in France mentioned that the 
extremely competitive atmosphere made it impossible for them to continue their 
study in their home country and France offered them a second chance. The 
devaluation of national diplomas in their home job market pushed them abroad to 
get a more valued French diploma which could help them to find a better job in the 
future. Most of them also expressed their hope of having a short period of working 
experience in France which could offer them a chance to practice what they have 
learned and be considered as an added value in the job market. On the other hand, 
the eight interviewees in China also conveyed similar perspectives on their 
experience. However, what they cherished most was not the value of a Chinese 
diploma but the study experience in China. With China’s economic growth and 
political development, more and more international enterprises are interested in 
the Chinese market and they prefer to recruit those who have basic knowledge of 
China and Chinese culture. The job opportunities created by this market’s demand 
encouraged them to study in China. From their point of view, the study experience 
in China made their curriculum vitae more attractive and of higher value in the eye 
of employers. No matter what their target was, whether a higher value diploma or 
experience, they were fully aware of the importance of their experience of 
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mobility in their future professional development. 
Even if the international students, as young adults, made their choice with 

more or less clear objectives in mind, study abroad was a difficult choice to make, 
as it involved a geographical move to an unknown world, together with 
emotional and psychological separation from familiar social networks. The 
adventure began with desire and passion and the process was made up of both 
opportunities and danger (Marginson et al., 2010). According to Murphy-Lejeune 
(2003), the capital of mobility was principally composed of four elements: 
personal and family history, previous mobility experience and language 
competences, adaptation experience and student’s personality. In other words, 
each of these elements would have a certain kind of influence on the 
international student’s experience in the host country. 

 
“What Was Your Life Like after Your Arrival?” (Adaptation Period) 
 
Arrival 
 
After a period of preparation, the students finally arrived in the host country with 
complex feelings. Some were very excited because it was a moment for which 
they had waited for a very long time. While some felt more worried and uncertain 
than others, whatever their psychological condition, arrival symbolized not only a 
simple geographical change but more importantly the beginning of a breaking 
away from their past. As a result, the first impression of the host country would set 
the tone for the students’ future life and this first encounter would become an 
unforgettable memory. 

 

请带我去西门 [Please take me to the west gate; author’s translation]. I was so nervous 
and I sounded like a little girl. 

(MC, Spanish, Chinese language training, Capital University) 
 

Je suis arrivé à Paris, mon cousin qui était supposé de m’attendre. Premièrement, j’étais 
super content, super heureux [I arrived in Paris and my cousin should have been there 
waiting for me. At the first sight, I was very content, very happy; author’s translation]. 

(IF, Algerian, Master 1, Romance University) 
 

The arrival scene at the airport was experienced quite differently depending on 
interviewees’ local social networks. Although half of the interviewees had visited 
China before, they did not have a local “coordinator” to welcome them and all of 
them took public transportation (metro/taxi) to their host university. By contrast, 
among the eight interviewees in France, two were picked up by family members, 
two by friends, and two by compatriots. The differences in their first experience in 
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the host country created a psychological gap. During the interviews, there seemed 
to be less anxiety and uncertainty and greater pleasure for the interviewees in 
France than in China. 

Beijing, as the host city, was considered as the best place to get familiar with 
Chinese society; however, most of the interviewees expressed their 
disappointment at the first sight of the city and they were disturbed by the serious 
environment pollution. Three words repeatedly appeared in the interviews to 
describe their first impression of the city: polluted, enormous and, ugly. 

 

There was no sun in the sky and I get to know that Beijing is notorious for its pollution. So 
you never see the sky in the summer. And I was shocked because being Spanish; I expect 
the sun to be up. 

(MC, Spanish, Chinese language training, Capital University) 
 

For the students in France, Paris was a transfer station to their destination. 
Besides the beauty of the historical sites, most of them were impressed by the 
city’s well-equipped social infrastructures and public transport system. Meanwhile, 
they also noted how Paris, just like any other international city, was well-known 
for its fast life-work tempo, high-level consumption, and public security 
problems. 

 

A Paris il y a trop d’étrangers, trop de touristes, c’est très difficile de faire des amis. Tout le 
monde est pressé et occupé [there’re so many foreigners, so many tourists and it’s very 
difficult to make friends. Everyone is in a hurry and occupied; author’s translation]. 

(KF, Korean, French language training, Romance University) 
 

Accommodation 
 
After their arrival in the host city, the most urgent issue was to find a place to live. 
A home address was not only an administrative necessity for international students 
to obtain a legal identity, but even more as a psychological guarantee of being safe. 
All the 16 interviewees mentioned that they had already searched for some 
accommodation information on the internet before their arrival; however, the 
result of their application differed on the basis of the arrangements made by the 
host institution and their personal situation. Although the host institutions have 
been trying to improving their service quality, a lack of staff and resources seemed 
to be a common problem. 

Ten of the interviewees chose to live in university housing while the other six 
shared rented apartments with others. The management of the residence and the 
styles and conditions of the accommodation were different in France and in China, 
which could also explain students’ choices to some extent. 
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With regard to university residences in France, the distribution of rooms was 
controlled by the CROUS (centre régional des oeuvres universitaires et scolaires). 
International students could access all information concerning the location of 
residences, living conditions, rent and size of room on its official website. The 
application demands a European citizen employee as guarantor for the rent or a 
pre-payment of ten months’ rent before students could move in. For most of the 
interviewees, this requirement seemed extremely strict and hard to meet. Due to a 
larger student demand than the residences’ capacity, certain criteria also made 
application more complicated, such as students’ scholarship situation, educational 
level and age. For the eight interviewees in France in this study, as most of them 
were self-supporting students, the process of finding a place to live was quite an 
unpleasant experience, even painful. 

 

Le logement, par contre, ça fait la galère. Ce n’est pas facile du tout. Croyez le plus 
simple est de déposer le dossier, on pourrait aller directement à la chambre. Donc, ce 
n’était pas ça [The accommodation, on the contrary, was catastrophic. It wasn’t easy at 
all. I had thought I might be able to go directly into my room after having submitted my 
application documents. However, it wasn’t the situation; author’s translation]. 

(IF, Algerian, Master 1, Romance University) 
 

Compared to them, the interviewees in China were much luckier. As scholarship 
holders, they were assured a place to live before their arrival. For the Chinese 
government scholarship holders, they got free accommodation, tuition, and social 
and medical insurance during their whole study period in China. Most of them got 
a student room in the university residence either on campus or in the neighborhood 
in order to facilitate their daily life. It was the host university that managed and 
arranged the distribution of dorms and student registration was the only 
requirement to get accommodation. 

 

Quand je suis arrivé, il y avait déjà mon nom, donc, je n’ai que signé et payé le loyer, 
après, j’avais un logement [When I arrived here, they already had my name on the list. I 
just signed and paid the rent. Then I got my accommodation; author’s translation]. 

(DC, Swedish, Chinese language training, Capital University) 
 

Concerning living conditions and accommodation styles, five of the eight 
interviewees in France were housed in single room dorms of 9 m2 in the university 
residence where students shared the showers, toilets, and small kitchen. Three 
interviewees rented flats either with compatriot friends or with local students. 
While, for the eight interviewees in China, two of them lived in a rented flat with 
their compatriot friends, one lived alone in a flat in the city’s suburban area, five 
stayed on campus either in a traditional double-room dorm or in new-built flats. 
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One small piece of information emerging in the interview revealed the different 
host policies in two countries. The international students’ housing was separated 
from that of local students and had better conditions in China. However, the 
university residence in France was always shared among local students and 
international students. 

 

Adaptation 
 

The first several months were always considered as the most difficult period for 
international students. After having settled down, they had to deal with 
complicated administrative procedures, such as applying for an identity card, 
opening a bank account, getting a medical check and course registration. Curiosity 
about the unknown and a passion for adventure disappeared little by little, as the 
process of acquiring a new identity forced them to face the reality and start their 
real life.  

To accommodate the new environment, for most international students, they 
suffered a deep sense of loss (Hayes & Lin, 1994; Marginson et al., 2010). This 
was a period of disorientation and confusion for all the 16 interviewees. First of 
all, the new identity symbolized a separation from their past and the label of 
“foreigner” made them lose their individuality in the eyes of local people, 
sometimes even for themselves. Starting a life in a place where they were 
challenged in terms of language, culture, and social norms, was not always 
pleasant and in fact was often painful. Next, the unexpected things made them less 
certain about their future and they started to have doubts about the feasibility and 
duration of their study plan. For the interviewees in China, their study was to 
finish within a fixed period, which had already been written in their mobility 
contact; while for most interviewees in France, the duration of their stay was not 
determined and could be greatly influenced by the success of their adaptation. 
Finally, the power of the presence of a proximate site and the “emotional” and 
“imaginative” significance of an older site forced the creation of divided identities 
(Appadurai, 1996, Marginson et al., 2010). Due to a sense of separation from the 
past and anxiety about the future, most of interviewees focused too much on the 
present and this over-concentration could make them lost. 

 

Plus on s’éloigne de notre pays, on s’attache à lui, parce que je pense que je suis encore 
plus attaché à ma culture qu’avant, parce que j’étais dedans avant, je n’avais pas rendu 
compte mais maintenant lorsque je suis ici. Je me dis, qu’est-ce que j’ai raté, qu’est-ce 
que j’ai laissé dernière de moi. Bien que, je suis bien sûr dans mon monde, et mes 
perspectives tirent y retourner mais je pense que je suis quelqu’un qui est plus attaché à 
sa culture qu’avant [The farther we’re from our country, the more focus we put on it. I 
feel more attached to my country and my culture than before. When I was in my country, 



An Analysis of International Students’ Experience in China and France 465 

I never considered it that way but now I’m here and I realize it. I asked myself “what 
I’ve been missing? What I left behind.” Of course, I’m well-adapted here but when I 
look back, I’m more attached to my culture than before; author’s translation]. 

(IF, Algerian, Master 1, Romance University) 
 

As they faced the severe tests of reality, most of the interviewees in France 
pointed out their nostalgia for the past, which was reflected in their small social 
network with compatriots, persistence in eating habits, frequent chats with 
families and friends back home and return for short get-togethers with families 
during the vacations. For these interviewees, the distance intensified their love for 
their culture and society. By contrast, the interviewees in China, as scholarship 
holders, lived a much easier life with considerable help from the host institution in 
dealing with all the administrative procedures. Most of them took advantage of the 
period after they first arrived to discover the city and the rest of the country. 

The results of the interviewees’ adaptation depended on both internal and 
external factors. The internal aspects were related to personal factors included the 
individual’s linguistic competence, intercultural adaptability, and communicative 
abilities (Hayes & Lin, 1994; Yang et al., 2006; Marginson et al., 2010 ). 
Furthermore, the students’ former personal trajectories also had considerable 
influence on their adaptation (Sighn, 2005; Marginson et al., 2010). Most of the 
interviewees in China had already had several travelling or short-time study 
experience in other countries and for them, China was just another destination. For 
all the eight interviewees in France, it was the first time in their life to be so far 
away from their families. The social atmosphere and students’ financial situation 
also affected the students’ adaptation to the new environment (Abu-Ein, 1995; Xia, 
1991; Cheng, 1999; Li & Kaye, 1998). Due to the different social-political 
contexts of the host countries, being an international student could be interpreted 
differently, an asset or a constraint (Marginson et al., 2010). Thanks to France’s 
lengthy experience in hosting international students, the majority of the 
interviewees expressed their appreciation of the benefits they could get in France. 
But they also confirmed the existence of invisible discrimination. By contrast, the 
interviewees in China were greatly impressed by Chinese people’s kindness to 
foreigners. With regard to students’ financial situation in daily life, most of the 
interviewees in France took part-time jobs as an obligation and a way of making a 
living. They rarely dined out, had parties or traveled around. While, for the 
scholarship holders in China, these entertainment activities were parts of their 
regular routines and for those who got part-time jobs, it was just a way of 
discovering Chinese society and getting opportunities for more communication 
with Chinese people. All of these objective and subjective factors worked together 
on the students’ adaptation period in the host country and their experience would 
obviously be more or less pleasant accordingly. 
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Moreover, all the 16 interviewees in this study avoided using the words “culture 
shock” to describe their adaptation experience. From their point of view, keeping 
an open mind and adapting themselves to the local society were exactly what 
international students are supposed to be doing today. 

 
“How Was Your Study Going?” (Study Adaptation) 

 

Host Institution 
 
In this research, Capital University and Romance University were chosen as host 
institutions to be studied. Known as one of the best universities in China, the 
interviewees were attracted by the international reputation of Capital University 
and they were also greatly impressed by its historical architecture, scientific 
atmosphere, well-equipped library, and beautiful campus. By contrast, the 
interviewees in Romance University put more emphasis on the quality of their 
academic studies and future career development. 

The interviewees’ first impression to their host institution began with 
information searching on its website before their arrival. According the eight 
interviewees in China, Capital University’s website offered in both Chinese and 
English to meet international students’ requirements However, for the eight 
interviewees in Romance University, the unique French version really challenged 
their linguistic level in terms of access to some practical information, particularly 
the presentation of its educational programs. 

After having settled down, the interviewees reflected on their first face-to-face 
official contact with their host institution on their registration day. Most of the 
interviewees in Capital University expressed their satisfaction with the service 
offered by working staff in the international office. They mentioned in the 
interviews that they were well-guided by multilingual student-tutors with their 
questions and registration procedures such as course selection, social-medical 
insurance, the university’s administrative procedures and application for identity 
card, etc. However, the interviewees’ in Romance University met more difficulties 
in dealing with their registration because of their limited French level and the 
complicated administrative procedures.  

Regarding campus culture, Capital University was not only a place for students 
to study but also a community which was equipped with all the necessary social 
facilities, such as shops, hospitals, university residences, canteens and sports 
centers. Campus cultural activities were taken as parts of students’ life and 
provided students with opportunities for communication with others and 
integration into the university. According to the interviewees in Romance 
University, however, the students came to the faculty to have classes or to study in 
the library and there were fewer campus activities. 
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Study Performance 
 
The interviewees’ study performance was analyzed on the basis of their 
educational programs, learning methods, and relationship with teachers and peers 
in class. The analysis results of this part were closely related to both the 
personality and intercultural adaptability of interviewees and the host institutions’ 
own culture. 

All of the eight interviewees in Capital University were registered at the 
School of Chinese as a second language where the student population was only 
composed of international students and all levels of Chinese language courses 
were offered. Learning Chinese for them was quite challenging but interesting at 
the same time and they enjoyed a lot the learning ambiance with their peers. 
Among the eight interviewees in Romance University, only two Asian students 
studied French language courses in the School of French as a second language 
and the other six were all postgraduates in social sciences. They all carried 
different levels of stress in their study and lack of financial support seemed to be 
the common shared crisis. 

With regard to the learning methods, most of the interviewees in China 
mentioned that they were passive learners and all they were asked to do was 
listening, repeating, reciting and doing repeated exercises in class. As most of 
them were from Western countries where interactive learning approaches were 
greatly advocated, the Chinese way of teaching languages seemed inefficient to 
them and having less payback over the long term. Therefore, learning methods 
corresponded to the ways of teaching in the host institution and how to get 
oneself adapted has become a high priority for students from different education 
systems. As claimed by the interviewees in France, active participation in class 
and independent study capability were essential for academic success in Romance 
University. The exchange of information or opinions was an inseparable part of 
learning in class and students’ free expression was greatly encouraged. In face of 
all these challenges, some interviewees in France mentioned that they became 
“deaf” and “dumb” due to linguistic incompetence and insufficient academic 
preparedness. Financial pressure, part-time jobs, and social and psychological 
isolation, all exacerbated their study difficulties. 

 
Ça prend du temps et je dois sécher plus de cours, plusieurs heures de mes cours, plusieurs 
créneaux…des fois, je me suis réveillé le matin, je me disais: “qu’est ce je peux faire: aller 
au cours ou travailler?” [It takes time! I skip several hours of courses, even several courses 
a day… sometimes, when I wake up in the morning, I asked myself what I should do, go to 
class or work?; author’s translation]. 

(IF, Algerian, Master 1, Romance University) 
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During this long and even painful process of study adaptation, different kinds 
of relationships could offer different provisions to international students (Weiss, 
1974; Marginson et al., 2010) and the institutions facilitated the development of 
horizontal relationship between people from different backgrounds and nations 
(Woolcock, 2000; Marginson et al., 2010). The role of teachers and peers was 
considered more or less helpful for the interviewees in this study. According to 
the eight interviewees at Capital University, most of their teachers offered them 
personal contact information such as phone number and email address at the first 
class. They were satisfied with teachers’ availability and responsiveness to their 
difficulties. Meanwhile, the relationship between peers in class went very well 
and the fact of being foreigners in China made their relationship even closer. 
However, they met some difficulties in making friends with local Chinese 
students for the reason that Chinese students were very much occupied by their 
study and they did non have many shared interests to discuss. 

 

Je trouve que c’est plus facile avec des américains, des européens pour savoir des limites. 
Avec un chinois, est-ce qu’on peut parler ouvertement de la politique, ou parler 
ouvertement de la relation, on ne sait pas trop quel est la limite [I think it’s easier to be 
with the Americans and the Europeans because we know where are the limits. Could we 
talk about the politics or relationship openly with a Chinese? We have no idea about the 
boundaries; author’s translation]. 

(DC, Swedish, Chinese language training, Capital University) 
 

In Romance University, the interviewees could turn to teachers about their 
problems either at class, by email or by making appointments. Even though 
sometimes the teachers were not that responsive, they still appreciated their 
academic level and sense of responsibility. On account of the usual absence of 
teachers in after-class time, getting help from peers had become the only way to 
deal with study problems and the relationship between classmates played a 
decisive role in the interviewees’ integration process. According to the 
interviewees’ experience, most of their contact with their local peers concerned 
matters such as borrowing their notebooks and photocopying study documents and 
it was very rare to form a friendly relationship between them. During the 
interviews, the six postgraduates talked about their sense of isolation in class and 
that they felt excluded by their local peers due to certain norms which they could 
not explain. As a result, they often chose to work with compatriots or other 
international students; which proved that “integration can only be ‘freely’ chosen 
and successfully pursued by non-dominant groups when the dominant society is 
open and inclusive in its orientation to cultural diversity” (Berry, 1997, p. 10). 

 

Le premier mois, j’ai essayé de m’intégrer, d’être avec eux, mais pour moi, je me suis senti 
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que c’est lourd….. il n’y pas de motivation pour rester ici. … je fais, tous mes travaux, je 
les fais seul, ça sert à rien, comme j’ai fait mon master à distance [ At the very beginning, 
I tried to get integrated but I felt very hard … I don’t feel motivated to continue my study 
here… I do all the study work alone and it’s like that I do my master study by distance. It 
doesn’t help; author’s translation]. 

(LF, Peruvian, Master 1, Romance University) 
 

“What Do You Think of This Experience?” (Transformation Period) 
 

According to the situations of the 16 interviewees, the study period varied from 
three months to five years; however, a similar pattern of emotional and 
psychological development was revealed during the interviews and their personal 
reflection on this experience abroad was influenced by both the social and 
university context and their former personal experiences.  

As explained in the Micro-Robert Dictionary (Robert, 1973), the meaning of 
the word “experience” indicates a process of learning something new and 
practicing what one has acquired. Living in a new social context and between two 
cultures, adapting to this host environment, trying to achieve their study goals and 
enrich their skill, this experience abroad, even sometimes an ordeal, tested, and 
challenged students’ abilities to adapt. Even though students’ degree of adaptation 
was diversified, the feeling of self-development was unanimously expressed. 

 

Personal Development 
 

The interviewees considered this experience as a very important life lesson for 
them, which strengthened their self-confidence and helped them discover their 
potential abilities. Like a self-learning process, this experience functioned as a 
journey of self-discovery and a way of gaining maturity. Independence, tolerance, 
and responsibility were the three words mentioned in their interviews to describe 
how they had been transformed during this experience of mobility. 

Study abroad means the students had to deal with everything by themselves, 
which could be painful but encouraging. Starting from their daily life, they were 
doing the housework, cooking, arranging time schedules making financial budgets 
and taking care of all the trivial problems, which would have been partly a matter 
of their parents’ responsibilities at home. Most importantly, they realized the 
importance of being independent and developed the ability of drawing lessons 
from what they experienced. 

 
J’essayais de me débrouiller avec des affaires administratives, en Corée, je ne les ai 
jamais rencontrées parce que j’habitais avec ma famille. Mes parents font beaucoup de 
chose au lieu de moi. Mais ici, toutes les choses, je dois faire par moi-même. J’apprends 
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l’indépendance. C’est une valeur très importante pour vivre la vie [I tried to deal with the 
administration by myself, which was something I’ve never done before in Korea because 
I lived with my family and it was taken charge of by my parents. But here, I have to deal 
with everything by myself. I learn to be independent and it’s very important in life; 
author’s translation]. 

(KF, Korean, French language training, Romance University) 
 
I have become more confident in myself because this is a very different environment 
from what I was used to…. it makes you feel you can do anything because you have 
managed to do something difficult. Coming here has given me that sense maybe I didn’t 
know myself. I thought I would be more scared and I would surrender to give up. But no, 
I didn’t. I stay here. I’m trying and I’m fighting. 

(MC, Spanish, Chinese language training, Capital University) 
 

All the interviewees in this study expressed their contentment at having this 
chance of personally living out the reality. For some interviewees, their social 
responsibility had been greatly developed in absorbing what they had seen and 
what they had been living in ways that moved beyond the stereotypes of the host 
country and its culture. During the interviews, some of the students expressed their 
expectation of working as go-between who could establish or ameliorate the 
relationship between the two countries in the political, economic, and educational 
fields. For interviewees from developing countries, they hoped their international 
study experience would contribute to their own country’s development, 
particularly in some under-developed fields of research. 

 
New Perspectives 

 

Je me sentais plus ouvert à toutes les cultures du monde, la curiosité. Je suis trop français 
au sens que je suis trop individualiste par rapport à la civilisation chinoise, trop 
indépendant, trop autonome pour pouvoir être [I feel more open and more curious about all 
the cultures in the world. I was so French in the way that I’m an individualist regarding to 
the Chinese culture, too independent, too autonomous; author’s translation]. 

(EC, French, Chinese language training, Capital University) 
 

In the restaurant when the people want to figure out who will pay the bill, they are shouting 
at each other; something you couldn’t have experienced in Germany. People really get 
louder but they are having fun. I see a lot of smiling people and I hardly see this in 
Germany. 

(HC, German, Chinese language training, Capital University) 
 

As explorers, the interviewees considered this experience abroad as an 
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adventure in which they could discover a new world and an unknown part of the 
self. The 16 interviews proved that the experience abroad not only strengthened 
students’ national and cultural identity but also made them realize different ways 
of doing things and interpreting aspects of reality. Living in two cultures, on one 
hand, brought new perspectives for interviewees to re-consider their original 
culture and home society; on the other hand, it produced inevitable cultural 
conflicts corresponding to the distance between the two cultural systems. 
Although they encountered lots of misunderstanding and even hurtful events, they 
cherished this opportunity of living through them, which made them think and 
reflect. Most of the interviewees were very open-minded in facing the cultural 
differences and showed a great tolerance of various personalities and different 
ways of behaviors. 

 

Professional Preparation 
 

Le Togo a besoin de moi pour changer la vie, pour changer la mentalité, j’ai besoin de 
créer le partenariat avec des écoles françaises, j’ai déjà commencé. .. . Créer des liens de 
partenariat des hôpitaux…. [Togo needs me to change its life and its mentality. I need to 
create some partnership with French schools, which is what I’ve been doing; to create 
some partnership with hospitals…; author’s translation]. 

(NF, Togolese, Senior 3, Romance University) 
 

I feel that coming here I have to meet my co-workers, I have to meet my colleagues in the 
future … I want to say “what do you think.“ That’s the main reason why I did this study 
abroad. So I can meet these people for job opportunities, for research opportunities in the 
future… 

(SC, American, Chinese language training, Capital University) 
 

As noted earlier, the 16 interviewees held different plans for their mobility 
abroad and their motivation and objectives had an impact on their way of handling 
this experience. For some of them, this study experience served them as a tool to 
seek employment with a valued foreign diploma or a language certificate. For 
some of them, it was an important period of time during which, they could figure 
out what they really wanted to do in the future. The experience abroad on their 
curriculum vitae could not only show future employers their global educational 
background but also their intercultural competence. During the interviews, several 
students also mentioned that this study experience created opportunities for them 
to make acquaintance with future research colleagues, to familiarize them with the 
development level of certain research fields of interest and establish some precious 
collaboration networks. 
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Conclusion 

As the main and the most traditional component of international education 
activities, student mobility can be traced back to the Middle Ages when student 
elites and scholars made pilgrimages in search of knowledge and it has become the 
global focus since the 1990s with the great increase in the international student 
population.  

This study aimed to show the way international students “grew up” in living 
their experience abroad by analyzing detailed information concerning their 
preparation, social and institutional adaptation, and reflection on their 
transformation. In this research, international students in France and in China were 
taken as examples to describe the general situation and the findings were based on 
interviews with 16 students in the two countries. According to the research data, 
the social, political and cultural context of the host country produced some 
differences in students’ experiences. However, no matter who the host country is, 
where the students are from and what is the motivation for study abroad, they have 
to experience the same phases of mobility. The differences exist only in the 
duration of each phase and their individual way of going through it, which is also 
greatly influenced by their former personal trajectories. This study also shows that 
more and more frequent exchanges between different countries help students form 
a mind that is more and more open and reinforce their adaptation competencies. 

As previously noted, mobility is students’ personal choice under the influence 
of social and economic development, an experience of self-discovery and 
self-development in an unfamiliar context, a process of self-realization that 
reinforces their confidence, challenges their limits and helps them find their 
potential in an international environment. This study could be considered as a 
study guide to give international students some practical information. It also 
serves to call a host country and host institution’s attention to international 
students’ lives by showing aspects of their real situations. Finally, it reminds the 
host country and institution that to attract more international students, they need 
better services and in this they might be able to learn from each other.  

The main purpose of this study has been to show the importance of mobility in 
international students’ personal and professional development. However, there 
were still some aspects concerning the international students’ experience which 
might be explored in future research. How did international students learn to live 
together with local peers? What’s the role of part-time jobs during the period of 
this experience? To what extent was it similar to be an international student in 
different universities and different countries? What kind of security problems did 
they meet in their host countries, why did these happen and how should they deal 
with them? Furthermore, with the development of different reforms in 
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contextualizing internationalization at a regional, national, and institutional level, 
student mobility has become more and more complex to interpret. In other words, 
the analysis of their experience at an individual level has some limitations. 
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