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Motivation and Personal Challenges 

 

⼦⽈：“吾⼗有五⽽志于学，三⼗⽽⽴，四⼗⽽不惑，五⼗⽽知天命，六⼗⽽⽿

顺，七⼗⽽从⼼所欲，不逾矩。”—《为政》 

At fifteen years of age, I set my mind and heart on learning. At thirty, I stood on 

my own. At forty, I had no doubts. At fifty, I knew heaven’s decree. At sixty, my 

ears were in accord. At seventy, I followed the desires of my mind-and-heart 

without overstepping right … (Confucius cited in Gardner, 2014. p. 22). 

 

Confucianism has been one of the most influential philosophical influences on 

Chinese education and on me, personally, as a Chinese student. Confucius suggests that 

30 is a milestone and by this age individuals should be well established in society. This 

is the age that I am now, and after studying for 10 years in Australia, I feel I have 

reached a key milestone in my life. 

I undertook this doctoral study, adopting an insider approach, because I had 

questions about whether my social work learning experiences in Australia would be 

relevant if applied in the Chinese context. My interest in social work education had 

developed as I completed my undergraduate study in the Bachelor of Social Work. I 

found that learning social work was personally challenging, rewarding, and 

transformative. However, I wondered how I could transfer my learning from Australia 

to the Chinese context.  

I come from Urumqi, Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region, in the northwest part 

of China. My hometown is quite different from other parts of China because of different 

ethnic cultures and minority groups that have created conflicts and social unrest in the 

region. I was exposed to these cultural, linguistic and regional differences during my 

childhood.  
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Studying social work has helped me to develop my thinking and learning to be 

more independent, critical, and reflective. It has opened up my life and widened my 

horizons to various perspectives including different theoretical and philosophical 

standpoints. I have developed values in social work, gained knowledge, learned about 

theories in human development, developed skills in interpersonal communication, and 

enhanced my abilities to work with people from diverse backgrounds and cultures. 

Before studying in Australia, my values and beliefs were shaped by my learning at 

school and by family elders including parents and relatives such as uncles, aunties, and 

grandparents. During my study in Australia, I often wondered how my learning could be 

transferred to the Chinese context. I understood that there were cultural differences 

between the two environments, but I was not sure what these differences meant for the 

social work field. Before I came to Australia, I barely knew what social work was, but 

have since become aware that it is an emerging profession in China. Undertaking this 

doctoral study has shed light on the relevance of the knowledge I learned in Australia to 

the Chinese context. 

My experiences of learning in both China and Australia has created two 

particular internal battles on how I wrote and presented this research. The first conflict 

was the language difference between English and Chinese, in terms of the context of 

communication. English, as an alphabet language, is explicit and direct, whereas 

Chinese, as a character language that conveys meaning in both words and associated 

context, is implicit and indirect. During this research process, it was a challenge for me 

as a bilingual researcher to explain aspects of the Chinese language in English words.  

As an insider, it was difficult for me to judge whether I had conveyed my “insider” 

knowledge of Chinese culture to English speakers who did not share my cultural 

background. Some subtle differences between Chinese and English could not be 
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explained in the English language, so providing some context and explanation of 

Chinese historical and political perspectives was needed.  These language differences 

created a lot of struggle and frustration in the writing process. 

My second battle was a concern about the reaction of the CCP to my critiquing 

their policies. I cannot deny that some traditional Chinese values and beliefs, such as 

respecting authority, still affect me to some extent and have influenced how this thesis 

has been presented. As a Chinese person, I have been influenced by Confucianism 

including compliance with authority, deference to parents, and an emphasis on academic 

achievement. Despite my having studied in Australia for over a decade, I am still 

somewhat affected by these historical cultural values. For instance, because of the 

respect for authoritarian power, that is, respect for the CCP, I was hesitant to criticise or 

even critique government policy. On one hand, I wanted to constructively critique or 

criticise these policies, given that well-considered ideas and argument are critical for 

research. On the other hand, critiquing CCP policies and governance can be risky, as 

evidenced by numerous reports of the arrest and prosecution of Chinese scholars who 

have a view divergent from the CCP’s. This has been a constant internal battle for me, 

as a Chinese person undertaking this doctoral study in Australia. A similar battle is 

reflected in the literature. For example, the Chinese literature tends to follow the Party 

line and be supportive of the CCP’s polices and regulations, while the Western literature 

tends to hold a critical stance on the inequitable or irrational aspects of the Chinese 

Government’s governance. After examining both perspectives, I have attempted to 

provide a balanced view in my review of literature. Nevertheless, I acknowledge that 

my ingrained regard for authoritarian power may have exerted some level of influence 

on writing this thesis.  
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Considering these battles, undertaking this thesis has required tremendous effort 

with six years of persistence, dedication, and diligence in understanding the social work 

profession and education in the intercultural context of China and Australia. Completing 

this doctoral thesis, as the ultimate academic degree, is a milestone that will begin my 

career as an academic.  
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On Reading this Thesis 

 

Two factors have influenced the presentation of this research and are relevant 

when reading this dissertation. The first relates to language, the second to cultural 

values. First, although I have bilingual skills in English and Chinese, I have had to 

identify the contextual influence in Chinese language characters that simply cannot be 

stated in English alphabet words. When translating from Chinese to English, both 

context and background knowledge needed to be provided in English. One significant 

example is in the context attached to the name of universities. Chinese people know that 

Peking University and Tsing Hua University are the two most prestigious universities in 

China. To be able to study at either of these universities is greatly admired and respected 

in Chinese society because studying in a prestigious university is highly valued.  

However, this is not the case in Australian culture. Studying at a prestigious Australian 

university such as one of the Group of 8 Universities, does not have the same 

significance for employment prospects and social status for Australian students. 

Therefore, while the prestigious and significant status attached to universities in China 

did not need to be explicitly stated for Chinese people, it needed to be explained for 

those of a non-Chinese cultural background.  

The second important factor is the cultural values attached to Chinese 

characters. Chinese phrase in characters gives the meaning either in a positive or a 

negative manner in the context of the language, whereas in English, the words provide 

sufficient information to understand the meaning of a phrase (Wang & Chen, 2013). For 

instance, “helping people 助⼈” has historical and social significance, and is perceived 

to be noble in Chinese culture. Therefore, “helping” is implicitly understood as being 

noble and prestigious. The notion of helping people comes from the Chinese legend Lei 
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Feng (雷锋) who is portrayed as a Communist hero owing to his selfless behaviour.  Lei 

Feng is characterised as an altruistic, model citizen; Chinese citizens are required to 

emulate his behaviour in being selfless and modest (Jeffreys, 2017). However, this 

underlying significance of “helping people with Lei Feng” is contained within the 

Chinese characters that cannot easily be translated into English.  Due to these 

differences, contextual information is needed. In other words, when Chinese is 

translated to English, there is a need to provide sufficient contextual information in 

order to understand the thematic meaning (Wang & Chen, 2013). As a result, I have 

used my own knowledge and experience in this regard. 

  



 

 

 

x 

Abstract 

 

The Chinese Central Government has focused significant attention on the social 

work profession as a pivotal solution to address social issues and tensions resulting 

from rapid social and economic development. In 2006, the Chinese Government 

announced an ambitious target of educating a workforce of three million social workers 

by 2020.  Even when, subsequently, this number was halved, it continues to remain an 

ambitious goal. To achieve the new target of 1.5 million social workers, graduates from 

associated disciplines are allowed to become social workers by taking the Professional 

Level Examination. Despite these measures, and although social work in China is 

advancing rapidly, the social work profession remains relatively underdeveloped.  

China faces many challenges in developing both social work education and the 

profession itself. This thesis argues that to meet these challenges, Chinese social work 

needs to experience an indigenisation and a professionalisation process to adapt Western 

values, theories, and knowledge into the Chinese cultural, social, and political contexts.  

Three main issues relate to this process of indigenisation and professionalization: social 

work’s low status, a lack of knowledge about the profession, and its blurred professional 

roles in China. These factors have led to reluctance by many Chinese students to study 

and practise social work.  

Little is known about the experiences of Chinese social work students who have 

straddled both Western and Chinese education boundaries, with their different learning 

styles and practices. This study investigated Chinese undergraduate students’ 

experiences of learning social work in both a China-based program and in a joint China-

Australia program, by asking two research questions. Why and how do Chinese students 



 

 

 

xi 

learn social work in China and in Australia? What is Chinese students’ understanding of 

the social work profession both in China and in a cross-cultural context? 

This research draws on participants within a joint social work program between 

GU and CCNU, the first collaborative initiative at the undergraduate level (CCNU, 

2019) and established in 2011 with a collaborative Bachelor of Social Work program to 

deliver a 2 plus 2.5-year joint degree program between China and Australia.  

This study recruited participants from two cohorts of Chinese students. One 

cohort studied exclusively in China, while the other studied first in China and then in 

Australia. From 2014 to 2015, a qualitative study with an insider approach was adopted. 

Data were collected from several stages of semi-structured interviews with two cohorts 

of participants over 1.5 years of learning in China and in Australia. Data were first 

transcribed in Chinese, then translated into English, and converted into NVivo for 

analysis. Six steps of thematic analysis were applied, from familiarisation with the data, 

coding, searching for themes, reviewing (including translating)) and refining. 

The study concludes that participants reported five different reasons for studying 

social work, with only one student who studied social work because of an interest in the 

profession. In regard to how they learned social work, five components emerged that 

were used to compare and contrast between Chinese and Australian universities, namely 

classroom learning experiences, experiences of undertaking assessment, teacher and 

student relationships, support systems, and challenges in learning. In terms of how 

participants learned social work in practice, the application of learning emerged with 

two themes including the ability to use theory in practice and learning influenced 

values. 

In relation to the second research question regarding students’ understanding of 

the profession, the study found three perspectives and the results on professional 
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identity. The first perspective reported participants’ perceptions of social work with two 

themes. The second perspective was the influence of the government on the role of 

social work, and two themes were reported. The third perspective related to 

incongruities in values and ethics, and two themes emerged. The study has concluded 

that the weak professional identity that both cohorts developed led to their reluctance to 

choose social work as a future career. 

Although a relatively small study in terms of number of participants, this 

research has some implications for social work education in both China and Australia. It 

concludes that Chinese universities would benefit from improved promotion of social 

work to assist Chinese students to understand the profession and that Chinese social 

work education could adopt five possible changes to provide students with practice-

oriented learning in the Chinese context. It also concludes that Australian universities 

could provide more specific and tailored assistance to Chinese students to enable them 

to participate fully in their education.   
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1. ESTABLISHING A FUTURE COHORT OF SOCIAL WORK STUDENTS 

 

Over the past two decades, the Chinese Central Government has focused 

significant attention on the social work profession as a pivotal solution to address social 

issues and tensions resulting from the nation’s rapid social and economic development. 

To achieve this ambition, graduates from associated disciplines were encouraged to 

become social workers through sitting and passing a Professional Level Examination. 

The Ministry of Civil Affairs reported that by 2019, there were more than 445,000 

citizens who were qualified social workers after passing the government examination; 

this is 1,000,000 less than the target of 1.5 million by 2020 (SW China, 2020).  

This relatively recent resurgence of the discipline in China means that a review 

of the literature on understanding Chinese students’ learning experiences in social work 

remains limited. This study aims to address that limitation by investigating Chinese 

students’ learning experiences and their understanding of social work both in China and 

in Australia. As a way of building a future cohort of social workers in China, effective 

ways to train Chinese students to learn the profession remains central. The strategy to 

undertake this growth was initiated through collaborations with Western universities 

providing social work education in China, with Australia one partner in this 

undertaking, and such collaborations raise a fundamental question as to whether 

Chinese students have a different set of learning practices as a result of different 

learning contexts.  

To probe this further, this thesis considers two research questions:  

- why and how do Chinese students learn social work?  

- what is their understanding of the social work profession?  
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This introductory chapter has several sections, outlining issues that are then 

analysed in more detail in subsequent chapters. This research considers these questions 

in context of a social work education program delivered through an association between 

two universities: one in China, and one in Australia. Australia was selected as one of the 

partners to help China enhance the development of social work both as an academic 

discipline and as a practice profession; and one of the strategies of this partnership was 

to encourage Chinese students to study social work in Australia before returning to 

China to contribute to the ongoing development of the profession. This relationship 

offers a significant site of study to explore these questions and is discussed in the first 

section. 

The second section applies two major theoretical frameworks and concepts: 

Biggs’ 3P model (Biggs, 1995; 1999; 2003) and Hofstede’s (2011) six dimensions of 

culture, to provide an framework to compare Chinese students’ learning practices in 

China and the West. These frameworks then inform literature as reviewed in subsequent 

chapters, as well as in the analysis of the empirical research undertaken for this thesis. 

The chapter then moves to a brief historical description of the research context and 

concludes with a statement as to the study’s significance, and an outline of the chapters 

within the thesis. 

 

The Collaborative Program 

This study draws on the collaboration between social work programs at Central 

China Normal University (CCNU) and Griffith University (GU). CCNU is situated on 

Guizi Mountain, in the Wuchang District of Wuhan city, the capital of Hubei Province 

in the central part of China. CCNU was established in 1903 and is directly administered 

by the Chinese Ministry of Education. It is one of the Project 211 universities, as 
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selected by the Chinese government to receive the best available resources and funding 

for research and teaching activities in order to achieve first-class status. CCNU has 

more than 30,000 undergraduate and postgraduate students and was one of the first 

Chinese universities to recruit international students. To date, CCNU has established 

exchange and cooperative relationships with more than 100 universities from over 70 

countries, including the USA, Australia, France, Germany and Japan (Central China 

Normal University, 2019). According to the most up-to-date rankings in China, from the 

Chinese Universities Alumni Association (CUAA, 2020), CCNU is ranked 3rd among 

123 normal universities (i.e., universities that mainly provide training for teaching 

professionals) in mainland China and 39th among all Chinese universities (NSEAC, 

2019).  In the Academic Ranking of World Universities (2020), CCNU is placed 

between 501 and 600 and CCNU is also ranked internationally at 477 among the top 

500 universities, by the USA News World University Rankings (2020). These rankings 

identify CCNU as a prestigious university in China. In addition, the School of 

Sociology at CCNU, which hosts the social work program considered in this study, is 

ranked 5th out of 270 social work programs offered across Chinese universities 

(NSEAC, 2020). 

As a partner university, Griffith University (GU) is also highly ranked. 

Established in Brisbane in 1971, when it initially offered degrees in Asian Studies and 

Environmental Science it has grown into a comprehensive, research-intensive tertiary 

institutions, ranking in the top 3 per cent of universities worldwide (GU, 2018). GU 

promotes itself as one of the most influential universities in the Asia-Pacific region. It 

argues its global focus can be seen from curricula that are engaged with international 

issues, student and staff exchanges abroad, and in its hosting of renowned international 

scholars. Griffith also claims close partnerships with more than 150 global educational 
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institutions, establishing more than 500 formal international agreements, and receiving 

international students from more than 130 countries (GU, 2018).  GU is the 9th largest 

education provider in Australia, with five campuses in south east Queensland. The 

School of Human Services and Social Work offers the Bachelor of Social Work program 

at two campuses, Logan and the Gold Coast (The World University Ranking, 2020). 

According to recent rankings, GU was placed between 201 and 250 of the top 500 

universities worldwide (The World Universities Ranking, 2020) and was ranked at 242 

in the U.S News’ Best Global Universities (2019). In addition, the School of Human 

Services and Social Work was ranked 6th out of 23 social work undergraduate programs 

offered in Australia, based on graduates’ salaries and their satisfaction rates in 2017 

(University Reviews, 2017).   

With the increasing internationalisation of Australian universities over the past 

three decades, collaborations with Chinese universities have also increased and 

developed through joint programs and research partnerships. Australia has had an 

internationalised university system since the 1980s (Australian Institute of International 

Affairs, 2019). Internationalisation of higher education, as defined by Harman (2005) 

“ … is a simple process of integrating an international or inter-cultural dimension into 

the teaching, research and services functions of higher education institutions …” 

(p.120). This internationalisation has benefited Australian universities in economic 

rewards and intercultural education. Higher education is the most significant part of 

international education in Australia, which was the largest service export and the third 

largest export industry overall in 2016-17 in Australia. International students have also 

made a significant financial contribution to Australian universities as full fee-paying 

students.  
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According to the Universities Australia Report on Higher Education of 2017, 

there were more than 300,000 international students (making up 26 % of the student 

cohort) studying in higher education in Australia at that time (Universities Australia, 

2019). Chinese students, at 30% made up the largest number of international students 

and contributed some $11 b. to the Australian economy in 2018 (Universities Australia, 

2019). Monash University was the first Australian university to establish a branch 

campus in Suzhou, in China in 2012. GU has established partnerships and joint 

programs with many Chinese universities such as Peking University and CCNU 

(Griffith Asia Institute, 2020).  

The joint social work program between GU and CCNU is the first collaborative 

initiative at the undergraduate level (CCNU, 2019). In 2011, CCNU and GU established 

a collaborative Bachelor of Social Work program to deliver a 2 plus 2.5-year joint 

degree program between China and Australia. This arrangement enabled CCNU social 

work students to undertake their first 2 years of study at CCNU and then complete 2.5 

years of study at GU to obtain their bachelor degree. There are three parties to this 

collaboration: CCNU, GU, and Australia Education Management Group (AEMG). The 

collaboration was facilitated by AEMG, a private commercial institution that develops 

international partnerships and collaborative projects between Chinese and Western 

universities. AEMG provides a range of services and support to the CCNU students who 

opt into the joint program, including English language training, assistance with visa 

applications, and pre-departure information sessions (AEMG, 2017).   

As is the case in many multi-party international collaborations, the development 

of the joint program has not been without its challenges and difficulties (Wang & 

Beasley, 2014).  
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Three challenges have been faced in the collaboration process. First, there have 

been differences in understanding the aims of the collaboration program. According to 

the two university partners, the overarching purpose of the collaboration was to develop 

CCNU’s social work program as well as contribute to the development of the social 

work profession in China (CCNU, 2019). The two universities, as public institutions 

with public accountability and government funding, embrace these broader educational 

goals. As a private commercial educational organisation, AEMG provides profit-

oriented English language training courses for CCNU students to prepare for their 

English Language Test (International Language English Language Testing System or 

IELTS) and receives payments for the number of students opting for the joint program 

(CCNU, 2019), as a result it is more focused on the financial and administrative aspects 

of the collaborative program. At times, these varied purposes have challenged the 

collaboration process.  

A second challenge has been the contextual differences in the delivery of social 

work programs between China and Australia. These differences are exhibited in how 

universities operate and may not be common to both universities. For example, matters 

such as the number of courses offered and the attendance mode have been identified as 

major differences between CCNU and GU. For GU students who study social work, 

only four courses are offered each semester, with approximately 10 hours per week of 

engagement (including class attendance and reading) per course required (CCNU, 

2019). By contrast, CCNU students need to undertake about eight courses each semester 

comprised of general courses and major-related courses. CCNU students also need to 

live on campus and attend classes approximately 8 hours per day with short meal 

breaks. There are also differences in how CCNU and GU carry out the field practice 

component of their degrees. For GU students, field practice is 60 credit points or the 
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equivalent of six full courses. The field placement is undertaken in two semesters over 

the 3rd and 4th years of study and comprises 1,000 hours in total (Australian Social Work 

Education and Accreditation Standards [ASWEAS], 2012). In contrast, field practice 

has two components at CCNU. The first component is a 2-week field learning 

experience from the three methods courses (including group work, case management, 

and community work). The second component is a 4-week field placement that is 

required in students’ 4th year at CCNU. These differences in length of the field 

placement give students different levels of exposure to the social work fields of practice 

and their learning in practice. As a result of course requirements, attendance hours, and 

field placement, as this thesis will argue, Chinese students have a very different learning 

experience between CCNU and GU (CCNU, 2019; GU, 2020). 

A third challenge that arose in the development of the collaboration was 

communication and language, particularly between the collaborating parties. For 

example, not many CCNU teaching staff have a good command of English, and GU 

staff do not speak Chinese. Meetings between the two parties therefore required an 

interpreter with a good understanding of the social work issues being discussed. These 

translations between English and Chinese resulted in some misunderstandings between 

CCNU and GU, because nuanced meaning was lost in translation and this often filtered 

down to the students. For example, when the English language requirement was reduced 

it was not clearly conveyed to Chinese students at CCNU. Initially, the IELTS 

requirement for CCNU students as part of their admission to the joint program was 7 

(proficiency level) across four dimensions (listening, speaking, writing, and reading) 

(British Council, 2020). As a result, most CCNU students found it quite difficult to 

obtain such a high level, particularly when they had just begun their tertiary studies. It 

was subsequently reduced to 6.5 (competency level) and no less than 6 on each of the 
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four dimensions. This new information would have been welcomed by CCNU students 

because more students would have been eligible to study at GU, however, conveying 

this message was lost in translation and students did not receive this piece of 

information in a timely manner.  

 

Conceptual Frameworks 

This thesis considers whether learning the social work profession for Chinese 

students involved in a collaborative program with an Australian university, can be 

understood as fundamentally influenced by cultural and language differences. To 

explore this in more detail, frameworks developed through Biggs’ approaches to 

learning (Biggs, 1987a), and Hofstede’s cultural dimensions on learning (Hofstede & 

Bond, 1984; Parrish & Linder-VanBerschot, 2010) have been used to understand 

Chinese students in Western universities. Biggs’ approach to learning and Hofstede’s 

cultural dimensions theory stemmed from quantitative studies that initially lacked 

consideration of Chinese cultural values and the Chinese political context. However, 

Hofstede’s subsequent studies addressed this limitation. Together, their work has 

identified many differences between Chinese and Western academic contexts useful to 

frame this present study, such as learning practices, culture of learning, and perception 

of teacher and student relationships. 

Biggs’ model considers how students approach learning and examines what 

methods or processes they adopt. Biggs’s approach to learning did not consider cross 

cultural difference, which is one reason, other scholars argue, that Chinese students 

have been stereotyped as using a surface approach because of the memorisation and 

repetition they adopt (Heng, 2016; Kember, 2016). This is at odds with Confucianism, 
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which has viewed memorisation and repetition as essential for understanding classic 

texts and providing a path to deep learning as will be discussed in detail in Chapter 2. 

 Conversely, Hofstede’s dimensions explain that there are cultural differences in 

terms of academic expectations and achievement between Chinese and Western 

learners. Subsequently, Biggs and Watkins (2001) developed what they termed as “… 

the paradox of the Chinese learner …” arguing that despite the fact that Chinese 

students adopt a surface approach, they actually achieve deep learning outcomes. This 

thesis suggests that differences in culture and values-placed learning can be 

incorporated into Bigg’s paradox of learning. For example, Chinese culture highly 

values education and academic achievement, and effort is perceived to be more 

important than ability in learning. 

Many studies on Chinese students’ approaches to learning have used the 

dichotomous comprehension of “surface” and “deep” approaches (Biggs, 1996b; 

Marton, 1988; Marton & Saljo, 1976; Weinstein, 1988). For example, Marton (1988) 

defined learning approaches as the way knowledge is acquired using surface and deep 

approaches, emphasising the connection between what is learned (outcome) and how it 

is learned (process). A surface approach is defined as the process of reproducing the 

original knowledge and deconstructing it into disconnected bits and pieces that are 

memorized by repetition. Marton argues that students who adopt a surface approach 

may fail to understand the full meaning of what they are learning, including 

implications and possible connections, as the students may fail to grasp the structure of 

the information in the first place. Marton defines a “deep” approach as the process of 

understanding the intention of the author of the text under study, then gaining a 

perception of the holistic structure of the material studied, before eventually developing 

a systematic comprehension of the learning.  He suggests that students who adopt a 
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deep approach may gain a comprehensive view of the material studied and can produce 

new information from what has been studied (Marton, 1988).  

In building on Marton and Saljo (1984), Biggs (1988) proposed three 

approaches, surface, deep and achieving, while considering learning as the interaction 

between learning strategies and learning motivations. He argued that students who 

adopt a surface approach tend to be pragmatic in terms of their motivation, as they may 

have entered university to obtain a qualification but apply minimum effort in doing so 

(Biggs, 1988a). While these students try to reproduce exactly what they are taught, 

students who adopt a deep approach to learning, according to this theory, tend to hold an 

intrinsic interest in learning and are more likely to engage in the pursuit of knowledge 

and seek meaning from the learning task (Biggs, 1988).  Students who adopt an 

achieving approach tend to be competitive and strive to obtain high grades to enhance 

their ego. These students adopt learning strategies such as keeping clear notes, and 

planning best use of their time, and are often characterised as ‘model’ students. This 

achieving approach can be linked to either a deep or surface approach to learning 

(Biggs, 1988).  

Some Western scholars (Jones, 1999; Kennedy, 2002) observed that Chinese 

learners are passive, reproductive and rote learners, because they are likely to 

demonstrate passive and shy behaviours and appear unwilling to ask questions or speak 

in class. Kennedy (2002) also found that Chinese students memorised material from 

books or as provided by teachers in class. From a Western perspective, students are 

claimed to be reluctant to participate in classroom activities as they memorise the text 

and are overly dependent on their teachers’ guidance (Braddock et al.,1995; Cortazzi & 

Jin, 1998). An alternative view has suggested that Chinese students’ learning practices 

and approaches are highly relevant from a Chinese cultural perspective. For example, 
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not questioning the teacher and relying on teachers’ guidance results from the Chinese 

culture that stipulates students show respect to their teachers’ knowledge and wisdom 

(Ramburuth & McCormick, 2001). It is not usual to question teachers’ knowledge and 

wisdom or disobey teachers’ guidance in the Chinese culture.  

Previous cross-cultural studies (e.g., Chiou et al., 2013; Kember, 2016; Neber et 

al., 2008; Zhou et al., 2006) have examined Chinese students’ approaches to learning in 

natural science subjects such as mathematics and physics. Generally, these studies found 

that although Chinese students adopted a surface approach to learning (such as being 

passive and learning by rote), their academic results surpassed their Western 

counterparts in international tests (Biggs, 1996b). This has come to be called the 

paradox of Chinese learners referring to the fact that Chinese students who appear to be 

using this surface approach actually achieve better results than students who take a deep 

approach to learning (Kember, 2016). This thesis proposes that Western scholars have 

attempted to account for this from a Western perspective of the learning and the 

teaching-learning environment, rather than fully acknowledging the influence of 

Confucianism or the Chinese culture on learning that comprised of what students expect 

in class, how students interpret classroom teaching, the language of teaching and 

learning; and how students interact with teachers (Jin & Cortazzi, 2006; Watkins & 

Biggs, 1996).  

One example of this paradox is the Programme for International Student 

Assessment (PISA) test that was conducted among OECD countries, which consistently 

reported that students from Confucian heritage culture had higher grades in subjects 

such as science, reading, and mathematics. The most recent PISA report in 2015 found 

Chinese high school students from Taiwan, Hong Kong and mainland China achieved 
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higher scores than their Western counterparts in New Zealand, Australia, the UK, and 

the USA (OECD, 2016b).  

According to Western theories of teaching, using a surface approach should 

result in a failure of a deep level of understanding and a poor learning outcome (Biggs, 

1999). This theory undervalues the practice of memorisation in the Chinese culture. In 

fact, Chinese students and educators see memorising and understanding as an 

interconnected process (Watkins, 2000) and believe that high quality learning outcomes 

result from such a combination. Using rote learning may be more appealing to Chinese 

students, who prefer to think about the facts and develop mental engagement with the 

topic as opposed to engaging verbally with spontaneous questions and discussion in 

class. Indeed, speaking in class may be perceived as an interruption of class progress 

and therefore unnecessary for learning among Chinese students (Mathias et al., 2013; 

Wu, 2015).  

This alternative perspective underlies the paradox of Chinese learners. While 

appearing to be passive or rote learners, Chinese students excel at their academic 

learning even in Western countries (Biggs, 1995, 1996c; Marton et al., 1993; Volet & 

Renshaw, 1995).  Indeed, studies from Ramburuth and McCormick (2001), Biggs 

(1990, 1993), and Kember and Gow (1991) reveal that rather than being passive, 

Chinese students may actually be reflective and adopt deep approaches to learning. In 

this way, Chinese students can be seen as not very different from their Western 

counterparts.  

This paradox of Chinese learners is also supported from a Confucianism 

perspective. According to Wang Yang-ming, a neo-Confucian philosopher of the Ming 

dynasty, “… if you simply want to memorise, you will not be able to understand, if you 

simply want to understand, you will not be able to know the source [of truth] in yourself 
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…” (as cited in Lee, 1996, p.28).  This suggests that memorisation is not rote learning; 

rather Chinese learners see understanding as a continuous and rather longer process that 

requires considerable mental effort (Kember & Gow, 1994; Watkins, 2000) as I discuss 

further in the next chapter. 

The concept of culture is complex, and it has many ways to define from a 

variety of perspectives (Taras, Rowney, & Steel, 2009). For example, Kluckhohn (1951) 

defined that “culture consists in patterned ways of thinking, feeling, and reacting, 

acquired and transmitted mainly by symbols, constituting the distinctive achievement of 

human groups, including their embodiments in artifacts; the essential core of culture 

consists of traditional (i.e., historically derived and selected) ideas and especially their 

attached values” (p. 86). Hofstede defines culture as “the collective programming of the 

mind that distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from others” 

(Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010, p. 3). 

There are many different definitions of culture; however, there are also some 

commonalities. The first commonality is that culture can be seen as a multi-level 

construct. Hofstede’s (1980) Onion model described culture with four aspects including 

values, rituals, heroes, and symbols. Values represent the deepest level or core of 

culture, symbols represent the most superficial manifestations of culture, and rituals and 

heroes lie in between (Hofstede et al., 2010; Hu et al., 2018). The second commonality 

is that culture can be shared among individuals within one group or category. For 

example, countries have been seen as a group to distinguish the culture (Minkov & 

Hofstede, 2014). The third common element of culture that it has an influence (direct or 

indirect) on human emotional, attitudinal, and behavioral outcomes (Taras et al., 2010; 

Hu et al., 2018). The final and fourth element of the culture is that it was developed 
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over a long period and remains stable within an individual and a group (Hofstede et al., 

2010; Hu et al., 2018; Schwartz, 2006). Culture, as a multi-layer construct, can be 

explored in many aspects such as beliefs, behaviors or values (Smith, Bond, & 

Kagitcibasi, 2006). This thesis employed cultural values to represent culture because 

Hofstede et al. (2010) described values to be more stable than practices or behaviours in 

culture. This is also the case in what Chinese students’ value in learning such as family, 

effort, academic excellence, and the respect of teachers.  

As a multi-level construct, culture can be studied in terms of shared beliefs, 

behaviors, or values (Smith, et al., 2006 2006). This thesis employed cultural values to 

represent culture because Hofsteded et al. (2010) described values as? more stable than 

practices in culture. This is also the case in what Chinese students’ value in learning 

such as family, effort, academic excellence, and the respect of teachers.  

Hofstede’s model of six dimensions of national culture is another framework 

adopted here to understand the experience of Chinese students in Western countries. 

Hofstede (1980) defined culture as “… the collective programming of the mind which 

distinguishes the members of one human group from another …” (p. 17). Table 1 has 

been derived from this work to compare the six dimensions of culture between China 

and Australia.  

This thesis suggests that the cultural differences as presented in Table 1 

influence the education system in China and Australia. For example, Kennedy (2002) 

found that the means of knowledge acquisition and skills are different between students 

because of different culture dimensions (See Table 1). Hofstede (2007) also found that a 

student-centred approach is adopted when there is small power distance such as in 

Australia, whereas a hierarchical and formal relationship between students and teacher 
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is adopted in high-power distance countries such as China. Additionally, China’s 

collectivist culture encourages classroom harmony rather than confrontation and 

conflict between teachers and students, while an individualist culture, as in Australia, 

encourages students to develop individually. More open competitiveness is highly 

encouraged in masculine cultures, whereas mutual solidarity and less open competition 

are respected in feminine cultures such as China’s (Yue & Fan, 2010). In high 

uncertainty avoidance cultures such as China’s, open disagreement with fellow students 

and teachers is seen as personal disloyalty. However, students from low uncertainty 

cultures (See Table 1) tend to feel more comfortable studying in unstructured learning 

situations and do not consider disagreement or contradictions inappropriate. Students 

from long-term orientation nations such as China tend to attribute academic failure to a 

lack of effort, whereas students from short-term orientation nations, such as Australia, 

tend to consider success as a result of chance (Yue & Fan, 2010). 

Table 1. Six Dimensions of Culture 

Dimensions of 
Culture 

China Australia 

 

Power distance, related 

to different solutions to 
the basic problem of 

human inequality 

 

Higher rankings of power 

distance and a belief that 
inequalities among people are 

acceptable.  There is no defense 

against power abuse by 

superiors. Individuals are 
influenced by formal authority 

and sanctions. People should 

not have aspirations beyond 
their rank. 

 

Within organisations, hierarchy 

is established for convenience, 
superiors are always accessible, 

and managers rely on individual 

employees and teams for their 

expertise. Both managers and 
employees expect to be 

consulted and information is 

shared frequently. At the same 
time, communication is 

informal, direct and 

participative. 

 
Uncertainty avoidance, 

related to the level of 

stress in a society in the 
face of an unknown 

future  

 

 
A low score on this dimension. 

This means that truth may be 

relative through in the 
immediate social circles. 

Adherence to laws and rules 

may be flexible to suit the 

actual situation and pragmatism 

 
This dimension relates to the 

way that a society deals with the 

fact that the future can never be 
known: should we try to control 

the future or just let it happen? 

The extent to which the 

members of a culture feel 
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is a fact of life. The Chinese are 

comfortable with ambiguity; the 
Chinese language is full of 

ambiguous meanings that can 

be difficult for Western people 

to follow. 

threatened by ambiguous or 

unknown situations and have 
created beliefs and institutions 

that try to avoid these is 

reflected in the score on 

Uncertainty Avoidance. 
Australia has an intermediate 

score on this dimension.  

 
Individualism versus 

collectivism, related to 

the integration of 

individuals into 
primary groups 

 
A highly collectivist culture, 

where people act in interests of 

the group and not necessarily of 

themselves. In-group 
considerations affect hiring and 

promotions.  Closer in-groups 

(such as family) receive 
preferential treatment. 

Employee commitment to the 

organisation (but not 
necessarily to the people in the 

organisation) is low. Whereas 

relationships with colleagues 

are cooperative for in-groups 
they are cold or even hostile to 

out-groups. Personal 

relationships prevail over task 
and company. 

 

 
A highly individualist culture. 

This translates into a loosely 

knit society in which the 

expectation is that people look 
after themselves and their 

immediate families. Employees 

are expected to be self-reliant 
and display initiative. Also, 

within the exchange-based 

world of work, hiring and 
promotion decisions are based 

on merit or evidence of what 

one has done or can do. 

 

Masculinity versus 
femininity, related to 

the division of 

emotional roles 
between women and 

men. 

 

A masculine society –success 
oriented and driven. The need 

to ensure success can be 

exemplified by the fact that 
many Chinese will sacrifice 

family and leisure priorities to 

work. Service people (such as 

hairdressers) will provide 
services until very late at night. 

Leisure time is not as 

important.  Farmer workers will 
leave their families behind in 

faraway places to obtain better 

work and pay in the cities. 
Another example is that 

Chinese students care very 

much about their exam scores 

and ranking, as this is the main 
criterion to achieve success or 

not. 

 

A masculine society. Behaviour 
in school, work, and play are 

based on the shared values that 

people should strive to be the 
best they can be and a “winner 

takes all” approach. Australians 

are proud of their successes and 

achievements in life, which 
offer a basis for hiring and 

promotion decisions in the 

workplace. Conflicts are 
resolved at the individual level 

and the goal is to win. 

 
Long-term versus 

Short-term orientation, 

related to the choice of 

focus for people's 

 
A pragmatic culture. People 

from this culture believe that 

truth depends on situation, 

context, and time. They show 

 
A normative culture. People in 

such societies have a strong 

concern with establishing the 

absolute truth; they are 
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efforts: the future or the 

present and past 

an ability to adapt traditions 

easily to changed conditions, a 
strong propensity to save and 

invest, thriftiness, and 

perseverance in achieving 

results. 

normative in their thinking. 

They exhibit great respect for 
traditions, a relatively small 

propensity to save for the future, 

and a focus on achieving quick 

results. 

 

Indulgence versus 

restraint, related to 
gratification versus 

control of basic human 

desires related to 

enjoying life 

 

A strained society with a low 

score on this dimension. This 
means that Chinese society 

tends to cynicism and 

pessimism.  Restrained 

societies put less emphasis on 
leisure time and control the 

gratification of their desires. 

People with this orientation 
have the perception that their 

actions are restrained by social 

norms and feel that indulging 
themselves is somewhat wrong. 

 

 

An indulgent country. People in 

societies classified by a high 
indulgence score generally 

exhibit a willingness to realise 

their impulses and desires with 

regard to enjoying life and 
having fun. They possess a 

positive attitude and have a 

tendency towards optimism. In 
addition, they place a higher 

degree of importance on leisure 

time, act as they please and 
spend money as they wish. 

(adapted from Hofstede Insights, n.d.). 
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There are also differences in family structures, hierarchy, and responsibilities 

between Chinese and Western families. Unlike the Western concept of the family, in the 

Chinese tradition, family is not only parents and children but extends to all relatives 

across generations. In Chinese, family is a patriarchal clan that includes not only its 

current members but also its ancestors (Shi, 2017). For example, it is common for a 

different generation of a Chinese family to live under the same roof (Shi, 2017). This 

shared living arrangement is still practised in many Chinese families. In contrast, 

independence is more valued in the Western family and the nuclear family model that 

consists of a father, mother, and children is more common in the Western societies 

(Williams, 2011).  

The cultural differences identified using Hofstede’s (2011) framework in aspects 

of academic and family cultures between China and Western countries impact on 

education. There are fundamental cultural differences in learning practices. Hofstede 

(2011) identified six dimensions of cultural differences that demonstrate differences 

between China and Australia.  However, it is important to be aware that Hofstede’s 

cultural difference model has been criticised as being culturally homogeneous (Smith, 

1998) and may not be a useful way to study the nation as the unit of cultural analysis. 

Despite this limitation in Hofstede’s theory on cultural dimensions, clear cultural 

differences have been identified in family structures and education practices in China 

and Australia.  

A number of empirical studies (e.g., Dong et al., 2019; Guo et al., 2017) have 

explored Chinese students from these two theoretical frameworks that is, Biggs’s 

approaches to learning and Hofstede’s cultural dimensions. Analysis of this literature 

has found that Chinese students have adopted very different learning practices because 

of different cultural and education environments. Unlike Biggs’ surface approach 
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(1987b), Chinese education has considered memorisation as a normal and appropriate 

learning practice; as opposed to being active in class, being silent has been seen as 

respecting teachers’ authority in class. For example, figures of authority such as 

teachers are more important and valued in China than they are in Australia. In relation 

to power distance, teachers in China are perceived to possess authority and therefore 

have more power than those in Australia. As a result of these national cultural 

differences, Chinese students have to learn and adopt different learning practices when 

studying in different academic contexts such as Australia as this thesis explores. 

 

The Research Context 

During the Modern era in China (dated from the first Opium War in 1839 to the 

founding of the Republic in 1949), the Chinese higher education system was influenced 

by Western education philosophies and principles, while retaining some elements of 

classical and traditional Chinese education (Yu et al., 2012). The post-revolutionary era 

(dated between 1949 and 1965), from the founding of the PRC to the beginning of the 

Cultural Revolution in 1966, experienced a Soviet- style system of education. At the 

end of the Cultural Revolution in 1976, political turbulence had led to the abolition of 

this Soviet model of higher education, and, as China moved into the New Era it 

experienced a shortage of high-quality teachers and researchers. These economic and 

education reforms of 1978, introduced by Chinese leaders well aware that education 

would play a vital role in China’s social and economic development, included the “Four 

Modernisations” of industry, agriculture, science and technology, and national defence. 

These were adopted and financial investment made in order to develop China’s higher 

education system and expand its research capacity (Yu et al., 2012).  
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This thesis explains how the CCP has had and continues to have, a fundamental 

influence on both higher education and the social work profession in China. An 

ideological education that fosters collectivism, compliance, and patriotism has shaped 

tertiary education’s governance and curricula. Through this ideological influence, the 

CCP also shapes the social work profession in its roles and functions. This thesis also 

suggests that Chinese learning continues to be influenced by an examination system that 

was originally created during the Ancient and the Imperial eras (Appendix A). 

Historically, this Civil Services Examination (CSE) had strong political functions in that 

it was used to select government officials. In the current New Era, succeeding in the 

National College Entrance Examination (NCEE) (the successor to this CSE) is regarded 

as a major achievement that can change many aspects of a student’s life including their 

social, economic, and political status. In line with the respect paid to these ancient 

scholars, memorising and understanding Confucian texts has been a commonly adopted 

learning practice in order to succeed in the NCEE. Collectivism, compliance, and 

respect for academic excellence are core values that are drawn from historical aspects of 

higher education (Suen & Yu, 2006). The pursuit of higher education as a privilege has 

had an ongoing impact on Chinese students and, as this thesis argues in Chapter 2, this 

historic legacy within Chinese higher education continues to influence current students’ 

learning at the tertiary level (Suen & Yu, 2006) in social work.  

 

Significance of Study: Aims and Questions 

As social work is a profession imported from the West, learning from Western 

social work education has been a fundamental strategy to develop Chinese social work 

education. Chinese students have primarily learned social work as an academic 

discipline at university rather than as a practice profession. This thesis argues that 
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contextual differences such as historical development, cultural context, and political 

systems exist between China and Western countries that influence learning behaviours 

for Chinese students in the study of social work. This research investigates how Chinese 

students learn and understand social work in China and Australia. In this thesis, Western 

countries refers to nations such as the United States (US), the United Kingdom (UK), 

Australia, New Zealand and Canada, as they are the most popular destinations for 

Chinese students when they choose to study abroad.  

This study has significance for social work education both in China and in 

Australia. The research considers a hypothesis that the current universal model of social 

work education has aspects that may not be compatible with Chinese historical, cultural, 

and political contexts. This study offers a perspective to Chinese social work education 

to incorporate more local and culturally appropriate curricula and assessment to train 

future Chinese social workers. This thesis proposes that Chinese social work considers 

developing a profession that is underpinned by local and indigenous context rather than 

adopting a straightforward Western social work model.  

This research contends that supporting Chinese students studying social work in 

Australia is a continuing and necessary aspect to any collaboration, because different 

language, cultural, and political factors offer a challenge for Chinese students to adapt 

to the Australian academic context. This research considers how to successfully deliver 

education for Chinese students, adapting support services to meet Chinese students’ 

cultural and academic needs rather than perhaps problematising and stereotyping 

Chinese students. To summarise, this thesis hypothesises that a culturally and politically 

relevant social work education should fit the context of where it will be practised.  

This research offers two original perspectives. This is the first empirical 

qualitative study that has been undertaken by a mainland Chinese student who has 
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studied social work in Australia. Second, it is also the first study to adopt an insider 

approach (see further in Chapter 4) to view Chinese students’ approaches to learning in 

the Chinese cultural perspective. A review of the literature (as undertaken in Chapters 2 

and 3) suggests that most Chinese social work scholars lack a good understanding of the 

social work profession from the West, because they transferred from other disciplines 

such as sociology, philosophy, and political science. My personal experiences in 

Australia, as a social work student – both undergraduate and postgraduate, bring an 

insight to social work education in both the Chinese and Australian contexts that offers 

a significant point of difference between this research and other studies as undertaken 

by scholars from Hong Kong, mainland China, or Western countries.  

There are two aims to this research. The first is to investigate why and how 

Chinese students learn social work in China and in Australia. The second research aim 

is to investigate Chinese students’ understanding of the profession in China and in 

Australia. The research data are drawn from various stages of interviews between 2014 

and 2015. 

To achieve the first research aim, two questions were formulated: (1) What are 

Chinese students’ experiences of studying social work? (2) How do Chinese students 

approach their learning in social work programs? To achieve the second aim, an 

additional two research questions were developed: (1) How do Chinese students 

understand the social work profession in both Chinese and Australian contexts? (2) How 

do Chinese students identify as social work students and social work professionals in 

Chinese and Australian contexts.  
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Summary and Structure of the Thesis 

This chapter has introduced the social work tertiary educational collaboration 

within which the study is undertaken. This collaboration, between two elite universities: 

one in China and one in Australia, offers a unique perspective within which to explore 

the research questions. This chapter has described the conceptual frameworks adopted 

for the subsequent analysis. It has outlined the research significance and relevance.   

The overall structure of the thesis then takes the form of six further chapters 

which draw on the conceptual framework as adopted in this chapter: two which focus 

on an analysis of literature, one on method, two on findings, and a concluding chapter. 

Chapter 2 takes a broad view of education in China, from a philosophic, historic 

and cultural perspective, in order to understand the present-day influences of these on 

the social work student studying in Australia. As the chapter describes, this is complex 

amalgam, which is critical to understanding the learning context for students. Chapter 2 

will explain the impact of Chinese cultural values on a number of factors on Chinese 

students including overseas learning, the State, the academic achievement, family, effort 

and the respect of teachers. It will emphasize the impact of Chinese cultural values on 

many facets of Chinese students’ learning journey. The pursuit of academic excellence 

promoted the popularity of studying abroad. Despite students have different abilities 

and capacity, the value of family and effortful learning required students to maintain 

their learning. Chinese students’ effortful learning and academic achievement are also 

valued in the job market that only those who show effort in learning and excel in 

academic studies may obtain an opportunity for the interview and earn a high social and 

economic status. It concludes with an analysis of studies undertaken which compare the 

experiences of Chinese students with their Western counterparts as well as the 

differences between the teacher/student relationship. 
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Chapter 3 considers the development of the social work profession in China, the 

influences of the US on its early development and the CCP on its current function, 

specifically its relationship with civil society. The chapter then explores how social 

work has been indigenised and professionalised in the Chinese context, and the issues 

and challenges that occurred in this process. An emphasis has been placed on the 

significant demand for social welfare services, because social work is a needed 

profession in China. The chapter considers the ongoing debate about the indigenization 

(adaptation of Western social work theory and practice to a Chinese context) of the 

discipline. With a review of literature on studies undertaken the chapter also considers 

the value placed on the study of the discipline by Chinese students.  

Chapter 4 is concerned with the methodology used for this study. It begins by 

arguing that a qualitative study with an insider approach was the most appropriate way 

to address the two research questions. I also discuss my reflexivity, in order to reflect on 

any impact my insider status may have had. The participant selection process is 

described, followed by an account of how data were collected.  Ethical considerations 

are reviewed, before a detailed account of data analysis is provided. 

There are two findings chapters addressing the relevant two strands of research 

inquiry. Chapter 5 responds to the first strand on Chinese social work students’ learning 

experiences. Two themes emerged from the data: the first related to differences in 

participants’ academic learning experiences in China and Australia, and the second to 

how learning was applied in practice.  This first finding provides the context for why 

participants from both cohorts studied social work. Chapter 6, the second findings 

chapter, discusses three themes with respect to the research question regarding 

participants’ understanding of the profession in China and Australia. The first theme 

relates to participants’ perception of social work, and the second to how participants 
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perceived Chinese government influence on their understanding of the profession. The 

third theme discusses the impact of Chinese culture and values on participants’ social 

work practice and professional identity. As a result of participant’s learning experiences 

and field placement, they developed a low professional identity. 

Finally, Chapter 7 summaries findings and addresses the two research questions. 

The implications of this study on social work education in China and Australia are 

discussed. Limitations of this study are discussed and some suggestions for future 

research are provided.  

The next two chapters will present a review of literature that underpins this 

research. The first literature review chapter provides an historical context and identifies 

the key influences on Chinese higher education.  
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2. EDUCATION IN CHINA: PHILOSOPHIC, HISTORIC AND CULTURAL 

INFLUENCES 

 

This chapter has two discrete sections. The first provides an overview of 

Chinese education by focusing on three significant and relevant influences on Chinese 

students: the surge of Chinese students studying overseas, the political authority of the 

State on education, and the importance of academic excellence. These three sections are 

interlinked. The flow of Chinese students studying abroad was one of the consequences 

of the fierce competition among Chinese students to pursue their studies in elite 

universities. The second influence on education in China is the State. Chinese students 

are not only influenced by Confucianism, but by the governing State that influences 

how Chinese students, and how Chinese people more broadly, approach learning. The 

political authority of the State influenced how education, was used to select the best 

students to enter China’s prestigious universities. The value of academic excellence 

draws deeply from Chinese cultural values.  

The second section provides the context in which the Chinese student, studying 

social work in Australia, functions. This context is historical, philosophical, cultural and 

ideological. It is a complex amalgam, which is critical to understanding the learning 

processes of the present-day student. This section touches on Confucianism, the values 

associated with family and the continued and powerful influence of examinations in the 

life of a tertiary student and the value placed on effort – that is, studying hard. It 

considers the development of educational philosophies in China, and the modern 

education system, as well as the influence of ideological education within the tertiary 

sector. It concludes, drawing on recent studies, with the perceptions of Chinese students, 

and the importance, to their learning, of the teacher/student relationship.  
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Studying Abroad 

Although studying abroad had become a tradition in China, it was curtailed at 

various times as the following section highlights. The national education system 

followed Western and Japanese models during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 

During this time, some professional schools and early universities were established 

however, it was late in the Qing dynasty that Chinese students began to go abroad to 

study and in 1872, a pioneering group of 120 children, aged between 12 and 14, were 

selected to study in the USA (Li, 2015b). China also drew on the Japanese model that 

sent students to study overseas and Japan became the first study destination for Chinese 

students (Liu, 1999). The majority of Chinese students studied teaching and education 

at this time, while others studied psychology and management. These students were 

sponsored by the Qing government and were required, on completion of their studies, to 

be university teachers for 5 years in order to bring Western thinking back to the country. 

The Qing dynasty (ended in 1912) also modelled and replicated Japanese education to 

develop a Chinese schooling and education system (Shi, n.d.). As a result, American 

missionaries and Chinese students returning from Japan and Western countries served 

critical roles in shaping modern Chinese higher education (Yang, 2005). By 1912, China 

had established its first university and 94 professional training colleges. More than 30 

universities had been established by 1923 (Yang, 2005).  

From 1949 the Chinese education system shifted to a Soviet model and this 

emphasised scientific and technological training to meet the needs of an industrialising 

society (Li, 2001a). During this period, the CCP politicised education at all levels. 

Political ideology and background checks were introduced as criteria for admission to 

universities. However, the basic evaluation was still on academic results, particularly a 
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student’s marks from the college entrance exam (Guo, 2005). Some further detail is 

provided in Appendix B. 

From 1950 to 1966, during the post-revolutionary era following the founding of 

the People’s Republic of China, the Chinese government sent students to study in 

countries that supported the new Republic, including the Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, 

and other socialist countries. Studying abroad was abandoned during the Cultural 

Revolution (1966 – 1976) but began again following the economic reform in 1978 when 

the government resumed its sponsorship.  

Since 1978, the number of Chinese students studying overseas has grown. This 

growth diminished between 1988 and 1991, which was a period of civil unrest 

following the 1989 Tiananmen Square demonstration: a protest led by students to 

advocate for the establishment of basic human rights and media freedom (Zuo & 

Benford, 1995). Kim (2008) argues that it was because of Chinese students’ exposure to 

Western influence that they advocated for democratic reform and change of government 

systems during the Tiananmen Square movement. Chinese students had been calling for 

more individual rights and freedom since 1986 and the Chinese Communist Party 

(CCP) coined the term “bourgeois liberalism” to describe this student movement 

(Kluver, 2008). Democratic reform had been promoted within the CCP by Hu Yaobang, 

the Party’s general secretary (Wang, 1982). The supreme leader, Deng Xiaoping, 

forcibly suppressed the Tiananmen protest and ended democratic reform within the 

Party and the political system. As a result, tighter controls were placed on ideological 

and political values within the Chinese education system. This political instability led to 

a dramatic reduction in the numbers of students studying overseas, and much more 

ideological control was imposed on Chinese students and education in China (Huang et 

al., 2015). 



 

 

 

31 

As the civil unrest subsided post-1991, studying abroad has again become very 

popular with the US being a favourite destination (Li et al., 2019). Since 2001, the UK 

has also enjoyed popularity, becoming the largest host country, as well as Germany. The 

increase in Chinese students in Australia, New Zealand, and other English-speaking 

countries, has resulted in Chinese universities establishing international collaborations. 

With a growth in such partnerships between Chinese universities and Western countries 

between 2011 and 2015, some Western universities have also set up offices or campuses 

in China (Sharma, 2013). For example, New York University (USA) established a 

campus in Shanghai in 2012, and in the same year, Monash University (Australia) also 

set up a branch campus in Suzhou, Jiangsu province in China (Sharma, 2013). 

Investigating the perceptions of Chinese students studying overseas has been the 

focus of much scholarship, particularly on popular disciplines such as accounting (Patel 

et al., 2016), marketing (Liu, 2009a), engineering (Doe et al., 2018), and information 

technology (Ling & Tran, 2015). Social work has not been a common academic choice 

for many Chinese students. Until recently, many chose to study this discipline primarily 

because earning a social work degree could improve their eligibility for migration to 

many Western countries such as Australia, New Zealand, and Canada. Since 1993, 

Australia has established more than 90 collaborative projects with Chinese universities. 

Of these collaborative projects, 49% have focused on management and commerce 

(Lawson, 2017). As a result, research on Chinese students in Australia has tended to 

consider students from these disciplines. At the time of writing, there has been no 

research conducted on how Chinese students learn social work in cross-cultural contexts 

such as the one between CCNU (in China) and GU (in Australia), which is the focus of 

this current research.  
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The State 

The second influence on education in China is the State. Confucian philosophy 

has dominated Chinese intellectual and political spheres for over a millenium. By the 

13th century, Confucianism had become the State orthodoxy; it guided the Chinese 

Imperial Government, was the foundation of the Civil Services Examination system, 

and remained influential until the 20th century (Yu et al., 2012). Further detail can be 

found at Appendix C. With the fall of the last Chinese Imperial Government in 1919, 

Confucianism declined in its position as the State-imposed philosophy. During the 

Cultural Revolution, from the late 1960s to early 1970s, Confucianism had been 

criticised but has since reemerged within the contemporary Communist State 

Government of China (Yu, 2008). In 2011 Confucianism as a guiding philosophy was 

restored by Communist Party ruling as discussed further below.  

The CCP came to power in 1949 and founded the PRC. Marxism-Leninism was 

the official ideology of the CCP, incorporating classical thoughts of Marxism (Brown, 

2012). The CCP held a critical stance on the creation of a Party State (Chu, 2013). 

Brown (2012) has described the CCP as a system guided by pragmatism and by 

identifying what works to deliver important economic growth. One significant example 

of the CCP’s influence on the social work profession is its control on access to divergent 

ideas, public opinions, and academic freedom. Scholarly literature from China (e.g., 

Yang, 2017; Wei, 2012) has a tendency to focus on the achievement and contribution of 

the Party-state, and critique or criticism of the CCP makes little mention in publications 

or discussions both within and outside of China. For example, numerous English news 

report websites such as those of the Guardian, Australian Broadcasting Corporation, 

British Broadcasting Corporation, and the Economist have been either blocked or have 

limited access in mainland China. This block was primarily due to their comments on 
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political and social issues that might contradict Chinese official perspectives (Zhou & 

Birtles, 2019). At the time of writing, a journalist from the Australian Broadcasting 

Corporation based in Shanghai, was expelled from China due to his reporting (Doran & 

Dziedzic, 2020).  

In one article written only two years after the establishment of the Peoples’ 

Republic of China (PRC), Steiner (1951) argued that the CCP held a direct parental 

relationship to the PRC. This analogy of the CCP as parents of Chinese people indicated 

that Chinese people should obey the CCP’s lead or guidance, as children should be 

respectful of their parents. This lack of criticism of the CCP is a significant example of 

how the CCP has exerted influence on academic freedom and education. When the 

Communist Party took power in 1949 its Chairman, Mao Ze Dong, banned ancestor 

worship and other Confucian rituals that were deemed feudal practices. Instead, Party 

loyalty was taught, especially during the Cultural Revolution from 1966-1976. These 

changes were in response to a belief that China’s economic weakness was a 

consequence of its conservative Confucian culture, which was too hierarchical, stifled 

technological innovation, and fostered bureaucratic corruption. There was a perception 

that China needed to adopt Western science and political ideas (Fei et al., 2015).  

The Party has had a strong influence on education because of ideological 

training, especially patriotic education. This has been driven by current President Xi’s 

call to develop a “China Dream” to re-establish the nation as a great world power. Xi 

cited Confucianism as a source to back up his belief in China as a 5,000-year-old 

civilisation (Zhang & Lei, 2017). Xi’s dream challenges the spread of Western political 

ideals of individual freedom and democracy. Anti-Western political ideological 

influence was regarded as a long-term ideological battle between China and Western 

countries, and specifically the USA. Confucianism has regained popularity because of 
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the growth of economic and social problems in China, with the Communist Party 

looking to Confucianism to maintain social control (Lim & Blanchard, 2013; Worrall, 

2015) (see further below). Despite China having had more than a century of anti-

traditionalism, it is now headed in the opposite direction, and the CCP has ordered its 

party members to attend lectures on Confucianism and other classical Chinese thinkers 

in order to weaken the influence from Western countries on arts, academia, and religion 

(Page, 2015).  

It is significant to note that the CCP exerts critical influence on all levels of 

education from kindergarten to university. For example, a patriotic education campaign 

was launched under the Jiang Zemin administration in 1990 (Jiang, 1990). Patriotic 

education has since become an essential part of educational activities in Chinese 

schools. Apart from academic learning, this patriotic aspect of education has focussed 

on Communist Party ideologies and thinking, support for the CCP is essential (Zhang & 

Fagan, 2016). Loyalty to the CCP and atheism are two central foci of patriotic education 

(Wang, 2019). Every university student needs to study Communist Party ideologies, 

thinking, and philosophies as part of their general course curriculum and these also form 

the basis of the social work curriculum. The patriotic approach to education is also 

delivered in primary and secondary schools in China, where students not only study 

discipline-related subjects, but also study courses or content that foster patriotic and 

nationalistic thinking (Fairbrother, 2004). 

In recent years, at the direction of President Xi, there has been a strong move 

away from tolerance of Western thinking and ideas toward full support for socialist 

ideology. The CCP has made a concerted effort to keep ideological control over Chinese 

society, from education programs in primary schools to the tertiary level of education, 

and political media propaganda in all walks of life (Wei, 2015). The socialist ideological 
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framework is based upon Marxism, Leninism, Mao Thought, Deng Xiaoping Theory, 

“Three Represents”, “Scientific Development Outlook”, and “Xi Jinping Theory of 

Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for the New Era” (Zhang & Fagan, 2016). There 

are some additional concepts in the Chinese ideological narrative that are critical, 

including socialism with Chinese characteristics, core socialistic values, collectivism, 

and a sense of common aspirations (gongtong lixiang 共同理想) (Liu, 2014).  

 

Academic Excellence 

The third significant influence on Chinese students is academic excellence. To 

understand the importance of academia and scholarship in Chinese history means to 

fully appreciate the critical role that education has always played among Chinese 

people. Education was viewed as the vehicle for changing a person’s life from poor or 

average to wealthy and upper class. The emphasis on academic excellence has been a 

critical legacy because of Confucianism and the historical changes to Chinese 

education. Excelling in academic study is therefore not only valued by Chinese students 

and their parents, but society as well, particularly in the evaluation of potential 

employees (Chen, 2017).  

The generation of people who experienced the disruption to the education 

system by the 1966-1976 Cultural Revolution was determined to offer their children 

every possible educational opportunity. The one-child policy, as introduced in 1978 (and 

changed to a two-child policy in 2016), resulted in parents and grandparents 

concentrating all their attention and effort on of the future of that single child (Zeng & 

Hesketh, 2016). Further, for city dwellers in particular, unprecedented economic growth 

post-1991, significantly boosted family income and therefore the family’s capacity to 

increase expenditure on education. This increased focus on education was also fuelled 
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by a significant shift from a command economy, where jobs were allocated to university 

graduates, to a market economy where obtaining a job depended on a graduate’s 

competitiveness. The pressure on students and their families to strive to obtain academic 

excellence became more intense (Starr, 2012). 

The current Chinese education system continues to place importance on 

examinations as a method of merit-based selection. The limited places in education and 

employment have created a competitive school environment and job market, where only 

the best candidates have a chance for a good education and well-paid jobs (Turner & 

Acker, 2002). Access to publicly funded key schools, along with ordinary schools, 

comes predominately through exceptional examination results. Similarly, competition is 

fierce to gain access to tertiary places. In order to develop world-class institutions, more 

than 2,000 universities have been grouped hierarchically, including an elite group of 39 

referred to as Project 985 universities. A further 100 key national universities were 

included as Project 211 institutions. There is some overlap between the Project 985 and 

the Project 211 universities, resulting in approximately 110 universities receiving the 

most funding and being the most competitive for student admissions (OECD, 2016). As 

these elite universities receive a higher proportion of limited academic funding, it is 

vital that students study in these prestigious universities to gain access to these 

resources. Since the economic reform post-1978, the Chinese government has 

implemented numerous higher education reforms to develop world class and high-

quality education, particularly two specific initiatives, Project 211 and Project 985, were 

launched to boost universities’ ranking and quality (Yu, 2017). Project 211 was designed 

to provide support to the top 100 universities to improve their facilities, teaching and 

research capacities. Project 985 aimed to strengthen the top 40 universities to become 

world-class, by providing reforms and improved administrative and operational 



 

 

 

37 

processes. The Government also provides additional funding to improve university 

infrastructure and international collaborations at these institutions. Project 985 

universities receive extra annual funding of between 30 million and 1.8 billion Chinese 

renminbi (A$6 - A$30 million (Yu, 2017).  As a result of this significant investment in 

these universities, they attract the most talented and elite students and staff.  In addition, 

the Project 985 universities also recruit and attract leading international scholars to 

establish a strong research capacity. There is a further flow-on effect in the employment 

sector; government organisations and employers that pay well are more likely to recruit 

graduates from Project 211 and 985 universities (Yu, 2017). For the Chinese student 

contemplating a university education, it becomes vital to be accepted into, and study in, 

a prestigious university, knowing that you have significantly increased your career 

opportunities and salary as a result. Education was the only possible way to improve 

personal and family life during the Imperial eras and it continues to have profound 

impact in the present day, as having access to academic learning enhances a person’s 

status. It is important to note that the opportunities of many well-paid jobs were only 

available to the students who studied in top universities in China. Some research (e.g., 

Li et al., 2012; Wu, 2017) also indicated a notable link between the reputation of 

Chinese universities and students’ employment prospects and remuneration rates.The 

next section discusses the power of the philosophical ideology that impacts on the 

present day student of social work.  

Confucianism 

Confucius (551- 479 BCE), also known as Master Kong or kongfuzi (孔夫子), 

has been one of the most influential philosophers in Chinese education and society (see 

also Appendix C). His philosophical thought has had ongoing influence in China 

through many political, cultural, and social changes (Gardner, 2014). The philosophy 
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rests on a concept that social harmony can be achieved by cultivating moral character 

and developing the mind (Wan, 1980), a major reason for its current resurgence.  

Confucianism was first adopted as a State ideology during the Han dynasty 

(206-220 BCE) and became the predominant ideology for subsequent governments 

(Zhang, 2015). Confucianism (Rujia 儒家) was perceived to influence the government 

to maintain the imperial order (Yu et al., 2012). Intellectuals enjoyed a free environment 

that allowed different schools of thought that informed education and academic 

discourse. Successive governments attracted scholars and thinkers to their institutions 

and the concept of higher education was constituted during this historic era (Lee, 2000).  

Confucius exerted his philosophical thought and influence through the recording 

of conversations with his disciples, in the Analects (or lun yu (论语), a collection of 

Confucius’s sayings written by his followers. His philosophy argued for values or 

virtues of ren (human kindness, benevolence, goodness), li (ritual, propriety), yi 

(righteousness), zhong (loyalty), xiao (filial piety), zhi (knowledge), and xin 

(trustworthiness, sincerity, faithfulness, and authenticity) Zhao, 2013). Each of these 

Confucian values continues to exert a strong influence on Chinese society in aspects of 

education, government, social policy, and family structures as this thesis discusses.  

Four selected sayings from the Analects highlight the influence of Confucianism 

on learning, teaching, and reflection in Chinese education. The first quote is “Learning 

without thought is pointless. Thought without learning is dangerous” (Zhao, 2013, 

p.13). Confucius suggested that rote learning and pure memorisation of text was not 

learning but was situational learning. Students should adapt and extend their learning to 

enlighten their lived experiences; they should raise questions about their learning in 

their environment, and they need to link that learning with their lived experiences. 
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Making connections between textual information and reality is fundamental, as is 

learning to be reflective and critical (Elliot & Tsai, 2008). 

The second saying, which relates to teaching, is “Among any three people, there 

must be one who can be my teacher. I will select their good qualities and follow them, 

their bad qualities and avoid them” (Zhao, 2013, p.15). At this time society was feudal 

and hierarchical roles were important. Confucius stated that learning could be sought 

from knowledge of the young, and the contribution of each member should be 

acknowledged (Ng, 2000). This philosophy argues that teaching should be a mutual and 

interactive process where teachers should be engaged as learners when sharing their 

knowledge with students. This can be seen as an indication of the philosophy’s 

openness to learning and a love for knowledge. The philosopher’s open mind is not only 

represented in learning from his students but also in his attitude of humility by 

acknowledging the limits of his knowledge (Li, 2016).  

The third saying is “To know what you know and know what you do not know 

[are] the characteristics of one who really knows” (Zhao, 2013, p.15). This suggests that 

reflection is a key element in Confucius’ influence of learning. The final saying is: 

“Each day I ask three things of myself: Have I been trustworthy in all that I’ve done for 

other people? Have I stood by my words in dealing with friends? Have I practiced all 

that I have been taught?” (Zhao, 2013, p. 17) which suggests that self-reflection 

involves a process of examining everyday events and evaluating one’s behaviour and 

attitudes relating to the events (Wang, 2000). This reflection should focus on what you 

do to others rather than what others do to you. This quote indicates that Confucius 

considered self-reflection as an essential element in interpersonal relationships.  

These four sayings highlight that a Confucian approach to learning is not that 

dissimilar to the Western learning process. Learning should be reflective and critical, 
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rather than focusing on memorization for its own sake, without understanding. The 

application of learning was highlighted in Confucius’s thoughts on teaching, which 

emphasised memorisation, understanding, and reflection. These values of Confucianism 

have shaped Chinese education, which focuses on building moral character and 

behaviour. The philosophy continues to impact on modern Chinese education and 

shapes the teacher-student relationship, the roles and responsibilities of teachers and 

students, and students’ perceptions. 

To summarise, Confucianism demonstrates that learning demands critical 

reflection of knowledge for guidance of proper action (Elliott & Tsai, 2008). The 

ultimate purpose of reflection is to learn and eventually achieve self-transformation 

(Kim, 2003). The philosophy suggests that the learning process involves the knowledge 

of both wisdom and virtues and so learning requires reflection and reflection helps in 

learning. Further, reflective learning not only refers to self-reflection, but also to 

examination and comparison with others’ behaviours (Woods & Lamond, 2011). 

 

Valuing Family 

Family is seen as a critical part of one’s development in within the philosophy of 

Confucius (Bedford & Yeh, 2019). There are rigid and hierarchical structures within the 

family, with elders receiving the largest degree of reverence, authority, and obeisance 

(Hu & Scott, 2014). Of the virtues to be learned in the family, filial piety (xiao shun 孝

顺) is the most fundamental value among Chinese people (Bedford & Yeh, 2019). The 

essence of filial piety is obedience to parental authority, respect for parents’ wishes, and 

care for their well-being (Bedford & Yeh, 2019; Ho, 1986; Zhang & Huang, 2007).  
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Filial piety highlights the principle of reciprocity (bao 报) that describes the 

parent and child relationship and emphasises the intimate and preferential treatment of 

one’s kin (Hwang, 1987). As children have a fundamental obligation to their parents for 

giving them life, this obligation can never be repaid. In this way, and motivated by 

affection, children should return the care they receive from their parents by taking care 

of them in their old age and being respectful to them (Yeh, 2003).  

This respect for elders and for authority can be seen manifest in various shapes 

and forms in China (Resick et al., 2011). For example, memorisation of ancient work 

has been seen as a critical part of learning in school, because it pays homage to 

intellectuals from previous eras who were perceived as more knowledgeable. The value 

of filial piety has also been criticized for giving so much respect to elders or authority 

and in suppressing new ideas, since much effort had to be expended memorising 

specific ancient literary work (Resick et al., 2011). Filial piety emphasises ancestor 

worship (Park & Müller, 2014) and this has dictated the relationship between ancestors 

or elders and the younger generation.  

In the Confucian vision, the family is of central importance and has been 

adopted to sustain the Chinese socio-political order. In the family, the child becomes 

conditioned to the dominant assumptions and values of Chinese society. The child 

learns, through the family structure, that the world is naturally hierarchal. The hierarchy 

works effectively when clear status differentiations and clear roles exist. Each status has 

a set of normative responsibilities attached to it. For instance, there are behaviour norms 

for being a good daughter or son that are enmeshed in a hierarchical network. A good 

person is one who carries out the responsibilities associated with their status. Harmony 
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of the whole family results from each person within the hierarchy conscientiously 

fulfilling their duties demanded by their defined roles (Gardner, 2014).  
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Valuing Effort 

Valuing effort is a further historic influence that Confucius continues to have on 

students. Confucius said that “I have never denied instruction to anyone who, of their 

own accord, offered up as little as a bundle of silk or bit of cured meat” (Slingerland, 

2003, p.66). This saying suggests that Confucius did not discriminate against his 

students, whether rich or poor, thereby giving anyone the opportunity to learn. This 

egalitarianism in education underlies how Confucius remains an influential moral model 

in Chinese education. Human “perfectibility”, rationality, effort, and willpower are core 

beliefs discussed in Confucius’s influence on education, which has been reflected in 

Chinese education over time (Wang, 2006a). An example of effort and willpower in 

learning is the belief that students accept that they need to work long hours and invest 

considerable effort to pursue academic achievement. In this way, effort continues to be a 

critical element in learning from a Confucian perspective. Human perfectibility refers to 

the educability of all humans, which is a critical belief in Confucius’s thought on 

education and government. The philosophy argues that education can change people and 

help them develop moral character (Leung, 1998). Confucius’s belief was that 

governance could be achieved by personal rule, moral example, and meditation rather 

than legal regulation and coercion. This moral education equated to the government as 

being the moral guardian of its citizens. Confucius also emphasised effortful learning 

and learning by moral example (Tweed & Lehman, 2002) and continues as a role model 

by modern Chinese students.  

In short, Confucius believed that education was a serious business. Although 

Chinese education has been criticised for mindless rote learning, this was not advocated 

by Confucius, who is quoted in the Analects as saying, “One who learns but does not 

think is lost; one who thinks but does not learn is in danger” (Li & Wegerif, 2013). This 
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Confucian approach has informed the perception of teachers and their role in the 

Chinese educational context. Confucius believed himself to be one of those who learned 

through effortful study.   

 

Educational Philosophy  

China’s long relationship with examinations within higher education is based on 

the Confucian ideal of meritocracy while at the same time, a criticism remained that 

examinations could not assess candidates’ moral character and moral integrity, the core 

of Confucian thinking. The Keju (or Imperial Civil Service examination) was based on 

classical learning and poetry, which promoted learning by rote or memorisation, rather 

than focusing on analytical and other skills such as political analysis or original thinking 

(Rossabi, 2013). Before 1905, the examination system was developed into standardised 

forms and the content primarily focused on the standard texts from Confucianism 

including the Four Books and Five Classics. When learning became available to the 

public during the Imperial eras, exceptional academic achievement was held in high 

esteem. Succeeding in the Civil Services Examination could mean gaining elite status in 

the government structure and gaining wealth (Yu et al., 2012). This significant value of 

academic excellence continues to exert profound influence on Chinese education.  

At this time, there was a call from many Chinese scholars for a reform of 

traditional education (Yu et al., 2012). For example, Cai Yuanpei went on to become the 

first president of Peking University after studying at a Confucius school and being 

educated in Western institutions in China. The establishment of the two most elite 

universities in China demonstrate the Western influence on national higher education. 

Peking University, which was established as the first comprehensive university in China 

(1898), modelled Western education with Western scholars as department heads, used 
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Western teaching materials, and sent students to study abroad (Min, 2004). It was the 

first institution where concepts of academic freedom were promoted. Beijing’s Tsing 

Hua University (1911) was the second elite university; it was established with support 

from American missionaries and became one of the most prestigious universities in 

China (Pan, 2006).  

After the abolition of this single examination model, a new higher education 

system was established under the influence of Western educational philosophy (Bastid, 

2017). For example, education and democracy reformer John Dewey was a key 

influence in educational philosophy. Dewey’s influential 1916 text: Democracy and 

Education An Introduction to the Philosophy of Education was translated into Chinese 

and was used as a higher education textbook during the 1919 May Fourth Movement 

that led to the establishment, two years later, of the Chinese Communist Party. Dewey’s 

principles such as “learning by doing” and “education is not preparation for life, 

education is life itself” were adopted by the government as regulations and policies in 

the education department (Peng, 2018; Zhang & Sheese, 2017).  Hu Shi and Tao 

Xingzhi, who were Dewey’s students, were prominent Chinese educators who adapted 

his educational concepts to the Chinese environment. Hu Shi and Tao Xingzhi 

implemented Dewey’s ideas, which subsequently shaped the educational structure of the 

primary, middle, and higher schools in China (Zhang & Sheese, 2017). 

  By 1947, China had established and experienced rapid growth with 207 

universities, of which 107 were government sponsored, 79 were private, and 21 were 

missionary institutions, with more than 150,000 students enrolled in total (Brandenburg 

& Zhu, 2007). It is important to note that the missionary institutions were funded and 

administered by religious groups such as American Protestants and French Catholics 

and were therefore considered as liberal arts colleges. The professional training that was 
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provided at the undergraduate level at all of these institutions was strongly influenced 

by the ideas of Western education institutions that provided an alternative to Chinese 

education (Brandenburg & Zhu, 2007). 

 

The Modern Education System  

The New Era introduced a new model of education in China from pre-school to 

university, known as the 6-3-3-4 system. In effect, this means that students complete 9 

years of compulsory education including 6 years of primary school, 3 years of junior 

high school, 3 years of high school and 4 years of university (Yu et al., 2012). In reality, 

however, Chinese children begin their education as pre-schoolers or kindergarteners. 

Learning is a high pressure undertaking: as students move through the education 

system, they face higher demands, a heavier workload, and longer study time. The 

legacy of the long-ended Civil Services Examination continues as a main feature of the 

Chinese education system, where examinations remain a major focus. Academic merit is 

seen as the only way to select students into key high schools due to the intense 

competition (Wu, 2017). As junior high school is free and compulsory, the government 

replaced the entrance examination to the junior high school with enrolment based on the 

area of residence (OECD, 2016a). However, students at the completion of 9 years of 

schooling need to take the Zhongkao (中考) or high school entrance exam before 

entering into another 3 years of senior high school, and their admission depends on their 

scores from the examination. The Zhongkao was perceived as a mini-Gaokao (小高考) 

(the university entrance examination) that would determine whether students could 

study in a prestigious or key point (zhongdian 重点) high school in order to prepare for 

their Gaokao for university. It is critical, therefore, to obtain exceptional exam grades in 
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the compulsory free 9-year education period in order to be admitted to key high schools 

in China. 

 During the ensuing three years of senior high school, the National College 

Entrance Examinations (NCEE) is the ultimate goal and students devote all of their time 

preparing for the exam. In fact, high school students spend their first two years at high 

school studying the full curriculum (either an arts or science specialisation), before 

spending their final, third year preparing for the NCEE (Yu & Suen, 2005). The Gaokao 

is a critical and stressful event not only for students but also for their families and the 

whole society. As a demonstration of the importance of education in China, spending on 

education is second only to food expenditure for most families (Yu et al., 2012).  It is 

important to note that the opportunities of many well-paid jobs were only available to 

the students who studied in top universities in China. Some research (e.g., Li et al., 

2012; Wu, 2017) also indicated a notable link between the reputation of Chinese 

universities and students’ employment prospects and remuneration rates. 

Family investment and involvement in their children’s education has a long 

history and tradition in China and is showcased in a famous Chinese story Three Moves 

by Mencius’ Mother（孟母三迁) as Mencius’ mother moved home three times in order 

to find the most positive academic influence for her son’s education (Lee, 2015). In 

modern China, it is not uncommon for parents to quit their jobs to take care of their 

children when they are preparing for the Gaokao. In part, this is influenced by the one-

child policy which emphasised the importance of children obtaining the best possible 

education so that they may have a good career and financial outcomes to benefit both 

themselves and their families (Zhang, 2017). Teachers play a critical role in the 

education system, especially during high school. One of teachers’ major responsibilities 

is to prepare students for the NCEE. High school teachers are evaluated by their 
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students’ NCEE performance, with high performance returning financial rewards and 

poor performance jeopardising teachers’ careers (OECD, 2016).  

Eligibility criteria to enter a Chinese university changed dramatically after the 

Cultural Revolution. This can be seen by the exponential growth of numbers of Chinese 

students studying in tertiary education, and the education system becoming itself more 

diverse. Admission to undergraduate programs is based on students’ NCEE scores. 

There remains some political influence in university admission process. Admission to 

the graduate level is based on another entrance examination, which has a political 

component. Students may also be accepted into graduate study through recommendation 

from their own undergraduate university (Saywell, 1980). An admission tier is applied 

to entry in the university undergraduate system (Yu et al., 2012). Three tiers are 

interlinked for the major academic institutions, with an additional priority tier for 

universities that provide training for military and teaching professions. The first tier 

provides access to the elite Project 985 or 211 universities, and the second and the third 

tiers give access to less prestigious universities. The third tier also recruits students to 

vocational study (Zhuankeӫᑀ) at college institutions. Higher education institutions 

are generally categorised into this system and each student nominates preferences from 

each tier. Students’ applications are based on their college entrance examination score 

and whether the institution they have selected will accept them. If they are rejected at 

the first tier, they cannot access the top tier universities and need to enroll at second or 

third tier universities. Students can choose three universities in each tier although, in 

reality, universities are unlikely to offer places to students who have ranked them 

second or third (Yu et al., 2012). 
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Ideological Education in Universities 

President Xi has stated that it is important to reinforce the authority of the party-

state within higher education in China (Taber, 2018). As such, ideological education that 

emphasises the legitimacy of the CCP’s authority has been incorporated as part of 

university study in China. Ideological education also overshadows Western liberal 

values such as democracy and individualism (Xie et al., 2017).  

One important reason for shaping ideological thinking in higher education is the 

aggregating influence of Western liberal thought on Chinese intellectuals’ thoughts and 

values. The Party has attributed social unrest in China to this Western interference, and 

this has been another reason that higher education has focused on ideological thinking, 

indoctrination, and propaganda (Gobel & Ong, 2012). Tsang (2019) argued that Xi 

Jinping proposes that Chinese higher education not to be overly exposed to, or 

influenced by, Western liberal-democratic values and ideas but to uphold the authority 

of the single-party-state rule.  

The university has been a vital place to foster strong ideological and political 

control among young people in China (Zeng, 2016). The critical role of education in 

fostering ideology has been endorsed by a succession of leaders of the CCP including 

Mao Zedong, Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zeming, Hu Jingtao and current leader Xi Jinping 

(Zeng, 2016). Having studied in an elite university is a clear pathway for people to 

become members of, and then work for, the CCP (Xie et al., 2017). Therefore, higher 

education remains a major platform to cultivate ideological support for the CCP.  

To reinforce this ideological control, a party secretary appointed by the CCP 

presides in every Chinese educational institution (Jiang & Li, 2016). The party secretary 

leads the institution, whereas administration is the responsibility of the institution’s 

president. The role of the party secretary is to ensure the institution follows and 
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promotes the interests of CCP policies (Jiang & Li, 2016). Further, the party secretary 

plays an important role in decision-making, maintains party ideology and, most 

importantly, represents political power. Certain requirements, such as ideological 

education and compliance with political directions, are required at Chinese higher 

education institutions (Li, 2015a). This is also supported by legislation that frames 

higher education in China, specifically, that the involvement of the CCP in 

administration and monitoring is essential. In addition, ideological, political, and 

patriotic courses form 10% of Chinese students’ tertiary education (Wei, 2015). For 

example, every higher education student needs to undertake political and ideological 

courses that cultivate nationally patriotic values. These ideologically learned courses 

include, but are not limited to, Marxism; Mao Zedong’s Thoughts; Theories of Chinese 

Characteristics of Socialism; Military Theory; Morality; Political and Ideological 

Education; Chinese Modern History; and Situation and Policy. Ideological education 

has been and continues to be a critical element in Chinese education.  

The involvement of the party secretary is a Chinese characteristic that makes 

tertiary education different from Western models (Mok & Han, 2017). Undertaking 

compulsory military training has been another strategy to cultivate Chinese students’ 

thinking in collectivism, patriotism, and deference to authority in the university. The 

primary reason that military education has been enforced is that the Tiananmen Square 

event in 1989 was viewed by the CCP as the result of Chinese students’ lax ideological 

education (Rosen, 1993). The CCP has stated that compulsory military training, which 

involves short-term physical military style exercise and theory studies, develops 

stronger ideological control of Chinese students (Guo, 2016). This military-style 

training aims to cultivate uniformity and obedience to the Party and university 

management. Chan (2007) argued that military training also benefits physical strength; 
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however, the training’s primary aim is to foster students’ collectivism, compliance, and 

patriotism.   

In conclusion, the government has influenced every aspect of Chinese students’ 

learning. The cultivation of unity, patriotism, and compliance in ideological education 

has influenced Chinese students’ learning practices in China. With this focus on unity of 

thinking as well as support for the CCP, Chinese students are rarely exposed to critical 

or divergent views on government policies and governance. Deference to authority also 

gives importance to CCP obedience, loyalty, and compliance. As a result, showing 

dissent, holding divergent views, or criticising the CCP are not encouraged. “Following 

the CCP’s guideline” has become a strong factor in Chinese students’ university 

ideological training (Du, 2019).  

 

Impacts of Influences 

The chapter now turns in considering the impact of these many historic, 

philosophic and cultural impacts on the present-day Chinese student. In the previous 

chapter, the conceptual framework introduced approaches to learning (Biggs) and 

cultural dimensions to understanding learning (Hofstede). This and subsequent literature 

has challenged the conventional view of Chinese learners and has argued that adequate 

time and support are needed for Chinese students to adjust to a new academic 

environment. For example, studies from Heng (2016) and Tran (2013) that used both 

quantitative and qualitative methods respectively, recruited participants from a range of 

disciplines. Findings from these studies refuted stereotypical claims that Chinese 

students are rote learners, passive and silent. Instead, the research found that Chinese 

students adopt and adapt memorisation and repetition as a way of enhancing their 
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understanding of course content due to the language difference between Chinese and 

English.  

Heng (2016) interviewed and surveyed 18 undergraduate participants who were 

studying different disciplines including engineering, mathematics and business at a 

university in the US. The study asked the participants, who were native Mandarin 

Chinese speakers, to keep reflective journals as a source of data to reduce memory 

recall bias and to provide time for them to contemplate the questions or comments 

before sharing responses. The study found six major challenges that contradicted 

stereotypes of Chinese international students studying in higher education in the US. 

Using English was the first challenge experienced by almost every Chinese student, 

with participants reporting difficulties in speaking and writing in English (Heng, 2016). 

The second challenge was the different ways of thinking that the participants’ 

encountered between Chinese and Westerners. Participants who studied the social 

sciences, humanities, and languages had significant learning experiences in logical, 

divergent, and critical ways of thinking, which were lacking in their previous education 

in China. The third challenge was their unfamiliar and unclear classroom expectations, 

with the US classroom adopting an open-ended teaching method, and American 

teachers acting more as facilitators rather than transmitting information. Completing 

assessment tasks was the fourth challenge, as participants were not clear about the 

expectations or requirements of the assessment. However, participants reported that the 

challenges and unclear expectations in assessment became much clearer after some 

experiences of doing it and understanding the lecturers’ or professors’ expectations. The 

fifth and sixth challenges that emerged related to managing social, cultural, and political 

differences and finding some time for leisure activity, respectively. Collectively, these 

findings highlight that there are many differences between learning in the USA and in 
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China and it is not as simplistic as considering that Chinese students are passive, 

voiceless, or deficient. Heng (2016) argued that it was more important to examine why 

some Chinese students may have experienced challenges and what caused these 

challenges, and why some previous studies formed such stereotypes of Chinese students 

than to stereotype Chinese students with a Western perspective. Heng’s study found that 

as Chinese students increased their contextual familiarity, they overcame these 

challenges with help from peers, professors, and university resources. In addition, they 

increased their ability to engage in different educational contexts, which in turn 

influenced their values, attitudes, and behaviours. 

A further study undertaken by Tran (2013) involved conducting in-depth 

interviews with ten Asian students from China, Vietnam, Singapore, Thailand, and 

South Korea who were studying in Australian universities. Tran’s study identified four 

major findings that were consistent with previous studies on Chinese students’ learning 

experiences in Western countries. First, because of their Confucian Heritage Culture 

(CHC), participants did not identify or describe themselves as using a passive style of 

learning. This is consistent with many other studies (e.g., Heng, 2016) which have 

identified that Chinese students are actually not passive but may appear so because of 

their cultural background and the respect they show to teachers in class. Second, 

although memorising was a central strategy for many CHC students, they did not 

memorise without understanding. Participants identified that understanding comes with 

memorisation rather than from rote learning. Also, because of language differences in 

Chinese and English, memorisation and understanding interact and connect, rather than 

being two different processes for Chinese students. Tran found that Chinese students 

used memorisation because it was an effective strategy for higher marks but, to be 

effective, it needed to come with understanding. This supports Biggs’s (2003) argument 
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that the learner’s intention to carry out learning tasks is more important when 

determining the strategies that they use in learning. Despite finding that 5 out of 10 

students in Tran’s (2013) study were quieter than other students in their classes, they 

were not passive because they asked the tutor questions after class, were involved in 

tutorial activities, and engaged in group discussions. Tran offered explanations for why 

they were not active within the classroom, such as their lack of fluency with spoken 

English prevented them from speaking as quickly as local English-speaking students. 

Tran also found that a lack of contextual knowledge was a common issue among 

participants, in that they did not have or understand many Australian local examples, 

policies, or events. Further, participants explained that they lacked active participation 

because of their previous academic environment, and classroom learning experiences 

(Tran, 2013).  

This fundamental lack of cultural understanding has led to the formation of 

perceptions of stereotypes of Chinese students. For example, Le and Shi (2006) argued 

that the traditional Australian way of understanding Asian learners, particularly Chinese 

may be inaccurate and stereotypical. Typically, studies of Chinese learners that 

described them as adopting a surface and rote learning approach (Ballard & Clanchy, 

1997; Biggs, 1987a; Biggs, 1988a. Jones, Chen and Li (2004) have gone so far as to 

suggest that Chinese students should “unlearn” their previous learning practices.  

Despite the fact that Chinese-background students have become the largest 

group of international students in Australian educational institutions (Australian 

Government, 2019), there remains a lack of understanding of Chinese students due to 

their different cultural background and educational discourses between China and the 

West. In addition, it has been reported that differences in languages, cultures, and 

learning styles were major reasons that Chinese students were being misperceived or 
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disadvantaged. Several studies have supported this argument (e.g., Wang & Shan, 2007; 

Wong, 2004). Wong (2004) surveyed 78 Asian undergraduate students, from 1st to 4th 

year, studying in different disciplines at the University of South Australia. Wong’s study 

found that cultural barriers and language problems were the key challenges for 

participants’ learning. It should be noted, however, that the study did not reveal how 

many were Chinese students, and although Asian students generally share some cultural 

heritage and values, they also have different social, cultural, and political systems that 

influence their learning styles.  

A further qualitative study by Wang and Shan (2007) that interviewed 10 

Chinese postgraduate students in two universities in the Australian Capital Territory had 

similar findings. This research found that Chinese students experienced differences, 

challenges, and adjustments in their academic learning in Australia. Chinese students 

had to change their learning from a teacher-centred approach to student-centred and 

problem-based learning, indicating that the role of teachers varies greatly between 

Chinese and Australian university contexts. This point is particularly relevant for this 

research project that examines different learning and teaching styles.  

Wang and Shan (2007) identified some critical differences in learning and 

teaching between Chinese and Australian universities, including the use of textbooks, 

learning resources, assessment items, and learning practices in class. For example, in 

China, teachers only use the prescribed textbooks, whereas in Australia teaching 

materials were closely related to contemporary professional fields of practice. A 

difference in assessment was also reported. Chinese students found that final exams 

were the major or sole form of assessment required in Chinese universities, whereas in 

Australia, several assessment methods such as presentations, exams, and class 

participation were undertaken throughout the semester. In addition, group assignment 
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was also employed as a method of assessment that required Chinese students to adjust 

to a different academic context. Wang and Shan’s (2007) study found that Chinese 

students needed to learn to use library and information systems in order to identify 

relevant information and resources for writing assignments. Participants from the study 

reported their concerns in following academic conventions. Chinese students were not 

aware of how they should undertake referencing in their writing and needed to spend 

considerable time learning the academic referencing system, which had not been 

considered important or adequately taught in the Chinese context. These differences in 

using learning resources and observing academic conventions further create challenges 

and difficulties for Chinese students in adapting to a Western academic context.   

Chinese international students attending universities in a culturally different 

context have to contend with different social and educational organisations, and various 

behaviours and expectations, as well as coping with adjustment issues that are common 

to all students. There has been much scholarly focus on students’ adaptation processes 

and associated issues, especially in terms of the impact of social and friendship 

networks, social skill acquisition, and inter-group perceptions and relations. At the same 

time, it has been argued that Chinese students’ approaches to learning remain embedded 

in their cultural and social structures (Lu & Han, 2010). There are two key components 

of differences that will be examined in more detail in the following: first, academic 

learning contexts, and second, the relationship between teachers and students.  

An analysis of the literature that has examined Chinese students studying in a 

number of disciplines including accounting, engineering, business, and nursing at 

Western universities has revealed mixed findings. However, these studies generally 

agree that three major differences between China and the West explain why Chinese 

students encounter difficulties in learning in Western countries. The first is the language 
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difference: the second relates to learning practices, whereby Chinese students have been 

stereotyped and misunderstood and the third is the difference between Chinese and 

Western academic conventions and norms.  

Numerous studies (for example: Briguglio & Smith, 2012; Heng, 2016; Liu, 

2006) have identified that English language proficiency is a major factor that impacts on 

Chinese students’ learning experience in the overseas context. Briguglio and Smith 

(2012) identified that lack of English language skills is one of the barriers for Chinese 

international students during their study in Australia. If language is problematic for 

them, these Chinese students may not be able to fully express their thinking, meaning, 

or experiences. Wang (2016) explained that Chinese students have little practice of 

using English in their home country; and language barriers adversely affect students’ 

academic performance in areas such as the ability to write assignments and participate 

and communicate with other students and teachers in class. This lack of language 

proficiency may perpetuate problems and misunderstandings about Chinese students’ 

academic work in Western contexts. One of the limitations of studies into Chinese 

students’ learning experiences is that these studies tend to use English as a medium to 

collect data from Chinese students. This thesis suggests that more accurate information 

could result if data were collected in participants’ mother language, as was undertaken 

in this study.  

The phenomenon of classroom quietness among Chinese students in Western 

countries has been widely exhibited and commented upon. Literature analysis suggests 

that this quietness is due to the fact that Chinese students experience many challenges 

and differences in learning such as language barriers, lack of understanding of 

questioning in the classroom, and respect for teachers as authority in the class (Jin & 

Cortazzi, 1998). However, being quiet in class does not mean that Chinese students do 
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not comprehend the concepts, theories, or knowledge discussed in class or that they are 

passive. On the contrary, their quietness in class may be due to the fact that they may 

not have a good command of the English language, or they have an inadequate 

understanding of classroom norms (Gan et al., 2009; Jin & Cortazzi, 2006). As a result 

of the language barrier, Chinese students may struggle to adjust to the Western 

university context.  

Due to the high number of examinations as an assessment method in the Chinese 

education system (a legacy of history), students may not be exposed to alternative 

assessment types, and may require time to adjust to alternative methods of assessment 

in the Western educational context. Nevertheless, studies have shown that although 

Chinese students lack experience in different forms of assessment, they are highly 

aware of different assessment practices and they have the ability to alter their learning 

strategies as needed in relation to course assessment (Thomas & Bain 1984; Scouller, 

1998). Richardson (2005) suggests that the application of assessment methods such as 

essay questions, short answers, and case studies could help students to develop deeper 

learning outcomes. Chinese students may take time to adjust to new assessment 

processes, due to a number of issues such as their lack of experience in different test 

types, motivation for learning, language proficiency, and disciplinary knowledge.  

Tait (2010) surveyed Chinese students’ perceptions of different examination 

formats (multiple choice and essay) while they were studying at a New Zealand 

university. The study included students from Hong Kong, Taiwan, and mainland China, 

with the largest proportion (86%) from mainland China. About 80% of the participants 

had studied in New Zealand prior to enrolling in their undergraduate degree. The study 

found that Chinese students adopted a deep approach to learning regardless of the 

examination format. Even though memorisation was used in some instances, the study 



 

 

 

59 

found that it was used as a strategy to deal with challenges in using English as a second 

language, and to enhance their comprehension of the content. Tait (2010) concluded that 

the Chinese students’ previous experiences studying in New Zealand had contributed to 

their deep approach to learning. Tait’s study argued that Chinese students preferred 

memorisation with understanding, and this could also lead to deep learning outcomes. 

More specifically, participants from Tait’s study reported that they adopted rote learning 

because this compensated for their lack of language proficiency. However, this was only 

reported among the low achieving students who had difficulties with using English in 

expressing their opinions in writing essays in English.  At the other end of the spectrum, 

Chinese students with higher grades reported that they used memorisation as a way to 

help them understand the questions and essay topics. The use of memorisation was 

determined by the types of questions that were employed in the assessment (Tait, 2010), 

for example, using memorisation was able to help with providing a definition of a term. 

However, when the questions were complex and required some analysis, a deep 

approach to learning or memorisation with understanding was needed (Tait, 2010). A 

study undertaken in 1999 found that the Chinese academic environment requires the use 

of memorisation as a way to include the content from textbooks written by authoritative 

experts in the field (Chan, 1999).  In contrast, Western academic essays require students 

to use discipline-specific language to demonstrate their understanding of readings, and 

critical analysis of the information. In studying social work, the assessment questions 

require more analysis, reflection, and critical thinking rather than quotes from experts in 

the field. It is the application of learning that is needed in this assessment, rather than 

memorisation of facts.   

The recent literature that has analysed how Chinese students study overseas has 

also identified a disparity between Chinese and Western academic conventions and 
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norms. As has been outlined, Chinese universities have undertaken collaboration with 

many Western universities in a number of disciplines and there is now a number of 

studies on these collaborative projects. For example, Doe et al. (2018) conducted a 

mixed method study with Chinese students studying in a Bachelor of Engineering with 

Honours degree (2+2) collaborative program between China and Australia. This study 

collected feedback on communication effectiveness from students at two Chinese 

universities: 105 students who studied only at a Chinese university and another 22 

Chinese students who studied at both Chinese and Australia universities between 2015 

and 2016. Their findings were consistent with previous results discussed here, that 

Chinese students had issues with learning styles, language fluency, and social 

engagement. In addition, the study found a lack of connection between learning in 

China and in Australia that was particularly relevant for Chinese students who 

participated in the 2+2 joint program (Doe et al., 2018). Several participants reported 

that they lacked the fundamental knowledge that was taught during the first 2 years of 

units in the degree program in Australia because they had completed these units in 

China. It is important to note that this study only surveyed Chinese students during their 

1st semester of study in Australia and found that language proficiency was the biggest 

challenge in learning.  

Adapting to Western academic conventions and norms is a process that Chinese 

students need to undergo to achieve their goals. Gu and Schweisfurth’s (2006) study 

found that Chinese students tend to be willing to adapt to the host country’s socio-

cultural and educational conventions. The relationships among learners, teachers, and 

the learning environment could determine students’ intercultural learning process and 

their learning outcomes. Most importantly, the intercultural learning experience 

encourages Chinese students to develop professional and personal growth. Gu and 
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Schweisfurth offered suggestions for intercultural educators saying first, that it was 

important to gain an awareness of Chinese learners and attempt to understand how their 

cultural norms may affect the learning process. Equally, students’ motivations and their 

needs for learning play a crucial role in understanding Chinese learning behaviours. 

Second, they argue it is necessary to assist Chinese students at their initial stage of 

learning in Western universities to help them overcome psychological problems such as 

stress and frustration. The support should include both academic and social aspects, 

which can enable students to grow professionally and personally in their chosen 

disciplines. Gu and Schweisfurth also pointed out that further investigation was 

required, specifically a longitudinal study, to explore whether the adaptation could be 

sustained, and how learners could consider the applicability of their study and the 

possible effect when they return to their home country.  

One particular and different academic skill for Chinese students in Western 

universities is their approach to critical thinking. Tian and Low’s (2011) review of 

Chinese students’ critical thinking performance established that while this skill has been 

exhibited in Chinese culture, due to the issue of language proficiency and different 

academic conventions, critical thinking is a challenge for Chinese students during their 

early stage of learning. A basic introduction to critical thinking may be necessary for 

new Chinese students in order to help them to bridge the gap in their learning between 

Chinese and Western academic contexts. Previous studies of Chinese students (Lu & 

Singh, 2017; Tian & Low, 2011; Zhang et al., 2020) suggest that they are flexible and 

have tendencies to demonstrate their critical thinking and active participation in the 

class. Such students may also prefer to ask questions in person or during consultation 

time (Ren & Tao, 2014; Tian & Low, 2011). However, Ren and Tao (2014) also pointed 
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out that there has been a lack of empirical studies on Chinese students’ learning habits 

and the impact of learning contexts on their learning practice.  

A review of the literature relating to Chinese students also identified that 

accessing support services is essential for their adjustment to academic conventions and 

norms. Providing support to understand these differences becomes essential for Chinese 

students to overcome challenges in studying in Western countries (Ward & Masgoret, 

2004). Many Australian universities provide services such as orientation programs 

(Jenkins & Galloway, 2009) and peer support for international students. However, Sawir 

et al. (2008) found that only a few students were aware of these services and therefore 

able to benefit from them. For some Chinese students who are not aware of, or know the 

significance of using the services, promotion is needed to inform Chinese students 

about the support services and their benefits. More importantly, Yue and Fan (2010) also 

argued that support services needed to take account of cultural characteristics and 

specific needs of students rather than be developed from a Western perspective. In 

addition to support services, lecturers and tutors may also need to be aware that Chinese 

students may not use such services, because they are not widely available in China. In 

addition to the differences in learning and teaching practices, Chen and Bennett’s (2012) 

study also highlighted that support is needed for Chinese students studying in a different 

academic environment due to the emotional episodes they experience when they attempt 

to adjust to a different and challenging learning context. Chinese students’ experiences 

of undertaking assessment online reflected that their concerns about the correct answer 

and their lack of capacity to develop their structured and organised learning had 

impacted on their learning in Australia. The findings reported that there was a strong 

cultural clash between Chinese students and current Australian learning experiences. 

The use of technology and online pedagogy also had a detrimental impact on students’ 
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learning experiences, due to Chinese students’ limited development in knowledge and 

lack of social connection in online learning (Chen & Bennett, 2012). As this study is 

eight years old, there may now be different findings on how Chinese students would 

find learning online with the use of technology. In direct opposition to the Chinese 

examination-focused assessment that has one standard correct answer, Chinese students 

are not accustomed to a variety of assessment items such as the essays, reflections 

projects, and group work used in Australia (Chen & Bennett, 2012). This study 

highlighted how in Australia there was no one ‘correct’ answer and that responses may 

not need to draw on prescribed textbooks and that, on the contrary, different sources of 

information including online readings and journal articles could be drawn upon. 

Therefore, Australian teaching practices focused on students’ learning experiences and 

personal knowledge. These pedagogic practices encouraged students to structure their 

own learning and undertake evaluation of their own performances (Chen & Bennett, 

2012).  

Despite such studies, little is known about how Chinese students could better 

adjust to the Australian or Western academic context, given the challenges and 

differences they experience. Despite much literature identifying issues in how Chinese 

students learn, and in their language proficiency and cultural adjustment in Western 

universities, few solutions or suggestions have been offered to deal with these 

challenges or the difficulties Chinese students encounter.  

In a recent New Zealand study, Lin and Appleton (2018) investigated Chinese 

students’ learning experiences in a social work field placement. These authors argued 

that creating a support group for Chinese students could assist with their specific 

learning and cultural needs, by enabling them to draw on knowledge and cultural 

understanding from Chinese cultural perspectives. This support strategy best aided 
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Chinese students’ learning and dealing with challenges that occurred in the field 

placement in New Zealand. 

In conclusion, this section has highlighted that Chinese students encounter 

different academic practices when learning in Western countries. The differences and 

challenges that Chinese students experienced in learning are not because of their innate 

deficiencies in learning, but rather are due to the differences in academic, language, and 

social conventions and norms in the Western academic context. Chinese cultural factors 

(as discussed above) have exerted significant influence on how Chinese students should 

approach learning in the Western classroom. Different academic conventions and norms 

exhibited by Chinese students studying in China and the West recognise the view that 

Chinese students need time, effort, and support to adjust to the new academic 

environment. As a result, support is essential for Chinese students’ adjustment in 

academic learning in Western countries.  

 

The Teacher/Student Relationship 

This next section considers the relationship between teacher and student, which 

also shapes Chinese students’ learning practices and its difference to the Western 

experience. This relationship is also influenced by Confucianism as the Chinese concept 

of teaching is derived from the Chinese character, to teach (or in Chinese jiao教). Its 

original meaning was to cause someone to have filial piety, which is respect for parents 

and elders (see also above). Confucius showed considerable respect to his ancestors and 

stated that he transmitted knowledge from the past rather than produce new knowledge 

(Starr, 2012). This has influenced Chinese teachers to act as role models for students to 

absorb knowledge and develop integrity.   
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In Chinese culture or Confucianism, the teacher is regarded as the fount of 

knowledge who delivers knowledge to students. Students then must be willing to learn 

despite the difficulties experienced in doing so. Some studies (e.g., Hung, 2016; Pratt et 

al., 1999, Subramaniam, 2009) held similar views that students should respect teachers, 

who have a responsibility to deliver course content for students to absorb.  Students rely 

on their teachers’ ability to impart knowledge rather than to question their ability. The 

Chinese teaching style tends to adopt a teacher-centred approach (Biggs & Watkins, 

2001; Ho, 2001) and in the current Chinese context, the teacher is seen as a personal 

mentor and an educator with authority (Watkins, 2000). For instance, a lecturer in a 

Chinese university may be perceived as an expert in their field passing on knowledge to 

students. Many Chinese students prefer the lecturer to be knowledgeable and have the 

capacity to answer questions, which Jin and Cortazzi (1998) describe as “ … talking of 

the known rather than talking to know …” (p. 743) in the Chinese context.  

Many scholars (eg Cortazzi & Jin, 1996; Pham & Renshaw, 2013; Watkins, 

2004; Zhang, 2007) have supported the view that teachers influence Chinese students’ 

learning practices. Together, these studies provide important insight into Chinese 

students’ perception of “good-quality teaching”, where teachers have a wealth of subject 

knowledge, focus on knowledge delivery, help students to perform well in 

examinations, care for students on a personal level, foster close relationships with 

students, act as a moral guide, and develop positive attitudes in students. In the Western 

context, teaching is perceived as a process of facilitating students’ own understanding of 

knowledge and adopting a student-centred approach. ‘Good teaching’ in the Western 

context is understood by Prosser and Trigwell (1998) as student-focused, rather than 

teacher-focused. Teaching can be seen as bringing a conceptual change in students’ 

understanding of the world; what students do to achieve their understanding is more 
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important than transmitting knowledge from the expert to novice learners. Western 

teachers aim to cultivate students’ independent learning skills and believe that students 

should be responsible for their own learning (Wang & Shan, 2007).  

Fang and Gopinathan (2009) provided a critical review of the cross-cultural 

comparative studies of teachers and teaching in Eastern and Western schools. They 

argue that teaching is deeply embedded in a cultural system and teaching demonstrates 

the fundamental differences in cultural beliefs and values between Chinese and Western 

countries. In terms of the teacher and students, Chinese students are trained to believe 

that teachers who are strict with them are helping them to learn, as represented in the 

expression “an outstanding student is produced by a strict teacher” (yan shi chu gao tu

Ӹ趂ڊṛ盆). This is not the case for Western teachers, for whom developing and 

adopting a supportive facilitator role is more relevant (Fang & Gopinathan, 2009). This 

different approach to teaching has caused problems for Chinese students when student-

centred learning is applied. The primary concern is that Chinese students need to 

develop independent and self-directed learning strategies as opposed to relying on 

teachers for guidance and instructions for student learning. In addition, Chinese teachers 

tend to build closer relationships with students compared with Western teachers. For 

instance, Australian teachers are not expected to feel responsible for unfinished 

homework or students’ personal and family issues (Ho, 2001), whereas Chinese teachers 

are expected to take care of students’ homework and life issues. Chinese teachers are 

perceived as a parental figure for students and are seen to shape students’ moral 

character and behavior and take more responsibility for students’ academic achievement 

and life concerns. This type of relationship becomes problematic when Chinese students 
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meet Western teachers who have less responsibility for and interest in students’ lives 

and academic concerns (Ho, 2001).  

Recent studies (Chen & Bennett, 2012; Wong, Cooper, & Dellaportas. 2015) 

have supported this claim that there are distinctive teaching styles in the Chinese and 

Western academic context. Chen and Bennett (2012) collected data from focus groups 

and interviews with Chinese students undertaking master’s degrees at Australian 

universities, exploring their perceptions of Australian teachers and the style of teaching. 

Both Chinese students and Australian teachers were interviewed and participated in 

focus groups over three phases. The findings revealed that Chinese students’ previous 

learning experiences in China impacted on their Australian educational learning 

practices as well as their use of online platforms. Chinese students reported the Chinese 

curriculum was full of content knowledge, sourced from the textbook. Absorbing a large 

quantity of information would enhance Chinese students’ understanding of the course 

content. Consequently, they tend to learn from the textbook and the structured learning 

materials from the teacher, who delivers the content in a clear and structured way. The 

teacher is also required to teach at a fast pace in order to cover everything in the 

prescribed curriculum. This fast pace teaching mode made it more difficult and 

therefore less likely for students to ask questions or question the teacher, because the 

teacher needed to focus on delivering the content. The examination-focused assessment 

also required Chinese students to reproduce the ‘correct’or textbook-based answers. In 

order to succeed in this assessment system, it is important to work hard to memorise the 

course content or textbook and record what the teacher has prescribed to learn. As a 

result, there was no motivation to develop personal opinions, as this would not earn 

marks during the exam. Chinese students shared this type of learning experience, 
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teaching styles, and assessment that focused on the curriculum and the prescribed 

textbook (Chen & Bennett, 2012).  

In contrast, the Australian teachers had a different focus on teaching and 

learning. The Australian teaching style allows students to focus on their own interests, 

draw on their personal experiences and knowledge, and act as facilitators to develop 

their own skills and strategies for learning (see further in Appendix D). 

 As a result, Chinese students need to respond and adjust to this type of teaching 

style from their Chinese traditional approach to learning or learning practices.   

Wong, Cooper, and Dellaportas (2015)’s study explored mainland Chinese 

students’ learning experiences and perception of teaching, using focus group interviews, 

in two Australian accounting programs. Their study found that Chinese accounting 

students had some unsatisfactory experiences in regard to the quality of teaching in the 

Australian learning environment, when compared with their previous educational 

experiences in China. Three major findings were revealed from six focus group 

interviews with the 26 Chinese accounting students who participated in the data 

collection. First, these participants found that Australian educators lacked enthusiasm or 

had inappropriate attitudes such as lacking passion. One specific example was that 

participants said Australian teachers demonstrated they were not interested in teaching 

because they did not take attendance, which was a norm and compulsory in China. 

Second, Chinese students’ perception of the commitment of Australian teachers to 

teaching, also appeared to negatively influence Chinese students’ experiences of 

learning. Wong et al. (2015) found that compared with Chinese teachers, Australian 

teachers were less likely to meet students after the scheduled teaching time. There were 

longer contact hours with Chinese teachers and longer teaching time in China, 

compared with the ‘no more than 3 hours face-to-face contact’ with teachers and limited 
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consultation time in Australia. This limited contact restrained Chinese students from 

connecting with teachers. As a result, they perceived Australian teachers as less 

approachable and less committed. As a result, Chinese students did not develop a good 

connection with Australian teachers.  

This poor connection led to the third finding, that Chinese students perceived 

that Australian teachers lacked teaching skills and were unable to explain the subject 

matter in a clear and understandable way. Wong et al. (2015) also found that these 

negative perceptions or unsatisfactory experiences were strongly felt during the 1st year 

of learning. More positive experiences were formed about teaching during the later 

years of study in Australia. Chinese students commented that use of case studies, 

application of real-life examples, and discussion of current affairs were particularly 

appreciated in Australian teaching. The change of learning practice attributed to 

students forming a positive perception of teaching during their 2nd and 3rd year of 

learning. Since Chinese students found that they needed to rely more on themselves for 

learning rather than the teacher, Chinese students reported that they had enjoyed more 

of their classroom learning experiences during their later years of study in Australia. 

Wong et al. (2015) concluded that Chinese students could actually adapt into the 

Australia academic teaching style. Even though Chinese students’ previous learning 

experiences in China negatively influenced their perception of teaching and the teacher-

student relationship in Australia, Chinese students appreciated that teachers from a 

Western context neither spoon-fed them, nor were concerned much about their academic 

grades. Instead, teaching in Australia encouraged Chinese students to take responsibility 

for their own learning. The evidence presented in this section suggests a conclusion that 

it takes some time for Chinese students to understand the Australian style of teaching 
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before they become accustomed to the teaching and learning in Australian or Western 

universities.  

 

Summary  

This chapter has two major sections: the first considers how Chinese students 

studying abroad, the influence of the State on education, and the significance of 

academic excellence, shape how Chinese students learn in China. Studying abroad has 

provided an avenue for Chinese students to access a prestigious university. An 

increasing number of middle-class Chinese families have made it possible for their sons 

and daughters to study outside China by paying for their study, rather than relying on 

government sponsorship that, before the economic reform, was limited to a small 

number of Chinese students. The chapter has outlined how patriotic education has been 

a key component which dictates the ideological and learning content in the higher 

education context and how excelling at the NCEE has been seen as a key approach to 

improving individuals’ social, political, and economic status. Third, the pursuit of 

academic excellence has been a legacy of civil service examinations from the Imperial 

era and the present day NCEE is a competitive process that ensures only the best 

students are admitted into the higher ranked universities.  

This chapter has outlined how historic and philosophical perspectives have 

shaped Chinese education which has unique characteristics and continues to be 

influenced by the Chinese government. These differences mean that it is neither wise 

nor useful to examine Chinese students by using a Western theoretical framework. The 

chapter described how Confucianism (with Chinese political characteristics) should be 

considered to influence Chinese students’ learning practices. Such a philosophic 

approach also applies to Chinese students’ learning in Western countries.  
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Succeeding in examinations remains the major avenue for Chinese students to 

access a prestigious university. However, with developing economic and social 

prosperity in China, studying abroad has been a choice that can substitute for being 

admitted to a top Chinese university.  A second influence is that many traditional 

learning practices have been passed on, including memorising ancient texts, attending 

class, and following teachers’ guidance.  Nevertheless, the studies have shown that 

Chinese students are flexible and adaptable when learning overseas. This means that 

despite Chinese students being heavily influenced by Chinese traditional culture, they 

can adapt to the Western academic context and adopt different learning practices.  

In conclusion, Chinese students encountered different academic practices when 

learning in Western countries. Chinese cultural factors have exerted significant 

influence on how Chinese students approach learning in the Western classroom. Chinese 

students studying in China and the West need time, effort, and support to adjust to their 

new academic environment. As a result, support is essential for Chinese students’ 

adjustment in academic learning in Western countries.  

The next chapter turns to the social work discipline and the exponential growth 

of the profession over the past three decades. It considers the tensions between a 

Western model of social work (as it was introduced in the 1920s) and the increasingly 

‘indigenised’ approach to the discipline in China in the present day. It describes in detail 

the impact of the State and its ideology on the discipline – particularly in its relationship 

with civil society, and what this has meant for some of the guiding principles within the 

profession. This influence has resulted in an expectation that social work take 

responsibility for reducing social tensions and addressing social problems. It explains 

why so many social work graduates do not actually work in the profession, and the 

tensions that continue to impact on the tertiary education of the profession that is 
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viewed in China as having less influence and future opportunity than other disciplines. 

It concludes with an analysis of recent research as to the perceptions of social work 

students in China about their tertiary education.  
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3. THE SOCIAL WORK PROFESSION IN CHINA:  

ISSUES AND CHALLENGES 

 

Since 2006, the social work profession has attracted significant attention from 

the Chinese Central Government due to its functions in reducing social tensions, 

addressing social problems, and improving social welfare (Leung, 2013; Sim & Lau, 

2017). The Chinese Central Government aimed to develop a large team of professional 

social workers to deal with emerging social tensions, issues, and inequalities and 

developed a plan to train 3 million professional social workers by 2020, a target that 

was halved in 2012 (Leung, 2013; Sim & Lau, 2017). According to the most recent 

report from the Ministry of Civil Affairs of the People’s Republic of China (PRC, 

2019), there are now 1.24 million social workers in China including 440,000 social 

workers who have passed the licensing exam. However, it is not clear how many have a 

social work degree and how they became social workers.    

Social work in China is needed because it has two primary functions that meet 

both government requirements and Chinese people’s needs. First, social work as a 

profession serves the Chinese government to develop a socially harmonious society and 

use it as a soft approach to maintain the legitimacy of the CCP (Gao & Yan, 2014).  

Second, social work serves to deal with the social problems and tensions as a result of 

rapid economic development and expansions. The economic success has led to social 

ills that jeopardise the government legitimacy (Leung et al., 2012). Chinese social work 

has undertaken the political function in order to help people in need and vulnerable. 

Chinese social work needs to have the government support to develop and thrive and 

thus not just serving the social care function but also social control that meets the 

government target. The profession in China took up the social task of controlling people 
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who need to depend on the state. This involvement with the State government has been 

an opportunity for the profession to develop its institutional power in China (Gao & 

Yan, 2015).  

In China, the social work profession adopted the US social work licensing 

structure, which is a tiered model with an examination system. This tiered system 

requires candidates to take a licensing examination to become government-recognised 

social workers. Social workers are classified based on level of practice experience or 

university qualification. The Ministry of Civil Affairs (2012) granted three pathways for 

people to become social workers: university education, vocational training, or licence 

exams. It is only through this licensing examination that someone can be a government-

recognised social worker in China (Li et al., 2017). A recent report from the National 

Social Work Conference in China claimed there were approximately 760,000 social 

workers in China, 300,000 of whom hold a social work licence (Xinhua News, 2016). 

Notably, very few of these practitioners hold a social work degree. Rather, they gained 

their licence as part of the government’s social work targets. Although licensed, they 

have not been appropriately trained. Therefore, holding a social work degree is not an 

essential criterion to be a social worker in China.  

Although there has been an expansion in social work programs, graduates in 

China generally do not choose to practise in the profession (Yan et al., 2012; Zeng et al., 

2015). Several studies found that only a third of social work graduates go on to become 

social workers (Liu, et al., 2012; Zeng et al., 2015). According to a study conducted by 

the Mycos Institute (2012) which surveyed 606 professionals from the 2,011 students 

who had graduated from universities in 31 cities, only 29% had chosen to study the 

major for which they had been trained.  
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This chapter considers these issues and the inherent tensions between a 

discipline which emerged from a Western construct, and its introduction to China in the 

1920s through American missionaries (thereby building on its historic legacy of 

Fabianism), through to the present-day expectations that the profession take 

responsibility for social problems and in reducing social tensions, but without the 

framework of a civil society or a welfare system, as understood within a Western 

context. 

In providing an overview of the development of the social work profession in 

China, chapter highlights three major issues, namely, its function as an appropriate 

profession to develop social harmony and social stability; the influence of the CCP and 

the USA model on the function of the profession; and the lack of an understanding of 

the profession and high turnover rates. The CCP plays a critical role in developing 

social work education in China as this chapter describes this results in the discipline 

facing many challenges when indigenising Western social work in the Chinese context. 

The limited development of civil society contributes to the under-development of social 

welfare services resulting in challenges to the development of social work education 

and practice in China. 

 

Defining the Discipline 

Despite the strong cultivation of ideology in higher education in China, many 

disciplines and professions have been modelled from Western countries, especially the 

United States. Social work as an academic discipline was imported directly from the 

USA to Chinese universities (Bai & Daley, 2014; Cohen et al., 2017; Yan, 2019) in the 

1920s, centrally within sociology programs. These early beginnings continue to have a 

legacy, specifically between what is taught and what is actually practised. The 
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discipline’s development in China remains heavily reliant on the government in aspects 

of direct policy support, regulation practice, and monetary investment (Gao & Yan, 

2015). 

Democracy has a very specific meaning in China, which is at odds with Western 

interpretations, which describe democracy as being ruled by the people through 

elections of representatives. Understanding social work practice within a Chinese 

context, requires an explanation of the Chinese interpretation of democracy (Liang & 

Lam, 2015; Tse et al., 2012; Yip, 2004a). The meaning of democracy in China is 

considerably different from the liberal-individualist model in many Western countries. 

Deng Xiao Ping, leader of China from 1978 to 1989, coined the expression ‘Chinese 

characteristics’ (zhongguo tese 中国特⾊) to justify a market economy within a socialist 

government:  a scientific development model within a socialist form of democracy-

people democratic-authoritarianism (renmin minzhu zhuan zheng ⼈民民主专政), a form 

of democracy which remains under the control of the CCP.  

Hu (2018) suggests there are three distinctive meanings of democracy: freedom, 

political participation to ensure government accountability, and good socio-economic 

performance. However, under these meanings of democracy, the CCP leadership and the 

party’s rule is the basic requirement to develop a socialist democracy (Hu, 2012).  

Unlike liberal democracies (such as Australia) with multiple parties and 

elections, Chinese political participation is realised under the leadership of the CCP, 

especially in rural areas in China (Joshi & Xu, 2016; Xi & Wen, 2019). Although both 

socialist democracy and liberal democracy highlight people and the obligation of the 

government; socialist democracy, in the view of the CCP, supports the idea that people 

are the masters of the state, although the freedom and rights of people are granted from 
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the CCP and socialist democracy requires both people participation and monopoly of 

political power by the CCP (Hu, 2018).  

This view of democracy directly impacts on the education and practice of the 

social work profession in China: it also creates a tension between Western forms of 

social work and the locally practiced, indigenous form, as influenced by the political 

context. Gray (2008) argued that indigenisation of social work knowledge should stem 

from the local Chinese cultural context, and should reflect local behaviors and practices, 

be examined from a local frame of reference, and be locally relevant. This can then 

address context-specific problems within the local context (Gray, 2008; Yang, 2005). 

Further scholars (Gray & Coates, 2010; Tsang & Yan, 2001; Wang, 2001) agree that 

adopting the global definition of social work may not be applicable because of 

ideological differences.  

Wang and Huang (2013) defined the indigenisation process as “ … integrating 

social work functions and education with a given country’s cultural, economic, and 

social realities …” (p. 43). The purpose of the indigenisation of social work in China 

was to ensure the profession met the country’s needs (Wang & Huang, 2013; Zhanghua 

& Liqun, 2013) and social work education needed to develop practitioners who could 

practise social work in the Chinese context. Yip (2007) summarised professionalisation 

as a complicated process involving many factors and tensions. In professionalising 

social work in China, Yip suggested three major domains: “… state and political forces, 

the market and economic domain, and the knowledge of the profession …” (p. 58).  

A number of Chinese scholars have developed definitions of social work from 

local perspectives. While there has been no official definition of social work, the more 

generally accepted global definition has not been adopted. Instead, the most commonly 

used definition in social work textbooks is derived from the work of Professor Wang 
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Sibing (2013), a professor of sociology and social work at Peking University and vice 

president of China Association of Social Workers, who defines social work as: 

 

… a profession that is guided by altruistic principles and based on scientific 

knowledge. The nature of social work is to help people. It is characterized as 

providing services. More specifically, social work is an activity that uses a 

scientific approach to help people which is different from ordinary charity work 

(p.13). 

 

王思斌的定义： 

“社会⼯作是以利他主义为指导，以科学的知识为基础，运⽤科学的⽅法进⾏的

助⼈服务活动。社会⼯作的本质是⼀种助⼈活动，其特征是提供服务。更确切⼀

点说，社会⼯作是⼀种科学的助⼈服务活动，它不同于⼀般的⾏善活动” 

In contrast, the International Federation of Social Work (2016) defines social 

work as  

… a practice-based profession and an academic discipline that promotes social 

change and development, social cohesion, and the empowerment and liberation 

of people. Principles of social justice, human rights, collective responsibility, 

and respect for diversity are central to social work.  Underpinned by theories of 

social work, social sciences, humanities and indigenous knowledge, social 

work engages people and structures to address life challenges and enhance 

wellbeing (paragraph 2). 

 

The Chinese definition of social work is different from the international agreed 

definition as follows: first, the Chinese interpretation is quite generic. It talks about 

using scientific methods to help people but does not explicitly state what scientific 

methods, or what method of help, are used. On the other hand, the international 

definition clearly specifies the purpose, the knowledge required, and the methods used, 
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since it focuses on social change, social justice, and drawing on broad disciplinary 

knowledge and theories and desired outcomes (Ornellas et al., 2016).  

Second, the China Association for Social Work Education (2013) describes 

Chinese social work as a profession that focuses on helping people to help themselves 

and has an individual focus on solving social problems. Chu, Tsui and Yan (2009) argue 

that focusing on individual problems may further oppress individual clients at the 

structural level. This has become a struggle within the Chinese social work profession 

as it needs to find a balance between maintaining State support and practising social 

work’s mandate to promote social justice and advocate for human rights, as is more 

common in the West. Chinese social work has adapted individual-therapeutic views, 

assuming change is reliant on the individual rather than social change (Payne, 2014).  

DePoy et al. (1999) argue that if an ecological model, systems theory or 

functional thought was adopted in social work education in China, social problems 

could then be resolved through data collection and findings presented to policymakers 

trusting that such recommendations would then be implemented in the Chinese political 

system. This would allow the profession to practise within the political structure (Chu et 

al., 2009). In contrast, Chu et al. (2009) argue that the international definition of social 

work requires the pursuit of social justice and promotion of individual well-being. In 

addition, they suggest it important to consider the socio-political and cultural contexts 

when pursuing social justice. The social work profession is a moral practice that 

requires practitioners to be actively engaged in exploring their own values and 

integrating their personal and professional selves. It is clear that social work works 

within a political basis. As it is practised in a socialist country, Chinese social work 

needs to abide by socialist values and Chinese culture. It needs to be cautious when 
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engaging in political activity in China, as the CCP does not tolerate protest or dissent 

against the government (Chu, et al., 2009).  

These tensions and dilemmas have generated much scholarly activity (Hutchings 

& Taylor, 2007; Jia, 2008; Law & Gu, 2008; Leung, 2007; Tsang et al., 2008; Xiong & 

Wang, 2007; Yunong & Xiong, 2011) with most concluding that the philosophy and 

practice of the discipline were products of modern and industrialised Western societies. 

These tensions and dilemmas have also been reflected in ongoing debates beginning 

around 2007. The attempt to indigenise Western social work became a major challenge 

because of the many differences in values between China and the West (Wang & Huang, 

2013). Some Chinese scholars (e.g., Cheng, 2008; Jia, 2008; Yunong & Xiong, 2008) 

argued that Chinese social work should adopt an indigenised or localised function, 

while Western scholars (Gray, 2008; Gray & Coates, 2010) contended that certain 

aspects of the Western social work profession could be applied to the Chinese context. 

Gray (2008) describes indigenisation as  

… a process of knowledge transfer from the West to the rest, which is the 

process of adapting, adjusting, and modifying imported knowledge from 

Western developed nations to fit diverse local or national contexts in the 

developing world … (p. 401).  

 

This is a complex political process that involved multiple agents, with the 

powerful CCP or Party State determining which parts of Western social work were 

relevant to the Chinese political context (Tsang et al., 2008).  Gray also argued that 

indigenisation could be a natural adaptation process, whereas imported Western social 

work was developed to fit non-Western contexts. Gray further argued that indigenising 

social work required sensitivity to the local culture and contextualisation of the Western 
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influence and that indigenisation should not be obtrusive due to the risks in challenging 

government policies and political agendas.  

 This debate about indigenising and developing culturally relevant social work 

education is ongoing (Gray, 2008; Hutchings & Taylor, 2007; Jia, 2008). Indigenisation 

is in part a natural process when foreign and local cultures intermingle, and Chinese 

social work has adopted some similar roles, purposes, and functions to international 

social work. For example, social issues such as unemployment, child welfare, and 

domestic violence are similar in both Chinese and Western societies (Shu, 2013). The 

Chinese social work profession is working on similar issues that are experienced in 

Western countries, and adopting some similar functions may also serve to address these 

social problems. Indigenising social work in China means that culturally and politically 

appropriate functions for the profession are needed.  

 

Discipline Principles 

Yip (2007b) identified many cultural differences in social work principles 

between Western and Chinese contexts. One example is the different interpretation of 

humanism by the CCP (China Daily, 2007; Zhou, 2011) and Western social work 

(Payne, 2014). In China the focus is on the collective, while in the West it is on the 

individual. This distinction is exemplified in the understanding of “person-centred” 

discourse. The CCP perceives that social problems are caused by individuals and 

expects individuals to be change agents in government programs (Tse, 2012), whereas 

Western countries believe social problems are caused by both micro perspectives such 

as individual reasons, and macro perspectives such as structural and environmental 

causes. Although the Chinese government adopted the concept of person-centred 

discourse as enshrined in Western social work, it has fundamentally different meanings 
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in the two contexts (Saich, 2012). As a result, Chinese social policy focuses on the 

collective benefits resulting from state-run organisations; while Western social policy 

focuses on individual welfare and is concerned with the disadvantaged (McCelland & 

St. John, 2006).  

This person-centred concept was interpreted from the Chinese socialist 

perspective rather than being perceived from the liberalist individualist view as Chinese 

humanism was perceived as collective humanistic concern within socialism. Within this 

model, individuals are expected to try their best to improve their families, communities, 

and country, an approach concerned with patriotism, collectivism, and socialism (Zhang 

& Fagan, 2016). Central to this model is Marxist humanism which examines equity in 

terms of material equality in the distribution of wealth, and individual sacrifice for the 

benefit of the collective, which needs a balance between individual rights and collective 

concern. This means that humanism for individual rights in Chinese social work is 

concerned with political stability and collective harmony (Wang, 2004a) and the social 

work profession uses the government interpretation of person-centred practice and 

promotes this understanding within the discipline, and this in turn has direct impact on 

practice in the community (McNicoll & Yan, 2009).  

A further concept that has different meaning is that of empowerment. The 

Chinese concept of empowerment is seen as developing individuals’ potential to be 

responsible, caring and self-respecting citizens, and striving for a better family and 

country (Cai et al., 2011; Yip, 2004, 2007b). By contrast, empowerment in Western 

countries has been perceived to focus on self-power, self-reliance, fighting for one’s 

rights, and developing personal independence (Leonardsen, 2007). The Western 

definition of empowerment has a focus on individual capacity and rights, whereas the 

Chinese definition has a collective meaning that focuses on family and country.  
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In China, empowerment is practiced in an autocratic way. Yip (2004b) offers an 

example that demonstrates this approach: when a social worker with an autocratic style 

of empowerment requires residents to voice their opinions because the employing 

government organisation requires it. A further example provided by Yang and Walker 

(2019) is that people from rural areas may believe that their personal failures and fate 

caused poverty and difficulties and may find it difficult to understand empowerment or 

look at their circumstances from another perspective. From a Chinese cultural 

perspective, empowerment focuses on an individual’s self-awareness and understanding 

of the meaning of life. Confucianism (as introduced in Chapter 2) supports 

empowerment as a way to discipline and cultivate individuals and their families. 

Empowerment, from a Confucian perspective, promotes moral practices and cultivates 

individual behaviors to achieve a moral and just society. Similarly, Buddhism and 

Taoism, both of which have influenced Chinese culture, support empowerment as a 

process for the disadvantaged to explore possible opportunities to deal with their 

frustration, rather than to try and resolve their oppression.   

Rose (2000) and Kruger (2000) identified five levels of empowerment in 

Western countries, namely, personal, interpersonal, political, professional, and 

organisational and empowerment can be demonstrated by three aspects: helping clients 

to promote change, strengthening interpersonal and social relationships, and taking 

collective actions to influence organisational decisions on issues of concern. In the 

Western context, empowerment also requires understanding of the power relationships 

that exist, exploring points of choice and resistance, and understanding the complexity 

of how and why people become oppressed. The last concern is the imbalance in power 

between professionals and clients (Yip, 2004). As a result, empowerment has been used 

as a strategy to support people in need of help, focusing not only on individuals’ 
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problems but on issues that emerged from the economic, political, and structural aspects 

of the social problems (Leonardsen, 2006).   

Some social work scholars (e.g., Chan & Chan, 2005; Cheung & Liu, 2004; 

Tsang & Yan, 2001; Wong & Pearson, 2007; Yip, 2003, 2004a, 2004b, 2006, 2007b) 

also discuss the value conflicts between Chinese culture and Western values when 

considering how to indigenise the social work profession in China. They argue that it is 

important to develop social values that are more compatible with Chinese values and 

belief systems than directly borrow from the global definition. Wang and Huang (2013) 

explored models for indigenising social work education and identified several major 

barriers, including the low quality of learning outcomes from social work education, the 

lack of practice experience of teaching staff, and a curriculum that lacked emphasis on 

practical and skill training while overly emphasising theoretical learning.  

These barriers identified by Wang and Huang (2013) correlate with Gray’s 

(2008) warning about blindly using theories from a Western context. Wang and Huang 

argue that it is necessary to indigenise Western social work theory and experiences into 

the Chinese context and recommend that Chinese social work education should draw on 

relevant parts of Western social work theory, methods, and practice. Moreover, Chinese 

social work education also needed to consider local economic, cultural, political, and 

societal factors as a foundation to integrate Western social work, and ultimately create 

an indigenised style of social work education with Chinese characteristics. Huang and 

Zhang (2008) also suggested that new Chinese theory and practice should be derived 

from the local Chinese context to develop the discipline.  
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Growing the Profession 

The social work profession was first introduced to China by American 

missionaries in the early 1920s and has experienced periods of suspension and re-

introduction. The most recent revival of social work began in 2006 when the profession 

was incorporated into the national policy (Gao & Yan, 2015). As a result, social work as 

an academic discipline has experienced a substantial growth from seven programs 

offered in 1989 to approximately 300 programs at various universities in 2018 (Gao & 

Yan, 2015; Li et al., 2012; Network of Science and Education Evaluation in China, 

2019). This substantial growth was a result of the expansion of higher education and an 

increased number of enrolments in universities in China (Wan, 2006). For instance, only 

36 social work programs were offered in China in 2001 (Yuen-Tsang & Wang, 2008) 

and since the expansion of higher education in that same year, the number of programs 

also increased over four times (Li et al., 2012; NSEAC, 2019). Accordingly, the number 

of social work graduates increased significantly from fewer than 1,000 in the early days 

of social work programs in the late 1990s, to more than 30,000 graduates in 2017 (Li et 

al., 2012; Social Work Sky, 2017). 

Sim and Lau (2017) conducted a comprehensive literature review regarding 

Chinese social work practice, using the China National Knowledge Infrastructure 

(CNKI) database and identified several critical issues in research practices. They found 

that, in general, the papers lacked clear literature reviews and missed methodological 

explanations, and the authors and researchers lacked practical experience in relevant 

fields of social work in China. They also identified a lack of collaboration between 

academics and practitioners. Sim and Lau (2017) claimed that these issues were largely 

because of discrepancies and gaps between academic studies and field practice in China.  
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Sim and Lau (2017) also believed that social work as an academic discipline 

suffered from two key challenges and practical difficulties. The first challenge was that 

social work is regarded as a second-tier major that sits under disciplines such as 

sociology, philosophy, psychology, and public management as opposed to an 

independent major that has its own faculty and resources (Li et al., 2012). This low 

status in academia has made it difficult to recruit students, employ teachers with social 

work practice experience, and attract teaching resources (Li et al., 2012; Sim & Lau, 

2016).  The second challenge was that the social work profession could not provide a 

relevant context for Chinese social work education that adopted a Western model. This 

general expansion of higher education in 1998 preceded the CCP’s support of the social 

work profession in 2006, and as a result, the educational programs were at a more 

advanced stage of development than the associated practice. For instance, as explained 

by Wang (2013b), China had its own indigenous forms of social work, focusing on 

administrative and community work, and the Western model of education did not apply 

to indigenous forms of practice. Consequently, there are gaps between the social work 

that is taught, and the social work that is practised. The limited development of Chinese 

social welfare organisations and their capacity to provide services also contributes to 

this gap between education and practice.  

The World Health Organisation (WHO, 2007) defines civil society as “ … the 

space for collective actions around shared interests, purposes, and values, and generally 

distinct from the government and commercial for-profit organizations …” (paragraph 

1). The Chinese government has limited the development of civil society, and this has 

resulted in an under-development of social welfare services from the public sector. Only 

government-sponsored services are allowed, and civil society is regulated and 

controlled by strict laws and regulations to direct their development. 
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The CCP regards civil society and non-government organizations (NGOs) as 

having potential to overthrow the Party’s governance. This perception makes the CCP 

nervous and as a result, it exerts a strong influence using power and authority. The CCP 

emulates the role of civil society through promotion of good governance, rule of law, 

and reform of administration to improve governance without giving much power to 

society (Gore, 2019; Howell, 2012; Hsu & Hasmath, 2017). This approach has limited 

the development of non-government organisations and civil society to provide services 

for social and welfare issues in China, which in turn has created challenges in social 

work education in China by eliminating a platform for knowledge and practice 

development. 

More recently, the social work profession has grown in many quasi-government 

organisations such as the All Women Federation, the Communist Party Youth League 

and trade unions. These organisations are under Communist Party management and are 

now major employers of social workers (China Development Brief, 2019). These quasi-

government organisations are perceived to be equivalent to NGOs in their aims to 

promote different groups’ needs and rights in China. Due to their strong connections 

with the CCP these organisations operate as quasi-government rather than NGOs as 

understood in the Western context. The CCP has dictated that the profession must 

follow government policies and directions in its management of the country provision 

of social and welfare services. This limitation has dictated the function of the profession 

(Kuhn, 2018) and means there is limited challenge to authority.     

In its governing principles, the CCP has defined the social work profession as 

being “people-oriented” (以⼈为本) and being responsible for building an “harmonious 

society” (和谐社会). Since the 16th Party Congress in 2002, people centeredness and 
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humanistic management have become key terms in government discourse. People-

oriented (Yi ren wei ben) means individuals are encouraged to be self-determining 

without coercion and administrative orders to tell them what to do and how to act 

(Brown & Bērziņa-Čerenkova, 2018).  In addition “building shequ” (社区) or 

community self-government, has been described as individuals changing from what the 

government wants them to do, to a desire to do it themselves (Derleth & Koldyk, 2004; 

Tang & Sun, 2017). In this context, “shequ” refers to the “qunzhong” (群众) or the 

masses’ voices (Derleth & Koldyk, 2004).   

A key difference between Chinese and Western understanding of community 

development principles also highlights that self-government and community governance 

do not mean confrontation with the government but rather support alignment with 

government policies and their directions (Feng, 2008). In short, despite the social work 

profession being imported from the USA, only certain roles and responsibilities such as 

maintaining social control, alleviating poverty, and community development have been 

adopted, with other functions such as prompting social change and challenging 

structural issues having a much lesser role (if at all) in China.  

The discipline was considered by the CCP to be the most appropriate to develop 

social harmony, maintain social stability, and deal with social problems, tensions, and 

conflicts (Xiang, 2017).  Despite this broad remit, only certain aspects such as 

developing social harmony and maintaining social stability, have actually been 

promoted. For example, the profession demonstrated its effectiveness in helping 

survivors of natural disasters, such as providing psychological and social support in 

communities following the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake (Huang et al., 2014; Ng, 2012; 

Tao, 2009). This achievement was publically commended by then Premier Wen at the 
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time and subsequently the profession of social work was endorsed by the government as 

a useful tool to promote its agenda to maintain social stability.  

A further example of the pivotal role of the profession is the use of social work 

in the mental health sector. According to the WHO (2017), 54 m. Chinese suffer from 

mental health problems and illness. There are only 23,000 psychiatrists registered in 

China with a primary focus on pharmaceutical and medical support rather than 

providing social support and improving quality of life (Liu et al., 2011). In addition, 

very few nurses have been trained to treat mental health problems and mental illness. 

Further, because of the strong stigma associated with mental illness, people are unlikely 

to seek support for mental health problems, resulting in a demand for social workers to 

provide support for people suffering from mental illness in the community (Liang et al., 

2018). This demand for social workers is also supported by several government policies 

(Gao & Yan, 2014). For example, the government aims to train more professional social 

workers with mental health knowledge and a deeper and more accurate understanding 

of common mental health problems, in order to transfer patients with mental illness 

from hospitals back into the community (WHO, 2017). It has been recognised that an 

increase in the number of social workers in China would help to alleviate this problem 

(Liu et al., 2011).  

 

Some challenges 

Since 2006, the social work profession has attracted significant attention from 

the Chinese Central Government due to its functions in reducing social tensions, 

addressing social problems, and improving social welfare (Leung, 2013; Sim & Lau, 

2017). As outlined above, the Chinese Central Government aimed to develop a large 

team of professional social workers developed a plan to train 3 m. professional social 

workers by 2020, a target that was halved in 2012 (Leung, 2013; Sim & Lau, 2017). A 
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recent report from the Ministry of Civil Affairs of the People’s Republic of China (PRC, 

2019), identified 1.24 million social workers in China including 440,000 social workers 

who have passed the licensing exam.  

Through strong political control, the Chinese government regulates the social 

work profession through these registration and licensing processes. The registration 

system enables a snapshot of the frontline social workers and how they practise social 

work in bureaucratic organisations (Li et al., 2017; Zeng et al., 2020). The first social 

work registration system emerged at the city level in Shanghai and used a hierarchal 

system from Class 1 to 4. Class 4 was comprised of social work graduates with some 

work experience, Class 3 social workers possessed a master’s degree and at least 2 

years’ post-graduate experience, Class 2 had a doctoral degree in social work and at 

least four years’ post-master’s experience, and Class 1 had post-graduate social work 

experience, a master’s degree in social work, and had worked in management or 

teaching fields in a social work organisation or social work education (Law & Gu, 

2008). In 2006, the National Occupational Qualification Certification System was 

established, and in response the Regulations for the Social Workers Occupational 

Standard system were issued. Three levels of social worker were identified, junior 

social worker, social worker, and senior social worker, with an annual examination to be 

conducted for applicants from 2008 (Li et al., 2017).  

However, two key issues emerged in the national registration system. First, 

people from other fields of study were allowed to become registered social workers if 

they had two years of work experience from the field and could pass the registration 

exam (Meng et al., 2018). Second, the registration and licensing exam did not assess 

skills and competencies but focused more on the knowledge and theories of social 

work.  Meng et al. (2019) found that there was no clear correlation between the 
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licensing exam and social work education programs in China. Apart from helping to 

meet the government’s target, there were few positive aspects of this registration 

system. This registration system shows that the Ministry of Civil Affairs (MoCA) gave 

more weight to practical experience than formal social work qualifications. For 

example, in order to be a senior social worker, one needs to have five years of relevant 

social work practice experience. A bachelor degree or higher is needed. However, the 

negative impact of the registration may be that a social work degree is not essential 

(CPTA, 2020).  This has meant that earning a social work degree may not be necessary 

to become a registered social worker. In part, this is because the MoCA did not accredit 

the academic social work training program, due to differences and diversity in the 

programs offered across the country (Sha et al., 2012). This may account for the gap 

between the theory that is taught in class and the field of practice, resulting in a 

dichotomous relationship between social work training and the licensing exam. 

Two critical issues that continue to influence the development of the social work 

profession is a lack of an understanding of the profession and high turnover rates. The 

profession is not well understood by the general public and is more often regarded as 

volunteering or providing unpaid services (Li et al., 2012; Wang, 2013a; 2013b). 

Generally, Chinese people perceive social work as a profession that works with 

community engagement, within the Ministry of Civil Services, or community groups 

such as the Communist Youth League, All Women Federation, and trade unions (Wang, 

2013b). Traditionally, a university degree was not required to have a career in these 

organisations which are themselves associated with low status and low salaries. For 

example, until recently, social workers working in the community were paid on average 

approximately ￥3,937 (A$ 957) per month, which was nationally ranked 24 out of 29 
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occupations. By way of comparison, the highest income was earned by IT professionals, 

who received ￥14,127 (A$ 3,434) per month in Beijing (Wang, 2018). This 

combination of low status and low pay remain serious concerns for social work students 

(Mo & Lai, 2018). 

In addition, high turnover rates have been of grave concern in the social work 

profession with Li et al. (2012) reporting that nearly all of the 80,000 social workers 

who graduated between 1988 and 2003 had left the profession because of their 

unsatisfied professional experiences. Very few job opportunities are available for social 

work graduates. As outlined above, there remains limited professional growth for the 

discipline in China, because of the lack of ongoing development within civil society and 

service industries. For instance, fewer than 300 of 354,000 social organisations offer 

social work services (Li et al., 2012). With the rapid development of social 

organisations, Social Work Sky (2016) reported that more than 6,600 organisations and 

agencies had been established to provide social work services in China, however, 

because these social organisations are in the early stages of development, they are still 

establishing social and welfare services under the control of the CCP to meet clients’ 

needs in China.  

As mentioned above, Chinese social work education was originally and 

primarily modeled on the US experience (Shi, 2004; Sun, et al., 2007; Wang 2004c). In 

particular, the Chinese national curriculum was founded on clinical practice with a 

focus on case work, group work, human behavior, and social environment (renlei 

xingwei yu shehui huanjing  人类行为与社会环境), social welfare policy, and 

community work. The Chinese curriculum adopted the National Association of Social 

Workers (NASW) Code of Ethics from the USA. Chinese social work education also 
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turned to Hong Kong and Taiwan for practice supervision and social work education 

due to their physical proximity and similar experiences of importing and indigenising 

Western social work into the Chinese context and traditions. For example, Shanghai and 

Shenzhen are two major Chinese cities that have learned from Hong Kong about 

providing supervision for students and practitioners (Leung et al., 2012; Li 2012).  

This and previous chapters have touched on the political influence on the 

discipline. In education, this can be demonstrated in course structure, curriculum, social 

work values, and students’ motivation for the profession. Chinese social work tends to 

focus on solving individual problems and this tendency may be explained by the strong 

political influence of the CCP on education and the social work profession. Indeed, the 

Central government has exerted significant influence on the teaching of the social 

sciences. For instance, in 2016 President Xi Jingping emphasised the importance of 

disciplines such as philosophy and social sciences, in establishing socialism with 

Chinese characteristics. He highlighted that Marxism should be used as a guiding 

principle to integrate socialist theories with Chinese characteristics into research and 

teaching activities in social science classes in universities (Xi, 2016). This is evidenced 

by the inclusion of the compulsory political ideology courses offered in social work 

programs. More specifically, Mao Zedong’s thoughts (Maoism), Deng Xiaoping’s 

theories, and Thoughts of Three Represents have become three compulsory courses for 

every Chinese university student, including social work students (Tsang & Yan, 2001). 

Despite the Chinese government emphasising the importance of learning a Chinese 

cultural understanding of social science, this does not mean that Western philosophy 

and social science is ignored. This dicotomy between learning Chinese traditional 

culture and learning from the West was first resolved with concepts of “learning from 

the West to conquer the West” and “the West corpus and Chinese application” between 
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1861 and 1895 to encourage learning and application of Western theories and practices 

into the Chinese contexts with Chinese characteristics (Yan & Tsang, 2005). 

Historically, learning from the West has not been a problem for China if it is then 

directed towards indigenisation and is grounded in Chinese social and cultural contexts. 

This strong political influence is also revealed by the location of Chinese social 

work education in university departments such as politics, education, history, and social 

science (Tsang & Yan, 2001). Official documents from the Ministry of Civil Affairs and 

Ministry of Education clearly stipulate that Communist party-sponsored political 

ideologies are to be primary guiding principles in social work practice. The 

understanding of humanism advocated by a previous Premier Wu Bangguo was from 

the socialist perspective under the political context of China (Tsang &Yan, 2001).  

The political aspects of social work are also reflected in the major organisations 

that recruit social workers and provide social work services. Predominately, these are 

bureaucratic organizations which are informed by political ideologies, such as the 

Ministry of Civil Affairs, the Ministry of Public Health, the All-China Women’s 

Federation, the China Federation of Disabled Persons and the Communist Youth League 

(Tsang & Yan, 2001). There is also a growing number of not-for profit organizations 

and non-government organizations that provide some social services. However, there is 

very limited capacity for these organizations to provide services without government 

control (Yan & Wang, 2015).  

A further major difference between Chinese and Western social work is that the 

concepts such as social change, social justice, and human rights are not explicitly 

supported in the course curriculum and Chinese teaching. Yan and Tsang (2005), using a 

Delphi technique, surveyed 47 social work educators from universities in Beijing, 

Chongqing, Shanghai, Tianjin, Xinjiang, and Kunming for their views on the 
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development of Chinese social work education. Yan and Tsang’s study on social work 

education in China, the first empirical research conducted on this topic, found many 

Chinese characteristics of the social work profession and identified differences between 

Chinese and global social work. The study concluded that Chinese social work 

educators agreed on the definition of social work in China, core social work values, and 

working methods. The study also found the function of social work was to serve 

individuals, families, vulnerable groups (ruo shi qun ti 弱势群体), and communities, to 

solve individual problems through therapy, to maintain social stability, and to enhance 

quality of life.  Humanism, equality, and respecting the job (which refers to a work ethic 

that requires dedication, diligence, and doing one’s best) were also recognised. 

However, the respondents indicated that some social work values such as social justice 

and human rights were not explicitly mentioned in their education (Yan & Tsang, 2005). 

This focus on individual problem solving aligns with the Chinese government’s policy 

and therefore enables its support. 

In contrast to Chinese definitions and interpretations of social work, human 

rights and social justice are two core elements in defining social work in Western or 

global definitions. This was evident in Huang and Zheng’s (2017) observation that it 

was a struggle for Chinese social work students and professionals when advocating for 

human rights in the Chinese political environment. It appears that the Chinese 

government focuses on outcomes whilst overlooking areas of human rights abuse. 

Huang and Zheng argued that the Chinese government has promoted its achievements 

in human rights. However, it has barely focused on injustice or violation of human 

rights in areas such as ethnic minority groups, disability rights, or freedom of 

expression. One principal reason is that dissent is not encouraged by the Chinese 

government and the discipline has limited capacity and status to challenge any unjust 
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and unfair policies (Huang & Zheng, 2017). Instead, it is expected to help its clients 

from vulnerable or oppressed communities to adapt and adjust to the existing social and 

political systems, even though they may be unjust, unfair, or oppressive. This is a 

critical dilemma as the profession continues to rely on central government support, and 

which causes tensions between Chinese social work and the global profession. 

Challenging current social and political policies may not only cause such tension but 

could also be dangerous for social workers.  

Learning social work requires students to actively participate and engage in the 

learning process. As discussed in Chapter 2, Chinese students’ previous learning 

environment may not equip them with the necessary skills and experiences for this 

approach to learning and these differences in learning and teaching between China and 

Western countries have been identified in the literature (e.g., Biggs & Watkins, 2001; 

Ho, 2001; Tran, 2013; Pratt et al., 1999; Starr, 2012; Subramaniam, 2009). 

These different teaching and learning methods directly influence social work 

education in China. During social work training in a Western context, students may be 

required to collaborate with their peers or work in groups, develop skills in critical 

thinking and analysis, cultivate problem-solving skills, and develop tolerance of 

uncertainty. This may be challenging for Chinese students because they are not 

accustomed to such learning and teaching practices and expectations. Chinese students 

and instructors have found mismatches when applying their knowledge, which may 

have occurred because of translated Chinese texts and different teaching methods in the 

Chinese classroom. Low professional regard and lack of public recognition of social 

work have continued to negatively affect students’ experiences in the field. While 

Chinese students have found it difficult to work with clients without prior understanding 

of social work, social work educators have found it hard to locate appropriate agencies 
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for students’ field placement. The lack of indigenous knowledge in the field of Chinese 

local practice has made it difficult for Chinese students to learn social work from both 

academic and field practice perspectives (Bai & Daley, 2014; Wang & Huang, 2014).   

Yan et al. (2009) investigated a group of graduating social work students’ 

perspectives of social work education in China. This was a foundation study that was 

conducted as an international collaboration between Chinese and Canadian social work 

educators and explored social work students’ experiences from their classroom learning 

to practice experiences in China. Using semi-structured interviews with a sample of 32 

final year social work students, the study explored students’ experiences of studying 

social work at a university in Shandong province.  

Their findings supported the concept that there were ideological and value 

differences between China and Western countries in regard to social work. Participants 

reported that they enjoyed their learning but identified challenges during their learning 

process. In particular, they reported conflicts and tensions between social work values 

and Chinese culture. For example, while the value of helping people was compatible 

with Chinese culture, other values, such as self-determination and individuals’ rights 

were more foreign to their practice context (Yan et al., 2009). As discussed in Chapter 2, 

with regards to the legacy of Confucianism, the study also found a second competing 

value was that of familism, which refers to a social structure where the needs of the 

family are more important than the needs of any individual family member. One 

example of this competing value was that it becomes problematic for Chinese people to 

send their older family members to aged cared facilities, whereas this is more 

acceptable in the Western context. Chinese people believe that it is a child’s 

responsibility to take care of their elders and there would be no filial piety and children 

would lose face if their elders were sent to an institution (Yan et al., 2009).  Yan et al.  
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commented that “… despite social work values being compatible with some Chinese 

traditional values, there were some conflicts in values between taking care of elders by 

their own children and in institutions …” (p. 536).  

What do social work students think about the core values of their profession 

from an international perspective? Liang and Lam (2015) interviewed 22 undergraduate 

social work students in their 3rd or 4th years of study in universities in Guangdong 

province. Liang and Lam found that Chinese students did not strongly uphold principles 

of social justice in their learning and considered they had little relevance to social work 

practice. The study also found that students did not commit to social work values as 

espoused by the international social work community and did not support or recognise 

the value of social justice in their learning or future practice, as it may not be 

compatible with Chinese cultural and political environments. In a further study, Chu et 

al. (2009) argued that social justice is a mandate for social work professions throughout 

the world. The participants in Liang and Lam’s study explained that their unfamiliarity 

and distance from social justice principles were due to political and social constraints 

that did not promote social justice. There was a sense of powerlessness formed during 

participants’ learning since social justice and social change were not encouraged in 

social work practice (Liang & Lam, 2015). These studies (Liang & Lam, 2015; Liu et 

al., 2012) concluded that this might be because most students did not voluntarily choose 

social work and may not espouse values such as social justice as their mission  

In a larger quantitative study, Zhao et al. (2017) surveyed 1,287 social work 

practitioners from hospitals, communities, and social work agencies and 483 students 

from the National Project 985 project, Project 211 and general universities in Shanghai 

(one of the most developed cities for social work service). Participants reported little to 

no commitment to international social work values (Zhao et al., 2017). The study 
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revealed that participants did not uphold the social work values that were adopted from 

the international community while agreeing that social work values were compatible 

with Chinese culture and traditional values. As Zhao et al. explained, this disparity 

might be because social work curricula in most universities in mainland China focused 

more on training in theories and skills rather than cultivation of values. The reason for 

this focus on theories as opposed to values may be because many social work scholars 

in China were not trained in the profession but in disciplines such as sociology, 

psychology, politics, and management (Shi, 2004) and therefore lacked frontline social 

work practice. The values which underpin the discipline might be overlooked or less 

emphasised in social work training, with more focus placed on the technical or 

“scientific” aspect of social work such as skills and knowledge (Yan et al., 2009; Yan & 

Tsang, 2005). This links to the more commonly understood Sibing (2013) definition of 

the discipline, as outlined at the beginning of this chapter. This focus on the skill aspects 

also highlighted the primary roles and responsibilities of social work in China, as the 

profession was supposed to solve social problems as opposed to creating more problems 

for the government (Wong & Pearson, 2007).  

In considering these influences and contexts, this research suggests that social 

work education in China has experienced two major challenges due to an expansion in 

its numbers of social work programs. The first is that Chinese social work graduates are 

unlikely to choose social work as future career due to their unsatisfactory learning 

experiences. The second is that learning experiences do not adequately prepare Chinese 

students for their professional practice and this has created a discrepancy between in-

class education and the practice in the field. 

A review of the literature shows that most Chinese social work students are not 

likely to choose social work as their career upon graduation. Three empirical studies 
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from different universities in China support this finding. Yan et al.’s (2009) pioneering 

study recruited 32 final year students from four diploma and undergraduate level social 

work programs in Jinan and Shandong provinces. The researchers found that due to the 

many limitations of Chinese social work education, students did not develop a 

commitment to the professional values developed from Western countries and were not 

motivated to become social workers. In addition, they found that despite the Chinese 

central government investing considerable effort in training a critical mass of social 

workers to assist in building a harmonious society in China, the real-world context for 

the social work profession still seemed to be challenging. This may provide some 

explanation as to why most Chinese social work students do not want to become social 

workers in China. 

A more recent study by Guo et al. (2016), from Renming University, surveyed 

415 undergraduate social work students from four Chinese universities.  Participants 

were asked to rate, on a 5-point Likert-type scale, their career barriers for social work, 

academic major satisfaction, and occupation intention. Three interrelated factors were 

reported as barriers for participants in choosing social work as a career: classroom 

learning experiences did not prepare them for their practice, the social work profession 

lacked career prospects, and they had low interest in the profession as a future 

occupation (Guo et al., 2016). This study focused on developing a scale for career 

development, and therefore did not uncover students’ learning experiences in social 

work programs or explain what factors affected their attitudes towards the profession.   

A third empirical study, conducted by Zeng et al. (2015), aimed to identify 

factors that blocked social work students’ entry to the profession. They recruited 20 

social work graduates from two universities in China and used semi-structured 

interviews to explore the reasons for not entering social work after graduation.  



 

 

 

101 

Participants provided 76 reasons, with most participants offering multiple reasons, 

which were categorised into nine major factors: (a) insufficient income for basic needs 

(95%), (b) unclear professional outlook (65%), (c) no commitment to the social work 

profession (55%), (d) social work jobs could be replaced by any other professionals 

(40%), (e) not likely to actualise the upheld social work values, (f) personally unable to 

use social work skills (30%), (g) social exclusion due to non-resident status (20%), (h) 

hard and stressful work (20%), and (i) working as social workers is not supported by 

peers and family (20%; (Zeng et al., 2015).  

This low motivation for choosing to study social work was also reflected in a 

broader study conducted in Shanghai in 2013 (Zeng et al., 2015). Fewer than 30% of 

graduates chose social work as their career. Zeng et al. (2015) suggested that this low 

percentage was similar to other professional majors in China. Zhou and Li (2009) 

argued that it was more important for Chinese students to be enrolled in a university 

where they could choose any major if their first preference was not available. As social 

work is a relatively new major, it is less sought after in college admissions. For 

example, Zeng et al. (2015) found that 15 of their 20 participants did not voluntarily 

choose social work.   

Zeng et al. (2015) also found that nine of 20 participants believed that social 

work training did not adequately provide them with a strong professional identity and 

resulting in their latent development of professional competency. These nine 

participants reported that the low interest in the profession was because their learning 

experience was not perceived to be as fulfilling as it promised to be. For example, the 

low financial compensation from a social work job made it impossible for Chinese 

students when they needed to take financial responsibility for supporting their families. 

It is not surprising to find that participants tended to choose a job with greater monetary 



 

 

 

102 

reward (Zeng et al., 2015), leading to a high turnover rate in the social work profession 

in China (Jiang et al., 2019; Kim et al., 2012; Wermeling, 2013). 

A further issue faced by current social work students is that of the low quality of 

instruction that led to their loss of interest in the discipline. Zeng et al. (2015) found that 

participants were barely satisfied with the quality of their education. This can be 

exemplified from their comments such as “no skills and no learning were achieved from 

learning” (p.74), “technical skills were not adequate” (p.73) and “learning in social 

work is limited” (p.74). Their comments demonstrated unmet learning needs in social 

work education in China and further explained why participants did not feel adequate, 

confident, and competent to choose social work jobs. These factors revealed why 

Chinese social work students were not interested or motivated to become social 

workers.  

The low quality of education leads to a low professional competency. Two 

studies found that social work students in China tended to have low professional 

competency from their education training experiences. These studies explored social 

work students’ learning experiences and found that most of them were not satisfied with 

their learning or did not believe that they had developed their professional competency 

or any practice skills.  

Yan and Tsang (2005) explored the core knowledge and skills that social work 

graduates had developed. They found that graduates should develop specific personal 

qualities and be equipped with humanistic values and professional social work 

knowledge including knowledge from social science and psychology. A recommended 

undergraduate program structure that categorised into three components was developed 

from the survey with 40 social work educators (Yan & Tsang, 2005). The first section 

contained university-wide courses such as English, Computer Application, 
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Mathematics, Theories of Deng Xiao Ping, and Marxism. These courses would normally 

be taught in the first 2 years of the program. The second component included courses 

from social and behavioural sciences, such as Introduction to Sociology, Social 

Psychology, Social Statistics, and Research Methodology. These courses were also 

likely to be taught in the first 2 years. The last part contained foundational social work 

courses including Theories of Social Work, Social Security, Case Work, Social Welfare, 

Community Work, Group Work, Social Administration and Social Problems.  

Table 2 shows that most courses offered have more of a focus on theoretical 

learning rather than skill development or learning from practice. These findings were 

supported by a second empirical study. Guo et al.’s (2016) evaluation study that 

surveyed 209 Master of Social Work (MSW) students from five universities in four 

cities, showed that social work students had developed low professional competence 

and social work skills. The findings concluded that these students only had a slim 

chance of becoming social workers after finishing their study. They also found that 

these MSW students reported quite low scores on ten social work competencies.  

Table 2 An Example of a Social Work Program 

Public Courses Social and Behavioural 
Sciences 

Social Work Major 
Courses 

College English  Introduction to Sociology Theories of Social Work  

 

Computer Application 

 

Social Psychology 

 

Human Behaviour and Social 
Environment 

Marxist’s Principles 

 

Chinese Social History 

 

Group Work 

 

Ideological and Moral 
Cultivation and Legal Basis 

 

Western Sociology Theories 
 

Case Work 
 

Maoism or Mao Zedong’s 
Thoughts and Chinese 

Characteristics of Socialism 

 

Social Administration 
 

Social Security 

 

Community Work  
 

Social Policy 

Situation and Policy 
 

Chinese Modern History 

 Social Work Field Practices 
 

Adapted from Yan and Tsang (2005) 
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Guo et al. (2016) argued that it was because there was a disconnection between 

classroom knowledge and practice application in students’ learning. Most had 

demonstrated a less optimistic view of their future as a social worker and this was 

consistent with Guo et al’s (2014) study that found undergraduate social work students 

were less interested in social work as a future career. Guo et al. (2014) also identified 

that participants in this study lacked opportunities to develop a professional identity and 

practice experience using theories and knowledge acquired from their classroom 

learning.  

 

Practicising in the Field 

Social workers are employed in both government and non-government 

organizations in China. However, there is limited capacity and autonomy for NGOs to 

provide social services (Xie & Ke, 2012). NGOs also may lack funding, autonomy, and 

independence, and may have to establish relationships with the government and operate 

as semi-free organisations. An example of the State control of an NGO is that the 

National People’s Congress enacted a law in 2017 on management of foreign non-

governmental organisations in the territory of mainland China. The law has been a step 

to standardise and guide the activities of overseas NGOs in line with the objective of the 

CCP to promote the rule of law and to build a socialist country under the rule of law 

(Yang, 2016).  The state intervention may be seen as a move to limit the scope of 

NGOs, which under the new law could only play a subordinate role (Feng, 2017). Wang 

(2014) explained there was only a narrow understanding of social welfare as a civil 

right. Social work was seen to be an administrative rather than a professional service 

(Wang. 2014). This supports the struggle that Chinese social work students experienced; 
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they found it difficult to use their theories, knowledge, and practice modelled from the 

Western context in social work organisations in China. Limited capacity, lack of 

autonomy, and strong government administration are all seen to influence the capacity 

of professional social work.  

Welfare systems have been influenced by commercialisation and privatisation 

and this has brought more inequalities in welfare access (Wang, 2014; Yip, 2007a). 

Wenzhou Kangning Hospital Co. Ltd., a chain of psychiatric hospitals, has been listed 

on China’s share market (Minter, 2018). These psychiatric hospitals primarily provide 

services to people from an affluent background in eastern coastal cities (Minter, 2018). 

This suggests that only those who can afford psychological services are able to access 

them.  

The Chinese government remains committed to integrating mental health 

services into its general healthcare system, as proposed in the National Mental Health 

Working Plan (2015-2020). However, the plan was not achieved due to many barriers 

(Ministry of Health of the PRC, 2008; Tse et al., 2013) that included the stigma 

associated with seeking mental health support, an inadequate mental health workforce, 

insufficient findings, and a fragmented hospital-centred mental healthcare delivery 

system (Patel et al., 2016; Tse et al., 2013).   

A major barrier is a shortage of mental health professionals in China. According 

to Liu et al. (2011), there were only 23,000 psychiatrists in the country, which is not 

sufficient to meet the demands of people who suffer from mental health problems. In 

addition, many of these psychiatrists are not highly qualified. A study by the Lancet 

(2016) found that students only received two weeks training in psychiatry from a 

medical school in Peking University. Very few medical students would choose 

psychiatry as their specialty due to low status and low pay (Lancet, 2016).  According to 
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a 2016 report in the China Daily, it was estimated that 100 million Chinese people have 

been afflicted by a type of mental illness and more than 70% of those were not even 

aware of their mental health problems. However, only 20 million have received 

professional support (China Daily, 2016).  One reason is that mental illness is perceived 

as cultural, and an individual problem, as opposed to an illness that needs treatment 

(Yin et al., 2019).  

Alcohol addiction is seen in much the same light as mental illness; both carry a 

stigma (Hammarlund et al., 2018).  People do not normally regard alcohol addiction as a 

disease and, as a result, tend not to seek treatment (Hammarlund et al., 2018; Tang et al., 

2013). There are also cultural influences in understanding alcohol addiction. The stigma 

and discrimination associated with these illnesses has been overwhelming, and this has 

prevented Chinese people from seeking help. In addition, few if any services have been 

available to many rural areas or western parts of China. Most resources have been 

concentrated in metropolitan cities and eastern coastal areas (Liang et al., 2018; Meng et 

al., 2019).  

There is an increasing amount of literature exploring the roles of social work and 

its methods to address a number of social issues such as being poor or elderly, women’s 

rights, and being part of a vulnerable community in China. Sim and Lau (2017) 

undertook a literature review via the CNKI database of social work practice research 

published in Chinese. They identified 206 journal articles that were practice-focused 

empirical studies, with the first published in 1999. An increasing number of the practice 

research papers were published in the ten years from 2006. Some fields were better 

understood than others. There was better understanding in areas of migrant workers who 

travelled from the countryside to urban areas to find work, “left-behind” children who 

are living in rural areas while their parents work in urban areas in China (Zhou et al., 
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2014), elder care (Yan, 2017), school social work (Hong & Wang, 2017), and medical 

social work (Zhao et al., 2017). Some other areas such as mental health (Que et al., 

2019) and hospice care (Lu et al., 2018) needed further attention. Despite 36 articles in 

Chinese focusing on mental health, these studies were restricted to participation by 

college students as opposed to the general population.  Partly, this was because college 

students’ mental health had been heavily reported in the media and has drawn more 

public and state attention. From 2016, the welfare of left-behind children and migrant 

workers was also studied relatively more than other fields, due to media and public 

attention (Lancet, 2016).  Working with people from rural areas (Meng et al., 2018) and 

people from ethnic minorities (Smith, 2003) have been another two emerging fields of 

practice for Chinese social workers.  

As previously mentioned, the discipline demonstrated its value during its 

involvement in the recovery after the 2008 earthquake in northwestern China (see e.g., 

Bian et al., 2009; Huang et al., 2014; Sim et al., 2013). Disaster relief has become one 

of the most significant roles and functions of the social work profession in disaster-

stricken areas, and this was because social work services demonstrated their 

effectiveness to the public during the recovery phase of the 2008 earthquake, providing 

psychological and rehabilitation services to the survivors and families of victims. 

This brief section has demonstrated a significant demand for social welfare 

services and professional social workers in China. The current social work profession 

has also demonstrated its effectiveness and useful functions in helping Chinese people 

in need. However, due to many issues in the indigenisation and professionalisation 

processes, Chinese social work is struggling to find its professional power and an 

indigenous approach. While developing Chinese social work education, these issues 



 

 

 

108 

need to be considered and planned for when training future Chinese social work 

profession.  

It is important to note that indigenisation is mainly concerned about the 

mainstream culture in both Western and indigenous societies (e.g., Gray and Coates, 

2010; Midgley, 1981). Midgley (1981) might overlook the non-mainstream cultures 

such as collectivism, social democracy and Marxism (Eckstein, 2001; George & 

Wilding, 1994) in Western societies when questioned the Western values of social work 

such as individualism, humanitarianism, liberalism, the work ethic and capitalism 

unrestricted by government intervention.   

In mainland China, the mainstream culture may be concerned with collectivism 

and Confucianism and while neglecting the non-mainstream values of individualism, 

humanitarianism, liberalism, and capitalism unrestricted by government intervention. 

These non-mainstream values are supported by modern thinkers and scholars such as 

Hu Shih and Lu Xun, for individualism in China despite they were not mainstream 

culture in China (Angle & Svensson, 2001; Bishop, 1985; Lee, 1985). In addition, 

despite being non-mainstream values such as liberalism and capitalism unrestricted by 

government intervention, they were also supported in China (e.g. Liu, 1998; Qin & Su, 

1996). However, the indigenisation was critiqued as only emphasizing on the 

mainstream culture, beliefs and values in China, while they could be non-mainstream 

culture in Western countries. Arguably, indigenisation in social work might take account 

of the diversity of cultures, but they might serve to oppresses the non-mainstream 

cultures. It needs to be noted that these Western mainstream thoughts and values were 

also evolved to be mainstream because of the support and promotion of these concepts 

and ideas (Russell, 1945; Skirbekk & Gilje, 2001).  
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Yunong and Xiong (2011) argued that indigenisation is an inherent requirement 

for social work that they need to constantly strive to develop an understanding of the 

local social and cultural environment and develop locally specific research and practice. 

Yunong and Xiong further argued that the proponents of indigenisation focused overly 

on mainstream cultures in both Western and Chinese societies, while they neglected 

some non-mainstream cultures that also have impacts on both contexts.  

This thesis emphasized the mainstream culture in China such as collectivism, 

Confucianism, Marxism, and the influence of the State, while there are also non-

mainstream values and beliefs despite not being supported by the government and 

mainstream scholars. It is also worth noted that mainstream values from Western 

societies were evolved from thinkers and supporters (Russell, 1945; Skirbekk & Gilje, 

2001) while Chinese mainstream values were selected from both Western countries such 

as Marxism and Chinese culture such as Confucianism. 

There are some differences in values and its impact on social work should be 

noted. Western societies promote the freedom to choose values, beliefs and behaviors 

while mainland Chinese do not prompt such freedom. In addition, there are universal 

values or standards for social work when working with vulnerable in China. Despite 

Chinese social workers may need to adopt different approaches due to the Chinese 

political context, Chinese social workers may still could promote human rights and 

advocate for social justice while in the Chinese contexts that considers local cultural, 

political and social influences. Thus, the concept of culture and indigenisation may be 

flawed. Culture has been argued to be diverse and dynamic rather than singular and 

static, while indigenisation of social work has been critiqued that culture may be just a 

valueless concept and the culture-centered approach may only connect to a single group 

and should not categorise humanity in one single identity such as culture.  
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Summary 

This chapter has undertaken a review of literature on social work education in 

China and key influences. There has been considerable debate over whether social work 

in China should develop an indigenous or indigenised approach. An indigenous 

approach is developed from Chinese local context. In contrast, an indigenised approach 

adapts the Western approach to the local context. Scholars such as Cheung, 2007 and 

Gray, 2008 have argued for an indigenised approach to be incorporated into the social 

work profession in China. Nevertheless, because the development of Chinese social 

work relies heavily on funding and political support from the CCP, the profession has 

limited scope in challenging inequity and advocating for changes in the structural and 

policy contexts in China (Chu et al., 2009). Other scholars (for example, Wang et al. 

2014) have argued that an indigenous approach to social work should emerge from the 

local Chinese context. Despite this argument, or perhaps because of this argument, a 

combination of both indigenous and indigenised approaches to social work education 

and practice has developed, adopting the Western approach to social work but 

emphasising the ideological and political influences. 

Chinese social work did not experience a developmental pathway that explored 

its directions with Chinese characteristics instead was heavily influenced by Western 

social work ideologies and adopted a neo-liberal agenda including concepts such as 

competitiveness, cost-effectiveness, and delivery by for-profit services (Bai, 2014; 

Zhang, 2011). This chapter has provided a review of the development in social work 

education in China, focusing on these issues in the indigenisation and 

professionalization including the licensing system. The limited development of civil 

society contributes to the under-development of social welfare services resulting in 

challenges to the development of social work education and practice in China. The 
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chapter has described the dominant role the Chinese government in social work 

education and how the tensions between an historic legacy of the Western model within 

an alternative political system, has contributed to the low reputation and low 

remuneration of Chinese social work graduates, and also their low professional 

competency. There continues to remain a high demand for social work services, placing 

pressure on the discipline at both education and practice levels.  

The next chapter details the methods adopted for this study, and consider the 

role of the insider within a small research project such as this. It touches on ethical 

considerations, describes the participants and how they were selected, and presents 

some initial data.  
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4. METHODOLOGY: AN INSIDER APPROACH 

 

The previous chapters established that Chinese social work operates within 

different political mandates, roles, and functions compared to the profession in the West. 

As a result, Chinese students’ learning experiences in social work have been shaped by 

these unique historical, social, and political contexts. These same forces have shaped the 

social work profession in China. How Chinese students learn social work and how they 

understand the profession in both China and Australia is the focus of this study.  

Two cohorts of Chinese students were recruited from Central China Normal 

University (CCNU), in order to understand how Chinese students learn social work, and 

their understanding of the social work profession in China and Australia. The first group 

comprised eight students who completed a 4-year social work program at CCNU. The 

second group comprised seven students who studied a joint social work program via 2 

years at CCNU, followed by 2.5 years at Griffith University (GU) in Australia. Data 

were collected from both cohorts through multiple stages of semi-structured interviews. 

This methodology chapter outlines the insider research approach adopted to 

explore two research questions on how Chinese students learn social work and their 

understanding of the profession in both Australia and China. It undertakes this first 

explaining the rationale for using a qualitative research design with an insider 

researcher approach. This section includes an examination of critical reflective practice 

in order to discuss the impact of insider research on the trustworthiness of the research. 

The second section of the chapter describes the research process, that is, the methods of 

data collection, including recruiting participants, developing interview protocols, and 

using various stages of interviews. In addition, three factors related to ethics that 

influenced this insider research are examined. The third section focuses on the process 
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of thematic data analysis, using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step process, and 

includes a detailed description of the development of the codes, categories and themes 

that emerged. Throughout the chapter I have drawn on scholarly literature associated 

with qualitative methodology broadly, and insider perspective research more directly. 

To address the research questions a qualitative approach was chosen because of 

its effectiveness in providing a rich and in-depth understanding of phenomena, 

particularly those that had not previously been explored (Hoepfl, 1997). The qualitative 

study with an insider approach has been seen as the most appropriate method for this 

study, because this is an exploratory study that aims to investigate students’ learning 

experiences and explore their perception of the professional identity through learning 

processes.  

The quantitative study and the mixed methods were not applied because of two 

major reasons. First, because the purpose of this study is to investigate lived experiences 

and perceptions of professional identity, it may not be feasible to conduct a quantitative 

or a mixed method study that requires quantitative data and statical analysis.  

Quantitative method is defined as an approach to test objective theories and examine the 

relationship among variables (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Variables can be measured 

on instruments so that numbers can be analysed by using statistical procedures. Mixed 

methods refer to an approach that involves both quantitative and qualitative data, 

integrates the two forms of data, and involves both philosophical assumptions and 

theoretical frameworks (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This approach would allow the 

researcher to collect both qualitative and quantitative data. Because this study needs to 

gain a holistic perspective of the topic on learning experiences and professional identity, 

the qualitative research is more appropriate. It allows the researcher to be immersed in 
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the investigation, as the researcher was used as the research tool and data could be 

constantly analysed (Polit & Beck, 2014). 

Second, the qualitative study was used because this study has a limited and 

small sample size. The qualitative study would be the best choice that aims to explore 

experiences and give students’ voice. This study was conducted under the context of the 

collaboration program between CCNU and GU and only a small number of students 

met the criteria to be included in the study. In addition, there was limited studies on how 

Chinese students learn social work between China and Australia and their development 

of professional identity. Using a qualitative study with an insider approach would offer 

insight to the research questions. Therefore, the qualitative study was deemed the most 

appropriate  

Given that the topic of interest: Chinese students’ experiences of studying social 

work and the development of their professional identity, within an Australian context, 

had not been previously explored and had the potential of eliciting a diverse range of 

experiences, a qualitative approach was deemed most appropriate. The aim of this 

research is exploratory in nature. Gribich (2013) describes exploratory research as an 

attempt to understand a phenomenon and to discover new realms of the subject matter, 

with questions tending to be exploratory and open-ended, and data in a narrative form. 

A qualitative approach is likely to elicit more diverse information in relation to the 

phenomena of interest rather than that of quantitative methods (such as surveys or 

questionnaires (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018).  

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

115 

Researcher as Insider 

The following is organized as follows: first, the reasons why an insider research 

design was deemed appropriate, then the advantages and disadvantages of using insider 

research, and the ethical considerations of using an insider research approach. The 

section concludes with a personal account of how my knowledge – as the insider - has 

shaped the research process.  

Insider research is described as research which is undertaken in an organisation, 

group, or community within which the researcher is also a member (Coghlan, 2003; 

Fleming, 2018; Hellawell, 2006; Mercer, 2007; Trowler, 2011) and is commonly used in 

ethnographic studies in the disciplines of anthropology and sociology ( Hellawell, 

2006). A review of studies that have used insider research (Al-Makhamreh & Lewando-

Hundt, 2008; Labaree, 2002; Paechter, 2013; Taylor, 2011) show that each researcher 

has different experiences in terms of the nature of their research, the familiarity of the 

researcher with participants, and the context under study.  

As an insider in this study, I had a range of learning experiences that were 

similar to the research participants. I had previous learning experiences in Australia and 

had worked as a tutor to assist participants to adjust to the Australian academic learning 

environment. Further, the position of tutor to participants gave me some level of power 

and authority in the university context and therefore, there were power differentials 

between myself and the participants. This is particularly relevant because Chinese 

students respect the role of teacher with authority and power (Hui, 2005) as was 

discussed in the previous chapter. My position has two aspects of being an insider in 

this study: (a) I have been an international student studying social work at GU, and (b) I 

am familiar with learning practices in China, being of Chinese origin and having 

completed secondary education in China. 
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From a positivist research perspective, critics of insider research (e.g., Chavez, 

2008; Hellawell, 2006) claim it lacks objectivity because if a researcher is too close to 

participants, it may influence objectivity and as a result, not conform to the same 

standards as “outsider” research. Critics have contrasted the insider researcher with the 

outsider researcher who is not a member nor has prior knowledge of the group on which 

the research is being conducted. Outsider research was regarded as a form of 

“objective” research, whereas although insider researcher was considered to have 

insights about people, place, and events, it may hold a biased position that may impact 

on a researcher’s ability to observe and interpret (Chavez, 2008). However, scholars 

such as Banks, 1998; Chavez, 2008; Fleming, 2012; Merton, 1978 and others have 

argued that insider-outsider should not be viewed as dichotomous, since both outsiders 

and insiders have to contend with positionality, a researcher’s sense of self, and the 

situational knowledge they possess as a result of their position in the social order. In 

fact, although Chavez (2008) made some criticism of insider research, she also argued 

that “ … the insider and outsider distinction is a false dichotomy …” (p.474). A further 

review of the literature highlights that such criticism is unwarranted, and that insider 

research should be perceived as a continuum that is dependent on the closeness of the 

researcher to the aspect being researched (Mercer, 2007; Trowler, 2011). For example, 

insider researcher could investigate in a familiar organisation, while collecting data 

from participants who may be strangers to the researcher (Fleming, 2018). Chavez 

(2008) argued that the boundaries of the continuum could be blurred, because the 

researcher’s position depends on the aspect of self or identity that is aligned or shared 

with participants.  

It has been argued that the position of the researcher can be flexible, and, in 

some situations, their boundaries can move along the continuum of insider-outsider 



 

 

 

117 

during the process of their research (Fleming, 2018; Griffith, 1998; Hellawell, 2006; 

Rabe, 2003).  For example, Wilkinson and Kitzinger (2013) argued that researchers are 

always an insider to their research in a broad sense, since they can always relate to their 

research participants as human beings, yet, no matter how familiar the researcher is with 

their participants and the field, they are always an outsider because of individual 

differences.  

I experienced two aspects of being an outsider during the study. The first was the 

change in my identity from being an international student studying social work to being 

a doctoral scholar with Australian permanent residency. The second aspect of being an 

outsider was that I had different social work learning experiences to the research 

participants. I not only lacked learning experience in a Chinese university, but also had 

different social work learning experiences, that is, I had completed 2 years of a Diploma 

of Community Services in Melbourne, plus another 3 years in a Bachelor of Social 

Work at GU in Brisbane, Australia. However, this does not mean that I was not familiar 

with, nor lacked knowledge of university life in China, as I have visited university 

campuses and learned about university life from colleagues.  

An analysis of the literature identifies the strengths and weaknesses of using 

insider researcher data collection (Bonner & Tolhurst, 2002; Coghlan, 2003; Herrmann, 

1989; Mercer, 2007; Unluer, 2012). The benefits of being an insider for data collection 

included speaking the same language, understanding the local culture, values, and 

beliefs, and knowing the power structure both in formal and informal contexts. Taylor 

(2011) suggests that  

… closer and more regular contact with the field; more detailed consideration of 

the social actors at the centre of the cultural phenomenon making access to, and 

selection of, research participants easier and better informed; quicker 

establishment of rapport and trust between researcher and participants; and more 
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open and readily accessible lines of communication between researchers and 

informants due to the researcher’s continuing contact with the field … (p.6). 

 

Unluer (2012) suggests that knowing the culture facilitates interaction and 

provides more opportunities to share experiences. Being Chinese facilitated the 

interaction with GU participants, as I was an insider of the culture. For example, 

Chinese people are more likely to share their experiences in an informal environment, 

especially when sharing meals. I spent time with GU participants during their mealtime 

or informal contexts helping them understand the academic expectations at GU. Having 

an understanding of Chinese values assisted me to identify the importance of learning 

and academic activities in the Chinese education context. For example, there is always a 

standard answer in examination questions in China. This perception of “standard 

answer” was a challenge for GU participants as they struggled to develop a standard 

answer when learning at GU. However, they later found out that there was no one 

standard answer while undertaking assessment at GU and they found that using 

informed ideas with academic references to support an argument was more critical than 

reproducing a standard answer. Having an understanding of the importance of academic 

studies assisted me to understand GU participants’ learning practices and learning 

experiences.  

Unluer (2012) identifies several disadvantages when collecting data as an 

insider. In this study, these disadvantages included role duality, making assumptions 

about meaning, participants’ assumptions that you already know what they know, and 

assuming you understand participants’ issues and views and overlooking routine 

behaviour (Unluer, 2012). I was highly aware that because of the two roles that I was 

taking, there would be power differentials. I explained to GU participants about the 
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nature of this research from the first tutorial support session. Participants therefore not 

only perceived me as a tutor but also as a researcher (Burke & Kirton, 2006; Unluer, 

2012). Participants may assume what the researcher already knows as an insider 

(Saidin, 2017). For example, the participants knew that earning a degree from a 

prestigious university would be critical for their future employment and this was why 

most had chosen to study at CCNU. Participants therefore assumed that I would know 

the significance of studying at a prestigious university. However, I needed to ask them 

to elaborate on why studying at CCNU would give them a good prospect for future 

employment. Because the Australian employment market puts less emphasis on the 

prestige status of a university, I was only superficially aware of its importance in China, 

which could be seen as negatively impacting on the data collection and analysis. A way 

to deal with this lack of awareness was to critically reflect on my understanding and 

experiences. 

Using a qualitative study enabled a collection of evidence to create a rich and in-

depth understanding of the two research questions about Chinese students’ learning 

experiences and their understanding of the social work profession. My insider role 

assisted with the development of the research topics. The next section outlines the 

research process including characteristics of participants, and the recruitment process.  

 

The Study: Characteristics, Protocols and Questions 

This section describes the sampling method, recruitment process, and 

characteristics of participants. Participants were purposefully chosen from two cohorts 

of Chinese students studying at CCNU. Recruiting two cohorts of participants allowed 

comparison of participants’ experiences in two different contexts. The study followed 

15 Chinese students from CCNU over 18 months from 2014, exploring their learning 
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experiences and their understanding of social work as a profession in both China and 

Australia.  

A purposeful sampling technique, as described by Babbie (2016), selects 

participants based on the knowledge of the population, its elements, and the purpose of 

the study. Purposeful sampling was adopted to intentionally select participants from two 

cohorts of Chinese students. The first cohort was recruited from the entire group of 11 

Chinese students who were in the second year of social work and sociology at CCNU. 

The second cohort was selected from eight of those who were planning to study at GU 

for the remainder of their degree. The purpose of recruiting two different groups of 

students was to compare and contrast their learning experiences and also their 

understanding of social work between China and Australia.  

In total, 15 participants were recruited. All were initially contacted through 

connections established in 2013 during an offshore teaching trip I made with my 

principal supervisor.  At the time of recruitment, all participants had completed 2 years 

of study at CCNU. Some were preparing to complete the remainder of their degrees at 

CCNU, and others planned to travel to Australia to undertake their final 2.5 years of 

study at GU in Australia. 

Two criteria were used to select GU participants; (a) they had to be 2nd year 

students enrolled in the CCNU-GU collaborative undergraduate social work program, 

and (b) they had to be enrolling at GU to complete their degree. Although 52 students 

were enrolled in the collaborative social work program at CCNU, only eight attended 

GU to complete their studies. The other 44 students remained at CCNU for various 

reasons, including financial constraints, family decisions, and personal choice, and were 

therefore ruled out of this study. All eight students who arrived at GU agreed to 

participate in the study, with one student subsequently choosing to withdraw from the 
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research. Of the seven participants who retained involvement in the study until its 

completion, five were female and two were male. These seven participants are referred 

to as “GU participants” in this thesis. 

The inclusion criterion for the CCNU cohort was that they had to be 2nd year 

students enrolled in the sociology and social work program at CCNU who had chosen to 

complete a social work program within CCNU’s School of Sociology. Of the 12 

students who studied social work at CCNU, eight agreed to participate in the study and 

all of them were female. These eight students are referred to as “CCNU participants” in 

this thesis. 

All participants in both cohorts were aged 20-21 over the period of the study. 

Recruiting two cohorts of participants with different characteristics enabled a 

comparison of their learning experiences in social work between China and Australia. 

Participants had both similarities and differences in their social work education in 

China. First, the similarity was that the major assessment method was the examination 

required at CCNU. Second, both cohorts of participants received the same teaching 

style from CCNU lecturers while studying at CCNU. Lastly, they were required to 

undertake similar social work subjects at CCNU. These similarities allowed me to 

collect data on how Chinese students learn social work at CCNU in China.  

There were four differences between the two cohorts: admission to university, 

financial status, program of study, and their level of exposure to social work. First, 

participants from both cohorts were all admitted through the NCEE. Although both 

cohorts achieved adequate entry scores to CCNU, the GU participants obtained lower 

scores from the NCEE than the CCNU participants. GU participants were admitted to 

CCNU with the agreement that they would enrol in one of CCNU’s international 

collaborative programs and possibly study in Australia for the final 2.5 years of a 4.5-
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year degree. Conversely, CCNU participants had sufficiently high scores to be admitted 

to CCNU through the normal pathway, enabling them to study at CCNU for the entirety 

of their degree, without the requirement to study in the joint program. 

The second difference was in the financial status of participants’ tuition fees. 

The CCNU participants needed to pay far less tuition fee than the GU participants.. The 

families of GU students had to meet higher financial obligations, as GU students’ tuition 

fees and other related costs were significantly more than those in the CCNU social work 

program. For example, GU students were required to pay 25,000 yuan (approximately 

A$5,000) per year at CCNU and as full fee-paying international students at GU in 

Australia, approximately 100,000 yuan or A$20,000 per year. In contrast, the tuition fee 

for students based at CCNU was only at 45,000 yuan or approximately $1,000, one fifth 

of the GU students’ fees in China and one twentieth of the fees GU students paid for 

studying in Australia. These different financial situations might imply that participants 

have different material lives and, as a result, different understanding about the social, 

cultural, and political contexts of China. 

The third element of difference was each cohort’s program structure. The CCNU 

cohort undertook only CCNU-based courses and therefore had far less exposure to 

social work from the West, while GU participants learned from both Chinese and 

Australian lecturers, prior to coming to GU. Over the course of GU participants’ study 

at CCNU, three GU lecturers travelled from Australia to deliver five courses in their 

program of study. GU participants had more exposure to the Australian social work 

profession.  
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presented both in English and Chinese, and participants were given a choice to be 

interviewed either in Chinese or English.
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As this study involved an international collaboration project, consent was sought 

from both key parties that is CCNU and GU, prior to undertaking the research. Before 

embarking on the first data collection trip to CCNU in May 2014, email communication 

was established between the Head of the School of Human Services and Social Work at 

Griffith University, the Head of the School of Sociology at CCNU, and me. The Head of 

School of Sociology at CCNU was also approached via email by my principal 

supervisor to discuss the possibility of undertaking interviews at CCNU (see Appendix 

E). 

A participant information sheet, in both Chinese and English, was sent to the 

Head of Sociology at CCNU and Professor Z who visited GU in 2013, in order to 

recruit participants from the CCNU-based social work cohort. I also established contact 

during an academic visit to CCNU in 2014. Teaching staff at CCNU assisted with the 

recruitment of participants and provided an office for each of the three stages of 

interviews with the CCNU cohort. In regard to the GU cohort, four stages of interviews 

were conducted on Logan campus at Griffith University from July 2014 to November 

2015 either in an office or a seminar room. 

Three stages of interviews were undertaken with CCNU participants and four for 

GU participants (see Figure 1), because this captured their key milestones of learning. 

The first stage of interviews for both cohorts was used to provide baseline data for both 

cohorts, due to the lack of understanding of the social work education from students’ 

perspectives in China. The second stage of interviews was conducted after a year of 

learning in social work, because the core social work courses had been taught during the 

second year of learning at CCNU. It was perceived as a critical stage that captured their 

essential learning in social work. The second stage of interview aimed to explore how 

participants learned social work and understood social work from their one year of 
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learning at both universities. At this stage, CCNU participants had received all the 

required courses for social work and GU participants had their first semester of learning 

at GU.  The third stage of interviews with the CCNU cohort was to explore how the 

participants applied learning in practice, and their understanding of social work from the 

field placement. This is also the final stage for CCNU participants. These three stages of 

interviews were conducted to explore changes in learning experiences and their changes 

in understanding of social work. While for GU cohort, the third stage of interviews was 

to explore how they learned social work over a year in Australia and compared their 

learning practices between CCNU and GU. The final stage of for GU participants was 

to explore their field placement experiences, their understanding of social work and how 

they applied their learning in practice.  

For the most part, participants chose to use Chinese during the interview, with 

six GU participants choosing to use English. The reason that they chose to use English 

was because English was the major medium in communication, learning, and practice in 

Australia and they found it much easier to articulate their experiences in English.  

The first stage of interviews, for both cohorts, was undertaken on a visit to 

CCNU as a teaching assistant. At this time, all participants had completed their first 2 

years of study at CCNU in China and were about to either embark on their 2.5 years of 

study at GU or remain at CCNU to complete their study. This first stage of interviews 

obtained an initial understanding of Chinese students’ social work learning experiences 

in China, which served as the baseline for future stages of data collection. 

The protocols for the first stage of interviews was developed from the literature 

reviewed in Chapters 2 and 3 and my insider knowledge. Three research topics were 

explored:  

• understanding of the social work profession.  
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• motivation for learning social work, and 

• learning experiences at CCNU.  

Interview protocols were refined at each stage, based on the data from the 

previous round of interviews. The findings from the first stage of data were employed as 

the baseline to further refine interview questions for future stages. For example, the first 

round of interviews focused on how participants learn social work at CCNU, including 

their learning practices and experiences of undertaking assessment. These learning 

practices were then included in the second round of interviews and this then became a 

topic in the following stages of interviews.  

The first stage of interviews with all participants occurred when they had 

completed two years of general university courses, and they had decided to choose the 

social work stream as their primary focus of study. This first stage explored all 

participants’ learning experiences and understanding of the social work profession in 

China. The participants were asked some exploratory questions such as  

1. What is your understanding of social work in China? 你⽬前对（中国）社⼯有

什么了解?  

2. What is your learning experience at CCNU? 你在华师的学习经历是怎样的？ 

3. Why did you choose to study social work (at CCNU)?’ 为什么你选择（在华中师

范⼤学）学社会⼯作？ 

In the second interview protocol, different interview topics were used for each 

cohort to reflect the different social work programs and learning experiences in two 

different academic contexts. The second stage of interviews explored GU participants’ 

social work learning experiences in Australia when they had completed one semester of 
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study at GU in November 2014. This second stage explored how GU participants 

learned social work in Australia and how they understood the profession. GU 

participants were asked to compare their learning experiences between GU and CCNU. 

A comparison of their understanding of social work between Australia and China was 

also explored with the GU cohort.  

For example, the interview protocol for the GU cohort included secondary topics 

such as   

• the understanding of social work in Australia 

• the differences in the social work profession between China and Australia 

• learning experiences in Australia 

• challenges in learning at GU 

• support services at GU 

• a comparison of learning between GU and CCNU in aspects of learning 

practices, teacher and student relationships, and undertaking assessment 

The second stage of interviews was conducted with CCNU participants 1 year 

after the first stage and investigated their learning experiences in social work in a more 

detailed and specific approach. Because they had completed 1 year of the coursework 

that directly focussed on social work, CCNU participants were able to provide a deeper 

and richer understanding of the social work profession from their learning than in the 

first stage of interview. This second stage of interview began with some general 

questions repeated from the first round on their understanding of social work in China 

and their general learning experiences at CCNU.  More specific information in relation 

to the learning practices was sought, such as  

• Please describe your understanding of teaching methods at CCNU.  

• What are your learning strategies at CCNU?   
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• Please describe your experience of doing assessment.  

For the next stage of interviews, the second interview protocol was refined to 

explore how CCNU participants formed their professional identity through an 

embedded short-term field practice placement as part of the three social work methods 

courses, and asked questions such as   

• What is your understanding of social work in the field placement?  

• What is your role as a social work student?  

• What did you do as a social work student in your placement? 

The second stage of interviews for the CCNU cohort aimed to explore their 

learning experiences in social work. In order to provide a comprehensive understanding 

of how CCNU participants learn social work, three aspects of learning practices 

emerged from the first round of interviews. The first aspect was how CCNU participants 

approached their learning in subjects such as group work, case work, and community 

work. In order to further understand how CCNU participants learned, they were also 

questioned about their approach to the assessment, and the relationship between the 

teachers and students. 

The third interview protocol was specifically tailored for the GU cohort. This 

stage of interview had four topics relating to learning experiences. As GU participants 

had studied in Australia for about a year, the interview questions aimed to explore the 

challenges they faced in learning and how they dealt with them. 

The interview began with a review of learning experiences, based on 

participants’ responses to a similar question in the first two stages of interviews. Four 

topics aimed to explore how learning practices had changed over time and included  

• learning experiences at GU 

• the changes of learning practices  
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• challenges faced in learning and 

• understanding of the profession.  

Probing questions were used to examine the differences in learning social work 

between CCNU and GU.  

The third stage was conducted when participants had completed over a year of 

study. This stage of interviews aimed to explore after a year of learning how GU 

participants improved their English language skills and whether they had had more 

exposure to the profession in Australia. This stage of interview aimed to compare how 

GU participants changed their learning over time and how their understanding of social 

work may be different.  

The final interview protocol for the CCNU participants comprised two 

components. The first was an overview of questions from the previous two stages and 

further inquired about participants’ learning experiences in their field placement in 

China. The second component explored CCNU participants’ four-week blocked field 

placement during their final year of the four-year social work program. Interview 

questions on topics included 

• a review of interview questions from previous stages on the understanding of 

social work and learning experiences  

• an exploration of the definition of the profession in China  

• professional knowledge, theories, and practice  

• social work values and ethics in China   

• the influence of Chinese culture on social work and 

• the influence of the Chinese government on the profession 

The final interview protocol or the stage 4 for GU participants explored their 

field placement learning experiences as well as their understanding of the profession 
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after 1.5 years of study in Australia. In addition, the final protocol compared GU 

participants’ understanding of the social work profession between China and Australia. 

Interview topics include  

• a review of interview questions from previous stages on the understanding of 

social work and learning experiences  

• an exploration of the definition of the profession in Australia 

• the emerging practice framework including professional knowledge, theories, 

skills, and practice  

• social work values and Code of Ethics in Australia 

• the influence of Chinese culture on the participant as a Chinese student in 

Australia 

• the influence of the government on the profession in Australia, compared to the 

Chinese context. 

The final stage of interviews was primarily concerned with how GU participants 

developed their social work identity from their social work field practice experiences. 

This stage also served as a summary of previous stages of interviews by reviewing some 

questions participants had already been asked. They were asked, for example, to review 

their understanding of social work. This was a question that was repeated over the first 

three stages of interviews. In order to explore and understand participants’ 

interpretation, the same questions on their understanding of social work and their 

learning practices were repeated over the four stages of interviews. This repetition 

aimed to explore differences, identify changes, and compare GU participants’ social 

work learning experiences between China and Australia.  

The final, third stage of interviews with the CCNU cohort took place in 

November 2015 when they had completed their final year of coursework learning and 
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had completed their 4-week field placement. This stage of interviews began with a 

revision of the three topics including their understanding of social work, their social 

work learning experiences, and their expectations of their future professional career. 

Next, the interview explored CCNU participants’ field placement experiences and 

questioned how they developed their professional identity from their field placement, 

academic context, and their social environment.  

The final stage of interviews explored how CCNU participants described their 

professional identity and motivation for learning at CCNU.  Interview questions were 

based on the findings from the first two round of interviews such as   

• What is your understanding of the relationship between the (Chinese) 

government and the social work?   

• What do you think about the lack of trust from the public on the social work 

profession?    

What do you think about the low recognition of the profession in China?  

 

Ethical Considerations 

This section of the methodology discusses ethical considerations and begins by 

describing the ethics approval that was gained from Griffith University. It then outlines 

four ethical factors: confidentiality, informed consent, trust and power differentials, and 

reciprocity that were considered in order to ensure the integrity of the research. 

The interview protocols for this research were approved by the Human Research 

Ethics Committee (HREC) at Griffith University (GU Ref No: 2014/361 (copies 

provided at Appendix E). A detailed ethics report outlined any possible risks or hazards 

in the research process. A further three variations to the ethics report were sought from 

the HREC permission was granted for data collection both in China and in Australia.  
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There was no ethics committee at CCNU, therefore information relating to 

ethical considerations and detailed information about the research were provided to the 

Head of Sociology at CCNU as the social work discipline was this school’s 

responsibility. An information sheet explaining the purpose of the study and the right to 

withdraw was sent to potential participants.  

Confidentiality is a primary concern in a qualitative study (Fisher, 2008).  To 

address this, interview manuscripts were de-identified so they could not be attributed 

directly to participants. Only non-identifiable information will appear in reported 

findings and future publications. The data from interviews were stored in a safe and 

secure place and only the research team could access the audiotaped interviews and 

transcripts. The analysis of participants’ stories therefore remained anonymous and 

confidential when presenting data. 

An informed consent form was developed for each of the different stages of 

interviews. Permission was gained by using the informed consent as well informally 

explaining the doctoral study to participants. I also provided a detailed account of the 

purpose and design of the study. Student participants were informed about the types of 

questions they might encounter and could take place during their study and involvement 

with me over their 1.5 years at GU. During the first round of interviews, I informed 

student participants of the purposes and the interest of this study. This process also 

happened before commencing each stage of interview. 

At the initial interview, I ensured that participants understood the information 

provided on the form and were aware of voluntary participation. The consent form was 

modified to suit subsequent interviews and the voluntary nature of participation was re-

affirmed at the commencement of these interviews. The participants’ permission was 

sought and given for me to contact them again if further information was required.  
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The third ethical consideration was that of building trust and understanding 

power differentials. Building rapport and trust are key components in undertaking 

insider research (Bonner & Tolhurst, 2002; Li & Labig, 2001). I first began to build 

rapport with the student participants after getting to know them on an offshore teaching 

trip with my principal supervisor.  At that time, I was a teaching assistant and 

undergraduate student at Griffith University. Contact was further established via email 

communication when GU participants had some questions about how they could 

prepare for their learning in Australia. Contact was maintained via QQ and WeChat 

(Chinese online chatting tools) to keep in touch. I also shared some of my experiences 

and tips that they might find helpful when they first settled in Brisbane, Queensland, 

Australia. Examples of assistance I provided included how to book cheap air tickets, 

finding accommodation, and social activities offered by GU. This is the process through 

which I developed rapport and trust with these Chinese students. This has, however, 

posed issues of multiple relationships involved with these student participants because it 

resulted in power differentials. Hofstede (1991) (see Chapter 1) explains that high 

power distance exists among Chinese people, who tend to be influenced by formal 

authority and power.  

During the course of the study a number of issues required clarification. First, I 

made it clear that I would not be marking their assignments, and I not be involved with 

any of their assessment processes.  Second, I explained that their participation would 

not affect their treatment or services received at GU. Third, after several social 

interactions with these student participants, they tended to identify me as a friend or a 

senior student from Griffith rather than as a formal teacher. If participants perceived me 

as a teacher, this might have prevented them from sharing experiences or divulging their 
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stories due to the power differentials between a teacher and a student in Chinese culture 

(Wong, 2016). To illustrate this further, one participant explained that  

… you, as a senior student, can better understand the (Chinese) culture, the 

(learning and practice) experiences and the rationale (why I made such 

decisions) of my experiences …”.  

Consequently, these multiple relationships proved to be both a catalyst for more 

insider information and a concern about power differentials between the researcher and 

the participants (Burke & Kirton, 2006; Unluer, 2012). As discussed in Chapters 2 and 

3, because of its influence by Confucian ideological perceptions, the teacher-student 

relationship may imply power imbalances between a teacher and a student, as Confucius 

suggested that it is important for a student to respect and obey one’s teacher (Chan & 

Chan, 2005). At the same time, a friend-friend relationship may indicate a close 

connection between two people, and it may therefore become difficult to reject a 

friend’s request (Huang et al., 2013).  

In comparison, the Western perception of teacher-student and friend-friend 

relationships focuses more on self-determination and individual interests (Barrow & 

Khandhar, 2019). It is important to ensure the autonomous right to self-determination, 

and voluntary participation rather than coercion. For these reasons, prior to each round 

of interviews, participants were reminded about the purpose of the research, and it was 

reiterated that participation was voluntary. They were also reminded of their rights and 

self-determination in this study. In addition, GU participants had studied the course 

Ethics and Professional Practice taught by GU staff prior to them coming to Australia, 

so had covered key concepts such as confidentiality and informed consent.  

The fourth key element in the ethical consideration was reciprocity when 

observing participants in support tutorials. Providing something in return for 

participants may help maintain a balanced power relationship (Gibson et al., 2014).  In 
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this study, participants took the time and commitment to share their experiences. In turn, 

I provided practical assistance or small gifts to participants to compensate for the time 

and stories they shared. For the GU participants, I offered some insider knowledge of 

academic and social life in Australia. For example, I recommended social activities or 

events that might benefit them by learning in different social and cultural contexts in 

Australia. In addition, I shared articles relating to Australian English learning 

techniques, and recommending activities that I used to involve myself in learning 

Australian local culture. In addition, I invited GU participants to attend a Chinese dinner 

party that aimed to connect and build relationships with participants. With increased 

interactions among GU participants, this assisted them to build a community that 

fostered learning and mutual support.  

In addition to adapting to the new learning environment in Australia, the support 

tutorial was used as a platform for GU participants to openly discuss and deal with their 

concerns and challenges during their learning at GU in Australia. For example, GU 

participants asked how they could become accustomed to the Australian accent and how 

they could follow the pace of lectures and tutorials. I made suggestions for how they 

could deal with their problems such as using a recorder and replaying the session after 

the class. Undertaking required readings before and after the lecture and tutorial was 

also put forward to GU participants. These suggestions were from my personal 

experience in learning and accommodating a different learning style at GU in Australia.  

For CCNU participants, I brought a small gift from Australia after each 

interview in order to compensate for their time in sharing their experiences. Fisher et al. 

(2002) stated that the procedures designed to compensate for research participants 

should be fair and non-coercive. The gift giving was not promoted in the email 

communication as an incentive for participation but delivered as a way of appreciating 
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their time and effort in sharing their stories.  In addition, an educational and 

information-sharing seminar was offered to address some queries the CCNU 

participants had about social work in Australia.  

This section has discussed four ethical issues in the insider research process that 

ensured the integrity of the research. Ethics approval was gained from Griffith 

University and CCNU was informed about the research procedures with an information 

sheet that outlined the detailed process. Confidentiality and informed consent were 

clearly outlined during the recruitment with participants. In choosing an insider 

perspective, there was the need for careful consideration in issues of power differentials 

and reciprocity with student participants. The next section describes the thematic data 

analysis process. 

 

Data analysis 

A total of 52 interviews were completed. Each of the seven GU cohort 

participants was interviewed on four occasions, for a total of 28 interviews. Each of the 

eight CCNU cohort participants was interviewed on three occasions, for a total of 24 

interviews. For anonymity and confidentiality reasons, a pseudonym was allocated to 

each participant and was applied to interview transcripts. All data including interview 

recordings and transcripts were stored in Griffith University’s Storage Service, a digital 

space that stores data in a safe and confidential manner. 
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Table 3 Participants’ Pseudonyms 

 

CCNU Cohort 

 

GU Cohort 

Li Yue 

Lee Liu 

Xu Wang 

Cao Meng 

Shang Xuan 

Wen Yun 

Ya Zhang 

Ning  

 

All 52 interviews, each of which lasted 40 to 60 minutes and ranged in length 

from 10 to 25 pages, were transcribed verbatim in Chinese. The codes and emerging 

themes were then translated into English. Seven sample interview transcripts were 

translated verbatim into English and this allowed a second researcher to check for codes 

and themes for a triangulation process. One interview transcript was chosen from each 

cohort to translate from each stage of the interview, for a total of seven transcripts.  

Six steps of thematic analysis were adopted from Braun and Clarke (2006). The 

insider researcher adopted an inductive approach and kept an open mind throughout the 

data analysis process, as recommended by O’Reilly (2012), who also suggested that 

data collection and data analysis could be intertwined. During the process of data 

collection, I made consistent efforts to analyse and make sense of what participants 
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stated, and the learning behaviour they displayed. This process continued throughout the 

collection and analysis of interviews.  

Thematic analysis of the data was conducted over six steps adopted from Braun 

and Clarke (2006; see Figure 3), who defined thematic analysis as the process of using 

qualitative data to identify patterns or themes.  Braun and Clarke suggest that a theme  

… captures something important about the data in relation to the research 

question and represents some level of pattern response or meaning within the 

data set ..  (p.82). 

 

Two levels of themes, semantic and latent, identified by Braun and Clarke 

(2006) as follows:  

Semantic themes refer to the explicit or surfaced meaning of the data and the 

analyst is not looking for anything that is beyond what a participant has said or 

what has been written …” (p.84). [This latent level] … identifies the theme from 

the underlying ideas, assumptions and conceptualisation and ideologies that are 

theorised as shaping or informing the semantic content of the data … (p.84).  

 

In this study, both levels of themes have been identified. 
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The following section draws on these six steps to analysis the data collected. 

Step1: Become Familiar with the Data 

The first step was to transcribe the interview data in Chinese. Some initial 

analysis was undertaken in NVivo from a note used to record early thoughts as I read 

and reread the interview transcripts. In this first step, I drew on my insider knowledge of 

learning and understanding of social work, to search for the meanings and patterns in 

the data. For example, I read through the interview transcripts on how participants 

learned social work between CCNU and GU. Notes were taken in relation to my insider 

knowledge and learning experiences.  

I focused on identifying participants’ learning experiences in class, drawing on 

my own learning experiences in regard to how participants learn in class. I reflected on 

my own experiences in learning between China and Australia, including, for example, 

the requirement to be silent in class when learning in China, while active participation 

and questioning were two key learning techniques in the Australian class. The analysis 

of the data drew on both my own learning experiences and the literature on Chinese 

students’ learning experiences in Western countries.  

Step 2: Developing Codes 

The second step was to code the entire data set and collate data of the relevant 

sets. Data from various stages of interviews were imported into Nvivo 12 for analysis. 

NVivo 12 is a software program that can collect, organise, and code data, and aids the 

process of data analysis (Zamawe, 2015). I used this software program to develop codes 

and themes both in Chinese and English. The data were then categorised into text 

segments, and a code was assigned to the text segments from interview transcripts. 

According to Saldana (2009) “ … a code can be a word or a short phrase that assigns a 

summative and essence-capturing attribute for a portion of language-based data …” 
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(p.3). The data were then coded into three levels in relation to the research questions, 

using Huberman and Miles’ (1994) method (see Figure 4 below as an example). The 

first level of coding emerged from a review of the two research topics: learning 

experiences and the understanding of the profession. This code was placed on excerpts 

in the transcripts to identify participants’ learning experiences and codify their 

understanding of the profession. The first level of analysis was then conducted by 

selecting and coding excerpts of the text on the basis of their coherent meaning 

(Spiggle, 1994). These excerpts of text were the responses to the interview questions. I 

assigned codes that were developed when reading the transcripts in relation to the two 

research questions and topics. For example, the code “learning in class at CCNU” was 

assigned to excerpts such as “the class is overly focused on theories and it didn’t draw 

my attention. I didn’t learn much from it. I feel it is very boring. I just need to follow 

what the teacher tells me I need to do. Sometimes I would follow and sometimes I just 

discard it”.  
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The three cycles method developed by Saldaña (2009) was used in the thematic 

analysis. Qualitative inquiry demands attention to language and deep reflection on the 

emergent patterns and meaning of human experience. Recording can occur with a more 

attuned perspective using the first cycle method, while the second cycle method 

describes those processes that might be employed during the second stage. The first 

cycle of codes may be later subsumed by other codes, relabelled, or eliminated. When 

progressing to the second cycle coding, there is some rearrangement and reclassification 

of coded data into different and new categories (Saldaña, 2009). 

The interview questions were used as a guide to develop codes. For example, 

questions asked of participants, “why did you choose to study social work?” “what is 

your understanding of social work?” and “what are your experiences of studying social 

work at CCNU?” Thereafter, codes such as reasons for studying social work, 

understanding of social work, and learning experiences at CCNU, were developed from 

the interview questions. During this step, the analysis focused on two major aspects of 

participants’ experiences: the understanding of social work and their learning 

experiences. The codes emerged in relation to the topics from the literature review, and 

interview questions. The interview transcripts were read thoroughly to assign codes to 

the responses to interview questions.  Seven categories emerged from the interview 

protocols:  

1. reasons for studying social work 

2. learning practices in social work 

3. application of learning  

4. roles of social work  

5. status of social work  

6. influence of the government  

7. no plan for social work as future career 



 

 

146 

146 

By drawing on my insider knowledge of Chinese culture I was able to assign 

and select the code and categories with regard to Chinese students’ learning experience 

and the understanding of the profession (Creswell, 2007). The types of questions asked 

and the types of responses received during interviews all affect the naming of the code 

(Adler & Adler, 1987).  

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) suggest that the findings from a study “ … reflect 

the constructs, concepts, languages and theories that structure the study in the first place 

…” (p.88).  Grbich (2007) stated that codifying is “… a process that allows data to be 

segregated, grouped, regrouped and relinked in order to consolidate meaning and 

explanation …” (p.21), while Saldana (2009) concludes that “ … the analysis is the 

process to search for patterns in data and for ideas that help explain why those patterns 

are there in the first place …” (p.452). Coding is a method that enables the researcher to 

organise and group similarly coded data into categories or families, because they share 

some characteristics, and also evidence the beginning of a pattern (Saldana, 2009). 

In total, 74 codes emerged from excerpts of the transcripts. Some unique codes 

were only relevant to the CCNU or the GU cohort, due to their different learning 

experiences and different understanding of the profession. (For examples of codes from 

the transcripts, see Table 4 below). 
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Table 4. Examples of Codes and Excerpts 

Codes Excerpts Cohort 
Interactions 
between teachers 
and students 

When learning at GU, there are a lot of interactions between 
students and teachers. Teachers would answer students’ questions 
at GU. By contrast, teachers are very busy with their own research 
and they can hardly be found when it is not teaching time at 
CCNU. But I had a lot more interaction with teachers at GU both 
in class and after class. 
 

GU 

Learning in class 
at CCNU 

Learning at CCNU would be like playing with mobile phones and 
minds were drifted away from class. Learning feels more like 
having fun with mobile phones than interacting with class. I need 
to attend class before because attendance is compulsorily required. 
It doesn’t matter whether you pay attention to class or not, as most 
students engage with their mobile phones. If you don’t listen to 
class, it is not a big deal at CCNU. 
 

CCNU 

The comparison 
of learning 
practices between 
CCNU and GU 

I think the lecture is really informative. The course content is 
really thought provoking. I never realised that the privilege was a 
problem. It increased my awareness. I think my learning from the 
privilege group is very useful. It helps me to connect with my 
understanding of social issues in China. I think a lot of social 
issues can be explained with this concept. This was also coded as 
application of learning into real life cases. 
 

GU 

Different 
perceptions about 
the relationship 
between teachers 
and students 

Lecturers at GU are more responsible, and you feel like part of the 
class. At CCNU, the lecturer was more concerned about 
themselves and they would brag about their own experiences. 
They only concern about the exam result but they would not 
provide any support for other types of learning. They hope you can 
yield fantastic result, but they don’t pay much attention to the 
learning process or how you achieve such result. 
 

GU 

Lack of 
professional 
social work in 
China 

Not many people know what social work is and I have to explain 
it. Sometimes, people don’t care about what social work is and 
they don’t trust that you (as a social worker) can be of any 
assistance to their problems. 

CCNU 
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Rigor is an important factor in qualitative data analysis (Thomas & Magilvy, 

2011) and interrater reliability tools were employed to assess the analysis of data. 

Triangulation is the use of more than one approach to research a question and the 

objective of this process is to increase the confidence in the findings through the 

confirmation of the research question using two or more data collection methods 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2018).  

In this study, data were collected from various stages of interviews. Having 15 

participants over a 1.5-year period resulted in 84 discrete transcripts; locating someone 

with the necessary skills to evaluate such as substantial number of scripts was difficult. 

In addition to the large amount of information, there were another two difficulties in 

language and cultural knowledge. First, within my social and academic networks, it was 

difficult to find someone with a comprehensive level of knowledge of both the Chinese 

culture and social work in Australia. Second, there was limited time and budget to train 

and employ an independent researcher to conduct the coding process. Consequently, I 

selected some transcripts that I believed would be a good representation of each cohort 

and each stage for intercoder reliability evaluation. The literature supported that using a 

sample of texts could be used to evaluate intercoder reliably (Barbour, 2001; Campbell 

et al., 2013; Hallgren, 2012; Kurasaki, 2000; Marques & McCall, 2005). In my study, I 

recruited an independent researcher to code the transcripts, and the results were 

generally similar to mine. The major differences were due to a lack of understanding of 

the Chinese culture and political context. To address this, a meeting was organised 

among, myself, the independent researcher, and my three supervisors to discuss the 

differences in language, cultural, and political contexts between China and Australia 

when coding the transcripts.  
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Step3: Searching For Themes 

This step begins to categorise interview transcripts into the themes and different 

codes were combined into categories to form themes (Saldana, 2009). Of the 74 codes 

identified from the data, 57 emerged from learning experiences and 17 from the 

understanding of the social work profession.  

A theme is a pattern that captures something significant or interesting about the 

data and/or research questions. Braun and Clarke (2006) explain that while there are no 

definitive rules about what makes a theme, a theme can be characterised by its 

significance. For example, a significant number of codes related to learning experiences 

between CCNU and GU. All these codes were collated into an initial theme called 

“learning experiences”.    

Some segments of text were not identified as being directly related and were 

therefore further considered to establish whether they were related to the research 

questions. If they were deemed relevant, they were presented as deviant cases. For 

example, one participant from the GU cohort was not particularly motivated to study 

social work and desired to make minimal effort to pass the course when studying at 

CCNU. This participant showed that she had limited understanding of the social work 

profession and put limited effort into her study. Another example from the cohort was 

that only one of eight participants indicated an interest in studying social work and 

becoming a social worker when they finished studying. Silverman (2011) pointed out 

that negative or deviant instances can give an explanation or position different from that 

of the larger groups. Examining both large and deviant cases allowed for a full and 

realistic picture of the research. 

At the end of this step, the codes were organised into the broader themes 

relevant to the research questions. The themes were descriptive and focused on 
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participants’ learning in social work. The preliminary themes described the patterns in 

the data. Figure 4 shows all the codes and themes identified. Most codes are associated 

with one theme; however, some codes are associated with more than one. For example, 

participants discussed how they struggled to apply learning in practice as a result of 

their learning in class. This code is different from how participants learn but it focused 

on the impact of participants’ learning. A new theme was created to further expand on 

participants’ learning experiences from how they applied learning in practice. 

The development of themes in understanding social work has changed from the 

theme on “understanding of social work” to “perception of social work”. Due to the 

different contexts of social work, there were many different changes in perceptions of 

social work from China to Australia. A theme on perception of social work and three 

sub-themes including “helping profession”, “value-based profession”, and “status-

oriented profession” were used to explain how the perception of social work had 

changed.  

Six themes that emerged from grouped codes addressed the two research 

questions. The researcher reviewed the cases or text segments with similar codes, 

grouping these into larger concepts that were then classified as themes. For example, 

codes such as memorisation and repetition were grouped into the category “learning 

practices” and the theme “learning experiences” at CCNU.   

 

Step 4: Reviewing Themes 

The fourth step was to check themes in relation to the codes and the entire data 

set and this then generated a thematic map of the analysis. The analysis was undertaken 

in Chinese to ensure that participants’ meaning would not be lost in translation. As 

described by Silverman (2011), the analysis was an iterative and ongoing process. The 
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themes and codes were developed based on commonalities among participants 

(Silverman, 2011). As an insider, I played a more active role in selecting information 

that was relevant to the research questions to identify it as a theme (Taylor & Ussher, 

2001). Processing the data also prompted my own memories of learning social work and 

the challenges I faced when studying in Australia. I felt that data analysis was another 

process of engaging and communicating with participants to represent their stories in 

words and to identify and discover themes and patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Because I have a good command of both Chinese and English, it was appropriate for me 

alone to translate all the data. 

Themes are coherent and should be distinct from each other (Nowell et al., 

2017). This step has two levels of review and refinement of themes. Level one is to 

review the coded data extracts and read through all the collated extracts for each theme 

and consider whether they appear to form a coherent pattern. As the themes become 

coherent, this then moves onto another level of review. If the theme does not fit, it needs 

to be reviewed to check whether some of the data extracts within it simply do not fit 

there.  If this is the case, the theme needs rework, creating a new theme, finding a home 

for those extracts that do not currently work in an already-existing theme, or discarding 

them from the analysis.  

Once the theme adequately captures the contours of the coded data, a thematic 

map is created. The outcome of this refinement process can be seen in the Figure 5 and 

Figure 6. Level two has a similar process to the entire data set. At this level, individual 

themes are considered in relation to the data set and whether the thematic map reflects 

the meaning in the data as a whole. In this level, the entire data set was reread for two 

purposes. The first was to determine whether the themes fitted into the data set. The 

second was to code additional data within themes that might have been missed in earlier 
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coding stages. The need for recoding from the data set was an ongoing process.  For 

example, learning experiences formed into a theme with five components that compared 

learning between CCNU and GU. As the whole data set was about participants’ learning 

experiences, the actual learning experiences fitted with the data set. Five components of 

learning experiences were identified from the theme.
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The analysis of interview transcripts was first undertaken in Chinese and only 

the emergent themes and codes were translated into English. Because the participants’ 

mother language is the most effective means of capturing participants’ experiences 

(Smith et al., 2008), it was most appropriate to use the Chinese transcripts for analysis. 

Shibusawa and Lukens (2004) argued that cross-language research involves translation 

by meaning rather than using word-for-word translation. The translation of the 

interviews from Chinese into English took this approach, focussing more on the 

meaning rather than word-by-word translation. For example, one participant used the 

term “thick face” (or a thick skin) in Chinese to describe that they needed to be bold and 

to not be afraid of being rejected when working with clients face-to-face. While a direct 

word-by-word translation to English does not make the expression clear, if translated by 

its meaning, the term can be understood in English. This process helped to ensure that 

the participants’ real and intended meaning was captured, rather than being lost in 

translation.  

However, during the translation process, there were some issues and concerns 

regarding Chinese expressions and their understanding in English. The omission of a 

word or a phrase in the translated texts could have a significant influence on data 

interpretation, meaning construction, and the final representation of participants’ reality. 

For example, participants reported that the reason they chose to study social work was 

because of CCNU.  This reason, “because of CCNU” also contained another layer of 

meaning. CCNU is a prestigious university and therefore studying at CCNU has 

implications for students’ future careers and perceived social status. Chinese people 

place strong emphasis on the value of studying at elite universities in China. However, 

this was not clear in English, because in Australia, what a student studies is more 

important than where a student studies. The implication of studying in a prestigious 
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university was not articulated at all in English words and could not be translated by 

literal meaning. In this way, translation and data analysis went hand in hand (Wong & 

Poon, 2010) and it was only my insider knowledge of Chinese culture that allowed me 

to understand the meaning of the participants’ words. Clear definitions and names are 

generated for each theme. During this review process, the accuracy of the translation 

was checked, and the context was provided to understand the language difference 

between Chinese and English.  

 

Step 5: Defining and Naming Themes 

This naming of themes (Figures 5 and 6) was critical to identify the essence of 

what each theme was about and to determine what aspects of the data each theme 

captured. For example, three themes were named in relation to my insider knowledge in 

learning social work. I understood that it was important to identify the reasons why 

participants chose to study social work, as this influenced participants’ learning 

practices. Then, the set of questions about how participants learned social work was 

named as Chinese students’ university learning experiences. This theme includes how 

participants learned between CCNU and GU and compares the different learning 

practices in the two different academic contexts.  

After defining and refining the themes, the essence of each theme needed to be 

identified and what aspect of the data each theme captured needed to be determined. 

Each theme had to be organised in a coherent and consistent account and accompanied 

with narrative. This defining process had to explain the interesting part of the theme and 

why it was relevant to the research questions.   

In the refinement process, the sub-themes were identified. Sub-themes are 

themes within a theme, which can be useful for giving structure to a large and complex 
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theme and demonstrate the hierarchy of meaning within the data. For example, in the 

students’ learning experiences, two overarching themes were identified, “university 

learning” and “application of learning”. Within each theme, several sub-themes were 

identified; for university learning experiences, five components were identified and for 

application of learning, two sub-themes were identified. These final themes and sub-

themes resulted from a process of review, refinement of initial themes, and sub-themes. 

By the end of this step, the themes had a clear boundary about what they were, and what 

they were not.  

During the refinement of the theme on Chinese students’ university learning 

experiences, five components, also known as sub-themes, emerged. These five 

components provide a structure of this large and complex theme as well as the hierarchy 

of meaning within the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Within each theme, several sub-

themes were identified to provide a structure of the large theme.  However, these final 

themes and sub-themes were developed from a process of refinement of initial themes 

and sub-themes. Each theme was defined about what they were and what they were not, 

and the scope and the content of each theme was defined.  

 

Step 6: Producing the Report 

The final step was selecting compelling extracts from the transcripts that related 

back to the research questions and the literature. This began when a full list of themes 

emerged and resulted in a final analysis and write up of the findings. “Writing up” is the 

complex story of data in a way that highlights the merit and validity of analysis (Nowell 

et al., 2017). Vivid examples of an issue were chosen to capture the essence of the point 

(Miles et al., 2020). During the final analysis of the selected extracts, the language 
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difference was further checked in order to ensure it clearly conveyed participants’ 

messages.  

 

Reflections 

In capturing Chinese students’ learning experiences in social work, I have used 

critical reflective practice to identify learning practices in the social and cultural context 

and to question the meaning of students’ behaviour and practices through interviews 

(Fook, 2002; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). I acknowledge that I have perceptions, 

attitudes, and experiences that may have influenced the data collection process (Davies, 

2008) and by using critical reflective practice that involved social and political analysis 

enabled me to reflect on the possible impact from my own experiences. 

Fook (2002) defines critical reflection as involving thinking about one’s practice 

and critically deconstructing how skills have been developed. Fook argues that critical 

reflection requires development of new theories of practice for the future. Hickson 

(2011) summarised critical reflection as a way that needs to both understand the 

experiences in the social context and understand how this knowledge can be applied to 

develop future practice. Fook suggests that critical reflection not only involves a theory 

but also provides a way for practice development. Fook and Askeland (2006) explained 

that critical reflection needs to use the lens of critical theory and involves analysis in the 

context of knowledge, power, and reflexivity to understand how assumptions are 

influenced in the context of social and structural contexts. In this context, reflexivity 

refers to a process to understand and recognise our own influence on practice and accept 

that what we see is influenced by what we are looking for, including being aware of the 

context, framework, and our own knowledge in analysing and interpreting interactions 

and responses (Fook, 2002; Fook & Askeland, 2006).  
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I was mindful of the influences my experiences may have had on interpretation 

and analysis of participants’ experiences. I have reflected on my own experiences of 

learning and the processes of developing a social work identity from China to Australia. 

This has helped me as a researcher to continuously reflect upon how my experiences 

could possibly affect the findings of the research, particularly during the data collection 

and data analysis processes. Critical reflective practice has been adopted to mitigate the 

influence of my own experiences on the research process. I have attempted to minimise 

the impact of my own influence by this constant process of critical reflection.  

To further address the question of unintended influences, I sought advice from 

my research colleagues and supervisors. For example, I was acutely aware that the 

participants and I had different reasons for studying social work and that we had a 

different level of interest and passion for studying the profession. I was personally very 

motivated and dedicated to study social work and utilise all the possible resources and 

services to develop my academic skills. I reflected upon my own experiences of 

learning social work and talked with participants about our different reasons for 

studying social work. I also shared my observation with supervisors about my thoughts, 

and reflections about how I interpreted participants’ experiences. 

My experiences of studying social work provided an insight into being an 

international student, and training to be a social worker in Australia. I had completed a 

Bachelor of Social Work at Griffith University in 2013. I was the only student from 

mainland China studying social work at the time. I knew little about the social work 

profession in China when I came to Australia in 2008. Two years of study in Melbourne 

undertaking a Diploma of Community Services enabled me to experience the 

community and welfare sector and motivated me to study social work at the tertiary 

level. The capacity to earn an immigration permit for completing a social work degree 
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was also a critical factor in my choice to study social work, as my family had expected 

me to study, graduate, and then settle in Australia. 

While settling into academic life, I experienced difficulties and challenges such 

as social isolation, language barriers, and cultural differences, similar to most 

international students. I held the belief that I wanted to experience everything I could in 

order to learn the new culture in Australia. I participated in many volunteer and 

community activities to overcome these social and emotional challenges, believing they 

would help me to understand Australian society from diverse viewpoints. Volunteering 

in the welfare and community sector has helped me to enhance my English language 

proficiency and explore Australian people’s lives. For example, I had the opportunity to 

learn about Australian Football League (AFL) and made friends from playing this game. 

Becoming a Griffith Mate (also known as a university volunteer mentor) to help newly 

arrived international students has helped me to navigate the Australian tertiary system 

and support services provided at Griffith University.  

I have also reflected on developing a social work identity in Australia. I find that 

practising social work has been a process of exploring and understanding myself and 

applying the theories and knowledge to myself as “my first client”. These continuous 

reflective practices have enhanced my understanding of self and enabled me to practise 

my learning on myself. It requires me to undertake close reflection and retrospection on 

my own experiences and consider how the past has shaped who I am now. This has been 

a transformative learning experience that has shaped my values and beliefs in social 

work and provided a lens to look at my professional experiences. 

I found that learning from social work was very applicable to my own life and 

has shaped my identity and perceptions about the profession. During the early stage of 

my undergraduate degree, as the only Chinese international student, I had to overcome 
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several personal struggles and challenges. To illustrate, I was anxious about speaking 

English in a large classroom and in front of many people. I was also too anxious to ask a 

question in class. It took immense internal mental preparation and self-talk before I 

could speak in class. This anxiety in speaking and lack of confidence was because 

asking questions or talking openly in class was not practised when learning in China. I 

was anxious and concerned about what I could say in class. However, my anxiety about 

speaking has been alleviated since I had exposure to learning in the social work 

program. Using theories, practices, and skills from courses such as Interpersonal Skills, 

Group Facilitation, and Counselling Practices have helped me to understand the anxiety 

I experienced and strategies I could use to cope with anxious thoughts. This was an 

experience that I could then share with participants about dealing with challenges in 

learning in Australia.  

 

Summary 

This chapter has outlined the methodology employed in this study, using a 

qualitative method with an insider approach, using semi-structured interviews, and 

analysing data by thematic analysis. A rationale has been provided to explain that an 

insider approach was the most useful for this research. The sampling process has also 

been outlined. Two cohorts of Chinese students were recruited from CCNU because of 

their different entry pathways and characteristics of their learning. I, as an insider, 

recruited participants, conducted interviews, and analysed the data. Different interview 

protocols were developed between the CCNU and the GU cohorts, followed by different 

data collection stages. Some limitations and issues in the insider data collection 

processes were considered and addressed. Critical reflective practice was employed to 

enhance the credibility of the research. This chapter outlined the ethical issues in the 
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insider research and steps taken in response to these. The data analysis was adapted 

from Braun and Clark’s (2006) six phases of thematic analysis. A detailed description of 

the development of codes, categories, and themes has been provided.  In addition, the 

translation and issues in the translation were considered in the thematic analysis 

process. The chapter concluded with a personal reflection on my status as an insider to 

the research and to apply critical reflection to any possible influence on the data 

collection and analysis. The next chapter now takes up the social work student’s 

learning experiences in detail. 
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5. LEARNING EXPERIENCES IN SOCIAL WORK 

 

This chapter presents an analysis of data gathered from interview transcripts that 

explored participants’ learning experiences at CCNU and at GU. It begins by providing 

participants’ reasons for studying social work, because these reasons influenced their 

learning practices and their commitment to the profession. This chapter then discusses 

findings: first, Chinese students’ university learning experiences and application of their 

learning. Drawing on the framework established in Chapter 1, and the comprehensive 

literature analyses in Chapters 2 and 3, five components of learning experiences, also 

referred to as themes, emerged that compares and contrasts different learning events 

between CCNU and GU. The finding regarding participants’ application of learning 

experiences identified two themes: the ability to use theories in learning; and the 

influence of learning on values and beliefs. In this analysis, I draw on studies from the 

literature to enable comparison and identify similarities or differences. 

Note that as described in Chapter 4, to ensure anonymity participants are 

referred to by pseudonyms. For ease of reporting, pseudonyms are followed by either 

the letter “C” or the letter “G” to indicate whether they belong to the CCNU or the GU 

cohort. For example, “Li-C” indicates participant Li is from CCNU and “Liu-G” 

indicates participant Liu is from GU. 
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Reasons for Choosing to Study Social Work 

Discussing the reasons participants gave for choosing to study social work 

provides some context to help interpret other results. The principal reason offered was 

that they wanted to study at a prestigious university. Indeed, 14 of the 15 participants 

offered this as their primary reason. Cao-C responded that “I was interested in 

psychology, but it was too difficult to get in, so I was moved (tiaoji) to sociology and 

social work so that I can still study at CCNU.” Similarly, Wen-C said, “I wanted to 

study psychology or finance but, because they require a higher NCEE score, I was tiaoji 

to sociology and social work to be able to study at CCNU.”  GU participants made 

similar comments, as for example, Meng-G stated  

I didn’t choose this major because I want to study social work. It was because I 

got a relatively lower college entrance score. However, CCNU provided an 

opportunity to study at a Project 211 university if I chose this joint social work 

program. My interest is really in linguistics. 

 

This compromise to study social work supports findings from other international 

studies. For example, a study of new social workers in China found that only three of 28 

participants had voluntarily chosen to study social work as their major (Liu et al., 2012). 

Similarly, Yan et al. (2009) noted only 12 out of 32 participants had chosen to study 

social work from four undergraduate programs in Jinan province in China, while the 

remainder had been involuntarily switched to study this major by the university 

entrance system. Collectively, these findings support social work as not being a well-

regarded major among Chinese students, a finding that also emerged in the current 

research. 

In addition to wanting to study in a prestigious university, four other less 

significant reasons for studying social work were offered. The first was that entering the 
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joint CCNU/GU program provided an opportunity to study overseas. Three of the seven 

GU participants offered this as a reason, with Liu-G commenting that: “Studying social 

work allows me to study abroad in Australia, so it won’t be a bad choice.” This confirms 

with other studies as the appeal of studying overseas is related to wanting to pursue 

better employment opportunities, access higher ranked overseas universities and 

therefore receive a better education, and increase the chances of migration  (Zhai et al., 

2019). 

A second reason for studying social work was related to the choice students had 

been given between studying social work and studying sociology. Social work was 

considered to be more practice-oriented, which students preferred to sociology’s theory-

based learning. When presented with this choice, in the 3rd year of their 4th  program 

four of the eight CCNU participants chose social work. For example, Cao-C recalled 

that “I am not interested in sociology because of the many theories involved. I don’t 

want to study these too conceptual and abstract things. So, I chose social work.” Ning-C 

agreed with “Social work involves more practice.”  

The practice-oriented learning of social work compared to the theory-oriented 

study of sociology is specific to the context of Chinese social work education, because 

social work is a major that resides within many theory-oriented social and political 

disciplines such as sociology, political science, and philosophy. Bai and Daley (2014) 

found that only one university, China Political Science University, had social work as an 

independent school, while the other 48 universities including CCNU offered a social 

work degree under other disciplines. These theory-focused disciplines are more 

traditional and more familiar to Chinese students, and it was considered that social 

work, as a new major, could fit better under a familiar discipline. Some participants 

explained that social work had adopted theories from sociology and this second-tier 
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status of social work as an academic major in China made students feel that social work 

was not well-resourced and well-supported by universities.  

The third reason for undertaking the social work program was family influence.  

Four of the 15 participants, two from CCNU and two from GU, reported that family 

members had influenced their decision. For example, Li-C offered that  

When I chose a major, neither sociology nor social work was familiar to me. But 

my auntie told me that social work is a good major at CCNU, and she is a 

teacher who studied history and graduated from CCNU. 

 

Zhao-G also reported the influence of family:  

My parents wanted me to study abroad. They work in the government and 

believe that China has reached a phase where social work will be a necessary 

and important profession, with a promising future. The government will pay 

more attention to this profession. I like to obey my parents’ will, so I chose 

social work. 

 

The influence of family is supported by the literature (Wong & Liu, 2010; Xing 

& Rojewski, 2018).  In China’s collectivist culture, as previously discussed, filial piety 

is highly valued and reflects reverence for family elders; Chinese children respect their 

parents and senior family members and take their advice in decisions about education, 

an academic major, or career choice (Ho, 1987; Wong & Liu, 2010). Literature from 

Western countries (e.g., AASW, 2020; Buchanan & Basham, 2009; Hackett et al., 2003; 

Stevens et al., 2012) found that, by contrast, Australian students’ value personal choice 

and self-determination. Hofstede (2011), introduced in Chapter 1, also explained that 

Australian students focus more on individualistic values and personal choices than 

Chinese students who, because of filial piety, are guided by their families. Following 
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family advice when choosing their academic major was a factor, albeit a less important 

one, for some participants in this study.   

The final reason given for choosing to study social work was an interest in 

learning about the profession. However, this was mentioned by only one student who 

had been influenced by an American movie about social work. One possible explanation 

to this, is that social work has had a relatively short period of development in China and 

consequently there is an associated lack of understanding of social work as a practice 

profession. Interview data revealed most participants were unfamiliar with the concept 

of social work prior to commencing their university study.   

In summary, although a number of reasons for studying social work were 

mentioned including overseas study opportunities, family influence, and the practice 

orientation of social work (compared with the theoretical aspects of sociology), the 

overarching reason was to study at a prestigious university. This reason should be kept 

in mind when interpreting the results further discussed in this thesis. 

 

Chinese Students’ University Learning Experiences 

This section addresses the first research question established for this study and 

considers Chinese students’ learning experiences in social work. Five components of 

participants’ learning experiences emerged from the analysis of interviews which were 

then used to compare and contrast participants’ learning experiences between CCNU 

and GU. These are linked to the review of literature discussed in previous chapters. The 

first component examines classroom experiences, at how participants interacted and 

engaged in class; The second examines assessment experiences, particularly compares 

the difference between CCNU’s focus on attendance, memorisation, and exams and 

GU’s class interaction, written assignments, critical thinking, group assignments, and 
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time management. The third compares the authoritarian teacher-student relationships at 

CCNU with the more egalitarian relationships at GU. The fourth compares the support 

systems that were provided at the two universities and the fifth and final component 

explores the challenges identified in learning at CCNU and at GU, noting that CCNU 

participants ignored challenges that did not affect their academic grades, while the 

challenges that GU participants faced, affected their learning.  
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Component 1: Classroom Learning 

The first component discusses three different classroom learning experiences: 

compulsory physical attendance on campus, the use of course profiles and course 

websites, and the accessibility of learning resources. 

Physical Attendance versus Engagement 

The first element of classroom learning that differed between the two 

universities was physical attendance and engagement in class at CCNU. All 15 

participants reported that attendance at CCNU was compulsory, although this did not 

mean they were engaged with their learning. Li-C reported that  

Attending class is important; however, it is to watch the teacher’s solo play… 

They keep talking. If students don’t want to engage, the teacher will finish class 

early. However, I don’t need to do anything, even pay attention, when attending 

class.  

 

A similar comment was offered by Ning-C.  

It is common for students to fall asleep or play with their mobile phones. It is 

also common to not focus on the class, but we need to attend class. The teacher 

was only reading from the powerpoints and it makes the class very boring. Also, 

paying attention may not be necessary, as I only need to study before the exam 

to memorise the text. I can pass it without paying attention to class teaching.  

 

In contrast, GU participants reported that attendance was not compulsory at GU, 

but they chose to attend classes to participate in learning activities. Five of seven GU 

participants reported that they attended every class session and made an effort to engage 

in class. Yun-G reported that “We [Chinese students] attended each class and tried to not 

miss a session. We engaged in learning activities when attending class at GU.” 
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Changes were observed in participants’ in-class learning at GU over the second, 

third, and fourth stages of interviews. GU participants had to change their learning 

practices, including speaking in class and drawing on learning resources, to enhance 

their learning outcomes. For example, they learned that speaking in class was not about 

whether they could give an impressive response, but about participating in learning 

activities and sharing ideas. As Yun-G reported:   

At the beginning, we thought that we had to give correct and impressive 

answers. But sometimes, I just couldn’t understand the lecture content. I was too 

afraid to ask in the lecture. So, the lecturer sometimes thought that we might not 

want to answer the question. But later, I realised that we, Chinese students, did 

have some good points regarding the questions. I think it is fine to speak out 

even if it is not so informative or the correct answer. Then we changed our 

perception about speaking in class. I was too afraid to speak up [because of my 

English] but I am more confident to speak out now even though it was not 

perfectly correct English.  

 

This view of speaking in class was echoed in Xuan-G’s comments:  

This is not my experience but my observation. A student with a refugee 

background was speaking in class. I don’t think he was answering the question, 

but the class was quite patient with him and waited for him to finish or even 

helped him to finish his words when he struggled to explain his ideas. The class 

is very supportive even when the student is not speaking on the topic. I think this 

gives me a sense that even if you make a mistake, everyone is supportive, and 

you won’t need to worry about what you say even though you made an error.  

 

Literature on Chinese students’ learning in class mainly focusses on the primary 

difference between simply attending class and engaging in learning activities. Asking 

questions or actively engaging is not the norm in Chinese classrooms. For example, Fan 

(2017) reported that only 10% of students from Project 985 or prestigious universities 
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(see earlier chapters) ever spoke in class, while only 30% of students from non-

prestigious institutions paid attention to classroom learning content. This lack of student 

engagement is common in Chinese universities, as traditional teaching focuses on 

reviewing long-standing knowledge, and practising exam questions to reinforce 

memory rather than engaging in critical thinking and questioning (Tian & Low, 2011) 

Another explanation for the lack of engagement is that Chinese students do not perceive 

that questioning, critiquing, or exercising critical thinking skills will benefit their exam 

grades, as there are predetermined standard answers to exam questions (Wang & Byram, 

2011). This lack of engagement is explained from the Chinese cultural perspective about 

the acceptance of power and the value of social harmony in class (e.g., Hofstede, 1984; 

Jones, 1999; Wang & Byram, 2011).  

As a result, in China students focus more on memorising texts or learning 

standard answers than actively engaging in class, as in Australia. In comparison, the 

current findings support previous studies (e.g., Ballard & Clanchy 1997; Briguglio & 

Smith, 2012;Wilkinson & Olliver-Gray, 2006) that Chinese students need to adapt to 

Australian classroom learning that includes being an independent learner, exercising 

critical thinking, engaging in questioning, and challenging the ideas of others. In 

addition, students in Australia are also expected to express their own opinions and ideas 

rather than simply reproduce knowledge (Briguglio & Smith, 2012).  

 

Learning Resources in Class 

The second difference in classroom learning between CCNU and GU was the 

availability of learning resources. GU participants noted that the only source of 

information at CCNU was the textbook, which students needed to memorise before they 

sat examinations. For instance, Wang-G commented that: “I only need to memorise the 
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content from the textbook for the exam. This is all I need to do for learning.” By 

comparison, GU participants noted that a great number of resources such as journal 

articles, books, websites, and videos were used for learning. Yun-G provided an 

example of how her learning drew on different sources of information and how she 

developed an ability to use theories in practice:  

There was not only one sole textbook or guide at GU. The teacher at GU invited 

people from the field as guest lecturers to share their practical experiences. 

Doing this has helped me better understand the professional knowledge in 

practice. Apart from the required textbook, I have many other learning resources 

to understand the theory and topic I learnt from the lecture. This was in stark 

contrast of the use of the textbook at CCNU that I only used for exams rather 

than for practice purposes.  

 

GU participants identified three learning resources that were provided at GU, 

but not at CCNU. First, GU offered tutorials and workshops that provided practical 

training. Yun-G reported that: “Having tutorial classes is one of the differences. 

Although the lecture was in a similar format, the tutorial classes provided us with 

opportunities to further develop understanding of theories from a practice view.” Zhao-

G agreed that “the tutorial was the major difference that CCNU did not offer. During the 

tutorials, we work in groups to further explore what we have learned in the lectures and 

this was a way to use theories in practice.” 

The second resource was GU’s course profiles, which outlined all relevant 

information such as required readings, weekly lecture topics, and assessment plans for a 

specific course. Yun-G stated that  

[At CCNU] an additional essay could be added during the semester as an 

assessment item. There were no prescribed readings or weekly topics given in 

advance for each course. I didn’t know what was expected at CCNU. But at GU, 
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everything was clear to me in the course profile that I know what I need to do 

for reading and assessment. 

 

By contrast, CCNU participants reported that because courses at CCNU did not 

have a course profile, their learning lacked structure, and certain elements could be 

negotiated with lecturers. Ya-C provided an example.  “The lecturer from Working in 

Communities assigned too much homework. We complained that there was too much 

work. So, the lecturer reduced some workload by giving us less homework.”  

The third type of different learning resource was the course website. At GU, a 

course website was provided for each course, whereas at CCNU only online courses had 

websites. Like class attendance, online learning was a compulsory component at 

CCNU, whereas at GU, course websites provided supplementary learning material.  

Wang-G indicate how online learning functioned at the two universities.  

The course website provided at CCNU was like a joke. The online system 

required you to be on the platform for a period of time. You had to move your 

mouse every few seconds to show that you were watching it. The website did 

not provide any additional information for learning. It was the same power point 

as from the lecture. But at GU, the website provided you with the information 

you needed to know about the course. It also provided you with a platform to 

interact with other students. The websites provided a lot of information and 

resources to further support learning in that course. So, I didn’t need to move the 

mouse to show that I was reading the course site because I was interested in 

reading it. So, I guess this is why students were not interested in learning at 

CCNU.   

 

Discussion 

This first component, Classroom Learning, has presented two key differences 

between CCNU and GU. The first is that at CCNU, attending class was compulsory, 
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while at GU, students attended voluntarily because they wanted to engage in their 

learning. This finding is similar to literature on the history of education in China that 

learning from authoritarian knowledge, such as learning from ancient texts, is important 

and valued (Braddock et al., 1995; Cortazzi & Jin, 1998; Kennedy, 2002; Ramburuth & 

McCormick, 2001). The second difference is that GU participants identified three types 

of learning resources (tutorials and workshops, course profiles, and course websites) 

that were available at GU, but not at CCNU. Learning from the textbook is a key 

practice of learning in education in China (Hilton, 2016; Lau et al., 2017). By contrast, 

in Australia students are expected to learn from a wide range of resources, to enable 

them to understand multiple perspectives and to become independent learners 

(Anderson, 2018; Wang & Shan, 2007).  

 

Component 2:  Experiences of Undertaking Assessment 

Exploration of this second component identified that there were substantial 

differences between CCNU and GU in the way students undertook course assessment. 

At CCNU, two core learning strategies, memorisation and following teachers’ guidance, 

were employed to help students pass examinations. At GU, students were required to 

develop skills for completing written assignments. At CCNU, teachers were responsible 

for guiding students to pass examinations. At GU, students needed to develop a range of 

skills to complete written assignments, deliver presentation, and work on group 

projects. Because of different assessment methods, Chinese students needed to adopt 

different learning practices in order to meet assessment demands. 
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Undertaking Assessment at CCNU 

When participants were asked how they approached their assessment at CCNU, 

they reported two primary learning practices: memorisation of the key excerpts in the 

textbook and following teachers’ instructions. The majority of participants from both 

cohorts (13 of 15) reported that they used memorisation and repetition in order to pass 

exams or achieve high grades. Participants reported that they needed only to memorise 

standard answers from the textbook and reproduce these onto the exam papers at 

CCNU. Cao-C said, “I need to memorise the textbook before the exam in one week. I 

do not need to spend any other time on study if it is not in class and for the exam.” 

Shang-C agreed that  

Chinese tertiary education is examination oriented. For us, when it is close to the 

final exam, we have to study day and night. The majority of study time occurs 

one or two weeks before the final examination, rather than the whole semester. 

 

Notably, participants reported that they forgot what they had memorised as soon 

as they had finished the exam, because the required textbooks did not aid their 

understanding of theory or other content. Further, they agreed that the textbook did not 

provide clear explanations of theories and lacked relevant local case studies. This lack 

of explanation and relevance seemed to encourage memorisation as participants’ 

primary learning strategy. As Yue-G said, “The textbook is rather dry and rough. There 

is a lot content about the history and theories.  I don’t know which theory or which 

statements are more accurate. But I just need to memorize them.” There was also 

concern that the textbooks were not grounded in the Chinese context. For example, 

Wang-G said,  
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I think the textbook was translated from English and made it difficult to read in 

Chinese. Also, there was a lack of practice examples in the Chinese context. But 

I guess this was due to a lack of social work practice experiences in China.  

However, not all of these 13 participants memorised without understanding the 

content. Four participants reported that if they could first comprehend the content, it 

was much easier for them to remember it. Wen-C commented that  

Memorisation is a key part of learning. It is difficult to use rote learning, but I 

have gained a good comprehension ability. It is not hard to remember if I 

understand. For example, Social Welfare Policy is a difficult course, you need to 

memorise different welfare policies. You need to memorise the timeline and it is 

hard to not learn them by heart. But if you comprehend it first, it will be much 

easier to memorise. When studying social psychology, it is much easier to 

memorise when you understand it. The tough part is still to put theory in practice 

though. I think we lack practice learning.  

 

Overall, memorisation with or without comprehension was reported by CCNU 

participants as a key learning practice for assessment and this did not change over 

different stages of interviews. Because participants did not pay much attention to their 

classroom learning, it was not surprising to find that most of them memorised the 

textbook without any comprehension. Participants chose to memorise the textbook 

because it provided the answers for the examination.   

The second assessment practice that was reported by participants when studying 

at CCNU was that they followed teachers’ instructions. There was a common view 

among participants (nine out of 15) that they needed teachers to highlight key parts in 

the textbooks to memorise in order to prepare for examinations. A typical comment was 

offered by Meng-G who reported that “Teachers at CCNU highlighted the key parts in 

the textbook so that we know what we need to memorise.” Shang-C reported that “As 

long as I do what teachers ask me to do, I will be fine. I don’t need to do something 
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extra. It is not necessary.”  Other CCNU participants did not mention needing to follow 

teachers’ instructions, but said they focused on memorising the sections of the textbook 

that were required by teachers.  

Undertaking Assessment at GU 

Compared with taking examinations as the sole assessment technique at CCNU, 

GU participants reported many different assessment methods, with the major difference 

being in assignment writing, in which GU participants had to develop and adjust their 

learning practices in several ways. First, they were required to write in English and to 

write far more formally than they had previously. Second, they were required to use 

academic references in their work. Third, they had to learn how to approach an 

assignment by searching relevant literature, thinking critically, applying time 

management, and sometimes completing group assignments.  

 

Writing assignments at CCNU and GU 

Participants from both cohorts did not report much on their experiences of 

undertaking written assignments while learning at CCNU, although CCNU participants 

reported a lack of experience in this area because it did not account for much weighting 

of the final grade of a course. Twelve out of 15 participants commented that their 

written essay did not have strict academic requirements, with some reporting that they 

only needed to copy and paste the content from the textbook and the Internet. The 

reasons given for this “cut and paste” approach was that the textbook or a teacher’s 

power points was deemed sufficient to address the assignment questions, and students 

were not required to use academic literature or references. Cao-C stated that “Writing is 

easy. I just need to use the textbook, CNKI (Chinese website for scholarly articles) and 

my own thinking. I can just copy information from these sources.” Wen-C agreed that “I 
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didn’t spend much time on writing my assignment. It was completed in a night before it 

was due. I just need to copy and paste something from the textbook and the papers 

[from CNKI].” Consequently, participants tended not to develop writing skills, leaving 

them ill-prepared to learn at GU.  

In contrast, GU participants nominated writing academic assignments as one of 

their key assessment modes. Rather than simply searching for the answers on the 

Internet, as they had done at CCNU, they reported that they needed to unpack the essay 

question, understand the topic, develop the structure, and use references. Zhang-G’s 

comment was typical among GU participants:  

I think, for me, writing assignments is like giving you guidance and directing 

you to the field that is of interest to you. So, I need to do a lot of tasks to 

undertake a writing task such as an essay. It takes a lot of time and effort. But it 

is very helpful. It provides me very insightful knowledge of the particular topic 

chosen. But writing at CCNU was very rare. Maybe, there would be more 

writing tasks in senior or final years. I think at CCNU, as long as you read 

something, you can write without any understanding because you only need to 

copy and paste the content from the Internet.  

 

In addition, GU participants reported that writing assignments was rewarding 

despite the many challenges. For example, Wang-G commented that: 

Writing was actually an enjoyable process. It was my own product. I feel so 

proud of my own written work. However, writing at CCNU was like doing a 

Baidu (Chinese version of Google) search. I did write something on Dynamic 

Geometry when I was at CCNU. But it had nothing to do with social work.  

Yun-G agreed that writing was rewarding:  

Writing an essay is a painful process. I need a week to prepare for it. I need to 

spend a lot of time on writing, editing and finding references. But after a week 

of learning and writing, I have developed a sense of achievement. It came from 

how much I have done in writing in this week.  
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Learning to use academic referencing was another skill that GU participants had 

to develop, because they lacked experience in finding references at CCNU or navigating 

the library reference system.  Wang-G stated that “I had some difficulties in finding 

references. I needed to seek support from lecturers… I emailed them about how I could 

find references on the assessment topics.”  Yue-G agreed: 

Writing requires references. GU has very strict requirements such as academic 

integrity. I need to recognise where I have cited the idea from the reference.  

Even though I have my own views, we are not the authority in this field. We 

need to find references to support our ideas. So, it involves a considerable 

amount of time to undertake this process.  

 

Critical thinking 

GU participants reported three new skills they had to develop when learning at 

GU. The first was critical thinking which, according to CCNU participants, was not 

emphasised at CCNU. Lee-C’s comment that “Critical thinking was rarely mentioned in 

classes” was consistent with those of other CCNU participants; they did not observe 

much application of critical thinking in their lecture classes or written assignments. The 

failure to develop critical thinking skills was justified as not improving their 

examination grades, despite writing and critical thinking being important for the social 

work profession (Gibbons & Gray, 2004). 

 

Group assignment 

All GU participants reported that although group assignment was an assessment 

method that was rarely used at CCNU, group-based learning had some significant 

impact on their experiences of undertaking assessment, and it was perceived to be 
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effective.  Even though GU participants reported that they encountered challenges in 

communication within groups and developed some misconceptions about group work, 

they considered learning in groups to be an effective way to apply theories to practice. 

Yun-G reported that  

I was quite touched by the group assignment. It was very rare at CCNU that a 

group was formed and remained as a group from the beginning to the end of the 

semester. It was very difficult to work in this type of group because of my 

language difficulties. Although I had a lot of challenges, I had a lot of support 

within the group from people who helped me to deal with these problems. We 

worked in groups and shared the challenges we had. So, as a result, it was a 

good group work experience.  

 

Meng-G agreed:  

I totally agreed that group work is very challenging. It was quite hard to 

contribute or participate in the group.  But actually, they were very nice. They 

asked my opinion and I felt part of the group. I think as long as I communicate 

with them, they will help me and get me involved.  

 

Time Management 

Time management was a new academic skill that GU participants developed. 

They noted that life at CCNU was routine, structured, and rigid and they did not need to 

manage time. Time management was one of the major skills GU participants said they 

needed. I observed that GU participants discussed how CCNU set time for self-study, 

required compulsory class attendance, allocated mealtimes, and even dictated bedtime 

with a curfew and by cutting-off the electricity in the dormitory. However, these life 

routines were not dictated for GU participants, who had more freedom to manage their 

own lives and study outside of the campus. Zhang-G commented that:  
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I need to learn to manage time. At CCNU, everything was structured, and I 

didn’t need to think about what to do. But at GU, I need to think about how 

much time I need and when I would need to undertake certain tasks.  

 

Discussion 

This section has reported on participants’ different experiences in undertaking 

assessment at CCNU and at GU. A review of literature  (e.g., Briguglio & Smith, 2012; 

Wang et al., 2015; Wong, 2004) has confirmed that Chinese students experienced 

difficulties in undertaking assessment in Australia, because they needed to learn and 

adopt new learning practices. For example, GU participants were expected to cite 

academic sources when writing assignments, to learn to work in groups with peers from 

diverse backgrounds, and to manage their own time. CCNU participants used 

memorisation, which was perceived as the most culturally effective strategy of learning 

a text written by experts. Chinese culture perceived memorisation helped understanding, 

and this is supported by the saying that “reading a million times of an article can help to 

identify and understand its meaning”  (du shu baibian qi yi zijian 读书百遍,其义⾃见). 

However, from a Western perspective, memorisation was perceived to be a mechanistic 

or surface approach to learning that results in poor learning outcomes (Biggs, 1999; 

Entwistle, 1988; Houghton, 2004; Ramsden, 1992). Chinese students believed 

memorisation to be an effective means of passing examinations, in part due to the 

limitations of available course materials. Chinese social work course curriculum and 

learning materials were disconnected from the local context due to the fact that they 

lacked localised and indigenous theories and knowledge (Bai & Daley, 2014; Wang & 

Huang, 2013). The use of memorisation was primarily because, as the findings of this 
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study support, the textbook was translated from English to Chinese and lacked local 

relevance.   

 

Component 3: Teacher-Student Relationships 

The third component of learning experiences in comparing CCNU and GU is the 

relationship between teachers and students. Teachers assume very different roles at 

Chinese and Australian universities, and this has resulted in very different experiences 

in classroom learning and in undertaking assessment. This component reports two sub-

themes; the first relates to power differentials that influenced the relationships between 

students and teachers and the second concerns the influence of regimentation on 

participants’ expectations of their teachers.  

 

Power Differentials Between Teachers and Students 

Power differentials influenced how participants interacted with their teachers at 

CCNU and at GU. Participants from both cohorts reported that they respected CCNU 

teachers as having authority and knowledge in their fields but had very limited 

interaction with them because of the power and authority they held. CCNU participants 

consistently reported that teachers tended to use an authoritarian style of teaching. At 

GU, the relationship between teachers and students was perceived to be more egalitarian 

as GU participants felt teachers were more approachable. GU participants interacted 

with their teachers through asking questions in class, but mostly after class. GU 

participants also noted that their teachers were very passionate about teaching social 

work, and they were available to answer questions even if they were perceived to be 

simple or stupid. Yun-G stated that  
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I think the most noticeable difference is that lecturers acknowledge their own 

mistakes in class. But Chinese lecturers won’t do this, as lecturers are 

considered to have the authority in a high position. Students are those who don’t 

have knowledge. Teachers are very approachable at GU (pingyijinren平易近⼈), 

and their teaching style is very open at GU and they would like to listen to your 

thoughts. This won’t happen in China as they are very authoritative and 

powerful (gaogao zaishang ⾼⾼在上).  

 

Yue-G agreed that GU teachers were very approachable and supportive; “Teachers at 

GU are very gentle. They are happy to provide support. I can feel that they are very 

eager to give you a hand. I felt it was quite supportive and easy to communicate with 

teachers.” Liu-G also said GU teachers were willing to support students. 

Teachers at GU are very supportive as they would respond to your questions 

with passion by email. They are warm-hearted and are very thought-provoking. 

They won’t force you to study, but you would think about your study by 

yourself. For example, you would think about why, you would ponder over your 

thoughts. 

 

Regimentation 

The second aspect of teacher-student relationships is regimentation, and its 

influence on participants’ expectations of their teachers. Participants from both cohorts 

used an analogy to explain the different approaches of teachers at CCNU and at GU. 

Wang-G said that teaching at CCNU was like a “spoon-feed” method of teaching 

(guanshu jiaoyu 灌输教育), meaning  that teachers would feed them with the knowledge 

students were required to learn, while teaching at GU was like a “sheep-keeping” 

method of teaching (fangyangshi jiaoxue 放⽺式教学),  meaning that teachers were just 
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like shepherds who would let sheep wander around the farm without much control and 

restriction. When participants were learning at GU, they were not heavily disciplined in 

their behaviours on campus and they were not under strict management by teachers. 

They had freedom and were expected to develop independent learning. Wang-G’s 

comment provides an example of the sheep-keeping method, which focused on 

stimulating students’ interest in learning:   

The significant difference in learning and teaching between CCNU and GU 

teachers is what lecturers teach you in class. Learning at CCNU was like telling 

you everything you need to know, reiterate everything about the theory in detail. 

However, it was very difficult to understand what the theory or the learning was 

actually about. But at GU, learning is not about history nor anything theoretical. 

It is not about what the theory is but more about how the theory connects with 

the practice. For example, Equity and Diversity (a 1st year course) gave very 

basic explanations about fundamental concepts at GU. They even invited guest 

speakers to tell you what this issue was about. They led you to the field and you 

would need to explore the topic in more detail by yourself. However, at CCNU, 

learning was about what the theory is, when it was developed and who authored 

it, and then to memorise them. 

 

By contrast, three of eight CCNU participants reported that they would have 

liked teachers to organise additional self-study sessions to assist with disciplining their 

learning habits. Cao-C reported that “I would like the university to organise more self-

study sessions to help us to manage our homework and finish them on time.” In 

addition, CCNU participants reported that they expected teachers to help them to 

manage their time. This was echoed in an interview with Xu-C, who reported that   

I think the way I learn is to follow teachers’ instructions and take note of what is 

important in class. But I won’t do any other learning tasks. It is enough to follow 

what teachers required us to do … the only job I need to do is to take notes and 

make sure I know what teachers have highlighted.  
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Discussion 

The findings of this study show that power differentials and different approaches 

to control are two factors that influenced the relationship between teachers and students 

at CCNU and at GU. As discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, Chinese education adopts an 

authoritarian style of teaching that focusses on learning from teachers who are 

perceived to be knowledgeable and the authority in class (Clark & Gieve, 2006). 

Chinese teachers have to deliver certain content in a large-sized class and therefore this 

teaching style limits the time and space for discussion or interaction between teachers 

and students. This does not mean that Chinese students never interact with teachers. 

Rather, some studies (e.g., Liu & Lin, 2016; Wong et al., 2015) suggested that Chinese 

students prefer to ask questions and engage with teachers after class. This type of 

interaction also applies when Chinese students study abroad or engages in egalitarian 

style of teaching. The different interactions with teachers influenced how Chinese 

students learned social work in the different academic contexts. While Chinese 

education tends to be authoritarian and has significant level of control and fixed 

structure, Australian education is more egalitarian, operating under the principle that 

teachers should facilitate students’ learning and encourage them to develop independent 

learning skills such as questioning and critical thinking (Fang & Gopinathan, 2009). 

The findings of this study are consistent with the literature: that GU participants had to 

adapt to interact and engage with GU lecturers in a way that is different from their 

interaction with CCNU lecturers in China.  

  

Component 4: Support Systems 
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The fourth component of different learning experiences is the use of support 

services. This component was gleaned from observations of GU participants when they 

shared their experiences of using support services at CCNU and at GU. GU participants 

reported that CCNU offered limited and general support services, while GU provided 

specific services that met their academic needs.  

The support was generic at CCNU and was provided primarily by a class 

counsellor (fudaoyuan 辅导员), a head teacher (banzhuren 班主任), and a class monitor 

(banzhang班长). CCNU participants did not report any specific support services they 

received. They only commented that the class counsellor monitored their ideological 

and political thinking rather than providing them with academic and administrative 

support. Lee-C stated that “The fudaoyuan did not care much about my academic or 

administrative problems. The fudaoyuan is only concerned about your political and 

ideological thinking.”  

In comparison, support services at GU were specifically tailored to students’ 

academic needs and were provided by a range of staff with specialised knowledge. For 

example, the GU participants were provided with an additional and specific tutorial 

each week to accommodate their learning needs, EnglishHelp in the form of one-on-one 

sessions with academic language specialists, Uni Skills where senior students helped 

new students develop academic learning skills, and consultations with learning advisors 

to meet participants’ academic learning challenges.  

GU participants held a widespread view that support services at GU assisted 

them with a smooth transition to their academic study in Australia. All agreed that 

additional time, resources, and effort were needed to support them to adapt to the new 

academic environment. For example, Zhang-G commented 
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I can feel a lot of humanistic (renxing hua⼈性化 ) care from GU. For example, 

I was surprised to see that GU provided a lot of specific support services and 

outlined them during Orientation Week. I was really touched by the vast amount 

of support services. At CCNU, it is a different system. The CCNU lecturers take 

more responsibility. We have a class counsellor and a class monitor. We don’t 

have an online platform, but we have a student monitor who delivers the course 

related information. The student monitor contacts the teacher if students have a 

question. The student monitor would tell us the required readings and the extra 

work we would need to do.  

 

Xuan-G reported that these support services significantly enhanced her learning 

capacity at GU.  

I think it is very helpful and supportive at GU and it is different from CCNU.  If 

I encounter a problem, I could seek help from many other services. If I don’t 

know how to write an essay, I would find academic learning support services to 

discuss it. I also have EnglishHelp support. When I was learning at CCNU, not 

many support services were available. I could ask for senior students or find a 

class monitor to ask the teacher at CCNU. But I don’t think the teacher has ever 

solved my problem at all at CCNU.  

 

Special Tutorial 

GU participants highly commended the special tutorial that was offered to them, 

which helped them build connections and share learning experiences. In Chapter 4, I 

explained that, as the tutor, I was able to observe and contribute to their learning, by 

taking an ‘insider’ perspective. Xuan-G’s commented that:  

I think Jerry’s [the tutor] support tutorial provided a sense of connection to help 

us. The tutorial group felt like a community for us. I think Jerry’s tutorial was 

very helpful, as I could see from his experiences of learning and how he 

managed the workload, the pressure and assessment. Overall, I think it is 

necessary to have such sessions to adapt to the academic environment at GU. I 
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think it has greatly helped me, as learning from a past student significantly 

assisted my learning.   

Yun-G also agreed that the tutorial provided a sense of support and created a platform to 

connect with other students experiencing similar issues:   

I think the primary outcome from Jerry’s tutorial is not what it taught me, but it 

is a sense of support that was fostered. We worked together positively and 

provided psychological support for me to face a lot of challenges. I can see that 

there are people who actually overcame these difficult tasks and they could 

complete it with a high standard. With Jerry’s support, there are a lot of 

resources and Jerry is professional. I think we do have established some 

emotional connection. When you feel you can’t stand this pressure, but you can 

see other people under the same conditions are actually managing well. Then 

you would feel a lot better and you feel it is possible to make this happen. I can 

share my feelings with other students and see where I can improve. Sometimes 

they would share how they have handled it. It feels like some sort of 

psychological company like building a sense of community among us.  

 

The specific support services provided allowed GU participants to seek 

assistance when required. The specific and additional tutorial established a community 

of learning that provided tailored support for participants to make transition from 

learning at CCNU to learning at GU.  

 

Discussion 

These results show that there are very different systems of support in Chinese 

and Australian universities. In China, support services do not assist students’ specific 

needs in learning and support staff reinforce the Communist Party’s ideological training 

and control students’ behaviours on campus (Liu & Lin, 2016). Liu and Lin (2016) 

described the support provided by the class counsellor as “parental, guardian, or even 
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nanny style of service provision” (p.365) and the class counsellor monitors almost every 

aspect of students’ on-campus lives, including class attendance and dormitory 

behaviour. When learning at CCNU, participants had no need for specific services, as 

their class counsellor monitored almost every aspect of their campus life. Most 

Australian students coming to study at university are young adults or mature-aged 

students, who are expected to be responsible for their own learning and life (Norton & 

Cherastidtham, 2018). Students who study on Australian campuses have much more 

freedom and are assumed to have the ability to manage their own lives. Many studies 

(Briguglio & Smith, 2012; Doe et al., 2018; Hui, 2005; Lin & Appleton, 2018; Jones et 

al., 2004;  Spencer-Oatey & Xiong, 2006) that explored international students studying 

in Western countries such as the US, the UK, New Zealand, and Australia confirmed 

that support services are essential for international students’ adaptation to a new 

academic environment.  The students in this study had not experienced support services 

in China, and therefore had to learn to use the support systems GU provided to help 

them become independent. 

The findings of this study also suggest that having the specific and special 

tutorial assisted participants to understand learning at GU but also provided a platform 

that clarified the confusion they experienced when transitioning from China to 

Australia. Due to the lack of support services in China, Chinese students needed more 

specialized and tailored support to meet their academic and learning needs in Australia. 

A study by Lin and Appleton (2018) found that Chinese students in New Zealand were 

able to deal with problems and tackle challenges in social work field practice learning 

when they were offered support by a Chinese student who had previous experiences of 

learning and understanding Chinese culture. Having an experienced student or someone 

with insider knowledge of Chinese students’ learning experiences complemented the 
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support service by assisting students to adjust to the new academic learning 

environment. In this study, because of my similar learning experiences in Australia, GU 

participants reported that the specifically tailored tutorial that I conducted supported 

their social work learning journey in Australia.  
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Component 5: Challenges Encountered in Learning 

The fifth component of participants’ learning experiences concerns the 

challenges they encountered. Three sub-themes emerged from this component: English 

language as a medium of learning was participants’ first and major challenge at GU, 

participants ignored challenges that were irrelevant to their examination grades; and the 

challenge related to gaps in learning between CCNU and GU.  

The Challenges of English Language at GU 

The first sub-theme is one that almost every GU participant identified was that 

English language proficiency was a major challenge in their learning in Australia. 

Despite GU participants having achieved their language entry requirement when 

admitted to GU, they still struggled with English in a multicultural context where there 

were students from diverse cultural backgrounds. For example, Yun-G reflected that  

I find that the [Australian] accent was a major obstacle to understand their 

English. I am not used to this type of English. Sometimes I can’t understand 

what the teacher was asking so I don’t know what I need to do during the class.  

Meng-G stated that 

I really want to contribute in class. I want to have my voice. However, I find it 

takes a long time for me to structure and plan what I want to say in English and 

when I am ready, the discussion has already moved onto another topic.  

 

Each GU participant reported that spoken language had two layers of difficulty. 

First, was the spoken English that participants needed to communicate with clients 

when they were on field placement. Second were the embedded cultural and social 

elements in the communication process when using English. Yue-G reported that  

I think the most challenging part in the field practice is definitely the [spoken] 

language. When I began to undertake placement, I actually need to not only 

learn how to speak English, but I also need to speak it correctly. I need to think 
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about how I can convey the message I want to say. It’s like I needed to adopt to 

different language systems when I talked to different people.  

 

Xuan-G also reported her difficulties in using English to communicate with clients:  

When I conducted interviews, [I found that] every client has different situations. 

I don’t know how to handle these situations [in English]. At the beginning, I 

know I need to undertake the intake interview. I need to get some basic 

information about the client. But I don’t know what I need to say [in English] 

after this. I also think it is not only the language per se but also the language I 

need to use in that context. 

  

Reading and writing in English also hindered GU participants’ academic studies. 

They repeatedly reported that they needed to learn to write in English, as this was not 

practised while learning at CCNU. Yun-G reported that “Writing is a difficult task and it 

takes time and effort. I find writing is quite challenging because I can't express what I 

want to say.” During their final round of interviews GU participants expressed that they 

had developed better academic writing skills. Meng-G reported that “I think I am 

getting better at writing. I think this is because my language skills are better. I have 

developed my own ways of writing. I have more experiences with writing now.” Zhao-

G reported that “Language is a big challenge. It was hard to understand these articles, 

but it gets better after a semester of learning.” Wang-G expressed a sense of pride that 

he was mastering written English: 

Other students may say writing is difficult or a challenge for them. However, I 

think writing is enjoyable. It is my own product. I can see and feel what I have 

learned. I felt proud of what I have written. I think it is challenging. I need to be 

mindful that writing won’t go off a tangent. I find it is much easier than before. I 

know how I can analyse the topic. I think the critical thinking and analysis are 

two critical skills in writing.  

 



 

 

       

194 

Ignored Challenges in Learning at CCNU 

Interestingly, participants reported that they ignored challenges they experienced 

when learning at CCNU because doing so would not affect their examination results and 

therefore was not problematic.  For example, Yun-G reported that “When I have a 

question at CCNU, I will just ignore it. It won’t affect my marks.” Another comment 

from Lee-C reported that “Because I can’t find teachers after class, I don’t need to solve 

the problem I have. It does not matter that much.”  

 

Gaps and Differences in Learning Content 

GU participants identified the gaps and differences in learning content between 

CCNU and GU, and this forms the third sub-theme. Four of seven GU participants 

reported that had they commenced their program at GU from the beginning, they would 

have been better prepared to learn social work.  After having studied for the first two 

years of their degrees at CCNU, they found that when they came to GU differences 

between the curricula at the two universities made it difficult to connect their learning. 

Liu-G stated that 

I am afraid that there may be a disconnection between the learning at CCNU and 

GU. When I begin with some second or third year level courses, the local 

Griffith students have already been studying for two years. I think my previous 

two years at CCNU may not match with the learning expected at GU.  

 

Zhao-G reported that there were some irreconcilable gaps in her learning 

between CCNU and GU.  

I think there is a part of me that regrets I may have skipped some basic and 

foundational courses. I don’t have the opportunity to learn what I have missed 

from these courses. I think the difference between CCNU, and GU is that there 



 

 

       

195 

are more detailed and specific learning objectives at GU, whereas at CCNU the 

learning tends to be more separated between research and practice.  

 

Discussion 

These findings align with previous studies (e.g., Briguglio & Smith, 2012; 

Jones, 1999; Wang & Chen, 2013) that English language proficiency was the major 

challenge that affected every aspect of Chinese students’ learning in Australia. Despite 

Chinese students having passed the IELTS language requirements, there was a gap 

between the level of fluency required to meet the official requirement and the Australian 

accents and colloquialisms used in the classroom. Studies conducted by Holmes (2004), 

Pan et al. (2008), and Ryan (2011) suggested that language became less of a challenge 

in learning when Chinese students adapted to the new academic learning environment, 

which concurs with findings of this study.  

In addition to the language challenge, these findings confirmed a challenge; that 

participants lacked knowledge in their first two years of the degree program in 

Australia. This finding supports a study by Doe et al. (2018) which reported that 

participants in a 2+2 joint China/Australia engineering program lacked knowledge in 

their first 2 years of units, because they had completed their first 2 years of learning in 

China. Doe et al.’s study did not follow participants over a period of time to explore the 

impact of the gaps on the joint program. However, in the current study, GU participants 

were followed over an extended period and they reported that it was difficult for them to 

understand the gaps in learning between CCNU and GU, as they were assumed to have 

the same level of knowledge as students who began their degree in Australia. 
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Application of Learning 

In order to further understand participants’ learning experiences, questions were 

asked about how they used their learning in practice in their field placement. Two 

themes emerged; the first was regarding their ability to use theories in practice and the 

second was the influence of learning on their values.  

The Ability to Use Theories in Practice 

Participants from both cohorts reported that their ability to use theories in 

practice and their capacity are varied, depending on their different university learning 

experiences at CCNU and at GU. CCNU participants reported that it was difficult to 

apply theory to practice, because their education did not explicitly teach them how to do 

this. Conversely, GU participants were taught about theory-practice links throughout 

their studies. As a result, five of eight CCNU participants reported that they felt a sense 

of inadequacy because there was not sufficient time given to study courses focusing on 

fostering social work skills, and also not sufficient time to process their learning before 

they could apply it.  

For example, Yu-C suggested "I don’t think I have spent four years on learning 

social work. It was only one year that was focusing on social work.” Cao-C agreed that 

“I don’t think there was sufficient time spent on learning social work, as it was only 

taught over a year. I don’t think it was sufficient for me to process the learning.” The 

difficulty in connecting theory and practice was further evidenced in CCNU 

participants’ learning in the field of practice. Scientific Method was an example of a 

theory they learned in class, but they were not sure how they could apply this theory. 

Shang-C’s comments illustrate this:  

I have learned that social work supposes to use scientific methods that are 

discussed as a systematic process in class. But I don’t know what exactly the 

scientific methods are, as we have never discussed this. I thought it was a 
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systematic process so that it is a scientific method. For example, there are six 

steps in doing casework. These six steps make it scientific methods for case 

management other than you are just doing it intuitively. However, this is what I 

learned in class not what I observed in practice.  

 

CCNU participants reported that their field practice was far less relevant to their 

academic learning and, as a result, they could not make any connections between their 

theoretical learning and practice in the field. This was simply because in the academic 

learning context, CCNU participants had not had much exposure to their clientele. As a 

result of this lack of understanding of their client populations, CCNU participants 

reported that it was difficult to build relationships or connections (guanxi 关系) with 

clients. Ning-C noted that: 

I have learned a lot of theories in class. But I don’t know how I can use them in 

practice. Everything was different in practice. For example, the theory suggests 

that I need to start from intake session when I am doing case management work. 

But in practice, I may need to start from solving problems. But I should start 

with needs assessment.  

 

In contrary, almost all GU participants reported that they were taught to apply their 

learning in practice. For example, Wang-G stated that 

I think the idea about education is quite different between CCNU and GU. 

Learning at GU is practical oriented and helps to develop skills and practices 

that can be applied in real life contexts. For example, when I learned Equity and 

Diversity the course content was very simple. But there was a lot practical 

relevance. It was unlike learning at CCNU where I only need to remember a few 

key terms from the textbook and not consider any practice relevance. But 

learning at GU was an experiential process then I would need to actually use the 

skill in practice and experience it. There are many examples that I have learnt 

that are very practical and they are very close to real life experiences. Unlike at 
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CCNU where I learnt a lot of unrelated courses, such as Maoism and Advanced 

Mathematics. I don’t even know its relevance to social work.  

The other seven GU participants all agreed that their learning in class fostered in them 

the capacity to use theories in practice.  

Discussion 

The findings of this study support the research literature that suggests Chinese 

students lack an ability to use theories in practice. Literature (Huang & Zheng, 2017; 

Liu et al., 2012; Liang & Lam, 2015; Yan et al., 2012) has explained that the lack of 

connection between theory and practice has resulted from Chinese social work 

educators themselves lacking practice experience, and a mismatch between classroom 

learning and field practice. In China, because educators lacked practice experience or a 

social work background (Ting & Zhang, 2012), it was difficult for teachers to 

demonstrate how theories and values could be applied. For example, Wei and Tsui 

(2018) explained that academic education and field placement training overly focused 

on counselling techniques and people-serving knowledge, over the Chinese community 

service system and community level local knowledge. In addition, Liang and Lam 

(2015) explained this inability to make connections was because some Chinese social 

work educators had transferred from other disciplines such as sociology and political 

science. This lack of Chinese local knowledge training is a useful example of a 

disconnect and mismatch between academic training and fields of practice in service 

delivery (Sim & Ng, 2008; Wei & Tsui, 2018;).  

The evidence in these findings supports the literature that there is a gap between 

theory and practice in social work education in China. The analysis from Wong and 

Pearson (2007) argued that Chinese social work education lacked practice relevance in 

the local context, as Chinese social work education borrowed theories and knowledge 
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from the Western context. Due to the slow-moving development of social welfare 

services in China, CCNU participants felt that they could not apply their classroom 

learning in practice and as a result, were frustrated that their clients would not work 

with them during students’ field placement. This frustration was explained by Wu et al. 

(2016) as resulting from Chinese social work education being based on the assumption 

of well-established social welfare services, as in the Western context, whereas in reality, 

Chinese welfare services were underdeveloped and lacking services. As a result, there 

are discrepancies between learning in the classroom and practice in the field for Chinese 

students.  

 

The Influence of Learning on Values and Beliefs 

The influence of learning on values and beliefs, the second theme, found that 

learning influenced GU participants’ values and beliefs about social work, while CCNU 

participants reported that their learning did not have any influence. The lack of ability to 

apply theories in practice was the primary reason that CCNU participants did not 

contribute much about how their learning influenced their values and beliefs. 

 Reflecting on the components of their learning experiences, CCNU participants 

said that they did not engage as much with the course content as their GU counterparts 

had. These five components of learning experiences show that CCNU participants 

learned by focussing on memorising the textbook and they had little exposure to social 

issues and little understanding of the impact of policy on these social problems. 

Although GU participants became aware of social justice issues, they still struggled to 

reconcile their personal and professional values. The vast majority of GU participants 

(six out of seven) reported that they found that social justice and equity, as core values 

in Australian social work, influenced their world views. Liu-G commented that 
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I think I would be more open to different social groups. As a social work 

student, I will pay more attention social issues. I think I will need to think more 

about what happened in society. I will need to ask more questions on why it 

happened rather than take it for granted of what was reported to me. I will try to 

challenge my biased or indecisive conclusion. 

Wang-G supported this view. 

Learning social work has raised awareness about many social issues. It 

really challenged my assumptions about many issues such as refugees. I thought 

that refugees could adapt to the host countries when they arrived. I didn’t think 

they would experience so many problems in the settlement process. Mental 

health problems or resettlement issues never occurred to me as problems 

refugees would experience. Learning about disability was another thing that 

struck me. I have learnt that it was disability because the society did not provide 

a platform to meet their needs rather than it being the fault of the person with 

disability. I think this awareness was a critical and significant improvement on 

how I see these social problems and people from disadvantaged groups. I also 

think society contributes to issues people with disability have.  

Zhang-G reflected that 

Learning has increased my awareness about many issues that never came to my 

mind before. For example, from First Australians and Social Justice, I have 

learned that privilege is a critical issue when working with oppressed groups. 

However, I have never heard about privilege and never understood what 

privilege was. But from learning this course, it helped me to understand the 

privilege and what I can do to contribute to the social justice.  

 

Discussion 

GU participants supported that their learning influenced their values, beliefs, or 

even world views on many social issues. However, the influence of their learning could 

not be described as positive or negative but was more about how comfortably they 

could reconcile their own personal values and beliefs. The findings of this study suggest 
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that participants faced issues in reconciling their Chinese values and Australian beliefs. 

Australian social work education encouraged students to challenge social inequity, 

advocate for social justice, and develop cultural competence, while Chinese social work 

education focused on learning from the textbook and upholding government-sponsored 

policy and directions.  

As discussed in previous chapters, the Chinese government required universities 

to teach ideological work and emphasised the importance of supporting Chinese values 

and ideologies in education (Sharma, 2017). President Xi Jinping highlighted that 

university course content needs to adhere to the Chinese Communist Party’s leadership 

and be guided by Marxist principles. In addition, course content needs to strengthen the 

party leadership and uphold the Party’s political direction (Leng & Xu, 2019). Chinese 

universities were directed to move away from discussion on topics such as Western 

democracy, universal values, civil rights, and press freedom (Scholars at Risk, 2019).  

Participants in this study faced difficulties in reconciling differences in values 

and beliefs between China and Australia. Australian liberal democratic values, human 

rights, and multiculturalism contradict or differ from Chinese official ideologies and 

values such as socialism, Marxism, patriotism, and harmony. GU participants in 

Australia who are studying social work have to deal with different values and ideologies 

between China and Australia, as Australian social work values may compete with their 

Chinese values. 
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Summary  

This chapter addressed the research questions on Chinese students’ learning 

experiences by discussing reasons for studying social work, components of learning 

experiences, and the application of learning in practice. This chapter has analysed the 

data gathered about the first research question regarding participants’ learning 

experiences at CCNU and GU and established that participants’ reasons for studying 

social work drove their learning experiences. Participants compared and contrasted five 

components of their learning experiences at CCNU and at GU: their classroom learning, 

how they prepared for assessment, their relationships with their teachers, their 

experience of using support services, and the various challenges they faced. The 

different learning environments they experienced at the two universities influenced how 

participants perceived, understood, and interpreted social work, which impacted on their 

capacity to apply learning in practice.  

This chapter has shown that 14 of the 15 participants did not have a primary 

preference to study social work, but rather made compromises so that they could study 

at a prestigious university. A few less significant reasons were provided such as the 

opportunity to study overseas, the option of studying a practice-oriented program as 

opposed to the more theory-oriented sociology program, and family influence. One 

student only reported an interest in studying social work. 

These reasons for studying social work, along with level of interest, influenced 

participants’ learning experiences to rely on memorisation and teachers’ guidance. 

Those students who went on to GU reported that adapting to different learning practices 

and culture was challenging and different from their past ways of learning in China. 

This included speaking in class, navigating learning resources, and undertaking various 

forms of assessment. Participants who studied at GU dealt with differences in teacher 
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and student relationships, support systems, and the use of language and learning 

content. CCNU participants reported a lack of ability to use theories in practice. 

Conversely, as GU participants developed an ability to use theories in learning practice, 

their learning influenced their values and beliefs.  

The next chapter addresses the second research question on students’ 

understanding of social work, their interest in pursuing a career in social worker upon 

graduation, and their professional identity.  
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6. UNDERSTANDING SOCIAL WORK 

 

This chapter now addresses the second research question: that is, how the 

participants understood the discipline and profession of social work. This is considered 

from three perspectives (See Figure 8 below): their perceptions; the influence of 

government and the differences in values and ethics between Chinese and Western 

cultures. These findings again draw on the literature discussed in previous chapters. The 

study, and this chapter, concludes with the suggestion that participants’ education failed 

to help them develop a strong professional identity. Figure 8 (below) considers the 

participants’ understanding of social work as a diagram that identifies the key aspects, 

and begins to develop the conclusions. This diagram sets the scene for the findings 

discussed in this chapter.   
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Perceptions of Social Work 

In exploring the perceptions of social work and how participants understood, 

interpreted, or regarded the profession, two themes emerged. The first is how social 

work is perceived as a value-based profession in both China and Australia. The second 

relates to social work as a status-oriented profession and includes elements such as 

prestige and remuneration. This study concludes that social work was perceived in two 

different ways; as value-based and as status-oriented.  

Analysis of data found that participants formed their initial perceptions through 

classroom and field practice experiences and, in two cases, through viewing movies 

with social work characters. Participants’ perceptions changed over time as they learned 

and engaged with the profession. Results indicate that perceptions of social work were 

context specific. CCNU participants strengthened their opinions that social work was a 

helping profession but with low status, as it was a paid “voluntary” job. Conversely, GU 

participants perceived social work as a helping profession but were able to provide 

detailed descriptions of values, practice, and knowledge.  

 

As a Value-based Profession 

The first and most common perception of social work was that it is a value-

based profession, with 12 out of 15 participants describing it as a profession with noble 

characteristics. At the time of the first round of interviews, both the CCNU and GU 

students had been exposed to social work in China only, where social work was 

described in the textbook and taught in class as a helping profession or, more 

specifically, as helping people to help themselves (zhu ren zi zhu 助⼈⾃助). For 

example, a typical view was shared by Shang-C who commented that through her 

Introduction to Social Work class “The definition of social work is helping people to 
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help themselves, and the lecturer explained that social work is quite different from 

simply helping people.” Xuan-G extended this definition as follows:  

“Social work is helping people to help themselves, [by] using professional or 

scientific methods, and helping people in hardships to achieve certain 

objectives.”  

During this first stage of interviews, without the benefit of practice experience, 

the participants appeared willing to accept the classroom and textbook definition.  

 

With Noble Characteristics 

Participants’ perceptions of social work as a helping profession endured for the 

entire course of this study. CCNU participants saw that being a helping profession was 

also associated with the perception of nobility, as helping people involves sacrificing 

oneself similar to role model Lei Feng, who was imbued with noble characteristics (as 

discussed in previous chapters). Four of the 15 participants mentioned nobility. For 

example, Cao-C was clear about the connection between nobility and helping others 

when she said,  

Social work is a helping profession. This makes it a noble profession. It is about 

helping people to help themselves. [Social work] accepts people regardless of 

their background [which shows it has] noble characteristics.  

Yu-C held a similar view and explained that social work was noble because social 

workers needed to make sacrifices:  

I think social work was perceived to be too noble for me to do it, because you 

have to face much pressure from many sources. For example, people don’t know 

what social work is, and you have to face pressure from family, friends, and 

colleagues as social work is such a low paid job. The work environment such as 

in the hospital and in the prison can be very dangerous. So, you have to make 

some personal sacrifice and have extraordinary guts.  
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Although the value of helping people held steady for the CCNU participants 

over time, the next two rounds of interviews uncovered changes in GU participants’ 

perceptions of social work from being a helping profession to be a value-based 

profession. GU participants’ early perceptions of social work were further expanded by 

a growing awareness of its roles and responsibilities. However, participants from both 

cohorts struggled to align the concept of nobility to themselves and even found that they 

could not undertake such noble work because they did not think that they could sacrifice 

their financial income and social status. For example, Li-C stated that: 

Despite social work has a noble status that is promoted in class, the profession 

has a low social status, not well-known to the public, and a very low paid 

profession. This is the reason that very few people would like to do social work 

and as it has no sense of achievement. 

 

Shi-C supported Li-C’s comment: 

The profession has a low social status and a not good work environment, despite 

its noble status and well prompted in academic classes. I am very frustrated by 

my experiences in the practice field that I would not choose to become social 

workers. 

 

As discussed in detail in previous chapters, in China social work is mandated to 

maintain social stability and social harmony, and participants emphasised that the core 

value of the Chinese social work profession was working in tandem with the 

Government to promote social work as helping people to help themselves. CCNU 

participants did not consider values such as social justice and human rights relevant in 

their academic learning or field practice. Indeed, only one CCNU participant, Wen-C, 

remembered that social justice had been discussed in the CCNU classes. The majority 

of CCNU participants could not recall anything about these values being mentioned in 
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their learning and some felt that these values had little relevance to social work practice 

in China. They reported that social justice and social change had been mentioned in 

class, but they could not recall more discussion of these terms other than the Chinese 

words for them. Ya-C commented,  

I have heard of social justice. But I can’t remember what it is.  I think this value 

may relate to something about distributing resources, as social work provides 

social welfare services. I don’t know much about it though. 

   

By contrast, social justice and human rights are two core values taught in 

Australian social work education, and the GU participants’ perceptions of value-based 

social work were in stark contrast to CCNU participants’ understanding. Six of seven 

GU participants perceived human rights and social justice as core values for social 

work. They reported this perception of a value-based profession in interviews. Social 

justice and human rights were frequently mentioned, discussed, and even practised. 

They found that these two values were immersed in their academic learning and were 

applied as core elements in their field practice. Zhang-G reported that 

From the first-year course on Equity and Diversity, the social work program 

taught me to build values in human rights and social justice.  I think it helped me 

to build up social work values in a process rather than just tell me what these 

values are.  

Zhang-G further reported in a later interview that learning social work fostered these 

values in social work over different courses:  

I think social work is a value-based profession and it taught you its values from 

the very first year course such as Equity and Diversity. I think this course taught 

me about social justice, equity, and empowerment. These are the values and 

practices that social work upholds. I think value building is a process that it 

needs to happen from the very beginning and then reflect it on myself in the 

professional context.  
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She followed this up with her comment that “I have learned social justice and 

privileges in this First Australians and Social Justice course. It helped me to understand 

what social justice is and what it looked like in practice.”  

Being non-judgemental and developing an understanding of diversity and equity 

were two values that Zhang-G developed when she had a critical learning incident in an 

online discussion in the Equity and Diversity course.  She explained: 

It was the language I used in the online post that I described people who are 

straight have a normal life. The problem is the word “normal” I used.  Not being 

normal was a common way of describing people who are not from the majority, 

such as homosexuality.  

 

From this learning incident, Zhang-G found that diversity, equity, and being 

non-judgemental were not only about what she thought they should be, but that she 

needed to be mindful about the language she uses to interact with people from minority 

and diverse groups. GU participants had not been aware of the need to use appropriate 

language or discourse.  They found that they lacked appropriate language and 

vocabulary to discuss people from minority groups and lacked appropriate discourse 

skills to engage in these discussions. This learning incident with Zhang-G further 

enabled those GU participants who were involved to understand the social work 

profession from its value standpoint and the emphasis on appropriate language. Seeing 

values in practice was a significant difference that was rarely discussed by CCNU 

participants in the Chinese context. Zhang-G’s comments were typical among many GU 

participants when they found that learning this course challenged or even fostered their 

values and beliefs in social work. Zhang-G’s experience was echoed by Meng-G, that 

social justice is a core value in the social work profession. Meng-G reported that 



 

 

       

211 

Promoting social justice and advocating for human rights were the core practices 

of social work in my field placement. It permeates every aspect of my social 

work field placement. Social justice is an important value for social workers. 

That is part of our professional identity. We have a broader focus on clients’ 

situations rather than just focus on the individual level. We, as social workers, 

will understand the structural influences and its impact on their lives.  

 

One exception was Wang-G, who found it impractical to adopt Australian social 

work values into his Chinese belief systems. He explained that during his life, he had 

witnessed more incidents of social injustice than justice. Wang-G commented that 

Australian social work values conflicted with his personal values. He said:  

There were actually conflicts in values and beliefs between social work and my 

own. I totally blamed people for their behaviours. I think everything you do is 

your choice, no matter how bad your environment is. But it is you that make a 

decision. I don’t think the environmental factors have such significant influence. 

It’s kind of something like carved into your bone.  It's ingrained in Chinese 

people’s mind. That is the way I grew up and that’s how I was being taught that I 

need to adapt to the environment rather than to change the environment. But 

when I learn here [in Australia], I found a new idea. When I go to work, I have 

two ideologies stand aside. When I am a social worker, I have to choose that 

professional idea and to perceive things by using some social work ideologies. 

But when I am off duty, I am definitely using my original personal values ... I 

think I will have to repress one type of values over another. Because when I 

meet the family [as clients], my own values automatically came out. But I have 

to press it down and think it in the [Australian] social work way. I feel a little bit 

weird. because I am not myself. I have to pretend I am a social worker because 

the value is not my own. I know that there is another value that I believe in, but I 

couldn’t choose it to be myself. I just force myself to believe in it. I feel like I 

am an actor, not a social worker.  
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Wang-G’s difficulty in reconciling different values was common among many 

GU participants who reported that even though they learned social work with Western 

values, they could not adapt their Chinese culture and ideals.  Participants from both 

cohorts experienced some level of conflict in adopting Western social work values in 

their practice and to fit them with their personal and cultural values.  

Discussion 

Previous studies (e.g., Li et al., 2013; Liang & Lam, 2015; Wang, 2014; Wang et 

al., 2015; Xiong & Wang, 2007) found that social work was perceived as a value-based 

helping profession in China. The findings of this study show that participants also 

defined social work in China as a helping profession, as it aligned with the textbook and 

the Government’s official definition. Participants also reported that it was difficult to 

understand what social work really was in China, as the profession is not well-

established, and there is more development in social work education than in the 

profession. In addition, traditionally, seeking support is not promoted in Chinese social 

welfare policy; people are encouraged to seek assistance from their relatives or friends. 

This way of seeking assistance was because social welfare was previously provided by 

their work unit or employers rather than welfare support services. Chinese people 

prioritise collective interests over individual rights; therefore, the Chinese way of 

seeking help is quite different from Australia’s social welfare policy and services. As 

detailed in previous chapters, the Chinese Government has focussed more on economic 

development and its legitimacy in governance than welfare services and development in 

civil society (Podger & Yan, 2013). Therefore, participants’ limited understanding of 

social work was because of the limited development of the profession and constrained 

development in the social welfare sectors in China. 
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GU participants held a different perception of social work in China and in 

Australia. They learned that social work was defined as a new and helping profession in 

China, while Australian social work was defined as a human rights and social justice 

profession. For example, social justice has been promoted as a core value both in the 

Code of Ethics (AASW, 2010) and the social work curriculum (ASWEAS, 2020) in 

Australia. Australian people are able to seek support from professional services in 

Australia’s well-established welfare systems (Liang & Lam, 2015).  

 

As a Status-Oriented Profession with Status Differences 

The second common perception of social work was that it was a status-oriented 

profession; this theme has aspects: the first encompasses differences in status between 

China and Australia and the second relates to the voluntary nature of the profession. In 

China, social work is seen as having low status and is not well regarded as a profession, 

while in Australia the profession is recognised as having higher social status than in 

China. For example, social work in Australia is relatively well-paid with a monthly 

average income of $AU5,300 (￥26,500) and is predicted to grow strongly in the future 

(Australian Government, 2020). Indeed, nine of the 15 participants (five CCNU and 

four GU) perceived social work as a low status career in China. For instance, Xuan-G 

commented that “… social work is a low paid profession. It will be too hard to be a 

social worker financially, as you can’t survive on that little amount of money each 

month.” Zhang-G pointed out that social work is not well regarded as a profession by 

the public in China:   

I think the social work profession has the lowest status in China. I can’t see any 

professional aspects of social work, there is not many differences between 

volunteers and social workers, the public doesn’t see social work as a 
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profession, and learning social work did not help to train professional social 

workers.  

Li-C also commented on social work’s low remuneration:   

For the public, it is a new profession and not many people know this profession. 

The salary of a social worker in Wuhan is around 2000-3000 yuan 

(approximately $AU 400-600) per month and it is lower than a teacher in the 

countryside. I don’t think this low salary motivates people to be social workers. 

Actually, this pay doesn’t encourage you to do social work at all. 

  

Ya-C felt that the perceived low status was because of a lack of knowledge about the 

profession in China, possibly because of its newness. She explained that 

I don’t know much about social work from my own life. It was all what I have 

learned in class. I think social work is imaginative and it just stays in my mind. 

This was because social work was not common in China. When I am learning 

this profession, I need to use imagination to think about how social workers 

could practise.  

 

The perception of low status changed significantly for GU participants who had 

travelled to Australia to continue their social work study. Four of seven GU participants 

developed a more positive perception about the status of social work, noting that the 

profession is held in higher regard in Australia. This perception of status was formed 

from GU participants’ engagement with the local community in Australia. For example, 

Xuan-G stated that: 

I don’t think I learned much about social work in China. However, in Australia, I 

have learned social work has professional knowledge and professional methods. 

I think the government is supporting social work and I find social work is also 

commonly known by the public.  
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Yue-G agreed that social work has a higher status in Australia because it has 

public acceptance and respect:  

I think the key difference is that people know that social work is real. It is not 

imaginary. Social work also seems to be important. It has relevant peak 

organisations and people recognise this as a profession. 

 

Both education and field practice formed participants’ perceptions of social 

work as a well-regarded profession in Australia, as a notable comment from Meng-G 

showed: 

As social work is well developed in Australia, it is more common for people, 

and more people know this profession. So, people know this is a helping 

profession. If you are a social worker, you can earn more respect. I think in 

Australia, social workers are as common as teachers.  

 

Similarly, Xuan-G used the following example to explain that she believed 

social work is well regarded in Australia:  

I think social work is a required profession in Australia. I received an email 

about a job explaining that it requires people who have social work or human 

services background to undertake this job. This is why social work is common 

and it needs people with this qualification to do it. 

 

A Voluntary Position 

The second sub-theme was developed from participants’ interaction with the 

public, and participants’ families, friends, and colleagues in China. GU participants 

compared and contrasted the status of social work in China and in Australia. They 

reported that social work was a well-regarded profession that has an entry requirement 

for professional membership in Australia. In contrast, the perception of low 

qualifications was prevalent among CCNU participants, where five of eight CCNU 
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participants commented that social work was either perceived as being paid volunteers 

or “middle-aged ladies working in the neighborhood committee.” Wen-C pointed out 

that the words “social work” and “volunteer” sound similar in Chinese and this might 

explain the perception of social work being a volunteer profession that did not require a 

university degree. Wen-C stated that 

Social work is a very “cold” (leng men 冷门) or unpopular profession. It sounds 

like volunteers [in Chinese], but it is actually a charged service and is actually 

paid work. The government didn’t invest much in this profession. It then makes 

social workers sound like paid volunteers. It just feels like ‘ju wei hui da ma’ or 

middle-aged ladies working in the neighborhood committee.  

 

This was a common perception that did not change significantly over three 

stages of interviews with CCNU participants. After their field placements, CCNU 

participants recognised that social workers were not volunteers or providers of free 

services, although somewhat illogically, they still saw social work as paid volunteerism. 

CCNU participants reported that while the perception of volunteerism was influenced 

by public attitudes, they also understood that the profession used professional and 

scientific methods that adopted altruistic values. This offers a contradiction Even though 

the participants had come to the understanding that social work was a paid and skilled 

professional career, the profession was still described as volunteering because it sounds 

like volunteers in Chinese, as Yu-C’s comments demonstrate:  

People generally know us as social workers, volunteers, or free labour. Because 

social work sounds like volunteers in Chinese, many people would say social 

workers are volunteers, I would explain that social work is actually professional 

volunteers.  
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Discussion 

Participants in China reported two perceptions of social work, namely, that it is a 

value-based profession and a status-oriented profession. This finding is consistent with 

a depth of literature (e.g., Bai & Daley, 2014; Gao & Yan, 2015; Kwong & Cheng, 

2013; Law & Gu, 2008; Leung, 2013; Li et al., 2012; Wu et al., 2016; Yuen-Tsang & 

Wang, 2002; Zeng et al., 2020; Zhang, 2012b), which reported that social work in China 

has a low social, economic, and financial status, whereas social work in Australia enjoys 

much higher standing.  

This study concludes that the dual perceptions of social work in China as a 

helping profession with noble characteristics, but with low status, are shaped by four 

issues. The first is that social work is still not widely recognised despite having strong 

government support (Ku, 2020; Wu et al., 2016; Zeng et al., 2015). CCNU participants 

reported that one of the biggest challenges in their field placement was the struggle to 

explain the profession to their clients. Second, social work education in China has 

incorporated Western values and has overlooked much of China’s traditional culture and 

values in developing knowledge, theories, and practice (Li et al., 2012). The third issue 

is that there is a specific approach to the delivery of social and welfare services as a 

consequence of Chinese culture and government practice (Chan & Chan, 2005; Yip, 

2004a). This leads to the fourth issue, that is the gap between academic studies and field 

practice which may be a consequence of Chinese social work education being built on 

the misguided assumption that a well-established social and welfare service actually 

exists (Wu et al., 2016).    

The findings of this study confirm the social work profession’s low status in the 

current job market in China. Chinese social work does not earn remuneration that 

reflects its professional status, although it has been promoted as an honourable and 
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prestigious profession. Both previous literature (e. g. Gao & Yan, 2015; Li et al., 2019; 

Li et al., 2011; Li et al., 2012; Liu, 2009b; Liu et al., 2013; Shi, 2004; Ting & Zhang, 

2012; Wang & Chui, 2016; Wu et al., 2016; Yan et al., 2012; Zeng et al., 2014; Zeng et 

al., 2015; Zhang et al., 2018) and the participants from this study reported that it would 

be too difficult to practise as a social worker with such low pay rates, which currently 

range from 2,000 to 3,000 yuan (A$420 to 650) per month in Wuhan in China.  With 

housing costing approximately ¥1000 per month, transport ¥200, food ¥1100, and other 

living costs, it would be difficult for participants to live on such a low income.  This low 

income would be a significant financial sacrifice if GU participants returned to practise 

social work in China, as they would be unlikely to recoup the ¥250,000 (approximately 

A$53,000) of their Australian degree cost for studying at both GU and CCNU.  

Sowosky (2018) conducted a national survey on social work salaries that 

showed that the average income for more than 70% of social workers who have a 

bachelor degree only earned or ￥3975 (A$800) per month in 2017, which is well below 

the highest average income  of￥14127 per month for people who work in the 

Information Technology (IT).  More than 60% of surveyed social workers were 

unsatisfied with the salary, with 17% of them regretted choosing social work, and 

19.5% of them said they had no interest in the profession. However, 63.5% reported that 

they chose the profession because of their passion, despite the low satisfaction rate for 

work environment, promotion opportunities, and salary. Despite reports of high 

satisfaction rates, the participants in this study did not anticipate social work being 

personally rewarding. 

Participants perceived that social work adopted different values in China and in 

Australia and recognised that the profession has different functions and practices in 

these two countries. For example, GU participants perceived that Australian social work 
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focusses on the structural or broader contextual issues such as social justice and social 

equity, while Chinese social work focusses more on individual problem-solving, in line 

with the Chinese definition that suggests that social work is helping people to help 

themselves.  

 

The Influence of Governments  

The second of three research topics answered the overarching question about the 

influence of government on the role of social work from the perspective of government 

influences in China and in Australia. Participants from both cohorts perceived the 

Chinese Government had dominant influence on the profession, while GU participants 

reported that the Australian Government had a less dominant role. The following section 

reports and discusses two themes in relation to the influence of the government on the 

roles of social work in China.  The first theme discusses the Chinese Government’s 

dominant influence on shaping social work in China. The second theme compares the 

roles and functions of social work in China and in Australia. Finally, this section 

discusses different roles and functions assigned to the profession in China and Australia.   

All 15 participants believed that social work in China is not simply guided but is 

dominated by the Government. Participants reported two ways that the Government has 

exerted influence on social work, first through providing funding support and second, 

by purchasing social work services. In the first round of interviews, participants shared 

their understanding of the influence of the Government from their academic classes and 

textbooks. This critical role of the communist government was reinforced in 

participants’ learning and was reported in later stages of interviews with CCNU 

participants. For example, Zhang-G stated that  
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The Government has a dominant and critical role in social work development. 

The profession needs government guidance and direction. Social work needs the 

Government to provide support with policy and legislation that promotes the 

development of social work.  

Shang-C similarly reported that 

Previously, the Government didn’t have the capacity to pay any attention to 

issues such as domestic violence, child abuse, or gender inequality. The 

Government was focussed on the economic development and they didn’t have 

any resources for these social issues. However, when the Government acquired 

an increased capacity, they paid attention to these social issues, and provided 

more care for people from vulnerable and disadvantaged communities such as 

left behind children (liu shou er tong, which refers to the children whose parents 

work in the city and leave their children behind in a rural area). The government 

also supported victims of domestic violence and empty nesters (older people 

who had lost their only child or their child had left home for work in more 

developed areas).  

 

The profession was seen as a tool to help the Government maintain social 

stability and to deal with complex social issues. A comment made by Wen-C was that 

the role of the profession was to deal with social problems that might not be able to be 

addressed by the Government:  

Social work is a by-product of the Government in that the Government takes 

control of the country and considers social and economic development. The 

Government may overlook various problems or may not be able to deal with 

them. So, the Government needs social work to help them to address these 

problems. However, [because of the political environment] social work 

development needs to rely on the Government for its policy direction and 

legislative support. As such, the Government has a direct impact on the 

development of the profession. 
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Cao-C’s comment supported the view that because the Chinese Government 

aims to maintain social stability and promote social harmony, it looked to the profession 

to achieve government policy agendas. 

There are government policies relating to social work that aim to expand the 

number of social workers and social work agencies.  As such, social workers 

have the capacity to promote social harmony both at the practice and the 

community levels. This is what I have learned from the lecturer in class and the 

textbook.  

 

The Chinese Government dominates the profession in two ways, namely, by 

providing funding support and by operating as a purchasing service. Nearly all CCNU 

participants reported that social work services are funded by government and Xu-C 

reflected that: “Social work is a method that the Government funded to address social 

issues.” Liu-G’s response confirmed the profession’s financial and policy reliance on 

the Chinese Government: 

There is a really interesting thing happening in China. In the past, the 

Government hired a lot of security guards, army, or services to manage and 

control people in the community. But now they try to purchase social services 

from the semi-NGO because these organisations are government-controlled they 

cannot be described as fully non-government organisations in China, and they 

use this method to control society or maintain social stability. So, they have just 

changed their method of controlling society, but it serves the same intention. But 

actually, I think it is progressing and I think it is a good way. Compared with 

using the army or forces, using social services is way better to maintain social 

stability. I would say, definitely utilise the purchasing of social services from the 

Government.  

 

The findings of this study add to the literature about government influence on 

Chinese students’ understanding of the profession.  Since the Chinese Government 
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transformed from omnipotence to finite functions and from a planned economy to a 

socialist market economy (Shen & Cao, 2020), the Chinese Government allowed social 

organisations to become civil service organisations, albeit with regulations. The 

development of a market economy allowed diverse social structures and modern 

government. The Government has less control over society and has deregulated central 

government to local government and grassroots organisations.  

These reforms influenced the development of social welfare services (Leung & 

Xu, 2015). Dai (2019) explained that social welfare experienced three stages from work 

unit to social welfare. The first stage was before the reform between 1949 and 1978, 

when welfare was provided by the work unit (danwei) and the family. The second stage 

was between 1978 and 2000, when both the Government and the market shared 

responsibility. The third stage was from 2001 to the present, when there was a 

development of social welfare that included government, the market, society, family, 

and individuals. Despite the Government’s stated intention of adopting more minor 

roles, participants from this study believed that the Government takes most 

responsibility for welfare service provision and is the dominant influence on social 

work because of its role in provision of service and funding. 

Most participants from both cohorts (13 of 15) identified that the primary role of 

social work is to maintain social stability and to promote social harmony in China. As 

Cao-C pointed out, “Social work is seen as a profession to help to deal with some social 

issues that are a result of rapid social and economic development.” Wen-C’s insightful 

comment is critical in understanding the importance of the roles and functions of social 

work to the Government:  

I remembered that the textbook suggested that social work is to help to 

understand the problem and solve the problem. Furthermore, it needs to identify 
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relevant resources and policies, because the individual person is the key to 

maintaining social stability and harmony.  When everyone is satisfied, they don’t 

make a fuss about their life. If they have a problem, a social worker can help 

them to solve it, this would prevent them from hatred or developing any 

negative emotions towards the Government. Then the person would not create 

any conflict in the community, and this would ensure people are in harmony at 

their neighbourhood level. If everyone is happy with their life, the society will 

become harmonious and stable. This is what the Government anticipates from 

the social work profession.  

 

The further role of social work in China is to voice public concern to the 

Government. More specifically, CCNU participants described social work as a channel 

to deliver information to the Chinese Government, in the hope that it may develop or 

change policy because of the information the profession collects. Ning-C stated that:  

The social work services can be used as a vehicle to link the general public and 

the Government. Social workers will discover the problems and then report to 

the Government after providing services. When social workers work with 

clients, they attempt to understand the clients and their situations. They could 

then report clients’ concerns to the Government who may change some social 

policies to address their concerns.  

 

The Chinese Government influences the roles and functions of social work in 

China as a profession that maintains social stability, promotes social harmony, and acts 

as a conduit to voice public concern to the government. 

GU participants compared roles and functions, after exposure from academic 

classes and field practice in Australia and concluded that compared with the Chinese 

Government, the Australian Government has far less influence on the roles and 

functions of social work. GU participants reported a major difference in the role of 

government is the extent of influence on the profession. In addition, they identified 
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three roles and functions of the profession in relation to the Government: advocacy, 

structural and policy change, and empowerment and self-determination. 

The major difference in the influence of the Government is that the social work 

profession in Australia is not as directly managed by the Government to the same extent 

as social work is regulated in China. Three of the seven GU participants reported that 

the profession in Australia could work with the Government to address social issues. 

Meng-G’s comment is typical:  

Social work in China is under the control of the Government. But I don’t mean 

social work is not under control of the Government in Australia. I just mean that 

social workers in China have less political power than social workers in 

Australia. So, social workers in Australia can practise advocacy, and they have 

more freedom to negotiate with the Government. But in China, the Government 

holds all authority and the power. You must do what the Government asks you to 

do.  

 

The professional roles and functions of social work in Australia were described 

by the participants as advocating for positive change, promoting social justice, and 

upholding human rights. In stark contrast with the profession in China, GU participants 

reported that social workers could have more influence on the policy making process in 

Australia. They also commented that Australian social work could challenge structural 

inequalities and advocate for policy changes to deal with structural issues.  

Six of seven GU participants identified a role of the social work profession is 

advocating and promoting policy change to address inequity. Wang-G provided an 

example about the role and usefulness of advocacy in challenging Australian 

Government policy: 

I have learned from First Australians and Social Justices (a 2nd year course) that 

there are actually real people speaking out for their issues and advocating for 
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their rights. But in China it is rare for people to speak about some sensitive 

issues negotiating their real concerns.   

Zhang-G and Yun-G said that, compared with social work in China, Australian 

social work could advocate for the client at the structural level and influence policy. 

Zhang-G commented that： 

Social work has a significant role in influencing and making policy in Australia. 

Social workers can make suggestions or propose constructive feedback. Social 

workers can even be involved in the policy making process. But I don’t think 

social work has such capacity or involvement in China.  

 

The further role of Australian social work is to challenge structural inequalities, 

while Chinese social work focuses on addressing individuals’ problems and shaping 

their behaviours in order to promote social harmony and social stability. Wang-G 

reported this view from his academic learning and field practice experiences in 

Australia:  

One of the social work courses focused on looking at the policy issues in social 

problems. This course encouraged us to challenge the policy and structural 

issues of the problem. I think most Chinese social issues were because of the 

structural inequalities and structural problems. But as Chinese social work only 

focusses on one or two individuals’ small problems, it won’t solve any real 

problems. However, social work has more collaboration and involvement in the 

government policy making process in Australia. For example, in the child 

protection, social work has both a social work role and a statutory role that 

helps, works, and collaborates with the government in Australia.  

 

Another role of Australian social work as perceived by the participants was to 

promote client empowerment and self-determination, whereas in China, it is assumed 

that the social worker and not the client has the professional expertise to address the 
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client’s problems. Four GU participants identified this role of the social work profession 

in Australia. Yun-G commented: 

… you need to learn something about clients and their experiences and use the 

client’s logical approach to help them rather than to use your own expert 

knowledge to help them. I think therefore it becomes more effective, because 

only when you understand them and when they are aware of this, would they 

accept your methods. This is my understanding about self-determination.  

 

Liu-G had a similar understanding:   

My field practices helped to raise my awareness that people have the potential to 

change by using their own resources, skills, and strengths.  I have also learned 

about the impact of the environment on people. This was learned from my field 

practice in the mental health organisations that we focus on clients’ strengths and 

abilities to develop recovery-oriented practice. I adopted humanism as a key 

value and developed empowerment in mental health practice. I think it is about 

bringing hope to people’s lives. This is different from what I learned in China 

that social work focuses on the social workers who have expertise and power.  

 

Discussion 

The findings reported here support findings from the literature analysis that 

social work in China relies on governmental support for funding and modes of service. 

This also concurs with Gao and Yan’s (2014) analysis of government policy that found 

that the re-introduction of the profession was supported by the Government because of 

social work’s professional capacity to develop a socially harmonious society and its 

ability to maintain social stability.  

While both Australian and Chinese social work relies on government funding; 

however, the delivery of social work has different focuses. Chinese social work needs to 

work within policy directives and focus on implementing policy in practice. For 
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example, one significant policy, Medium-to-Long Term Talents Development Plan 

2010–2020, required the development of the number of social work professionals to 

reach 1.45 million in 2020 (Qstheory, 2010). Another policy, Guidance on Purchasing 

Services from the Social Forces was implemented to further strengthen and fund social 

services by government purchase (China Philanthropy Times, 2015). Many government 

organisations are established to oversee and monitor the development of social work in 

China (Gao & Yan, 2014). As such, the Chinese Government plays a critical role in the 

professionalisation of social work in China. 

The participants agreed that the role of social work within the Australian context 

is to advocate, to promote structural and policy change, to empower and support self-

determination. Chinese social work was assigned the role to maintain and to implement 

national welfare policy to deal with social issues, whereas Australian social work 

undertook the role to challenge and to critique the issues in Australia social welfare 

policies that may not be effective in addressing social problems (Bedford & Yeh, 2019; 

Zhang & Huang, 2007). The findings of this study are consistent with the literature that 

Chinese values, ideas, and ideology can be seen to be in conflict with Australian social 

work roles and functions, as challenging government polices is not promoted or 

supported under the influence of the Chinese government.  

It is important to acknowledge that the Chinese Government and the Australian 

Government have very different values and ideologies. Three important political values 

including Marxism, economic pragmatism, and Chinese traditional values guide 

Chinese Government policy, while the Australia Government supports liberal values 

such as equality, democracy, civil rights, and freedom to influence policy development. 

These different values and ideological foci result in different levels of government 

involvement and influence on the role of social work in China and in Australia as a 
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result of different political systems. The Chinese Government, as a socialist system, 

promotes centralised power, and the profession serves the Government’s political 

mandate and focuses on following government policies (Gao & Yan, 2015). By contrast, 

the Australian Government, as a liberal democratic system, is based on the rule of law 

and protection of civil liberties (Thompson & Stannard, 2008). The field of social work 

in Australia aims to promote social change and enhance the wellbeing of individuals. 

Australian social work can challenge policies and structural inequities that are barriers 

for social inequity and individual welfare.  

The findings of this study provide empirical support for understanding 

empowerment as culturally different concepts in China and in Australia. The concept of 

empowerment is not to empower individuals but to advocate and achieve a moral and 

just society (Yip, 2004b). Empowerment of Chinese people needs to include their 

family members and should advocate for rights and responsibilities within one’s social 

roles and status according to Ren (benevolence) and Yi (righteousness). Participants of 

this study often reported that they needed to consider the influence of people who have 

power on their practice. Several GU participants reported that self-determination could 

be viewed and interpreted differently due to cultural differences between China and 

Australia. Concepts such as self-determination and empowerment have different 

meanings in Chinese and Australian social work. In the Chinese culture, the social work 

profession is perceived to own the power to make decisions, whereas in Australia the 

client is considered to have the power and the expert knowledge to make their own 

decisions.  

Empowerment requires harmony, as in the Chinese culture one should avoid 

conflict with powerful individuals, and empowerment should be practised to develop a 

harmonious process to solve conflict with people in power (Yip, 2004a, 2004b, 2006, 
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2007b). In this study, CCNU participants reported that they would not challenge people 

with power, but they would work to implement government policy. Furthermore, self-

determination is not as valued as in the individualistic culture in Australia that promotes 

individual differences, personal choices, and independence. GU participants reported 

that they were not comfortable in applying the value of self-determination in their 

practice, when they have to consider the significance of family or filial piety in Chinese 

culture. This value of self-determination is perceived to include family members, 

because Chinese culture promotes collectivism or interdependence that emphasises 

respecting parents or elders in one’s major decisions in life such as education and career 

(Lou et al., 2012). The Chinese culture or Confucianism, as discussed in Chapter 2, 

respects authority, obedience to the dominant power, and respects older people in what 

is a collectivist culture. These Chinese values affect how social work is practised in 

China, as participants understood the roles and functions of the profession within their 

understanding of the Chinese context.  

 

Incongruities in Values and Ethics  

Participants were also asked about their values, beliefs, and attitudes in relation 

to their understanding of social work in China and in Australia. Analysis identified 

different value orientations between Chinese and Western social work, including 

harmony, benevolence, filial piety, and courtesy and participants reported that Chinese 

social work practice was different from Western social work practice in aspects of 

interpersonal relationships, communication styles (hierarchical communication), and 

relationships with superiors or older people. The applicability of a Western Code of 

Ethics also emerged as an issue, with participants reporting that they had difficulty in 

applying the US code as introduced to the Chinese practice context.  
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Different Value Orientations 

The values and beliefs that influenced participants’ understanding of social work 

emerged as: harmony, benevolence, filial piety, and courtesy. CCNU participants 

reported that these Chinese values and beliefs guided their social work practice, while 

GU participants reported that they encountered challenges in reconciling the values that 

were enacted differently in China and in Australia. These are each discussed further 

below.  

The first Chinese value identified was harmony (hexie 和谐), with a majority of 

GU participants (four of seven) identifying it as a key concern in their interactions with 

people in Australia. GU participants described that they tended to avoid conflict with 

other people and not cause any arguments in their relationships. As Yue-G put it, 

 I find that I tend to maintain harmony in my relationships with colleagues and 

supervisors.  I tried to not cause any conflicts or arguments and avoid troubles. I 

want to build really good relationships with clients. 

Meng-G also reported the influence of harmony on her relationship with colleagues and 

clients:  

I think the culture of Confucius significantly influenced my interpersonal styles 

and my beliefs. When I first started my placement, I was very hesitant to express 

my thoughts if there was a difference. I think this was because in Confucian 

culture, it has some emphasis on harmony and maintaining a balance. So, it is 

not appropriate to argue or to be different.  

 

Benevolence (ren 仁) was the second Chinese value that influenced how GU 

participants learned social work. Three of seven GU participants found that there were 

incongruities between Chinese and Australian values regarding family connections. 

These value differences arose because Chinese and Australian cultures have different 

foci on what is important in people’s lives. Chinese culture highlights the importance of 
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family connections and familial support when there is a crisis in life (Hämäläinen et al., 

2019), whereas Australian government agencies are empowered to intervene, provide 

social care, and give support through welfare services (Chenoweth & McAuliffe, 2017).  

Xuan-G reported that  

I find it difficult to understand that the child could be removed from the family. I 

don’t think there is a child protection system in China.  I don’t think there is any 

institution that would take a child away from their parents.  

 

Yun-G also reported the influence of benevolence on her field practice experiences in 

Australia:  

Chinese culture has a significant influence on family ties and connections. But I 

don’t think the family connection is strongly valued in Australia. For example, 

Chinese people who are homeless can stay in their relatives’ places.  People 

could live in their parents’ or grandparents’ places. So, it may not be likely for a 

person with parents and grandparents to become homeless. But it is very likely 

for people in Australia to become homeless even though their grandparents and 

parents have a house.  

 

The third Chinese value that emerged was that of filial piety (xiaoshun 孝顺), 

not only in respecting older people but also in providing care to a child. Three of the 

seven GU participants reported that filial piety influenced their understanding of social 

work in their field practice. Liu-G, who undertook field placement in child protection, 

found that removing a child from the family was not possible in China. Liu-G 

commented that  

It is the parents’ role to take care of the child and the child’s job to take care of 

parents when they are older. Both the young child and the elder parents are not 

supposed to be sent to the institutions for care. 
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Removing a child from a family may seem to be culturally inappropriate in China where 

filial piety plays a vital influence on Chinese families. Taking care of a child is a 

reflection of filial piety. Chinese people are expected to take care of their children and 

their parents rather than putting them into institutions. In this way, filial piety does not 

only indicate respect for older people but also obedience. This obedience was reflected 

in GU participants’ relationships with colleagues and clients. GU participants repeatedly 

reported that they were uncomfortable working with clients who were older. For 

instance, Meng-G reported that clients and colleagues who were older than her had 

more power and higher social status than she did, saying 

  

At the beginning [of my field placement], I found I was not comfortable to work 

with elder clients in my organisation, because of the influence of Confucian 

culture that elder people and the boss [the supervisor] have more authority and 

power. When the placement first started, my supervisor is actually a humorous 

guy. He always jokes around, but I didn’t feel comfortable. I should do whatever 

he told me to do, but rather not make any jokes with him. There are power 

differences. I am not in an equal position with elder people [supervisors or 

teachers]. But later, I realized that this view about elder people may not be true. 

It doesn’t matter if I disagree with an elder colleague or with my boss. I can do 

that. I can express my thoughts freely. Also, if I take a client who is older than 

me I will also feel a bit uncomfortable. I feel like, as a counsellor, sometimes, 

my role is to educate my clients and to point out where their behaviours are not 

appropriate. Put it in that way makes me feel a bit more comfortable. However, 

sometimes it just feels like I am telling a person who is elder than me about what 

they should do. I am not confident to do that.  

 

The fourth Chinese cultural value identified was that of courtesy, which refers to 

an emphasis on modesty and prudence in interpersonal processes. A Chinese saying 

explains that it is impolite not to return what one receives (lai er buwang fei li ye 来而不
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往非礼也 ).  CCNU participants reported that courtesy was a very relevant value in their 

field of practice, especially when they encountered situations of ethical issues. An 

example was when clients wanted to give gifts as tokens of appreciation.  Li-C 

described this as giving small gifts for appreciation (yisi yixia 意思⼀下 ) as follows:  

There was a time when I visited a client’s family with an experienced social 

worker and we had a long chat. The clients said that their persimmon tree was 

ripe, and they picked quite a few for us. They are very hospitable. We tried to 

refuse it. But we could not, as they were very persistent. So, we accepted it. 

Another instance was when we visited another family, and they were just having 

dinner, dumplings. They called it baomian. The local social worker said if they 

treated you to dumplings, this means that they are very respectful of you. It 

would be impolite to refuse them. So as local customs suggest, if they give you a 

bowl of dumplings, you take out half and eat the rest. This is the local custom 

and you should respect this. I didn’t learn much about how to handle this 

situation from class. I only learned that I need to talk to client’s families if the 

client is suicidal. I didn’t learn how I could deal with issues like these instances. 

But I know there was a policy to suggest that social workers should not take 

these gifts. But there was no guide on how we deal with this “gifts for 

appreciation” situation. 

  

From the Chinese perspective of courtesy, it is the norm and appropriate for 

clients to give small gifts as a favour in return for social workers helping them. 

However, this coudl become an ethical dilemma for the profession as judged by the 

Australian Codes of Ethics (AASW, 2010). Li-C discussed that they encountered ethical 

dilemmas and questions as to whether she should refuse gifts in order to adopt the 

Western ethical principles or respect the Chinese tradition to accept the gift:   

I did not know much about ethics from class. I learned it from the experienced 

social worker that he accepted the gifts to show respect. Therefore, this may be a 

question about the compatibility between ethical principles that have emerged 
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from Western countries and Chinese values that are rooted in the Chinese 

cultural and local contexts.  

 

Discussion 

This study found that four different value orientations between China and 

Australia influenced how participants perceived social work practice. Harmony was the 

first different value orientation that GU participants reported between their learning in 

China and Australia. Indeed, this value influenced how GU participants argued a point 

in class and worked with older clients in field practice. The Chinese value of harmony 

in interpersonal relationships, especially with superiors, means that Chinese people are 

less likely to trigger arguments with colleagues or people with higher power status 

(Huang, 2016; Wei & Li, 2013). It is more likely that CCNU participants did not discuss 

the influence of harmony because it was embedded in their practice that respecting older 

people and superiors is normal. The value of harmony is one of the Chinese 

Government’s sponsored values (Wei & Li, 2013) that people are encouraged to seek 

harmonious relationships to promote social stability. Individuals should respect and 

follow tradition and social hierarchy in order to seek harmony. The value of harmony 

created a difficulty for GU participants in practising social work when they deal with 

people who are older, or in a higher power status.    

Benevolence, the second different value orientation GU participants reported, is 

a core value of Confucianism and emphasises the importance of familial ties and blood 

connections. Family connections are critical for the Chinese culture. This is described 

by a Chinese proverb that a peaceful family will prosper (jiahe wangshi xing 家和万事

兴). The value of family connections became problematic when GU participants were 
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involved in family practices with children in Australia. GU participants reported that it 

was difficult to understand that removing a child from the family is practised in 

Australia, as in Chinese culture it is important to keep the blood connection and family 

ties. The value of benevolence influences social work practice in China  with a focus on 

family connections, relationships in family, and collective wellbeing, which highlights 

that family ties and connections are more important than government responsibility 

when dealing with individual and family crises (Hämäläinen et al., 2019; Niu & 

Haugen, 2018).  

Filial piety was the third different value orientation between China and Australia 

that impacted on GU participants’ learning experiences in Australia.This study provided 

empirical support for the literature (e.g., Dai, 2019; Hung, 2016; Qi, 2015) that 

traditional value of filial piety has ensuring influence on contemporary Chinese society. 

Filial piety has two layers of meaning as in the Chinese word (xiaoshun 孝顺); 

reciprocity and authoritarianism (Yeh, 2003). The findings established that the 

participants supported reciprocal filial piety that children should respect and support a 

family’s senior members and the younger generation is obligated to take care of their 

elders. GU participants reported that they observed that Australian social work practice 

in child protection and aged care may be in opposition to the reciprocal filial piety that 

individuals should undertake their roles and responsibilities in the family rather than to 

give them to the government (Yeh et al., 2009).  This reciprocal filial piety would not be 

observed if a child or an aged person were sent to an institution for care. 

This is not to say that respect for older people and their authority is not valued in 

Australian culture; simply that it is enacted differently (Zhao et al., 2018). Australia 

values equality, egalitarianism, and individual freedom, as a result, there is less 
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emphasis on close family connections and hierarchical relationships than in Chinese 

families. In addition, a Chinese family consists of not only parents and children but 

extends to family kinship systems. This does not mean that Australian families are not 

connected, but they are connected differently from Chinese families. With regard to the 

value of filial piety between parents and child, Australian children respect their parents 

who support their individuality, but not in the same way as Chinese children who are 

encouraged to be obedient to their parents (Ainley et al., 2008; Wu & Chao, 2017). The 

value of filial piety influences Chinese social work in that family is treated as a unit, 

rather than the individual being treated as an independent unit as in the Australian 

context (Qi, 2015). Chinese culture focusses less on government accountability, social 

service, and social welfare while more emphasis is placed on family responsibility 

(Zhao et al., 2018). CCNU participants reported that clients need to adapt to the service 

providers, rather than the service providers meeting client needs as Chinese social work 

has developed as clients involuntarily receive assistance from social workers, and social 

workers lead the service delivery by their own values rather than focussing on clients’ 

needs and potential.  

The fourth different value orientation is courtesy, which collides with social 

work practice and conduct in Australia due to cultural differences (AASW, 2010; Lee, 

2000). The Chinese culture stresses propriety (li 礼) (Lee, 2000). Traditional Chinese 

courtesy was exhibited in the hierarchical relationship in Confucian ideology. For 

example, gift-giving has been a traditional custom in the Chinese culture, and this could 

be problematic behaviour when dealing with power and authority in social work 

practice. Australian social work emphasises the differences between professional 

boundaries and personal relationships, while Chinese culture has less distinction 
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between professional and personal lives. The Chinese culture values personal sacrifice 

for professional work and dedication (Hofstede, 2011), whereas Australian culture 

encourages work and life balance and personal enjoyment. As a result, the value of 

courtesy influenced how participants perceived social work practice when faced with 

ethical situations. 

The Relevance of the Code of Ethics 

The previous section identified four Chinese values that affected participants’ 

application of learning. This second theme compares how participants understood the 

code of ethics between China and Australia.  As a result of different emphases in social 

work education CCNU participants did not have a good grasp of ethics, while GU 

participants were aware of the importance of ethics in their practice.  

CCNU participants reported that their education lacked exposure and relevance 

to a code of ethics.  Seven of the eight CCNU participants reported that the Code of 

Ethics was not clearly explained to them in class in terms of how ethics could be 

applied in their practice context. As a result, they reported that they did not have much 

understanding about ethics and its application. Only one CCNU participant realised that 

she encountered an ethical issue in her field of practice. This lack of understanding of 

the Code of Ethics was not to say that participants did not understand ethical principles. 

However, CCNU participants reported that they learned the Code of Ethics from the 

USA, and there was little consideration of local practice or relevance to the Chinese 

context. Three of seven CCNU participants pointed out several ethical principles such 

as confidentiality, respect, and equality. However, they were not sure of the relevance of 

these principles in their practice.  Cao-C said that  
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I know there is Code of Ethics from USA such as confidentiality, equality, and 

respect. [However], this is all I know about this. There were no considerations in 

practice application.  

 

The other four CCNU participants pointed out that they could not recall their learning 

about the Code of Ethics, and they did not know what it was but referred to the textbook 

for more information. For example, Lee-C said, “I have learned the Code of Ethics in 

class, but it was from the USA.  During field practice, it was not discussed at all.”  

When questioned about the relevance of the Code, CCNU participants were unanimous 

in the view that they were not exposed to many ethical elements, because they were 

using the U,S, version of the Code. For instance, Ning-C said  

The Code of Ethics was on a poster and it was also written on a brochure, but I 

can’t remember I have learned anything about the Code of Ethics. I think there is 

an American version of ethics, but I don’t think there is a Chinese version of it.  

In contrast to CCNU participants’ understanding of the Code, GU participants 

developed a good understanding of ethics during their fields of practice. For example, 

Yun-G commented that “Confidentiality is important in social work practice. One 

example was not to add your clients on Facebook as friends.” Xuan-G also reported her 

understanding of the ethical responsibilities in practice:  

The Code of Ethics was always considered when working with clients. For 

example, even if clients finish their rental contract, we would not force them to 

leave if they don’t have another place to live. This was because we have a duty 

of care.  

Discussion 

The findings of this study support the findings of Zhao et al.’s (2018) study that 

Chinese culture has different value orientations, and Western ethical principles may not 

be compatible. The China Association of Social Workers outlined the values of the 

social work profession including service, social justice, dignity and worth of the person, 
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importance of human relationships, integrity, and competence, while the Australian 

Association of Social Workers (2010) also emphasised respect for persons, social 

justice, and professional integrity. Despite both China and Australia having very similar 

values for the profession, participants reported that the meanings and the commitments 

to those values were quite different. CCNU participants reported many examples of 

different value orientations including the lack of relevance of the Code of Ethics to the 

Chinese context. GU participants reported that they did not commit to these social work 

values that were espoused by the Western culture in their professional practice, while 

CCNU participants were not even aware of how their values could be applied in 

practice.  These results support Kang’s (2016) finding that upholding Western social 

work values and ethics could cause ethical conflicts within the Chinese context.  

Chinese scholars (e.g., Guo, 2019; Kang, 2016) maintained that the Western or the USA 

version of the Code of Ethics might not be applicable in the Chinese social work 

context. Kang, for example, suggested that accepting small gifts as a courtesy might be 

a culturally and locally appropriate practice in the Chinese context.  

 

A Weak Professional Identity 

This section reports on the finding that participants had developed a weak 

professional identity, which emerged from the final stage of interviews. When asked 

about intentions for practising social work upon graduation, only one participant 

indicated they would join the profession, while the vast majority decided to select other 

professions or pursue future studies.  

This weak professional identity was supported by reasons that participants gave 

for not choosing social work as their future career. The first common reason was their 

experiences from field placement. CCNU participants reported that they had had 
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negative field placement experiences, while GU participants reported that they felt they 

were unsuitable for the profession as a result of their field placement. The second reason 

was that the majority of the participants from both cohorts had chosen social work 

initially not because they wanted to be social workers, but because they had to study it 

to attend the prestigious CCNU. Most participants reported that they chose to pursue 

postgraduate study in their other disciplines upon graduation. 

Field Placement Experiences 

Participants were asked about whether they would be interested in pursuing 

social work as future career, and it was telling that their interest in the profession 

fluctuated as they progressed through their program. In the first round of interviews 

most participants indicated an interest in the profession, triggered by what they studied 

in the textbook and in class. However, at that stage, participants did not have much 

exposure to social work in a practice or real-life context. By the third stage of 

interviews, after their field placement, they had changed their interest in joining the 

profession. Participants from both cohorts lost interest in the profession as they reported 

that the practice did not connect with their learning. In addition, participants reported 

that they were either unsuitable to follow a career in social work or the profession was 

financially unviable. 

Five out of eight CCNU participants clearly indicated that they would not 

choose social work as their career due to their bad field placement experiences. Despite 

these five CCNU participants undertaking their field placement in different 

organisations such as a hospital, rural community centre, and neighbourhood 

committee, they all considered that social work was seen as being free labour and they 

were forced to undertake menial tasks. Li-C reported that “One major reason was that I 
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did not learn much from my field practice experiences and I was seen as free labour 

rather than perceived as a professional social worker.”  

Li-C’s experience was not unique. Lee-C’s experience also supports Li-C’s view 

that they were treated as free labour and their professional knowledge was not valued. 

Lee- C stated that:  

When I went to field practice it felt like social work as a profession has nothing. 

I don’t think I have used any professional knowledge. I have visited the agency 

four times and I only did some cleaning work. The social workers in the agency 

didn’t allow me to do anything professional.  I spent the whole morning cleaning 

the community bulletin and poster. Then in the afternoon, I delivered some 

pamphlets and played some games with random people on the street. But very 

few people would like to participate in these activities. I was taught that social 

work is a helping profession and social workers are professional helpers. But the 

public sees us as free labour. I didn’t see anything exciting; it is boring, and I 

won’t be a social worker.  

 

Unsuitability for the Profession 

All GU participants reported that they were not suitable for the profession as a 

result of value incongruities in their field placement experiences. Wang-G shared his 

story about not choosing to be a social worker.  

After my field practice, I don’t think I will be suitable for social work. It is not 

something I thought it should be. I thought social work would have power to do 

something but actually, there is no power in social work. I don’t think I can 

change my values to fit into social work. It is not a financially rewarding job and 

therefore not worthwhile for me to make such change. Also, most importantly, 

Chinese people won’t value your job as a social worker as it is more important if 

you have more financial income.  
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Similarly, Xuan-G stated that “From my field practices, I don’t think I am 

suitable for this job as a social worker. I am planning to return China, and this made it 

difficult for me to be a social worker.” 

GU participants agreed that social work might not be professionally, and 

personally suitable despite having learned in class that it was a rewarding helping 

profession. However, it was not surprising to find that GU participants would choose to 

not practise social work because, as reported in Chapter 5, they selected social work as a 

compromise for earning a Project 211 university degree and obtaining overseas learning 

experiences.  

The findings of this study support that it is common for social work in China to 

lack professional power, skills, and practice. The early stage of indigenisation and the 

professionalisation of social work contributed to participants’ unsatisfactory field 

placement experiences. Their social work education did not prepare CCNU participants 

for practice in the field. In the findings presented in Chapter 5, CCNU participants 

reported that it was difficult to connect theory to practice as a result of learning by 

memorisation and following instructions from teachers. The literature on the 

development of Chinese social work supports the finding of this study that Chinese 

students had unsatisfactory field placement experiences due to issues in their Chinese 

social work education, the lack of recognition of the profession, and the low 

development of professional identity. Wu et al. (2016) questioned whether social work 

had really been recognised in the employment sectors in China. In fact, participants 

reported that despite government policy supporting the creation of social workers, there 

were limited jobs in practice fields. Not surprisingly, Wu et al. (2016) reported that 

fewer than 10% of surveyed Chinese social work graduates found jobs in the industry. 
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Yang et al. (2020) further reported that Chinese social workers did not hold a strong 

professional identity.  

There is a lack of empirical studies about whether Chinese students would 

choose to practice social work upon graduation in Australia. Most studies focused on 

Chinese students’ learning experiences in popular disciplines such as accounting (Wong 

et al., 2015), business (Zhao et al., 2017), nursing (Wang et al., 2015) and engineering 

(Doe et al., 2018 ) in Australia or other Western countries, because these are 

traditionally common professions in China. Yet social work, with its eligibility for 

migration, has enjoyed some popularity among Chinese students in Australia. Chinese 

students only learned about the profession in recent years. The most recent study that 

explored issues experienced by international students studying social work in Australia 

was conducted by Taylor et al. (2000) over 20 years ago, so there is no recent evidence 

about how many Chinese students graduated to a social work career or how many 

studied social work solely for migration purposes.  

The current study found that no GU participants intended to pursue a social 

work career. The lack of interest in the profession, as Ross et al. (2019) explained, is 

that international students experience many challenges such as language difficulties, 

social and cultural differences, and different political value orientations, in undertaking 

social work field placement. These challenges identified by Ross et al. were similar to 

the reasons expressed in the current study, that is that participants found it too difficult 

to practise social work. Compounded by these challenges, GU participants were also 

concerned that working as social workers would not enable them to recoup their tuition 

cost for their degrees if they returned to China. As such, pursuing a postgraduate degree 

in other areas was a better choice for GU participants.  
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Further Study at the Postgraduate Level 

When asked about their intentions to pursue social work as a future career, three 

of the eight CCNU participants indicated that they might choose to further their study in 

social work at the postgraduate level. Wen-C stated that “I am planning to undertake a 

postgraduate study in social work at CCNU and I want to be a social work educator.” 

Cao-C was also planning to pursue postgraduate study, as she said that “I am studying 

for postgraduate exams in social work. I want to further my study at my hometown in 

Guangzhou, at Sun Yat-Sen University. I want to become a social work educator.” 

Unlike CCNU participants’ interest in social work postgraduate study, most GU 

participants viewed that completion of a degree in social work was their stepping-stone 

for their real interests or other desired professions such as information technology, 

accounting, business, or human resources. As a result, all of the seven GU participants 

reported that they would not be social workers. Almost every GU participant reported 

that they would like to further undertake postgraduate study in Australia, as they 

explained that the degree certificate and the prestige of the university are more 

important than the career or the profession they choose to study.  

GU participants also shared the prevalent view that it would be too difficult to 

be a social worker in China because the political environment would not allow them to 

practise the form of social work that they studied in Australia. For example, Yue-G 

reported that:  

Because I think politics in every way affects social work as a profession. I think 

social work has already been here [in Australia] for a long time and people get 

used to it and it is affecting people’s life. In China, because no one really knows 

what social work is. The government can make the policies about social work 

and use the profession to do things that serves the government agenda, but this 

may not be the actual purpose or what social workers are supposed to do. I think 
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the most fundamental thing to change is politics and that’s why I am not 

planning to practise social work in China. If I went back to China and started a 

career as a social worker there, I don’t think I would get used to that 

bureaucratic and hierarchal environment in China. Also, I may witness a lot of 

unprofessional behaviours happening and this could be from my supervisor, my 

boss, or maybe my colleagues. I don’t think I can do anything to change them or 

change this kind of behaviour. I would need to behave really differently working 

in China. So, this made me think it would be really difficult and unlikely to be a 

social worker.  

 

In addition this study found that participants’ parents or family influenced GU 

participants’ career choices. Liu-G’s comment was an example of the influence of 

family on his decisions for his future career:  

I don’t know what my parents want me to get. They want me to live in China so 

they can stay with me. They would buy a house for me in China so they could 

watch me. They could control me. I don’t want that. In this context, it is not 

possible to negotiate with my parents. Because they are my parents. I mean I am 

still quite interested in finding a social work job. I don’t know. I am not sure. I 

could try some other things and then go back to social work. I don’t know 

probably after my graduation; I may find a social work job. Ideally, I want to be 

a social worker in China and make government to do some changes and be a 

fighter. In reality, it is really too hard and challenging. You could sacrifice your 

own life and [then go to] prison.  

 

Not Choosing Social Work 

It was not surprising to find that the majority of GU participants would not 

choose to pursue social work but wanted to undertake postgraduate study in other 

disciplines and in a more prestigious university than GU. The mismatch between their 

major of study and future career was supported from contact with these participants 

after the completion of this study. Six GU participants pursued further postgraduate 
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studies but in a higher ranked Group of Eight university in Australia, including the 

University of Queensland, the University of Sydney, and the University of Melbourne, 

and studied in areas other than social work such as accounting, finance, and information 

technology. As Jia and Ericson (2017) identified, studying in a prestigious university 

allows Chinese students to find better jobs, as employers are more likely to recruit 

graduates from these key institutions. For GU participants, the value of prestige was 

more significant for their future career and further confirmed that GU participants were 

more concerned about studying in an elite university than choosing a major that was of 

interest to them. Studying in an elite education facility is valued both by Chinese 

families and the job market. Although GU participants studied social work at CCNU as 

a compromise for their own interest, they used social work as a bridge to pursue studies 

in a higher ranked university in China and later in Australia. Many studies (e.g., Liu et 

al., 2012; Yan et al., 2009) supported that continuing studies at the postgraduate level is 

a popular choice among many Chinese social work students, because earning a master’s 

degree may allow them to access better employment opportunities. SocialWorkSky’s 

(2019) analysis found that studying a postgraduate degree enabled Chinese social work 

students to become social work teachers, since the teaching profession is more respected 

and better paid than social work practice. 

By contrast, CCNU participants reported that that they found jobs in areas such 

as dancing, teaching, and sales, rather than in social work. They explained that social 

work was not financially viable, since pursuing a job with higher wages was more 

important than pursuing social work with a low financial return.  Many studies 

conducted in China (e.g., Liu et al., 2012; Liu, et al., 2013; Wang & Zhou, 2010; Wu et 

al., 2016; Yan et al., 2009) found that low financial return was a key reason that 

graduates did not choose to undertake social work as their career. In addition, the 
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mismatch between career and academic major is common among university graduates 

in China. Zeng et al.’s (2020) study reported that there is 87.1% rate of mismatch 

between their major of study and university graduates’ career, which is well above the 

70% national average (Wu et al., 2016; Zeng et al., 2016). The literature (e.g., Wu et al., 

2016; Zeng, et al., 2015; Zeng, et al., 2020) reported that social work as a profession 

had very few relevant jobs and they could continue to be filled by people from other 

professions. Social work also lacked professional status. Consequently, social work as a 

major has been viewed negatively as being problematic in leading to employment. A 

study by Zeng et al. (2015) found that social work graduates were unlikely to be social 

workers and provided 76 reasons for graduates not choosing the profession as their 

future career. Similar to CCNU participants’ choices, the graduates in Zeng et al. study 

chose to work in other professions with better financial conditions.  

 

Summary  

This chapter has addressed the second research question: how do participants 

understand the profession? It identified three perspectives: perceptions of social work, 

the influence of government on the role of social work, and incongruities in values and 

ethics. This chapter also reported a finding that participants had developed a weak 

professional identity because of their unsatisfactory field placement experiences and 

their unsuitability for the profession; as a result, they chose to further their studies at the 

postgraduate level and chose not to practise social work.  

Participants perceived social work in China as helping people to help 

themselves, which incorporated a noble characteristic. By comparison, GU participants 

perceived social work in Australia as having values and practices of social justice, 

human rights, and social equity. As a result of the different developments in social 
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welfare (as discussed previously), CCNU participants reported that Chinese social work 

was perceived to be voluntarily working in a neighborhood committee, while GU 

participants reported that Australian social work enjoys a higher status with better 

recognition because of its development in Australian as a profession. 

Participants reported that the Chinese government influenced the funding and 

the service provision of the profession. Participants also reported that Chinese social 

work serves the Chinese Government’s agenda by implementing government policies 

and purchasing social work services. This is in stark contrast to social work in Australia; 

GU participants reported that the profession is less controlled by the Government and 

practitioners could advocate, influence, and challenge government policies.  

This research found that China and Australia have very different value 

orientations. Participants reported that values such as harmony, benevolence, filial piety, 

and courtesy were enacted differently in aspects of interpersonal relationships in China 

and in Australia. GU participants reported that they struggled to reconcile these different 

value orientations. In addition, CCNU participants reported that a code of ethics was not 

culturally relevant, while GU participants reported that the Australian version of ethics 

was more relevant in Australia, but they gave little credence to the Chinese version of 

ethics.  Together these two themes reinforced that there are very different value 

orientations between Chinese and Australian social work.  

In addition to these three research topics, this chapter reported a finding that 

participants developed a weak professional identity, as a result of their learning 

experiences, interests in social work, and value incongruities. The majority of the 

participants were reluctant to choose the profession as a future career, because they did 

not choose to study social work but did so as a compromise to attend a prestigious 

university. Participants however explained that they felt they were not fit for the 
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profession and they had had an unsatisfactory field placement experience that did not 

match expectations developed in the classroom.  

In drawing on these findings, and the literature analysed in previous chapters, 

the final chapter now offers a critical discussion on the implications of social work 

education in China and Australia and recommendations for future research. The 

limitations of this study will also be described as will some personal reflections.  
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7.  IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE  

 

For Chinese students studying abroad, the influence of the State on education, 

and the significance of academic excellence, have shaped and continue to shape, how 

Chinese students learn. Studying abroad has provided an avenue for Chinese students to 

access a prestigious university as this research has highlighted. An increasing number of 

middle-class Chinese families have made it possible for their sons and daughters to 

study outside China by paying for their study, rather than relying on government 

sponsorship that, before the economic reform, was limited to a small number of Chinese 

students. Patriotic education continues to dictate the ideological and learning content in 

the higher education context. Due to over-competitiveness among Chinese students, 

excelling at the National College Entrance Examination (NCEE) has become 

fundamental to improving individuals’ social, political, and economic status. While the 

pursuit of academic excellence remains a legacy of civil service examinations from the 

Imperial era, the NCEE is now a competitive process that ensures only the best students 

are admitted into the higher ranked universities.  

This thesis has shown how Confucianism influences Chinese students’ 

perceptions of learning and learning practices and their perceptions of teachers, and that 

this influence supports the argument that Chinese students are not deficient, but rather, 

adopt different learning practices. Many Chinese cultural values that stem from 

Confucianism may account for these differences in learning practices between China 

and the West. The thesis has shown that studies on Chinese learners in overseas contexts 

have failed to acknowledge this influence of Confucianism and Chinese culture on 

students’ learning practices.  
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The thesis has argued for a deeper inquiry into culturally specific aspects of 

Chinese settings and Chinese students as necessary, due to the fact that most perceptions 

of Chinese learners are shaped by Western scholars in a Western classroom context (Xu, 

2004). For example, as discussed, observing a Chinese student engaged in memorising 

can lead to a Western assumption that this is rote learning (Xu, 2004). To develop a 

richer understanding of Chinese students’ views of the connection between 

understanding and memorising (Kember, 1996) requires a more nuanced understanding 

of these philosophical and cultural influences.  

Chinese culture has given different meanings to education when compared with 

a Western perspective (Xu, 2004). One difference is that China places emphasis on the 

intrinsic significance of education, where the fundamental value of education enables 

ultimate human perfection. By contrast, the Western perspective stresses the utility of 

education, as the interwoven relationship between a person’s internal talents and 

external performance (Cheng et al., 2016; Kember, 2016).  This can be seen from the 

traditional and current examination systems employed in China. The Civil Service 

Examination system adopted the foundation of the educability of human beings and 

humans’ perfectibility. This made it possible for successful candidates to gain higher 

social status through education and therefore contribute to the unification of intrinsic 

self-actualisation and extrinsic utilitarianism in the Chinese culture (Watkins, 2000).   

This thesis has argued that this cultural and historical past directly influences 

how Chinese students view academic success in the present day, and how they tend to 

attribute success to internal and controllable factors, such as effort and study skills. This 

research has concluded that Chinese students are more autonomous in their learning, 

meaning they can learn without the constant presence or intervention of a teacher. They 

can be regarded as self-responsible, self-reliant, and self-organised (Watkins & Biggs, 
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1996), and it is these qualities that have enabled them to develop skills and knowledge 

on their own without much engagement with peers or teachers.  

Another factor that contributes to the academic success of Chinese students is 

their perception of learning as a duty for the family. Chinese culture places high regard 

on education and perceives learning as a process of reflection and application, believing 

that the success of academic learning is a matter of hard work and effort (Lee, 1996 and 

a considerable amount of time and effort is invested by Chinese students (Lee, 1996; 

Salili, 1996a). The collectivist culture adds pressure to succeed academically in 

comparison with individualistic Western counterparts, who believe that academic 

success may be attributed to inherent personal abilities (Abeysekera, 2008). In Chinese 

culture, academic achievement has been seen as a matter of “family face” (Ho, 1993), 

rather than a matter of self-esteem. This indicates that the understanding of academic 

success does not only relate to an individual student but also involves significant others, 

such as family, peers, or even the community as a whole (Salili, 1996b). This may 

explain why Chinese students adopt similar learning practices when they study outside 

of China, because they owe it to their family to achieve academically, in return for the 

family’s support, and in particular, financial assistance.  

While some literature has stereotyped Chinese students as passive rote learners 

who rely heavily on memorisation as a learning strategy (e.g., Ballard & Clanchy, 1997; 

Biggs, 1987a; Biggs, 1988a. Jones et al., 2004) Chinese traditional learning strategies 

such as this are undergoing change. Traditionally, memorisation of ancient texts and 

following standard answers were primary learning techniques (Biggs, 1987a; Biggs, 

1988a. Jones et al., 2004).  However, as a result of advanced social and economic 

development in China, studying abroad has become a popular option for Chinese 

students and with the influence of Western education, Chinese students have also been 
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exposed to different ideas and learning practices such as critical thinking, group work, 

and writing assignments.  

With respect to the perceptions of teaching, Chinese students tend to believe that 

they need to respect teachers in class and obey their instructions, and follow their 

guidance, rather than to question and challenge (Huang & Cowden, 2009). However, 

from the Chinese cultural perspective, students believe that following and obeying 

teachers’ instructions helps them to obtain academic excellence, which is critically 

valued in the Chinese culture (Wong et al., 2015). As a result, they consider that they 

need to give full attention to the class rather than to interrupt or obstruct the class by 

asking too many questions (Wong et al., 2015; Yin et al., 2016). This thesis has shown 

that Chinese teachers tend to adopt a parental role for students as opposed to the 

facilitative role adopted by Western teachers (Zhang & McGrath, 2009). From this 

Chinese perspective, the teacher delivers the content and students can ask questions 

later, if needed. The role of Chinese teachers is to help students to excel academically, 

and students’ academic grades are highly related to teachers’ salaries (Liu et al., 2016). 

 

Drawing Issues Together  

This thesis has explored two research questions: how Chinese students learned 

social work in China and Australia; and what is their understanding of how the 

profession is practised in both countries. It has undertaken this research within the 

context of a joint social work program between GU and CCNU, the first collaborative 

initiative at the undergraduate level (CCNU, 2019) established in 2011 with a 

collaborative Bachelor of Social Work program to deliver a 2 plus 2.5-year joint degree 

program between China and Australia.  
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Two conceptual frameworks guided this research. The first, Biggs’ (1987a) 

considers how students approach learning and examines what methods or processes they 

adopt. The second drew on Hofstede’s cultural dimensions on learning. Both of these 

have proved valuable in enabling this analysis. Hofstede’s dimensions explain that there 

are cultural differences in terms of academic expectations and achievement between 

Chinese and Western learners. Subsequently, as outlined in Chapter 1, Biggs and 

Watkins (2001) developed what they termed as “ … the paradox of the Chinese learner 

… ” arguing that despite the fact that Chinese students adopt a surface approach, they 

actually achieve deep learning outcomes.  

This thesis hypothesized that differences in culture and values-placed learning 

can be incorporated into Bigg’s paradox of learning. The cultural differences identified 

using Hofstede’s (2011) framework in aspects of academic and family cultures between 

China and Western countries impact on education. There are fundamental cultural 

differences in learning practices. The study has found the importance of understanding 

the differences in social work education between China and Australia as a way of 

analyzing evidence from data collection.  

Political influence has been the major factor that has shaped the profession in 

China and further affected how social work education has been delivered. The 

registration system was another example that China has learned from the USA.  As a 

result, since Chinese social work education was adapted from the West, social work 

education in China has experienced many problems such as a low number of graduates 

choosing to practise social work and a low professional competency after completing 

the degree.  

This study reported eight findings with four for each of two research questions. 

The first four findings addressed the first research question on participants’ learning 
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experiences in social work. It began with reasons for participants choosing to study 

social work, as most of them were not interested in this major. The second finding has 

five components that reported how participants learned social work between China and 

Australia. The third finding reported that participants had difficulties applying their 

learning in practice. While the fourth finding explained how learning influenced on 

participants values and beliefs.  

The second research question that addressed the understanding of social work 

has four findings. The first finding reported how participants perceived social work in 

China and in Australia. The second finding reported the influenced of governments on 

social work profession. The third finding was the incongruities in values and ethics. 

Participants reported that their learning in class was very different from their field 

practice experiences and as a result, they were not prepared for practice. Finally, the 

fourth finding reported that participants developed a weak professional identity. In 

answering the research questions, five implications for social work education have 

emerged:  

The first implication is how Chinese students learn social work is influenced by 

how social work is taught. Chinese students learn social work by rote was because the 

major assessment was to undertake examination rather than practice focused assignment 

that assess their understanding and ability to apply theories in practice. The social work 

pedagogy thus needs to be changed from passive and teacher-centered style to student-

center and active style that requires students’ active participation, critical thinking, 

reflection and analysis. These active learning strategies are not opposing Chinese 

traditional cultural of learning such as Confucianism but was not promoted because 

these strategies are not helping to improve examinations marks. Thus, Chinese social 
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work education needs to prepare students for their field practice rather than to focus on 

the textbook or that theory that lacked application in practice.  

The second implication is that it is important to learn that Chinese social work 

espoused Chinese cultural values compared with the Western social work values. This is 

because Chinese social work relies on the government support and policy direction and 

Chinese cultural values are supported by the government. However, Chinese social 

work still held similar principles such as helping people but was only chosen to 

undertake roles and functions within the government policy rather than to challenge and 

advocate for policy change. It is also important to note that it may be dangerous to 

challenge and advocate against the government policies; however, this is not to say that 

Chinese social policy would not change but there is a Chinese approach that change, 

develop and influence policy change.  

The third implication is the needs for recognition of the profession in China. The 

status of the profession could not be improved without the Chinese government support 

and policy recognition. The Chinese central government has incorporated social work as 

a profession to help with addressing social issues since 2006 in the Chinese Plenary 

meeting and the government documents. As a result, social work was able to be 

involved in many areas in dealing with social problems such as poverty reduction, 

improving welfare fot the aged and promoting equity in education. The status of the 

profession needs the central government policy and legislation that outline the social 

work roles, functions and responsibilities in the government organisations so that 

Chinese people would have a better understanding of the profession and its functions. 

In addition, Chinese social workers need to gain an understanding of the 

profession in China and find adequate ways to articulate the purpose of the profession in 

different fields that has a social worker. Often, the low status of the profession was 
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because Chinese social workers find it difficult to explain what they do and what they 

could do in the workplace. Unlike professions such as teachers and doctors who have 

clear roles, responsibilities and boundaries, Chinese social workers were unclear about 

what they could do and what their jobs were. Therefore, developing an adequate way to 

articulate the purpose and functions of social work would help to improve its 

professional status. It helps people to understand the profession and rather than to 

stereotype social work as volunteers or people without any formal qualification.  

The fourth implication is in the area of field placement education. It is important 

to understand that Chinese social work education should not only focus on the academic 

classes but also on practice education and placement learning. Chinese social work 

educators explored some ways to establish placement and practice learning such as 

building university-based social work organisations. These practice experiences could 

be transformed into academic classes and develop local research and theories to support 

Chinese local practice. Chinese students need support to learn and develop practice 

skills in fields, as they were not used to learn in practice. They would need training and 

support to understand how they could practise as a social worker in China.  

When Chinese students learn social work in Western countries such as Australia, 

a support group may help them to deal with problems and challenges they encounter in 

field practice learning. Chinese students may face issues that they may not expect, 

understand or realise, thus forming a group with more experienced students would help 

them to address barriers faced in practice learning.  

The fifth implication is the commitment and suitability of profession. These 

students who reported that they were unsuitable for the profession was because they did 

not come to study social work due to their interest in being social workers. Rather they 

were forced to study social work and they were not interested in the profession. It is just 
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not surprising to find that they reported the unsuitability of the profession. It is 

important to review the admission process for Chinese students who enroll to study 

social work. The social work program may need to select the most suitable candidates 

for the degree of social work rather than just to treat it as a steppingstone for other 

purposes.  

It may be difficult to change the current status that Chinese students lacked 

interest in the profession, however with the government support and choosing suitable 

candidates, there will be more Chinese students would undertake social work upon 

graduation.  

With these five implications for practices, a plan of action is developed for 

social work education. The findings of this study support a number of actions that could 

be taken to improve Chinese students’ learning experiences in social work. The Chinese 

social work education needs to focus on developing students’ values and beliefs about 

social work. This focus on values and beliefs should be practised throughout the degree 

in China. Chinese students need to understand the profession from both academic and 

practice aspects, and they need to consciously develop their professional identity 

throughout their learning in China. The Chinese Social Work Association would need to 

develop the universal standards for the social work programs in China and allow the 

course curriculum to develop both similarities and differences within different regions 

and cities in China. The Chinese social work education would need to adopt the student 

center teaching in social work and to allow an integration of theory with practice. This 

change in teaching practice would also need to be aligned with the assessment methods. 

The exam may only take a small portion of the total grade and a variety of assessment 

methods could be introduced such as essay, reflection, and critical analysis.  Chinese 
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social work education should not only require students to memorise the theory from the 

textbooks but also needs to develop competency in practice.  

Chinese students who come to study in Australia may need to undertake a 

special course that explores the influence of their Chinese values on their Western 

practice. There are fundamental values differences between China and Australia and 

thus creating many challenges in practices and understanding of social work. Thus, it is 

very necessary for Chinese students who study social work to understand, explore and 

reflect on their learning, challenges and differences in Australia. By reflecting, acting 

and theorising, Chinese students would develop a stronger professional identity and 

understanding of the profession.  

As there is an increasing number of Chinese students studying social work 

overseas, these students would be a great avenue to develop Chinese indigenous social 

work theories and practice that integrates local social, economic and political structures 

with their Western learning. Having overseas learning experiences is also one of the 

strategies that adopted in many other fields such as psychology and sociology that 

promoted the development of these disciplines in China. The practice of social work 

would need not only an understanding of the Western theories, but an understanding of 

Chinese cultural values helps to address social and economic issues in China 

This final chapter highlights findings, identifies limitations of the research, 

draws implications for practice, and suggests directions for future research in social 

work education in both countries.  The chapter concludes with a personal reflection on 

my experiences in undertaking this research.  

In answering the research questions, three implications for social work education 

have emerged:  

(a) improving Chinese students’ understanding of the discipline of social work,  
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(b) adopting a combination of traditional Chinese and Western learning practices 

in social work education, and  

(c) promoting application of learning in field education. 

The findings of this study established that participants had limited understanding 

of the profession when they commenced their study. This could be addressed by 

introducing the academic major of social work and its professional practice to high 

school students when they are considering career choices, and university studies. A 

review of the admission process for prospective students at university could also be 

more focused by taking into consideration an interest in social work as a career.  

Findings from this study conclude that in order to assess their pre-study 

perceptions – often negative - university education could focus on developing students’ 

understanding of the profession during their program of study, through a process of 

constant learning, thinking, and reflection. Such an ongoing process of development 

would then assist students in exploring the fit between their personal values and 

professional social work values.  

As promotion of the role of social work in China increases, it is to be expected 

that more students will come to understand the discipline and the importance of the 

profession. As a result, a more realistic image of social work when promoting the 

profession in Chinese education will need to be adopted. This study found that 

empowerment as a social work value had a different meaning in either country. The 

implication is that social work education should recognise these differences and that in 

China, social work focuses on empowering individuals to be responsible for solving 

problems rather than on empowering people to advocate for rights and power.  
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Implications for Social Work Education in China 

This thesis concludes that there are several ways in which to improve social 

work education within a Chinese context. These are: to incorporate active learning; to 

incorporate critical reflective learning and relevant assessment; to recognise the 

influence of teachers on students; to encourage the use of self; and finally, to develop 

Chinese social work values.  

Active Learning 

Increasing active and participative learning activities within social work 

education will encourage students to interact and engage in classroom learning. To 

encourage such participation, it will be important to provide sufficient and varied 

learning resources. For example, rather than drawing on a single textbook for their 

coursework, Chinese students could draw on personal experiences, use various sources 

of learning materials, and apply learning into practice. This increased focus on 

engagement and active learning would then develop students’ capacity to apply their 

learning. When textbooks are used, the current development of social work in China 

needs to be more direct, as opposed to using knowledge from a textbook that has been 

directly translated from English and is therefore less relevant to social work in China. 

Chinese students should also be made aware that knowledge or learning is not limited to 

their learning from textbooks or in class but should come from their own research and 

other sources that provide different perspectives.  

 

Reflective Learning and Assessment 

It is a challenge to accepted practice, however, this study shows the value of 

replacing memorisation and the examination-oriented approach with a more critical and 

reflective learning approach. As discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, this actually has 
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foundational support from Confucianism. Memorising for examinations to reproduce 

the content from a textbook cannot be seen as compatible with training for the social 

work profession. Critical analysis and reflection are crucial. The Chinese social work 

profession in its education needs to develop students’ capacity to apply their learning in 

practice as opposed to solely exam-oriented learning and assessment that focuses on 

academic grades rather than actual learning outcomes. To undertake such change in the 

learning and assessment practice to focus on reflective and critical analysis, additional 

course information is needed to provide students with materials and resources that assist 

them in learning about the profession of social work. For example, the inclusion of 

course profiles that outline and describe expected learning outcomes and their relevance 

to social work practice would be most useful. Similarly, assessment items such as 

written essays, reports, and reflective writing could be more effective than examination-

focused assessment in promoting student learning. 

This study has also found that in order to enhance student learning, appropriate 

assessment guidelines could be developed that not only measure a student’s 

understanding of the course content, but also the application and reflection of learning 

in practice. This would then enable Chinese students to have a better understanding of 

what they are expected to learn, and as a result, would give them the strengths to apply 

their learning to their practice. By focusing more on the practice aspects of the 

profession and by drawing on current experiences of professional social workers in 

China could support this suggestion. The discipline requires practitioners with practice 

skills and a problem-solving capacity rather than the current focus on memorisation of 

the course content. This practice element could be strengthened by using current 

practice experiences in social work and by incorporating the Chinese cultural context 

into social work education. This would then create an indigenous social work education.  
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The Influence of Teachers on Students 

This study has found the importance of teachers within the education context, 

and that social work teachers in China could influence students in a professional way. 

This means that Chinese educators need to not only teach students in class, but also help 

them to understand the practice of social work. As this study has found, Chinese 

teachers are perceived to possess authority and respect, and this places them in a strong 

position to be role models for students to guide their understanding of social work’s 

professional values. For example, one value is helping people to help themselves. 

Chinese teachers could apply this value in their teaching by offering more assistance 

when students seek help, directing them to key resources, and encouraging them to 

engage in research about the profession. This exercise of applying values into learning 

could be incorporated into assessment that discerns how students understand the theory 

in the Chinese practice context.  

The Use of Self 

The “use of self” could be integrated into Chinese social work education 

following the findings from this research. This could be facilitated by aligning it with 

Confucius’ learning on improving self and developing morality from learning. For 

example, Zeng, one of Confucius’s students, quoted from the Analects that: 

I daily examine myself on three points: whether, in transacting business for 

others, I may have been not faithful; whether, in intercourse with friends, I may 

have been not sincere; whether I may have not mastered and practiced the 

instructions of my teacher. 

 The Analects offer many suggestions that encourage people to reflect on 

themselves in their behaviour and interpersonal relationships. Confucianism encouraged 

the practice of reflection and reflexive practice, and this research suggests that social 

work education could adopt these reflective and reflexive learning practices within the 
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Chinese context (Clark & Gieve, 2006; Ferguson, 2017; Kim, 2003). This reflective and 

critical component of education would then support students to develop their sense of 

self-awareness and professional identity.  

Chinese Social Work Values 

Chinese social work education could not only equip students with skills and 

knowledge required for the profession but also develop culturally relevant Chinese 

social work values and Chinese knowledge of social work practice. Two approaches 

could assist with developing social work values that incorporate a Chinese perspective 

and an understanding of Chinese social issues. The first approach is that Chinese culture 

such as Confucianism should be an integral part of social work education. The term 

“social work” may not be familiar to Chinese students. However, the majority of 

Chinese people know of Confucius and his critical influence on society. Social work 

could be promoted with the influence of Confucianism and its application of Confucian 

values including Li (good behaviour), Yi (honesty), Ren (the virtue of benevolence), Zhi 

(knowledge), and Xin (the virtue of faithfulness and integrity). These five values have 

relevance to the ethical principles of social work, including respect for persons, 

importance of human relationships, integrity, and competence. Applying these values 

will provide a relevant connection between well-known and traditional Chinese values, 

concepts, and beliefs, with the practice of social work.  

The second approach that could assist with developing social work values is to 

actually recognise and acknowledge that there are significant value differences between 

Chinese culture and Western social work. As this thesis has described, Chinese social 

work has focused on promoting social harmony and maintaining social stability, while 

Western social work values promote social justice and human rights. These Western 

values are often incompatible with, or are at least perceived differently, in the Chinese 
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political context. Therefore, the profession should be encouraged to develop Chinese 

ways to promote social change, human rights, and social justice and this should be a 

necessary component for discussion and learning in social work education in China. 

In order to develop Chinese social work values, Western values could be 

examined, compared, and contrasted. Chinese social work education may need to learn 

and differentiate between Chinese and Western values so that Western knowledge can 

be indigenised, and a Chinese indigenous knowledge developed and  several changes 

could be promoted to adapt to the Chinese context. Chinese students could be taught 

that social work derived from Western cultures has a focus on self-determination and 

individuality, whereas Chinese culture has a focus on the family, including filial piety, 

respect for elders, and establishing relationships. Chinese people are obligated to respect 

and take care of their parents rather than practise self-determination and focus on 

individuality. Such Chinese culture and values could then be incorporated into Chinese 

social work rather than continuing to base discussion in education on Western standards 

of the profession. 

This thesis concludes that Chinese social work education would benefit from 

creating an indigenous perspective of Chinese social issues and developing theories and 

practices that will address problems in the Chinese context. Western social work 

education could be used as a good reference rather than as a model to be copied. This 

has been described as ‘xixuedongyong 西学东⽤ or Western concepts, Chinese context’. 

In developing better understanding of social issues such as people with disability, elder 

care, migrants, left behind children, mental health issues, and people with different 

sexual orientations is vital for Chinese students to enable them to understand possible 

challenges they will face in field practice. 
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This combination of traditional Chinese and Western learning practices would 

allow students to learn and develop competence for their practice in the Chinese 

context. These five suggestions for practice in social work education in China aim to 

equip Chinese students with an integration of theory and practice in learning social 

work.  

In summary, applying active learning in class and using a variety of assessment 

items that assess students how learning could be applied in practice would allow 

students to develop competence in the practice context. Chinese teachers who play a 

critical role in education would influence how students learn social work and their 

understanding of relevant values. Reflecting upon Chinese culture and values, students 

would use themselves as an example to develop social work values in the Chinese 

context with Chinese relevance.  

Application of Learning in Practice 

This thesis concludes that Chinese social work education could promote 

application of learning in practice. Rather than focussing on memorisation and 

reproduction of knowledge, reflective and practical elements of learning should promote 

an integration of theory and practice. Findings from this study show that field education 

in China has lacked connection with academic learning in class and has lacked an 

element that encouraged the integration of theory and practice. As discussed, CCNU 

participants reported that their academic learning had little relevance in practice and 

their field practice learning lacked clear objectives and goals. This lack of competence 

in practice, meant that it was difficult for students to practise in the field. Chinese social 

work education could promote application of learning in practice through active and 

reflective learning in class. Teachers also have a critical role in class to encourage 
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students to apply their learning by using themselves as example and in practice. 

Students could make use of self and eventually apply learning in practice.  

This research has concluded that an integration of theory with practice would 

bridge the discrepancy between academic learning and field practice. It is crucial that a 

realistic image of the profession is presented in academic classes. Chinese students 

could develop an awareness of the challenges faced by the profession as opposed to 

receiving a picture that is overwhelmingly positive, which is far from the reality in 

China. Social work in China is not established based on a fully-fledged social welfare 

system, and therefore the profession remains under developed and lacks practice 

support in learning. Chinese social work education needs to prepare students for the 

current status quo in the Chinese welfare system and enhance Chinese students’ 

awareness of application of knowledge in practice.  

 

Some Implications for Social Work Education in Australia 

This study has presented a picture of Chinese social work students’ learning 

experiences, particularly in relation to their different value orientations between Chinese 

and Western social work and academic contexts. Results have indicated that support 

remains essential to facilitate Chinese social work students’ transition to the Australian 

academic context of learning. The major challenge in learning goes beyond linguistic 

differences to core value orientation differences between the Chinese and Australian 

contexts. This research identified that different value orientations was the most 

significant challenge, with GU participants reporting that they would find it difficult to 

practise social work as a consequence.  

In enabling the academic learning context, Chinese students should be made 

aware of the many differences between learning in China and Australia. They should 
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then be able to adapt and change their perceptions of learning. For example, they could 

be introduced to the idea that learning in Australia requires them to be more 

independent and take more responsibility for their learning. Chinese students could also 

be made aware that teachers may be less involved in learning in Australia, as opposed to 

the teachers they had in China who give them instructions and require them to follow 

their guidance. In this way, Chinese students preparing to study in Australia should be 

aware of the need to develop self-direction and independent learning strategies. Most 

importantly, it is also necessary to provide Chinese students with adequate support to 

understand differences and discrepancies in their learning between the Chinese and 

Australian tertiary systems.  

Exposure to culturally diverse groups is also critical for Chinese social work 

students. This study found that the participants lacked opportunity to learn and 

understand their potential clientele when they studied in China. Australian social work 

education can help Chinese students better understand their motivations and intentions 

for social work as their major of study and future career. A further pragmatic step would 

be to organise Chinese students who study social work to form groups to support 

themselves studying in Australia. These support groups could be facilitated and led by a 

more experienced Chinese social work student who could also mentor and coach 

students in learning processes and work with them to resolve any possible challenges 

they may encounter.  

Australian social work education could consider providing support for Chinese 

students to identify, understand, reflect on, and analyse differences they experience in 

their field practice learning in Australia. If Chinese students become aware of 

differences in their learning between China and Australia, they are more likely to adjust 

to the Australian context. In considering such support that is currently provided, 
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tailoring it more specifically to Chinese students’ learning needs with consideration of 

cultural relevance would prove invaluable. 

Different Learning Practices 

The political context of Chinese education is critical to understand how Chinese 

students learn in China, since politics influences many aspects of students’ learning 

practices, their perceptions of teaching, and the value of academic merit – making it 

fundamentally different from Western approaches to learning. Empirical studies that 

adopted a Chinese-cultural perspective supported the view that learning practices such 

as memorisation and being quiet in class should not be interpreted as passive learning 

(Heng, 2016).  

These cultural and academic differences as discussed in detail in this thesis, 

influences how Chinese students should be perceived and interpreted from a Chinese 

cultural perspective rather than from a Western perspective that may problematise them. 

The literature on Chinese students studying in Western countries has found three major 

differences in learning experiences: learning practices, perceptions of teaching, and 

values associated with academic merit. In addition, Ching et al. (2017) identified issues 

such as language barriers, cultural differences, and social adaptation as challenges. 

Studies have shown that Chinese students tend to adopt rote learning methods, such as 

memorisation and repetition, and tend to be passive in class (e.g., Cheng, 2012; Cooper, 

2004; Hou & McDowell, 2014; Jin & Cortazzi, 2006; Marton, et al., 2005; Mathias et 

al., 2013; Shi, 2006). As a result, Western academics (Atkinson, 1997; Canagarajah, 

2013; Pennycook, 1996) have perceived Chinese students as challenging, problematic, 

and difficult to engage. However, some scholars (Heng, 2016; Tran, 2012) using a 

Chinese cultural perspective, have argued that memorisation and repetition could lead to 

better understanding and deeper learning outcomes. Chinese students were seen to be 
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passive because Chinese teachers rarely ask questions in the classroom, and students 

were not used to actively participating in a class discussion (Tani, 2005). This thesis 

concludes that while Chinese students need to adapt and change their learning practices 

to avoid being perceived as problematic, Western education and literature also needs to 

examine Chinese students from Chinese cultural perspectives such as Confucianism.   

While researchers such Heng (2016) and Tian and Low (2011) argued that 

Chinese students’ learning styles may not be deficient but a misperception of rote 

learning, Chinese students consider techniques such as memorisation and repetition as 

pragmatic and suitable for gaining higher grades. Academic excellence plays a more 

significant role in China, while the learning styles in Western contexts emphasise 

understanding and developing critical analysis skills, as this thesis has argued. In 

addition, Chinese culture values academic merit highly. Academic achievement is 

perceived as a means of developing a higher social status in a Chinese student’s life 

compared to their Western counterparts. These beliefs and cultural practices have 

fostered a strong sense of competition and a need to strive for academic excellence with 

continuous effort among Chinese students. Further, an individual’s academic result can 

add significance to the family or even the whole community in China; “academic 

achievement” has a more collective meaning attached. For example, Chinese students 

who have achieved the highest score in the college entrance examination (Gaokao) are 

admired by the whole country and bring prestige to their family, and their local 

community. Chinese families also invest significantly in their children’s education and 

academic studies. In the Western context, academic merit may not be valued as much as 

it is in Chinese families (Li, 2017). This merit-oriented learning value has fostered 

significant competition among Chinese students. This may be problematic for Chinese 

students studying social work, as collaboration and critical thinking are more valued in 



 

 

       

271 

the social work training process (Tilbury et al, 2012).  The pursuit of academic 

excellence, the competitive nature of academic learning, and authoritarian teaching 

methods are not necessarily compatible with social work education, because of the 

emphasis placed on collaboration, critical thinking, and reflection in learning social 

work. 

Summary 

There has been considerable debate over whether social work in China should 

develop an indigenous or indigenised approach. As discussed in previous chapters, an 

indigenous approach is developed from the Chinese local context, whereas the 

indigenised approach adapts the Western approach to the local context. Scholars such as 

Cheung, 2007 and Gray, 2008 have argued for an indigenised approach to be 

incorporated into the social work profession in China. However, the development of 

Chinese social work relies on funding and political support from the CCP. The 

profession therefore has limited scope in areas such as challenging inequity and 

advocating for changes in the structural and policy contexts in China (Chu et al., 2009). 

This thesis concludes that a combination of indigenous and indigenised approaches to 

social work education and practice which adopts the Western approach to social work 

would enable the future growth of the profession.  

This research also concludes that Chinese social work education could introduce 

several changes to its social work program, from its admission process to the field 

education experience. This could then lead to Chinese students developing a better 

understanding of the profession when commencing, and throughout their learning. This 

study has shown that a deeper understanding of the profession needs to be strengthened 

by learning about social work in a manner that is realistic and a true reflection of 

Chinese social work. A combination of Chinese and Western learning practices could be 
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adopted in Chinese social work education, as the profession needs to adapt both Chinese 

and Western characteristics. In addition, Australian education institutions could tailor 

their support structures to consider characteristics of Chinese students cultural, 

language, and social influences when studying social work between China and 

Australia.  

 

Limitations of the Study 

Several limitations have been identified and are discussed here. First, as a 

qualitative research study with a small sample size of 15 participants, the findings 

cannot be generalised to other settings (Bryman, 2015). A quantitative study with a 

larger sample size could further develop the understanding of Chinese students’ learning 

experiences, including the factors that influenced their decision to study social work, the 

key factors that influenced their learning practices, and their development of a 

professional identity.    

Second, it is important to recognise the limit of the concept of culture in this 

thesis. Gray and Coates (2010) recognised the concept of culture could be theoretically 

misleading and terms of Western and indigenous cultures are questionable. The 

concepts of culture and indigenisation are questionable. Even though there were 

different definitions of culture and different people tended to have different perceptions 

of culture, culture is likely to be dynamic and influenced and shaped by politics, 

technologies and others. Some researchers (e.g., Garnham, 2001) even argued that 

culture as an analytical term was almost valueless, because its definition was vague and 

almost synonymous with human life. Fan (2000) reviewed and defined ‘culture can be 

described as the collection of values, beliefs, behaviours, customs, and attitudes that 
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distinguish a society’ (p. 3).  According to this summary and definitions of culture, it 

cannot differentiate between culture and human life.  

Third, the prestige factor may have influenced the social work learning 

experiences of the participants. Among the 300 universities offering social work 

programs, there remains a disparity in their prestige, status and resources provided for 

students’ learning as discussed in previous chapters. For example, Chinese students 

from non-Project 211 or 985 Chinese universities, which have lower prestige than 

CCNU, may have different reasons for choosing to study social work. Studying social 

work at a less prestigious university may result in different learning experiences.  

Fourth, this study should not be generalised to Chinese students who begin their 

study in Australia and are motivated to become social workers. The joint program that 

allowed Chinese students to study abroad in Australia influenced participants’ learning 

experiences because of their reasons for studying abroad rather than their interests in 

being social workers. Chinese students who are interested in the major of social work 

may have very different learning experiences in Australia when they reconcile their 

Chinese culture with Western social work values.  

Fifth, it must be acknowledged is that using the researcher as the main 

instrument of data collection and analysis (as an insider) has been criticized as being too 

subjective (Bryman, 2015). In addition, as mentioned elsewhere, because of my own 

prior involvement and experience in learning social work in Australia, I must 

acknowledge my possible influence and bias in this study. To reduce this limitation; 

however, triangulation processes were incorporated into this study such as comparing 

findings with existing literature, using participants’ validation and recruiting an 

independent researcher for data analysis.   
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Suggestions for Future Research 

Five areas of future research are suggested for different groups of Chinese 

students. These groups include: Chinese students who have an interest in social work, 

Chinese students from less prestigious universities, and Chinese students who 

commence their studies in Australia.  

First, it is important to conduct research with Chinese students who voluntarily 

choose to study social work or who are interested in studying the major of social work. 

Only one CCNU participant was actually interested in social work as a major; therefore, 

Chinese students who are interested in the profession may provide different learning 

experiences and understanding of the profession from those who are studying social 

work for other reasons.  

Second, social work students from non-prestigious institutions such as non-

Project 211 and 985 universities would be another area of interest for study, to explore 

their reasons for studying social work and their learning experiences. It is important to 

understand why Chinese students come to study social work other than by default. The 

motivation for learning would be a critical factor to develop professional identity during 

the training of social work.   

Third, Chinese students who commence their degree in social work in Australia 

might provide a different kind of reasons, as they would have different learning 

experiences and professional identity. Chinese students who choose undergraduate study 

of social work in Australia may encounter different challenges in learning and a 

different understanding of the profession. Those Chinese students would also have 

different motivations for studying social work. For example, migration might be a major 

reason for Chinese students who begin their study in Australia, as it is a profession on 

the skilled occupation list and a critical profession in Australian migration scheme.   
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The fourth area of future research could investigate how different value 

orientations influence social work education in China. Since a major finding of this 

study relates to value differences, further exploration of the different value orientations 

may shed light on the indigenisation and professionalisation of social work education 

and practice development in China.  For example, a further exploration the differences 

between core values of Confucianism and Western democratic values could be very 

useful.  

Finally, considering the experiences of social work educators’ in China and 

Australia could provide another valuable perspective. This exploration would offer an 

understanding of social work education in terms of educators’ understanding of the 

professionalisation and indigenisation processes in social work in China and Australia. 

The social work educators could describe how they teach social work, how they assess 

learning, how they perceive the relationship with students, how they support students, 

and how they may find it difficult in teaching social work. In addition, social work 

educators would give very different understanding of how social work may be 

perceived, how the government may influence the profession and how value difference 

may influence on the professional practice.  

 

Conclusions 

A considerable amount of literature on Chinese students studying overseas 

focuses on popular disciplines such as accounting (Patel et al., 2016), marketing (Liu, 

2009a), engineering (Doe et al., 2018), and information technology (Ling & Tran, 

2015). Social work has not been a common academic choice for many Chinese students. 

Indeed, in the past many have chosen to study this discipline primarily because earning 
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a social work degree could improve their eligibility for migration to many Western 

countries such as Australia, New Zealand, and Canada.  

The thesis is one of the first studies to highlight that Chinese factors such as 

culture, politics, and welfare systems should be included in social work education in 

China. The introductory chapter explained the motivation for and significance of 

conducting this research; it considered the conceptual frameworks that guided the 

literature reviews undertaken in the following two chapters. These described how a 

major influence remains as Confucianism, which shapes the education system, 

including teaching practices and students’ approaches to learning, and promotes the 

importance of examination grades for social and economic status in China. A further 

major influence is the CCP in its cultivation of nationalistic values as the core of 

China’s tertiary education curricula. The challenge for Chinese students is that they are 

also exposed to Western perceptions of learning and teaching and this results in a 

tension within the profession, as Chinese education is influenced by both the Chinese 

local context and Western philosophies of education.  

A further analysis of literature described how social work was revitalised and 

started to develop as recently as 2006 in China. The discipline was primarily an 

imported profession from the West that went through a process of indigenisation and 

professionalisation. This was then considered in the context of the Chinese 

government’s ambitious aim to build a team of three million social workers by 2020, a 

target that was subsequently halved. This goal has encountered numerous difficulties 

and challenges such as high turnover rates, low professional identity, low remuneration 

rates, low social status, and a lack of indigenous knowledge and theories in the social 

work profession in China. 
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Chapter 4 described the methodology that was used to answer the research 

questions. It explained the reasons for adopting a qualitative methodology with insider 

approach to investigate how Chinese students learn social work and develop their 

understanding of the profession in China and Australia. Data were collected from two 

cohorts of 15 participants using semi-structured interviews over an 18-month period 

from June 2014.   

Chapters 5 and 6 presented the findings of the research. Six steps of thematic 

analysis were used to uncover participants’ learning experiences of social work (Chapter 

5) and their understanding of the profession (Chapter 6). Chapter 5 concluded that the 

majority of participants had studied social work by default, specifically because of their 

desire to enroll at a prestigious university. Chapter 5 also compared CCNU and GU 

participants’ experiences of learning, through five components. The first compared class 

learning, with CCNU participants reporting that attendance and following instruction 

were the primary factors in learning, whereas GU participants reported that they needed 

to actively engage and apply theories in practice when learning in class. Second, 

participants compared their experiences of undertaking assessment between 

memorisation-oriented examination to multiple assessment items with different learning 

practices and skills required. The third component showed that Chinese teachers tend to 

be more authoritarian while Australian teachers adopt an egalitarian relationship with 

students. The fourth component examined different ways to meet students’ needs by 

comparing the generic services at CCNU with specific services at GU. As a result of 

these four components of different learning experiences, the fifth or the final component 

compared different challenges reported in learning. CCNU participants reported little 

challenge in learning, while GU participants reported that their challenges in learning 

were addressed by tailored support services. After comparing participants’ learning 
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experiences. Chapter 5 went on to examine the different abilities to apply learning in 

practice. Due to different focuses of learning between the two universities, CCNU 

participants were less aware of how their learning could be used in practice than GU 

participants who were equipped with various learning skills and were encouraged by 

teachers and support services to apply their learning in practice and draw on social work 

values. 

Chapter 6 revealed participants’ understanding of social work in three ways and 

reported the development of a professional identity. First, CCNU participants learned 

that social work had low professional regard, low status and low pay in China, while 

GU participants observed that social work had a higher status and higher pay in 

Australia. Second, CCNU participants perceived that the Chinese Government 

influenced the role of the profession in China. By contrast, GU participants reported 

that the Australian Government was not heavily involved in the roles of social work. 

Third, four values orientations, namely, harmony, benevolence, filial piety, and courtesy 

were identified as having different meanings and practices in China and in Australia. 

These value differences resulted in U.S ethical principles being incompatible with 

China’s culture. Chapter 6 finished with a report of participants’ failure to establish a 

sound professional identity. Reasons included bad field placement experiences, 

unsuitability for the profession, and the pursuit of postgraduate learning, all of which 

contributed to participants’ low professional identity formed over their learning at 

CCNU and at GU.  

As a result, almost all participants reported that they were reluctant to be social 

workers upon graduation, a finding that has a direct and immediate impact on both 

government policies and on the future of the profession in China.  
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Some Personal Reflections  

Doing this doctoral study has required tremendous effort. It was a process of 

reflection and reflexivity. I needed to draw on my own learning experiences from China 

and Australia both in academic and social contexts. I also reflected on my own 

experiences of doing this research to become an emerging academic scholar. 

Doing this doctoral thesis was a process to understand how different cultural, 

social, and linguistic contexts influenced my learning and understanding of the World. 

The writing process required me be become reflexive and look into myself on what I 

needed to do in order to undertake this writing task. I found that language and cultural 

differences were the major challenges in writing this dissertation. One example that I 

have used throughout this thesis was the emphasis that is placed on the importance of 

studying in a prestigious university in China. It required many sessions of meeting with 

supervisors to explain that due to the different cultural emphasis, the significance of the 

prestige factor outweighed students’ own interest of study. It also required me to reflect 

that the prestige factor has been embedded into the cultural environment where I grew 

up. However, for my supervisors, without much background and understanding of the 

Chinese culture, I found it difficult to explain this implicit knowledge that was not 

openly available to them. 

In addition, the language difference was not merely the different use of language 

but also needed historical, cultural, and social context to understand its semantic 

meanings. For example, the emphasis on the prestigious status of the university is not 

only reflected in the language difference that the name of the university entails, but the 

social and cultural context; studying in a prestigious university could bring many 

privileges, resources, and opportunities that studying in a non-prestigious university 
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may not deliver. Writing this thesis became a constant struggle to identify language and 

cultural differences that I was not aware of.  

Another example is that I struggled in the translation from Chinese to English. 

During my candidature, I decided to take my mind off the doctoral study and returned to 

China for about five months to help me re-orient myself. I realised that I needed to 

provide an historical context to inform readers who have no understanding of the 

Chinese culture to understand the Chinese cultural emphasis on the prestige and the 

importance of academic learning. Relating to the Chinese historical context, excelling at 

university allows Chinese students to improve their social, economic, and political 

status. This is also true in today’s Chinese society; earning a prestigious university 

degree allows Chinese people to find decent, high-income jobs. Tracing education back 

historically helped me to uncover that education has always had a critical influence on 

Chinese people. This historical significance of education helped me to understand that 

memorisation in learning was a key strategy for examination in China, despite knowing 

this subconsciously.  

My understanding about social work in China has changed to a way that requires 

Chinese understanding of the profession with Chinese cultural characteristics. “Chinese 

characteristics” refer to several features about Chinese cultural and political influences 

such as Confucianism and the CCP. The first key feature of the Chinese social work 

profession is the influence of the CCP and its roles and responsibilities in maintaining 

social harmony, social order, and social stability. This key feature has been consistently 

reported in a number of chapters of the dissertation.  This pivotal role of the CCP on the 

social welfare system means that Chinese social work must develop a Chinese approach 

to social work. The second key feature is that Chinese social work education needs to be 

based on the Chinese philosophy, culture, history, and values such as Confucianism, 



 

 

       

281 

Buddhism, Daoism and Maoism. The importance of Chinese characteristics in social 

work education becomes more significant to me when reflecting on this doctoral study.   

My experiences of undertaking this doctoral study led me to believe that 

Chinese social work education should be developed in a fundamentally different way 

even though social work education was shaped both by Chinese education and the 

Western influence. The professionalisation and indigenisation of social work is actually 

a combination of Chinese culture and Western knowledge of social work. Therefore, 

developing culturally relevant social work education would require not only Western 

knowledge but also need to use Chinese local indigenous knowledge to develop relevant 

education for the practice profession in China.  

In finishing this thesis, I would like to use another Confucian quote:  “The 

quicker you want to go, the further away you are from the destination” (yu su ze buda) 

(Zhang & Baker, 2008 p. 36). This has two layers of meaning for this thesis. First, it 

relates to this research; developing Chinese social work education requires time, effort, 

and aspiration. A large expansion and increase in numbers of social workers or social 

work programs may not help with the development of the actual social work profession 

in China. The development of the Chinese social work profession needs careful 

planning, discretion, and thoughtful consideration in social work education. For 

example, teaching social work not only needs to consider what Chinese students need, 

but also requires cultivating social work values in China. Chinese students may also 

need to understand from the commencement of their learning that the social work 

profession is at a developing stage. The profession will need to take time, effort, and 

development before it becomes a well-known common profession in China. After 

conducting this study, I learned that the social work in China would need to take some 
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time and effort in adopting this new profession to become suitable in the Chinese 

context. 

The second is for me to understand that writing a thesis takes time, effort, 

planning, and thoughtful consideration. Haste would not help me to produce a good 

quality thesis. Rather, writing was a process of analysis, articulation, thinking, 

communication, exchange of thoughts, and seeking feedback from supervisors and 

many other experienced scholars. I was frustrated and desperate throughout writing up 

this dissertation. Taking time off and a break from the thesis always allowed me to add 

something new into the writing. I found that after a major writing block and emotional 

exhaustion, taking time off as self-care helped the writing process tremendously. Even 

though this thesis was not written and completed as it should have been within 3.5 

years, this extension assisted me in growing as a future scholar.   

This process of writing was not only a professional struggle but also a personal 

one. Without a family or much social support in Australia, having phone and internet 

contact with my family in China was one of few ways I could use to keep connections 

with them. Travelling back to China also added to the challenges for me to complete 

this thesis.  During the candidature process, I experienced grief, loss, and homesickness, 

and re-built connections with my parents. Growing up with my grandparents, I had very 

little connection with my own parents. However, because of doing this PhD and getting 

older, my grandparents helped me to rebuild my connections with my parents, because 

my parents could spend more time with me.  Losing my eldest uncle was another reason 

that my family had to build strong connections to make it through this difficult stage of 

life.  During my PhD, the concern of my family’s mental health also affected my 

writing. Without any social and mental health services in China, I could not refer them 

to support in my hometown region in China. However, I assisted my family to 
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experience the grief and loss process as a result of losing a family member and to 

understand the impact of the possible psychological issues.  

The quality time I have spent with my family has been critical for them to 

understand what I have learned in Australia. By the end of this thesis, I hope that I will 

be able to celebrate Chinese New Year with my family in coming years when I can 

travel back to China again.  
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Appendix A Primary Influences on Education 

The Imperial Civil Services Examination was established in 587 during the Sui 

dynasty (581-687), as a method of recruiting people to work in the government. 

Potential employees’ eligibility was based on their performance rather than their social 

status (Carless, 2011). After its introduction, the examination system was employed for 

more than 1,300 years, before being abolished in 1905. During this period, passing the 

examination made it possible for people from the lower classes to enter higher social 

classes and rise through the ranks in China (Ebrey, 1997). In the modern era, 

exceptional examination results have been a critical criterion for selecting government 

servants (Yu et al., 2012).   

The only salient change was the introduction of what was termed the eight-

legged-essay or baguwen (⼋股⽂) during the Ming (1368-1644) and Qing (1487-1911) 

dynasties, which set a specific requirement for the length, parts, topics, and styles of an 

essay to be written as part of the examination. The government had prescribed that the 

Four Books and Five Classics, or Confucian thoughts, should be used in the eight-

legged-essay. It required every essay to follow the classic texts with absolutely no 

tolerance for any creativity or originality. Expressing different opinions in the essay 

could be punished through extreme measures including execution (Zhang, 2015). Due to 

its standardisation, this type of essay served a political function by requiring unity of 

thinking and strengthening the essential role of Confucian thinking in Chinese 

education (Cheng, 2009).  

Private schools or sishu (私塾) and stated-sanctioned institutions or guo zi jian 

(国⼦监) were two types of teaching institutions that provided education during the 

Imperial era. However, they were only available to government elites (Yu et al., 2012).  



 

 

       

361 

Keju, the Civil Services Examination employed during the Imperial eras, and 

Gaokao or NCEE adopted in the current education systems, share many common 

elements. For instance, examination systems have been organised and structured by the 

Central Government, albeit during different periods in China (Yu & Suen, 2005). The 

content of the exam has been based on the curriculum developed by the Central 

Government and is not significantly changed each year. Another point of similarity is 

that both Keju and Gaokao had a standardised format, although Keju prescribed specific 

books for references and required specific styles of writing, and Gaokao includes 

multiple-choice questions and open-ended questions with detailed rubrics (Suen & Yu, 

2006).  

The influence of Western Imperialism on Chinese education was one of the 

reasons that the Civil Services Examination system was eliminated and new selection 

systems developed. The modern era of Chinese education began when the Qing dynasty 

was defeated by the UK in the two Opium wars of 1839-1842 and 1856-1860 (Zhang, 

2015), opening feudal China to Western Imperialism. Imperial China of the Qing 

dynasty had adopted a closed-door policy to isolate it from foreign influences; 

historically, China had placed more emphasis on moral education than on science and 

technology (Gu et al., 2018). This caused China to lag behind more developed countries 

because of its limited scientific and technological advancement. Recognising that 

modernisation was needed, the Western university model was adopted to promote the 

learning of science (Gu et al., 2018). 

The Examination also experienced some radical reforms during the era of the 

Taiping rebellion (1850-1864), a civil war revolt against the Qing Dynasty and Western 

Imperialism. The emperor, bureaucracy, and literati cultural forms were perceived to be 

symbols of backwardness. Traditional knowledge such as the Four Books and Five 
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Classics was deemed to be superstition, whereas modern science from Europe and the 

USA was regarded as a proper form of intellectual knowledge, enlightenment, and 

national power (Levenson, 1962). By 1905, the Civil Services Examination regime had 

been completely dismantled, despite numerous attempts to retain it. The feudal system 

was abolished in 1911, when the Xin Hai Revolution overthrew China’s last Imperial 

Empire, the Qing dynasty, and established the Republic of China (ROC; Sotnikova, 

2012).  However, the Examination still had a long-lasting impact on China.  

The CCP has played a leading role in modern Chinese history (Brown, 2012). 

After centuries of dynasties, China became a one-party-ruled State with the 

establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 (Mack, 2019). The CCP was 

founded in 1921 in Shanghai by Chen DuXiu and Li Dazhao, as a result of their 

learning about Marxist theory and the workers’ movement in China. Four basic tenets of 

policy were outlined: “First, uphold the Party’s basic line; second, adhere to the 

principle of emancipating the mind and seeking the truth from facts; third, persist in 

serving the people wholeheartedly, and fourth, uphold democratic centralism” (China. 

org.cn, n.d., para II). These four principles still provide the major policy directions and 

guidelines for the CCP’s governance in China (China.org.cn., n.d.).  

CCP leaders proposed the guiding values and principles (see Table 1) to shape 

both the development of China, and the education and the practice of social work.  The 

policy has changed over time, depending on economic and ideological political 

positions, as well as long-established remnant cultural values such as the ongoing 

influence of Confucianism. The policy of China’s current President, Xi Jinping, has a 

focus on maintaining social, behavioural, and ideological reform, which suggests a 

tighter ideological control on social policy and education (Zhou, 2013). In order to 

maintain the legitimate role of the CCP, unity of thinking and ideological education 
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have been two key strategies to strengthen the one-party-ruled State. In addition, 

Confucianism, as one of the major philosophical thoughts that has shaped Chinese 

culture, has re-emerged onto the government agenda to maintain popular support for the 

CCP during Xi Jinping’s governance (Brown & Bērziņa-Čerenkova, 2018; Xinhua Net, 

2017).  

Table 1 Policies of CCP Leaders 

Leaders  Period  Policy 
Mao Zedong 1949-1981 Mao Zedong’s thoughts or Maoism, identifying 

theories from facts, requiring support from the 
masses, and the creation of a socialist society as 
the ideological foundation of the first-
generation leaders of the CCP. 
 

Deng Xiaoping 1981-1989 Developing a socialist system with Chinese 
characteristics by modernisation and ideological 
unity of the CCP. 
 

Jiang Zeming 1989-2002 “Three represents” namely, (1) represents the 
development trends of advanced productive 
forces, (2) represents the orientation of an 
advanced culture. (3) represents the 
fundamental interests of the overwhelming 
majority of Chinese people. 
 

Hu Jintao 2002-2012 Scientific outlook on development. 
 

Xi Jinping 2012-Current Thoughts on socialism with Chinese 
characteristics for the new era. Incorporated his 
own thoughts into the Constitution of the CCP 
and affirms 14 principles of governance.  
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The fact that the right to rule and the authority of the CCP are unchallengeable 

and unassailable in any form is noteworthy. For education and social work in China, this 

means that values from Confucianism such as respect for elders, deference to authority, 

and loyalty to the government have been emphasised and supported over the universal 

values such as equality, justice, and human rights that are practised in the Western 

world.  

A focus on mass and democratic centralism policy principles has remained and 

has strengthened the Party guidelines. During the 1920s, the CCP promoted a 

revolutionary program rejecting imperialism, feudalism, poverty, and social inequality 

among Chinese people. The focus of the party was on the broad masses of peasants in 

rural and country areas in China. During the civil war period between 1946 and 1949, 

the CCP had strong peasant support. Influenced by the Soviet Union, the CCP adopted 

some similar policy and economic developments such as democratic centralism. 

However, the CCP ended its strong ties with the Soviet Union in the 1950s due to policy 

and ideological differences (Li, 2011).  

Democratic centralism, also known as a people’s democratic dictatorship, has 

been adopted by the CCP as its core governing principle. Ball et al., (2019) defined this 

form of party leadership as democracy that allows for free and open discussion, and 

central control that ensures party unity and discipline. Howland (2017) described this 

democratic centralism as follows: “Each individual follows party organization; the 

minority follows the majority; lower ranks follow the higher ranks; and localities follow 

the centre. Unity is the result” (p. 452). It remains essential that party members follow 

CCP regulations and implement relevant policies without question. Howland (2017) 

argued that “democratic centralism has created a hierarchal political dynamic where 

senior CCP officials expect disciplined compliance from junior officials, but junior 
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officials are allowed to comment on policy proposals before decisions have been made” 

(p. 455).  Despite some degree of free discussion being allowed within the party, there is 

much stronger emphasis on strictly following regulations and policies. This limited 

capacity of free discussion has influenced social work education and practice in China. 

With regard to education, learning focuses on memorisation of ancient texts and 

following teachers’ guidance.  In practice, following government policy and ensuring 

the implementation of regulations have been a major part of social work jobs in China.  

The governance of the CCP is perceived differently in China and in the West. 

The CCP states that China is a socialist system with Chinese characteristics (中国特⾊社

会主义) (Zhou, 2013), whereas Western scholars (e.g., Lawrence & Martin, 2013; 

Metraux & Yoxall, 2007) believe that the CCP governs China as an authoritarian state – 

a communist political government system with a capitalist economic system. In terms of 

the economic system, China has shifted from a central planning system to a market 

economy with state control of major social and economic organisations and the political 

economy (Tsai, 2015; Yao, 2018).  

Western scholars (e.g., Lawrence & Martin, 2013; Rowen, 2007) assume that 

economic prosperity, marketisation, privatisation, good education, and the rise of the 

middle class will ultimately lead to democracy in China. However, the CCP refuses 

liberal-democratic values and any other political reforms; it believes that the CCP is 

essential to maintain good governance. The CCP upholds socialist, Marxist, and 

Leninist ideologies and has adopted democratic centralism as a guiding principle; while 

allowing open discussion of policy, the CCP insists on total support (Xie et al., 2017; 

Zhou, 2013). Supporting and implementing the CCP’s policy has also been part of 

social work practice in China, and this has made it different from Western social work 
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that challenges structural inequity in policy and government. The cultivation of the 

strong support for the CCP is also reflected in higher education.  
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Appendix B. Education in the Post-Revolutionary Era 

The third significant phase of changing education in China began when the 

People’s Republic of China (PRC) was founded in 1949, in a period known as the Post-

Revolutionary era. This era was reformed and guided by the Soviet model, which 

between 1952 and 1966 replaced the USA or Western model (Wu & Yu, 2011; Yu et al., 

2012). China at the time had more stability, and the government had reformed the older 

educational systems that had been established by the previous Nationalist government 

before 1949. During this Soviet era, science and technology were recognised as 

requirements for economic development; however, social stability was the top priority. 

The Soviet Model was adopted between the period when the PRC was founded in 1949 

and the Open policy was implemented in 1978.  In essence, as described by Bian 

(1994), the Soviet model of education required dominant public ownership, central 

planning, a hierarchical structure, and the politicisation of management.  

The Soviet model fostered some critical values that have had significant 

influence on current Chinese academia. It fostered a spirit of collectivism and self-

sacrifice, and in light of the Communist and national ideology of China, this has been 

seen as positive influence (Li, 2001a). It also fostered patriotism, collectivism, and self-

sacrifice among scientists. However, this education model has also negatively 

influenced the Chinese education system. For example, teaching plans, textbooks, and 

curricula were directly copied from the Soviet Union. Due to the language and cultural 

differences between China and the Soviet Union, Chinese students had to spend much 

time and effort in learning courses. The second negative influence was the 

overwhelming focus on the natural sciences and underdevelopment of social and 

behavioural sciences.  This negatively influenced secondary and elementary education 

by separating social studies from natural and scientific studies. This separation of 
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studies still affects the current Chinese education system, in that Chinese students must 

choose whether to undertake subjects from either the social sciences or the natural 

sciences (Li, 2001).  

The Soviet period had significant impact on modern Chinese education for three 

decades to 1979, because the Soviet ideology that centralised the government system 

and knowledge base were consistent with Chinese traditions.  During this period, 

education was centrally controlled and politically charged. Uniform textbooks and 

curricula were adopted nationally in China (Kwong, 2018).  This system allowed for a 

centralised education testing system and led to the creation of the NCEE in 1952. The 

NECC was a modification of the Imperial Civil Services Examination system (IES) 

originally introduced by the government in 1939 (Yu & Suen, 2005). The Soviet model 

of education did not directly influence the establishment of the NCEE but rather, the 

NCEE was a legacy of the Chinese tradition of examination.  

From 1953, the NCEE was a way of accessing university education and was 

administered nationwide each year. A quota system was applied to ensure the selection 

of certain numbers of students from each city and to provide equal opportunities to all.  

Three major characteristics including political loyalty, academic soundness, and 

physical health replaced the examination grades as criteria to recruit university students. 

However, during the Cultural Revolution initiated by Chairman Mao, the NCEE was 

suspended (Davey et al., 2007). 

The Cultural Revolution, from 1966 to 1976, was catastrophic for educational 

and intellectual development in China. The Cultural Revolution aimed to attack 

anything with Western influence or capitalism and perceived Confucianism as 

contributing to the backwardness of modern China (Ebrey, 1997). During this period, 

Mao Ze Dong and his followers were concerned that the restoration of capitalism could 
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lead to control of workers and peasants by privileged persons from among the party 

cadres and government officials (Li, 2001b). Mao believed that Confucian ideas did not 

fit with establishing a socialist country. Mao claimed that Confucianism would restore 

slavery in society and considered it feudal ideology that would re-establish the ruling 

class (Zhang & Schwartz, 1997).  During the Cultural Revolution, university admission 

was based on an assessment of a student’s political ideology and family background, 

rather than academic merit. Students from backgrounds such as the landlord class, the 

rich, and the capitalised were classified as ineligible for university. During this period, 

having overseas connections or complex social relationships was also considered 

inappropriate for university admission (Andreas, 2002). 

The NCEE had lasted fewer than 15 years, before being suspended during the 

Cultural Revolution. During the Cultural Revolution, the education system served as a 

means of indoctrination, rather than providing real education, and many schools and 

universities were shut down (Wang, 1975). During that time, scholars and scientists 

were sent to work in the countryside, and technological development was shunned. 

Research and scientific facilities, equipment, and work were destroyed (Wang, 1975). In 

effect, the Cultural Revolution suspended the education system in China, and this has 

had a long-lasting effect on many aspects of the current Chinese education system, such 

as the abolition of the social sciences (Kang, 2004). It has also resulted in stricter 

Chinese Communist Party control on ideological, patriotic, and nationalist education 

throughout the schooling system (Kim, 2008).  

There was little room for individual choice during the Cultural Revolution era.  

The Communist Party tightened its control over people’s lives, from housing to food 

allocation, and from family life to job allocation.  During this era, graduates were given 

little say in selecting their future careers (Zhu & Dowling, 2002).  After the Cultural 
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Revolution ended in 1976, many reforms, including putting a stop to the allocation of 

jobs to graduates, were introduced by the Chinese government.  Chinese education was 

modernised and experienced significant reforms, including the establishment of modern 

degree systems, allowing the opening of private institutions, and introducing tuition fees 

for students (Bian, 1994).   

 The NCEE was initially established in 1952, suspended during the Cultural 

Revolution era, and resumed in 1977 after the Cultural Revolution ended. In its first 

year, more than 5.7 million students took the Examination, although only 300,000 were 

accepted into university (Hsu & Wu, 2015). When the examination system resumed, 

there was fierce competition due to the limited quota given to each university. During 

the Cultural Revolution, university admission came through political recommendation 

from a person with higher political status, or through social class. With the NCEE, 

higher education was opened to the public, and students’ admission was based on their 

academic performance (Yu et al., 2012). Due to the suspended development of 

education during the Cultural Revolution, the New Era of Chinese education imported 

many elements of Western education systems, including textbooks, equipment, and 

facilities. Chinese students also began to study abroad through both self-funding and 

government sponsorship (Yu et al., 2012).  
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Table 2  A Genealogy of Chinese Higher Education 

 
Era 
 

 
Period of time 

 
Significant events that shaped higher education 

 
Ancient and Imperial  

 
Western Zhou dynasty 
1122 B.C.E. -1046 B.C. E. 

 
Inception of higher education.  
 

 
Warring States  
770 BCE - 221 BCE 
 
 

 
551 BCE   Birth of Confucius.  
Education became available to the public not only the privileged as a consequence of 
Confucianism. 
587 BCE   The introduction of the Civil Services Examination or Keju during the Sui dynasty.  

 
Ming Dynasty  
1368-1644 
 

 
 
1368          The Eight-Legged Essay adopted (until 1901). 
 

Qing Dynasty  
1487-1911 

1873          Students start travelling abroad to study in Western or developed countries.  
1898          Peking University established.  
1905          Civil Services Examination abolished. 
1911          Tsinghua University established. Imperial system ended. 

Modern  1912-1948 China in political turmoil, with civil war and foreign (especially Japanese) imperialism.  
1919          The New Culture Movement, with a focus on Western philosophy as a result of        
Western imperialism.  
1922         Chinese education borrows from the US model.  
1949         Fewer than 204 higher education institutions nationally, with 117,000 enrolments. 
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Post-Revolutionary PRC 1949-1965 1949          PRC Founded. 
Education was reformed from the USA model to follow the Soviet Model. 
Studying abroad was a major approach for training Chinese scholars, and professions.  

 1952          National College Entrance Examination created. 

Cultural Revolution  1966-1976 The suspension of higher education, especially the National College Entrance Examination 
(NCEE) 
Scholars labelled as “against authority” 
University admission by recommendation letters and political background 
 

New Era 1977- Current 1977       The resumption of the NCEE (Gaokao). 
1999       Chinese universities begin expanding, with increased enrolments and offers in areas 
and programs of study. Due to limited available university places, there was high pressure on 
students. University admission became highly competitive. 
2002.      A resurgence in studying abroad begins. 

 
Adapted from Yu et al. (2012)  
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Appendix C. Confucian School of Thought 

Confucius was exalted as a sage in China; however, he would describe himself 

more humbly as a teacher of moral principles (Csikszentmihaly, 2020). Confucius 

considered that political and social unrest was due to a decline in moral character (Hu, 

1996).  He argued that a lack of intellectual and moral education undermined society 

and led to social problems. Confucius suggested that these social problems could be 

addressed by a campaign that focused on individual responsibilities in society. He 

believed that the leader of the State needed to demonstrate exemplary behaviour before 

the people could display similar behaviour (Wang, 2004c).  

Confucius had a considerable and ongoing influence on moral conduct, proper 

social relationships, and the principles of good governance (Wang, 2004c). Confucius 

was living in a warfare state that suffered from instability, therefore his aim was to 

create stability by using moral character, hierarchy, and ceremony. During the Warring 

States period (770-221 B.C.E.), in the Ancient and Imperial eras, China suffered from 

instability and warfare among small states. The Analects depict Confucius as someone 

who transmitted but did not innovate (Starr, 2012). This emphasis has in turn influenced 

Chinese teaching and learning. Confucius considered teaching and learning a mutual 

process, despite there being role and status differentials in this relationship.  

Confucian’s teachings have also influenced the governance of the Chinese 

political system. Despite the common warfare and political turbulence during his 

lifetime, Confucius argued that good governance should be based on three Hs: 

humanism, harmony, and hierarchy. Specifically, humanism means developing virtuous 

conduct through education and practises five constant virtues: benevolence, 

righteousness, propriety or proper behaviour, wisdom, and trustworthiness. The 

Confucian value of humanism placed emphasis on the importance of ren (benevolence), 
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yi (righteousness) and li proper behaviour) (Csikszentmihalyi, 2020; Guo et al., 2012). 

The concept of ren remains fundamental in Confucius’s teaching and refers to the 

benevolence that is directed to other members of the community. Confucius advocated a 

“lifelong striving for any human being to become the most genuine, sincere and humane 

person he or she can become” (Ren, 2014, p .107). Ren is the ideal relationship between 

two people. The value of ren highlights that humans can be taught and improved with 

personal and continuous efforts, especially through self-cultivation (Tan, 2017).  Yi 

seeks to support righteousness, which refers to an action that should be taken because it 

is the right thing, not because of its beneficial consequence. The concept of li is 

explained in five key relationships in society: ruler to subject, father to son, husband to 

wife, elder brother to younger brother, and friend to friend. Confucius said, “Let the rule 

be a ruler, the subject a subject, a father a father and a son a son” (Higgins, 2013). This 

means that as Confucius was engaged in how to gain order in society, he claimed that 

people would live in harmony with everyone if they respected and understood the 

rankings of people in society (Higgins, 2013).   

Hierarchy links with harmony in that people should know their position and 

behave accordingly in these five key relationships, all of which are hierarchical, with 

the exception of friend to friend (Higgins, 2013).  It is also important to note that three 

of the relationships are based within the family, because Confucianism believes that 

family is the most basic unity of society, and each member should meet their roles and 

responsibilities.  More importantly, the first four relationships, the ruler, the father, the 

husband, and the elder brother, have a clear hierarchical aspect.  Mutual dependency is 

expected among these five relationships. It is expected that the superior would provide 

ethical guidance to the younger or the inferior, who should pay respect and give 

obedience. These values of ren, yi, and li have provided the guidelines for how Chinese 
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people should adopt benevolence in their interpersonal relationships, behave with 

righteousness, and demonstrate respect, etiquette, or rituals in their interpersonal 

relationships (Wong, 2018).   

In Confucian thought, hierarchical order creates harmony in the family and 

social structure. Harmony refers to avoiding conflicts and extremism, being willing to 

compromise, and reaching for the middle way. Confucius taught that social order would 

be threatened if individuals did not recognise their specific roles in society. One 

example of hierarchy and harmony in Chinese society is its basic family structure 

(Kelly, 2012).  Chinese culture places importance on humanism that considers the 

greater good of the group; individuals do not exist apart from each other, especially in 

their families (Kelly, 2012). Chinese people consider it important to suppress personal 

needs for their collective responsibilities to their families and their communities. For a 

Chinese person, it is important to act within the family expectations and social roles, 

such as being a filial child (Qi, 2015). 

Confucius defined the filial obligations of ancestor worship (Low & Ang, 2013), 

as being reverent to superiors or giving deference to those who are older (Hwang, 

1987). The Book of Rites (礼记),  a collection of texts describing the social norms, 

administration, and ceremonial rites of the Zhou dynasty as they were understood in the 

Warring states and the early Han dynasty, summarises the responsibilities associated 

with this cardinal virtue:  

A filial son, nourishing his aging parents, seeks to make their hearts 

glad and not to go against their will; to make their ears and eyes glad and bring 

comfort to them and their bed-chambers; and to support them wholeheartedly 

with food and drink-such is the filial son to the end of life. By the end of life, I 

mean not the end of his parent’s live, but the end of his own life. Thus, what 

his parents loved he will and what they reverenced he will reverence. He will 
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die even unregard to all their dogs and horses and how much more in regard to 

the men whom they valued (Gardner, 2014, p.30). 

 

In Confucian thinking, filiality requires a child to behave throughout his entire 

life just as his parents would wish, and in a fashion that would reflect well on the 

family’s good name (Gardner, 2014). This means that Chinese children are expected to 

study, work, and live life in a manner that follows family expectations. Family advice, 

feelings of parents, and responsibility to the family are important factors to take account 

of when making important personal decisions in life. Confucius believed that humans 

were innately good and could be perfected by education (Csikszentmihalyi, 2020).  

To educate and transform people is perceived to be the main role of the 

Confucian state (Tan, 2017). In addition, Confucius argued that education should be 

available to all, regardless of their status. Confucius advocated this education without 

distinction and stated that “In teaching, there should be no distinction of classes” (Ng, 

2009, p.2). People should be treated equally as long as they are willing to learn, and 

equal opportunities should be provided when they are eager to learn. Confucius believed 

that education could equip people with moral character and moral integrity and enhance 

their benevolence.  Confucius’s thinking considered using a merit-based examination 

system as a pathway to gain social status and resources and highlighted the harmony in 

human relationships and moral behaviours (Ng, 2009). This is because Confucius 

believed that educated people have social and moral responsibilities to contribute to 

society after their behaviours had changed, and they had developed moral character 

through learning (Li, 2005). Confucius saw learning and serving government as closely 

related.  The Analects, from Confucius’s conversations with his followers, suggested 

that educated people should become government servants and serve the nation. 

Confucius also believed that students who excelled in study should become government 
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servants (Dhakhwa & Enriquez, 2008)). Confucius’s followers further developed his 

thoughts on the education of potential government employees, leading to changes in 

how government employees were educated. During the Han dynasty (206 B.C.E.- 220 

C.E.), rulers began to value academic merit in the recruitment of government officials; 

as a consequence, the Imperial University (tai xue 太学) was established to teach 

classical texts including the Four Books 四书, namely, Great Learning ⼤学; Doctrine of 

the Mean 中庸; Analects 论语; and Mencius 孟⼦; as well as the Five Classics, Classics 

of Poetry, 诗经; Book of Documents, 尚书; Book of Rites, 礼记; Book of Changes, 周易; 

and Spring and Autumn Annals 春秋).   

These books and classics were all developed from Confucius’ followers or 

disciples and were influenced by Confucianism. Mastering these books was regarded as 

essential to be a government official, because Confucianism was a moral system, and 

government employees needed to be moral examples. Most Imperial University students 

were children of government officials or powerful families or were admitted because of 

recommendations from government officials. Students of the Imperial University would 

take an examination at the end of their studies, and this was the beginning of the 

examination or meritocracy culture in Chinese history. Academic merit became one of 

the most critical values in Chinese education (Lee, 2000). 

Administrators for the Chinese government were chosen through the Imperial 

Civil Services Examination system after it replaced the hereditary system. The Imperial 

Civil Services Examination became the predominant avenue to join those elite groups 

with social privilege in Chinese society (Starr, 2012). The importance of learning and 
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taking the Civil Services Examination was also supported by the Chinese saying, wan 

ban jie xia pin, wei you du shu gao, 万般皆下品，惟有读书⾼,  “all pursuits are low 

value, only learning is high” (Yu et al, 2012,p.3). The Imperial Civil Services 

Examination primarily focused on the reproduction of classical texts from Confucian 

thoughts or Confucianism (Lee, 2000). Taking such an examination that tested 

candidates’ understanding and replicability of Confucian texts was the major approach 

in selecting government officials, and Confucian scholars were given roles and 

responsibilities to work with emperors. From this time, education became the major 

avenue to becoming a government official (Rossabi, 2013). The introduction of the 

Civil Service Examination during the Sui dynasty in Imperial China shaped social, 

political, and intellectual life (Yu et al., 2012),  

  



 

 

       

379 

Appendix D. Social Work in Australia: A Snapshot 

 

This material is drawn from the foundational textbook The Road to Social Work 

and Human Service Practice (Chenoweth & McAuliffe, 2017). A historical timeline of 

six stages of how social work has been professionalised and indigenised in Australia is 

presented. The profession and social work education were gradually introduced between 

1929 and 1950s (Cheoweth & McAuliffe, 2017). During this stage, the key feature was 

to professionalise social work by establishing professional associations such as the 

Australian Association of Social Workers [AASW] and introducing social work degrees. 

Professional helping skills and techniques emerged to consolidate the 

professionalisation of social work in Australia.  Similarly, social work also started 

during this period in China. However, as discussed in preceding sections, Chinese social 

work did not grow at the same rate as social work in Australia, due to warfare and civil 

wars in China (Chenoweth & McAuliffe, 2017; Li et al., 2013).  

From the 1950s to the 1990s, Australian social work progressed through four 

stages of development during which many aspects were professionalised, 

bureaucratised, politicised, and scrutinized. Between the 1950s and the 1960s, social 

work became bureaucratised when the Australian government began to employ social 

workers. During the 1970s, social work was politicised, because of its commitment to 

social reform and the influence of radical social work. Another aspect of its 

professionalisation was the debate on the roles and responsibilities of social work in 

Australia, and whether it should be an agent of change or an agent of social control;  

people who had different perspectives and different social and economic status joined 

the profession (Chenoweth & McAuliffe, 2017).  
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The macro or environmental change also influenced the profession (Chenoweth 

& McAuliffe, 2017). For example, in the 1970s an Australian Labor government 

promoted numerous social welfare services and social reforms. More social work 

positions were provided to meet the demand for welfare services in government sectors. 

At the same time, Australian universities began to offer social work courses to meet the 

demand in the government and the field (Chenoweth & McAuliffe, 2017). At the same 

time, the Chinese social work profession barely developed, due to government and 

political interference (Li et al., 2013).  

From the 2000s, social work has grown and developed in many aspects of 

welfare and human services in Australia. Many factors have further advanced and 

changed the profession in Australia including the impact of managerialism, growth of 

international social work, consumer perspectives, and advancing the profession’s 

identity. Thanks to technological development and online platforms, digitatisation has 

become a new phenomenon for both the profession and social work education in 

Australia (Chenoweth & McAuliffe, 2017; O’Sullivan & Walker, 2018) and  social 

work services will have to deal with new issues as they emerge. 

A clear distinction that can be drawn between Chinese and Western social work 

is the pathway of the profession’s development. Social work started from voluntary 

work such as assisting poor people in England, the development of Christian charity 

organizations such as “friendly visitors” in the early 1800s, and the Charity 

Organization Society (COS) in the 1840s (Chenoweth & McAuliffe, 2017). This 

pathway is similar to how social work started in China in 1920s; voluntary services 

were provided to the needy and the poor by Christian missionary services (Shu, 2014). 

Since its introduction in Australia, social work has continually advanced with 

many influences from the US and the UK.  The Settlement movement in the US shaped 
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community welfare services for the poor and disadvantaged, using a macro approach 

and working with people in the context of their environments. These community 

organisations and movements shaped and formed the profession and social work 

education in the Western context. For instance, social workers were employed as early 

as 1895 in Great Britain and in the 20th century, social work education started around 

the world,. Social workers were employed in hospitals in Australia in 1929 and schools 

of social work emerged from the late 1930s (Chenoweth & McAuliffe, 2017).  

The advances in social work resulted primarily from social, economic, and 

political changes in the UK and the US. Socialism and radicalism in the 20th century 

also encouraged social action, which further influenced community work and radical 

practice approaches influenced by the conflict model of social change. Radical social 

work developed from the 1975 Case Con Manifesto that considered the role of social 

work was as an agent of social control separated from the state or the government 

(Wilson et al., 2008). Other important influences were the neo-liberal agenda, 

managerialism, and competition between the 1980s and 1990s. This resulted in a shift of 

services to private for-profit human services and changed welfare concepts and public 

management to focus on efficiency and cost-effectiveness, as opposed to equity and 

justice  (Marston et al., 2014) 
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Appendix E. Correspondence, Ethical Clearance and Interview Questions 

 

 

Invitation Letter 

An Exploration of Social Work Education in China and Australia 

 

Dear Central China Normal University students: 

My name is Xulong, Zhi (Jerry). I am currently a PhD candidate in the School of 

Human Services and Social Work at Griffith University, Queensland Australia. I was 

your teaching assistant last year for a course on group facilitation with Dr Jane Fowler, 

and will be your teaching assistant for two upcoming courses on Interpersonal Skills 

and Ethics.  I am conducting a study as part of my PhD research at Griffith University 

and I would like to invite you to participate. 

If you agree to participate in this research, you will be interviewed for 

approximately 45 minutes and asked to answer a number of questions about your 

understanding of what social work is and how it is defined; your motivations for 

studying social work; your experiences of studying social work at CCNU; and your 

expectations of a study experience at Griffith University in Australia (if relevant). You 

will be asked to discuss you understanding of social work as a professional discipline 

that is growing in importance in China.  

You will be given an Information Sheet and Consent Form that will give more 

details about the study. 

We will be happy to answer any questions you have about the study. You may 

contact me at (x.zhi@griffith.edu.au/ a phone number and a location will be provided 
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upon arrival at CCNU) or my principal supervisor, (Dr. Jane Fowler, 

j.fowler@griffith.edu.au), if you have study related questions or problems. If you have 

any concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of the research project, you should 

contact the Manager, Research Ethics on (+61 07) 3735 54375 or research-

ethics@griffith.edu.au. 

Thank you for your consideration. If you would like to participate, please reply 

to this email and I will forward you further information about the study. I would 

appreciate it if you could advise a suitable time during 26thMay to 13thJune when I can 

conduct this interview. I will provide more details regarding the location after arrival at 

CCNU.  

Sign the attached form and return it to your class monitor_____. I will approach 

you when I arrive at CCNU.  

亲爱的华中师范大学社会工作 2年级的学生： 

我叫芷旭龙（Jerry） 。我目前在澳大利亚昆士兰格里菲斯大学，人类服务

和社会工作学院就读博士。 在 2013年 5月份的时候，我作为 Jane Fowler。 今年

我将以助教和博士研究员的身份 来教另外两门格里菲斯社会工作的课程。 

与此同时，我正在进行一项关于中国和澳洲社工教育的博士研究，我特写

此信来邀请你们参加我的研究，不论你们是否会来格里菲斯大学就读。 

如果您同意参加本研究，您将会接受约 45分钟的访问。 我会问你一些关

于你对社会工作的理解，你学习社工的动机，原因，还有在华中师范大学学社工

的经历。如果你来格理菲斯大学就读，我还会问你，你对来澳洲学习的期望。你

会被要求讨论社会工作，这个在中国不断成长的专业的看法。 
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您将在访问之前得到一个信息表和知情同书，并提供更多有关研究的细

节。 

我将很乐意为您解答任何有关的研究的问题。如果对研究相关的疑问或问

题，你可以与我联系（ x.zhi @ griffith.edu.au /电话号码和位置将在抵达华中师范

大学后提供）或我的博士导师， （Jane Fowler， j.fowler @ griffith.edu.au ）。 

谢谢您的考虑。如果您想参加，请回复此邮件，我会安排有关研究的进一

步信息。我将不胜感激，如果你能在 5月 25至 6月 13日期间找一个合适的时

间，来和我行这次访问。  

如果您有任何关于该研究项目的道德操守问题或投诉，你可以联系，格里

菲斯大学研究伦理部（ +61 07 ） 3735 5437 5或 research-ethics@griffith.edu.au 。 

谢谢大家 
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Letter to the Head of School at CCNU 

 

Dear Professor Wan 

My name is Jerry Zhi (Xulong Zhi ) from Griffith University, Australia. You 

may recall I met you last June when I accompanied Dr Jane Fowler to teach at CCNU. I 

am now a PhD candidate in the School of Human Services and Social Work at Griffith 

University. My research is investigating students’ experiences and expectations of 

studying social work in China and Australia. I hope that my research will benefit the 

growing collaboration between CCNU and Griffith University. I would be happy to 

discuss ways that this mutual benefit could be achieved in the form of presentations and 

future publications. 

I am about to accompany Dr Fowler and Dr Stephen Larmar to CCNU to deliver 

two courses to your students. During my visit (26 May to 13 June), I would like to 

undertake some preliminary data collection interviews with students who are studying 

in your school – those who are coming to Griffith and a sample of students who are not.  

Their participation will be completely voluntary and the information collected 

will be non-identifiable.   

I will ensure that the interview will not impede on students’ tuition time. 

Attached are the Information Sheet and Consent Form that will be provided to students 

who volunteer to participate. 

I would very much appreciate your support in conducting my research. I also 

wonder if you could organise an on-campus office where I might conduct my 

interviews, or direct me to someone who could help me? 

If you have any questions or points for discussion please let me know and we 

can meet during my forthcoming visit. 
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Sincerely 

尊敬的万教授： 

您好，我是澳大利亚格理菲斯大学的芷旭龙 （Jerry）。去年和 Jane Fowler 

博士 去过你们学校共同教课。 去年我已经本科以一等荣誉学位毕业，现在在读

社会工作的博士。我的博士的研究方向主要是中国和澳洲的社工教育。 现在我处

于我的研究的初步阶段，需要去和学生做一些访问去了解他们对中国和澳洲社工

的了解。我希望这个研究能够更好的促进华中师范大学和格里菲斯大学的合作。

我也很乐意去讨论将来共同从这个研究中受益的方式。 

我即将和 Jane Fowler博士和 Stephen Larmar 博士 去华中师范大学去教另

外 2门课。 在我们去华师的这段时间 （5月 26-6月 13日） 我想去进行一些访问

去初步的从学生的角度去了解他们对社工学习的经历。 

我想主要访问的学生对象是即将来澳洲的读剩下 2年的社工本科学生，和

要在华师完成全部 4年的但是现在是 2年级的学生。  

这个将是完全自愿的 45-60分钟的访。 他们的个人信息具有保密性。 访问

的时间不会占用他们上课的时间，我会联系他们找最合适我们访谈的时间。  

同时也想请问是否可以帮我们找一个合适的办公室去进行这个访问 或者推

荐一个可以帮助我找到这样一个办公室的人 

如果您有任何问题和想法， 我们可以在即将进行的访问中讨论。 

关于研究的信息已经包含在邮件内 

先提前感谢贵校的帮助和支持 

此致 

芷旭龙（Jerry） 
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Information Sheet 

An Exploration of Social Work Education in China and Australia 

 

Why is the research being conducted? 

China is expanding on its social work development and aims to train three million 

social workers by 2020. Within this social context, the collaborative program between 

China Central Normal University (CCNU) and Griffith University Australia is one of the 

initiatives to assist social work education in China. This program aims to prepare students 

Who is conducting the 

research? 

 

Name: Dr. Jane Fowler (the Senior 

Investigator/ Principal Supervisor) 

Name: Xulong Zhi (the Research Team 

Member/PhD Candidate) 

School(s) / Centre(s): School of Human 

Services and Social Work 

Contact Email: j.fowler@griffith.edu.au 

 xulong.zhi@griffithuni.edu.au 
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by providing social work knowledge and information about fields of practice. Also, the 

program will assist the Chinese universities to understand and learn different pedagogical 

approaches. In turn, from collaboration with CCNU, Griffith will enhance the 

understanding of social work development in China from the involvement with this 

program. The PhD candidate from Griffith will explore how this collaborative program will 

prepare students to study social work in Australia, and how social work education in China 

will be progressed over time to develop a professional social work workforce. 

What you will be asked to do 

If you agree to participate in this research, you will be interviewed for 

approximately 45 minutes and asked to answer a number of questions about your 

understanding of what social work is and how it is defined; your motivations for studying 

social work; your experiences of studying social work at CCNU; and your expectations of a 

study experience at Griffith University in Australia (if relevant). You will be asked to 

discuss you understanding of social work as a professional discipline that is growing in 

importance in China.  

The basis by which participants will be selected or screened 

You will be approached to participate in this research if you are in the third year of 

your social work study at CCNU with the intention of completing study in Australia; and if 

you are studying social work at CCNU but aim to complete your degree in China.  

Emails will be sent to students from CCNU in order to invite them to consider being 

a participant of this research, prior to arrival of the researchers at CCNU in June, 2015. 

The expected benefits of the research  

Conducting the research will improve the understanding of students’ expectations 
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and experiences about studying social work in both China and Australia. It may potentially 

help Chinese universities to develop better social work programs to meet the demand of 

social work training in the current Chinese context.  

It will also help Australian universities to better plan for their orientation activities 

and the first week experiences in Australia, as well as inform curriculum development. The 

result may further extend to other schools and universities in Australia.  

China, as the major involved party, will gain a better understanding of social work 

education, in relation to training their social work students. This will also build relationships 

with Australia’s major counterpart to deliver internationally recognised degrees.  This may 

also shed some light on practising social work in different international contexts. 

Risks to you  

This risk of this research is minimal and can be negated with procedures in place. If 

you are asked to discuss questions about your reasons for studying social work that cause 

you emotional distress or discomfort, the interview will be suspended.  Dr Jane Fowler, 

who is a psychologist, will be present in Wuhan on the university campus and available to 

meet with students if needed for debriefing. Upon arrival, we will also locate appropriate 

support services on university campus.  

Your confidentiality 

The interviews will be audio-taped and later transcribed for analysis and exploration 

of common themes. Your interview will be de-identified and nothing that you say in the 

interview will be attributed to you. Only non-identifiable information will appear in future 

publications and reporting.  

The interview data will be stored in a safe and secure place and only the research 
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team can access the audiotaped interviews and transcripts.  

Your participation is voluntary 

Participation in this research is voluntary and you are free to withdraw from the 

study at any time. You should be assured that any decision you might make to withdraw 

from the study will not impact in any way on your relationship with Griffith University, 

such as your enrolment in any of its program.  

Questions / further information 

If there are any further questions in relation to the research, please feel free to 

contact the Senior Investigator Dr. Jane Fowler j.fowler@griffith.edu.au or the PhD 

candidate who will be conducting the interviews, Xulong Zhi 

xulong.zhi@griffithuni.edu.au. 

The ethical conduct of this research 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on 

Ethical Conduct in Human Research.  If potential participants have any concerns or 

complaints about the ethical conduct of the research project they should contact the 

Manager, Research Ethics on 3735 54375 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. 

Feedback to you 

A short summary report will be provided to the participants in regard to the findings 

of the research.  

Privacy Statement – non disclosure 

“The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your 

identified personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not be 

disclosed to third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or other 
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regulatory authority requirements.   A de-identified copy of this data may be used for other 

research purposes.   However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded.   For further 

information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at   http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-

griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan or telephone (07) 3735 4375.” 

 

中国和澳⼤利亚社会⼯作教育的的探究 

信息表 

开展研究的⼈： 姓名: Dr. Jane Fowler (资深研究员/主要导

师) 

姓名: 芷旭龙(Jerry)  (研究员/博⼠⽣) 

学院： ⼈类服务和社会⼯作学院 

联系邮件: j.fowler@griffith.edu.au 

xulong.zhi@griffithuni.edu.au 

为什么开展这个研究？ 

中国正在扩⼤其社会⼯作的发展，计划到 2020年培养 300万社会⼯作者。

在这种社会背景下，有了华中师范⼤学（CCNU）和澳⼤利亚的格⾥菲斯⼤学之间

的合作计划，协助中国的社会⼯作教育。该项⽬旨在通过提供实践领域社会⼯作的
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知识和信息，以帮助中国学⽣更好学习社会⼯作。此外，该研究将帮助中国的⼤学

了解和学习不同社会⼯作的教学⽅法。从与华中师范⼤学的合作中，格⾥菲斯⼤学

将加强在这⼀程序中的参与和对中国社会⼯作发展的认识。从格⾥菲斯社会⼯作博

⼠的研究， 将探讨合作计划将如何帮助中国的社会⼯作学⽣学习澳⼤利亚的社会

⼯作，以及如何在中国进展社会⼯作教育，以能够建⽴专业的社会⼯作队伍。 

你会被要求做什么？ 

如果您同意参加本研究，您将接受约 45分钟的采访，并要求回答⼀些关于

你对社会⼯作的认识以及它是如何定义的问题;你的学习社会⼯作的动机，以及你

在华中师范⼤学学习社会⼯作的经验;和你在澳⼤利亚格⾥菲斯⼤学的学习期望

（如果适⽤）。访谈会要讨论社会⼯作，和你对社会⼯作这个越来越重要的专业的

了解。 

参加者会被筛选的基础 

您将接触到参与这项研究，如果你打算完成 2（华中师范）+2（格⾥菲斯⼤

学）的社会⼯作;如果你是本科 2年级的华中师范⼤学社会⼯作在读⽣，但你的⽬

标是在中国完成你的学位。  



 

 

       

394 

在去华中师范⼤学之前，博⼠研究员会给这些潜在的参与的学⽣发邮件告

知这项研究并且邀请他们参加。 

本研究的预期效益 

进⾏这项研究将提⾼学⽣对学习中国和澳洲社会⼯作的期望和体验的理

解。它可能潜在地帮助中国的⼤学开发出更好的社会⼯作教学⽅案，以及更加符合

当前的中国国情，以满⾜社会⼯作培训的需求。  

这也将有助于澳⼤利亚的⼤学为他们的迎新活动，并在澳⼤利亚的⼤学第

⼀周有更好的体验，以及帮助更好的改善社⼯的课程设计。其结果可能进⼀步扩展

到其他澳洲⼤学的专业领域。  

中国作为主要的参与⽅，将更好地了解社会⼯作的教育，以及培养他们的

社会⼯作的学⽣。这也将建⽴与澳⼤利亚的主要合作关系，提供国际认可度的关

系。这也可能更好的去了解社会实践⼯作，在不同的国际背景下的⼀些情况。 

对你可能的风险  

本研究的风险是很⼩，可以在适当的程序过程下被控制。如果你被要求谈

你学习社⼯的理由，它可能们会让你的情绪困扰或不适，访问将被暂停。⼼理学
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家，Jane Fowler 博⼠，将在华中师范⼤学校园， 如果有需要 Jane博⼠可以提供必

要的帮助。抵达华中师范⼤学后，我们也将找寻⼤学校园适当的⽀援服务。 

保密性 

访谈将被录⾳和转录后进⾏主题探索的分析。你的访谈的信息将会被匿

名。只有⽆法辨别⾝份的信息将出现在未来的出版物和报告当中。  

采访中的数据将被存储在⼀个安全的地⽅，只有研究团队可以查看录⾳和

转译。 

⾃愿参加 

参与这项研究是⾃愿的，你可以在任何时候⾃由地退出研究。你应该放

⼼，你做出退出研究的决定将不会以任何⽅式影响你和格⾥菲斯⼤学的关系。 

疑问或想了解更多的信息 

如果有就研究中的任何问题，请随时联系的⾼级研究员 Dr.Jane Fowler 

j.fowler@ griffith.edu.au或进⾏⾯试的博⼠候选⼈ 芷旭龙 (Jerry) 

xulong.zhi@griffithuni.edu.au。 

⼈类研究伦理⾏为 
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格⾥菲斯⼤学按照对⼈类研究伦理⾏为的国家报告进⾏研究。如果潜在的参与者有

任何关于该研究项⽬的道德操守问题或投诉，他们应联络经理，研究伦理 (+61 07) 

373554375或 research-ethics@griffith.edu.au。 

对你的回馈 

⼀个简短的总结报告将在考虑到研究的结果提供给参与者。 

隐私的保密性 

“这项研究的⾏为涉及您的个⼈识别信息的收集，访问和/或使⽤。收集到的信息是

保密的，未经您的同意不会泄露给第三⽅，但为满⾜政府，法律或其他监管机构的要求。

你的匿名的数据可能会⽤于其它的研究⽬的。 但是会被确保这是匿名适⽤的。。欲了解更

多信息，请查询⼤学的隐私计划在 http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-

publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan或电话（07）37354375。“ 
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GRIFFITH UNIVERSITY HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE 
 
                                                              09-May-2014 
 
 
Dear Dr Fowler 
 
I write further to your application for ethical clearance for your project NR: An Exploration of 
Social Work Education in China and Australia" (GU Ref No: HSV/13/14/HREC).  This project has 
been considered by Human expedited review 1. 
 
The Chair resolved to grant this project conditional ethical clearance, subject to you resolving the 
following matters: 
 
Despite responding in the affirmative to Questions C4 ñ unequal relationship (university students), 
C13 ñ psychological or emotional stress, and C24 ñ overseas (China) given the nature of the research 
and the prior information provided to potential participants, it was not felt that a higher level of 
review was required.  Therefore, this application has been re-assessed from a Level 2 Expedited 
Review to a Level 1 Negligible Risk (NR) Review.  This project appears to qualify for conditional 
approval, subject to: 
 
Please provide the text that 1. will be used for participant recruitment purposes (e.g. copy of the web 
page, telephone script, poster, email, written invitation calling for volunteers).  Recruitment 
materials should also contain contact details for the researchers (phone and e-mail addresses) and the 
GU Human Research Ethics reference number.  Section 5.2.23 of the National Statement (2007) 
specifies that all documents and other material used in recruiting potential research participants, 
including advertisements, letters of invitation, information sheets and consent forms, should be 
approved by the ethics review body, prior to their use. 
 
Please provide your response to the conditions/concerns raised by the Committee in the body of an 
e-mail to research-ethics@griffith.edu.au or in a separate document forwarded by e-mail (please DO 
NOT attempt to amend the Expedited Ethical Review Checklist in the online system).  Please ensure 
you respond directly to each condition/concern raised, and provide copies of any amended 
recruitment and/or informed consent materials.  Section 5.2.23 of the National Statement (2007) 
specifies that all documents and other material used in recruiting potential research participants, 
including advertisements, letters of invitation, information sheets and consent forms, should be 
approved by the review body, prior to their use. 
 
Please ensure the Contact Officer signs Section F1 of the Expedited Ethical Review Checklist (in the 
case of Student Research, Section F1 must be signed by the Student).  If you did not generate a hard 
copy when you first submitted your application we can email a PDF copy to you.  Please scan the 
signed form and return to the Office for Research as an email attachment. 
 
Please ensure the Primary Supervisor signs Section F1A of the Expedited Ethical Review Checklist.  
If you did not generate a hard copy when you first submitted your application we can email a PDF 
copy to you.  Please scan the signed form and return to the Office for Research as an email 
attachment. 
 



 

 

       

398 

Please ensure an appropriate authorising officer (i.e. the Head of School or Centre Director), who is 
not a member of the research team, signs Section F2 of the Expedited Ethical Review Checklist.    If 
you did not generate a hard copy when you first submitted your application we can email a PDF 
copy to you.  Please scan the signed form and return to the Office for Research as an email 
attachment. 
 
This decision was made on 09-May-14.  Your response to these matters will be considered by Office 
for Research. 
 
The ethical clearance for this protocol runs from 09-May-14 to 25-Aug-14. 
 
 
 
Please forward your response to Dr Kristie Westerlaken, Policy Officer, Office for Research, as per 
the details below. 
 
Please refer to the attached sheet for the standard conditions of ethical clearance 
at Griffith University, as well as responses to questions commonly posed by researchers. 
 
It would be appreciated if you could give your urgent attention to the issues raised 
by the Committee so that we can finalise the ethical clearance for your protocol promptly. 
 
Regards 
 
 
 
Dr Kristie Westerlaken 
Policy Officer 
Office for Research 
Bray Centre, Nathan Campus 
Griffith University 
ph: +61 (0)7 373 58043 
fax: +61 (07) 373 57994 
email: k.westerlaken@griffith.edu.au 
web:  
 
Cc:  
 

 

Consent Form 

An Exploration of Social Work Education in China and Australia 

  

Dr. Jane Fowler (Senior Investigator/Principal Supervisor) 

<j.fowler@griffith.edu.au> 

Xulong Zhi (Research Team Member/PhD Candidate) 
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<x.zhi@griffith.edu.au> 

School of Human Services and Social Work 

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information 

package and in particular have noted that: 

• I understand that my involvement in this research will include an interview 

on my views, experiences, and expectations of studying social work; 

• I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction; 

• I understand the risks involved; 

• I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation 

in this research;  

• I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary and if I decide 

to withdraw from the research, there will be no impact on my grades or 

educational opportunities; 

• I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research 

team; 

• I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith 

University Human Research Ethics Committee on (+617) 3735 4375 (or 

research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical 

conduct of the project; and 

 

 I agree to participate in the project. 

Name 
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Signature 
 

 

Date 
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知情同意书 

中国和澳⼤利亚社会⼯作教育的的探究 

开展研究的⼈： 姓名: Dr. Jane Fowler (资深研究员/主要导师) 

姓名: 芷旭龙 (研究员/博⼠⽣) 

学院： ⼈类服务和社会⼯作学院 

联系邮件: j.fowler@griffith.edu.au 

 xulong.zhi@griffithuni.edu.au 

在下⾯签字，我确认我已阅读并理解信息包，并特别注意到： 

• 我明⽩我在参与这个研究的时候，将会被到⾃⼰对社会⼯作的看法，经验，学

习以及期望; 

• 我的问题有被满意的解答; 

• 我理解所涉及的风险 

• 我了解参加本研究没有直接的好处，将有来⾃我参加本研究没有直接的好处给

我 
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• 我明⽩我在这个研究的参与是⾃愿的，如果我决定从研究撤出，这个对于我的

成绩或教育机会没有任何影响; 

• 我明⽩，如果我有任何其他疑问可以联系我的研究团队 

• 我明⽩，如果我对的研究的伦理和道德操守有担忧，我可以联系研究伦理的经

理；格⾥菲斯⼤学⼈类研究伦理委员会（+617）37354375（或电⼦邮件

research-ethics@griffith.edu.au） 

 我同意参与这项研究. 

姓名 
 

 

签字 
 

 

时间  

 

 



 

 

       

403 

 

Interview Protocol Stage 1 

Understanding of What Social Work is and How it is Defined? 

1) What is your understanding of ‘social work’ in China? 

2) Tell me about your understanding of social work in China?  

• Volunteer vs Social work  

3) In your opinion, what are the objectives of social work in China? 

4) In your opinion, what are social workers doing in China at present? 

5) In addition to the above, what are the other things that social workers should 

be doing in China? 

6) Tell me about your understanding of social work in Australia? 

7) Please describe the differences between social work in China and Australia.  

8) Tell me about your knowledge of Griffith and Social Work program? 

Motivations for studying social work  

1) Why did you choose to study social work? 

2) Why do you want to become a social worker? 

3) Where do you think you might practice as a social worker after completing 

your studies? 
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Experiences of social work educations so far 

1) What are your experiences of studying social work at CCNU? 

2) What did you find the most/least challenging? 

3) How do you think your study has changed your views on the social work 

profession in China? 

Expectations of studying social work in Australia 

1) How do you think studying social work in Australia will benefit your 

practice in China? 

What do you think will be challenging/concerning/exciting 

2) How do you feel about studying in Australia – cultural differences? 

3) What do you think will be some differences between studying at CCNU and 

Griffith 

Stage 1: Four-year CCNU students  

Understanding of what social work is and how it is defined 

1) What is your understanding of ‘social work’ in China? 

2) What is ‘social work’ in Australia? How is it similar/different to social work 

in China? 

3) What do you know about Griffith University and social work program? 

Motivations for studying social work  
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1) Why did you choose to study social work? 

2) Why do you want to become a social worker? 

3) Where do you think you might practice as a social worker after completing 

your studies? 

Experiences of social work educations so far 

1) What are your experiences of studying social work at CCNU? 

2) What did you find the most challenging when studying social work? 

What did you find the least challenging when studying social work? 

3) How do you think your study has changed your views on the social work 

profession in China? 

Expectations of studying social work in Australia 

1) What are some of your thoughts on studying overseas? Particularly in 

Australia? 

2) Why did you choose to complete your study at CCNU rather than do the 

combined program? 

3) How do you feel about studying in Australia – cultural differences?  

4) Do you think studying social work in Australia would benefit your practice 

in China? Why/why not? 

5) What do you think would be challenging/concerning/exciting? 
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6) What do you think will be some differences between studying at CCNU and 

Griffith? 

 

Interview Protocol Stage 2 

1. Understanding of Social Work 

• Describe your understanding of social work in Australia 

• Tell me about your experiences of studying social work at Griffith 

• In China, the central government plays a critical role in promoting social work 

development. The aims of the social work profession are to address problems 

and help others. What do you think about this in the Australian context? Why? 

o If different, why do think there are such differences? If similar, why? 

2. Professional Identity 

• From my first round of interviews six months ago, the results suggested that 

there was a lack of trust among the general public, the educators and students of 

the social work profession in China. Based on your understanding, how do you 

think the social work profession is perceived in Australia? 

Probing: Do you think trust of the profession is a problem in Australia? If 

so, can you give an example? If not, can you support it with your experiences? 

• From my first round of interviews, the results have suggested that social work in 

China may to some extent not be effective and the social work educators in 

China may overestimate its effectiveness. What do you think about this in 

Australia? Do you think it is as effective as what you have learned? Give an 

example to support it. 
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• In Australia, it is more likely for people to seek help from social workers; 

however, in China it may be difficult for people to find social workers. What do 

you think about the situation in Australia?  

• As social work seems to lack credibility and recognition in China, the general 

public is less likely to find social workers. What do you think about this in 

Australia? 

• One of the reasons for lack of credibility and recognition is that social work 

profession is not well developed in China. What do you think about the 

development of social work in Australia? 

• How would you define yourself as a social work student?  

• What do you think are some characteristics of social work students? 

3. Social and Cultural Adaption  

• You indicated previously that studying in Australia can develop your 

independence skills. Tell me about your experiences of living in Australia 

• What did you find the most/least challenging aspects of studying in Australia? Is 

this consistent with what you expected? 

• Please describe your experiences of the BSW program at Griffith 

• What is your motivation to study social work now? Has this changed? If any 

changes have occurred to your motivation, what factors do you perceive to have 

caused them?  If not, why? 

4. Experiences of Social Work Learning at Griffith 

a) Studying social work at GU 

• Please describe your experiences of studying at GU 

• Please tell me what are some of the most/the least challenging aspects of 

studying at GU 
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• What are some challenges? Concerns? Excitements that you have experienced 

so far at GU? 

In your first round of interviews, you indicated some of your concerns in doing 

readings, getting along with local students, living in a new environment and living 

independently. What do you think about them now? Are they still your challenges, 

concerns or excitements? 

• Please tell me any differences/similarities you have experienced compared with 

your experiences in CCNU. 

• During the first round of interviews, you were asked about your expectations of 

studying at Griffith. You indicated t your concerns such as reading literature, 

writing essays and studying in groups. Also, you discussed your personal safety 

and discrimination issues. Please comment on your experiences with any of 

these issues.  

b) Educators–students relationships 

Please tell me about your relationships with lecturers and tutors.  

From the first round of interviews, you suggested that you barely had any 

interaction with your lecturers during the class at CCNU.  So what is the situation of 

this at GU? 

In terms of educator-student relationships, what are some differences/similarities 

compared with CCNU? 

c) Learning and teaching practices in GU 

What are some differences/similarities in studying at GU in terms of learning 

and teaching? 

• Lectures/tutorials 

• Seminars/workshops 
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• Group learning/individual learning 

• Online learning /discussions 

Please describe your understanding of teaching methods at GU? What are some 

differences/similarities between GU and CCNU? 

Please describe your experiences of doing assessment 

Assessment approaches: 

• Writing essays (reflective essay) 

• Presentation/ Group work 

• Online quiz 

What are some differences/similarities with CCNU in terms of assessment? 

What are some study strategies you are using? differences/similarities compared 

with CCNU? 

Could you comment on your experiences with independent learning, proving 

examples of experiences from GU and CCNU? What do you think is independent 

learning? Elaborate it with your experiences. 

Are there any difficulties in the ways in which you approach difficult task, 

questions and assessment items at GU and CCNU? How did you approach a difficult 

task? A question? An assessment? 

Describe to me any stressful experiences you have had while studying at GU? 

What are some strategies you used?  

Final Questions 

Are there any other issues that you’d like to comment on related to your social 

work study at GU?  

Do you have any questions? 

Interview Protocol for CCNU Stage 2 
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For CCNU students- Wuhan 22 June to 26 June 2015 

1. Understanding of social work 

• Describe your understanding of social work in China 

• In your opinion, what are the objectives of social work in China? 

•  In your opinion, what are social workers doing in China at present? 

•  In addition to the above, what are the other things that social workers should be 

doing in China? 

• Tell me about your experiences of studying social work at CCNU 

• In China, the central government plays a critical role in promoting social work 

development. The aims of the social work profession are to address problems 

and help others. What do you think about this now? Why? 

• Please describe your understanding of social justice and social change? 

• Chinese Communist Party- consider the social work profession as the 

importance to the social stability and social work professionals are called for 

solving social problems in order to build a harmonious society. What do you 

think about this? How do you think this can be achieved? 

 

2. Professional identity 

• How would you define yourself as a social work student? (prompt: 

caring, non-judgemental, having desire to help, patient, and empathy) 

• What do you think are some characteristics of social work students? 

(Self-history, values and beliefs) 

• What is your motivation to study social work now? Has this changed? If 

any changes have occurred to your motivation, what factors do you perceive to have 

caused them?  If not, why?  
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Ø Social work training highlighted the importance of social work values? 

Ethics?)  

Ø What are some social work values and ethics?  

• From my first round of interviews six months ago, the results suggested that 

there was a lack of trust among the general public, the educators and students of 

the social work profession in China. What do you think of this now? 

 

• From my first round of interviews, the results have suggested that social work in 

China may to some extent not be effective and the social work educators in 

China may overestimate its effectiveness. What do you think about this now? Do 

you think it is as effective as what you have learned? Give an example to 

support it. 

 

• In Australia, it is more likely for people to seek help from social workers; 

however, in China it may be difficult for people to find social workers. What do 

you think about the situation now in China?  

 

• As social work seems to lack credibility and recognition in China, the general 

public is less likely to find social workers. What do you think about this now? 

 

• One of the reasons for lack of credibility and recognition is that social work 

profession is not well developed in China. What do you think about the 

development of social work now in China 
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• What do you think about the role of social workers in current Chinese society? 

Please give an example to explain it. The role of social workers in these 

emergency events  under the public attention. 

 

• Please describe your understanding of your learning environment: self- 

perceived autonomy, independence, potential of making changes? 

 

3. Experiences of social work learning at CCNU 

• Please describe your experiences of the BSW program at CCNU.  

• What did you find the most/least challenging aspects of studying in CCNU?  

• What are some challenges? Concerns? Excitements that you have experienced 

so far at CCNU? 

• How do you think your study has changed your views on the social work 

profession in China? 

 

a) Educator –student relationships 

• Please tell me about your relationship with educators.  

• From the first round of interviews, you suggested that you barely had any 

interaction with your lecturers during the class at CCNU.  So what is the 

situation of this now? 

• Your experiences of CCNU teaching staff and learning resources?  

b) Learning and teaching practices in CCNU 

What are some differences/similarities in terms of teaching methods in studying 

at CCNU in terms of learning and teaching? 

• Lectures/tutorials 
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• Seminars/workshops 

• Group learning/individual learning 

• Online learning /discussions 

• Field opportunities? Field experiences?  

Please describe your understanding of teaching methods at CCNU? 

Please describe your experiences of doing assessment 

Assessment approaches: 

• Writing essays (reflective essay) 

• Presentation/ Group work 

• Online quiz 

What are some differences/similarities with CCNU in terms of assessment? 

What are some study strategies you are using?  

Could you comment on your experiences with independent learning, proving 

examples of experiences from CCNU? What do you think is independent learning? 

Elaborate it with your experiences. 

Are there any difficulties in the ways in which you approach difficult task, 

questions and assessment items at CCNU? How did you approach a difficult task? A 

question? An assessment? 

Describe to me any stressful experiences you have had while studying at 

CCNU? What are some strategies you used?  

Please tell me your experiences of learning? Practice orientation vs. structured & 

theoretical learning? Explain why and give examples  

Final Questions: 



 

 

       

414 

Are there any other issues that you’d like to comment on related to your social 

work study at GU? The impact of personal experiences, your passion, imitative, 

professional identity and dedicated.  

Do you have any questions?
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Interview Protocol Stage 3  

Interview Protocol for Stage 2 June 2015 Griffith-CCNU Joint Program 

Four areas for further exploration 

1. Understanding of social work 

• Describe your understanding of social work in Australia 

• Tell me about your experiences of studying social work at Griffith 

• In China, the central government plays a critical role in promoting social work 

development. The aims of the social work profession are to address problems 

and help others. What do you think about this in the Australian context? Why? 

o If different, why do think there are such differences? If similar, why? 

2. Professional identity 

• From my first round of interviews six months ago, the results suggested that 

there was a lack of trust among the general public, the educators and students of 

the social work profession in China. Based on your understanding, how do you 

think the social work profession is perceived in Australia? 

Probing: Do you think trust of the profession is a problem in Australia? If 

so, can you give an example? If not, can you support it with your experiences? 

• From my first round of interviews, the results have suggested that social work in 

China may to some extent not be effective and the social work educators in 

China may overestimate its effectiveness. What do you think about this in 

Australia? Do you think it is as effective as what you have learned? Give an 

example to support it. 
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• In Australia, it is more likely for people to seek help from social workers; 

however, in China it may be difficult for people to find social workers. What do 

you think about the situation in Australia?  

• As social work seems to lack credibility and recognition in China, the general 

public is less likely to find social workers. What do you think about this in 

Australia? 

• One of the reasons for lack of credibility and recognition is that social work 

profession is not well developed in China. What do you think about the 

development of social work in Australia? 

• How would you define yourself as a social work student?  

What do you think are some characteristics of social work students? 

3. Social and cultural adaption  

• You indicated previously that studying in Australia can develop your 

independence skills. Tell me about your experiences of living in Australia 

• What did you find the most/least challenging aspects of studying in Australia? Is 

this consistent with what you expected? 

• Please describe your experiences of the BSW program at Griffith. 

• What is your motivation to study social work now? Has this changed? If any 

changes have occurred to your motivation, what factors do you perceive to have 

caused them?  If not, why? 

4. Experiences of social work learning at Griffith 

a) Studying social work at GU 

• Please describe your experiences of studying at GU 

• Please tell me what are some of the most/the least challenging aspects of 

studying at GU 
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• What are some challenges? Concerns? Excitements that you have experienced 

so far at GU? 

In your first round of interviews, you indicated some of your concerns in doing 

readings, getting along with local students, living in a new environment and living 

independently. What do you think about them now? Are they still your challenges, 

concerns or excitements? 

• Please tell me any differences/similarities you have experienced compared with 

your experiences in CCNU. 

• During the first round of interviews, you were asked about your expectations of 

studying at Griffith. You indicated t your concerns such as reading literature, 

writing essays and studying in groups. Also, you discussed your personal safety 

and discrimination issues. Please comment on your experiences with any of 

these issues.  

b) Educators –students relationships 

Please tell me about your relationships with lecturers and tutors.  

From the first round of interviews, you suggested that you barely had any 

interaction with your lecturers during the class at CCNU.  So what is the situation of 

this at GU? 

In terms of educator-student relationships, what are some differences/similarities 

compared with CCNU? 

c) Learning and teaching practices in GU 

What are some differences/similarities in studying at GU in terms of learning 

and teaching? 

• Lectures/tutorials 

• Seminars/workshops 
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• Group learning/individual learning 

• Online learning /discussions 

Please describe your understanding of teaching methods at GU? What are some 

differences/similarities between GU and CCNU? 

Please describe your experiences of doing assessment 

Assessment approaches: 

• Writing essays (reflective essay) 

• Presentation/ Group work 

• Online quiz 

What are some differences/similarities with CCNU in terms of assessment? 

What are some study strategies you are using? differences/similarities compared 

with CCNU? 

Could you comment on your experiences with independent learning, proving 

examples of experiences from GU and CCNU? What do you think is independent 

learning? Elaborate it with your experiences. 

Are there any difficulties in the ways in which you approach difficult task, 

questions and assessment items at GU and CCNU? How did you approach a difficult 

task? A question? An assessment? 

Describe to me any stressful experiences you have had while studying at GU? 

What are some strategies you used?  

Final Questions: 

Are there any other issues that you’d like to comment on related to your social 

work study at GU?  

Do you have any questions



 

 

 

Interview Protocol Stage 4 

Explore your Professional Identity –Griffith and CCNU students  

1. Start from the review of your social work study from the university – CCNU 

& Griffith  

• Describe your understanding of social work  

• Describe your learning experiences at CCNU +Griffith/ CCNU 

• Describe your understanding of the role of social work in China & 

Australia 

2. Some issues discussed from the last few rounds of interviews,  

1) There was a lack of trust among the general public, the educators and 

students of the social work profession in China. Based on your 

understanding, how do you think the social work profession is 

perceived now? 

2) From my last round of interviews, you have suggested, that the social 

work in China is perceived as professional activity, what is your 

understanding of this from your practice experiences? Previously, the 

results have suggested that social work in China may to some extent 

not be effective and the social work educators in China may 

overestimate its effectiveness.  

What do you think about this now? (How about in Australia?) Do you think it 

is as effective as what you have learned? Give an example to support it. 

3) As social work seems to lack credibility and recognition in China, the 

general public is less likely to find social workers. What do you think 

about this now? 



 

 

4) How do people find social work services when needed? (China & 

Australia) 

5) What is your motivation to study/practice social work now? any thing 

changed? 

3. Professional identity (the rationale: according to the definition of professional 

identity from the literature) 

 

Global Definition of the Social Work Profession 

“Social work is a practice-based profession and an academic discipline that 

promotes social change and development, social cohesion, and the empowerment and 

liberation of people. Principles of social justice, human rights, collective 

responsibility and respect for diversities are central to social work.  Underpinned by 

theories of social work, social sciences, humanities and indigenous knowledge, social 

work engages people and structures to address life challenges and enhance wellbeing. 

王思斌的定义： 

“社会工作是以利他主义为指导，以科学的知识为基础，运用科学的方法进行的

助人服务活动。社会工作的本质是一种助人活动，其特征是提供服务。更确切一点

说，社会工作是一种科学的助人服务活动，它不同于一般的行善活动。”－－王思斌

《社会工作概论》P13 

助人自助- helping people to help themselves 

社会和谐-social harmony  

The Chinese definition of social work by Professor Sibing Wang ( this is the 

most common definition used in Chinese social work textbooks) 



 

 

Social work is a professional that is guided by the altruistic principles, 

and based on the scientific knowledge. Social work is also activities that 

adopting scientific methods to help people. The nature of social work is to help 

people. It is characterized as providing services. More specifically, social 

work is an activity that uses scientific approach to help people. It is different 

from ordinary charity work. 

The Australian definition of social work AASW Code of Ethics (2010) 

The social work profession promotes social change, problem solving in 

human relationships and the empowerment and liberation of people to 

enhance wellbeing. Utilising theories of human behavior and social systems, 

social work intervenes at the points where people interact with their 

environments. Principles of human rights and social justice are fundamental 

to social work. 

Professionalism: specialized knowledge, autonomy-make their own judgment 

and responsibility-act responsibly and develop appropriate professional values. 

Describe your values & beliefs related to social work profession 

Theories and skill 

Professional knowledge from classroom learning and practice (psychology, 

sociology, education, political philosophy and anthropology  

For CCNU students: Describe your understanding of  social work with 

Chinese characteristics of social work and use practice examples to further explain it 

 1) helping people to help themselves 2) social harmony  3) Chinese concept 

of people centered- collective society (助人自助， 社会和谐， 以人为本)  4） 

Chinese workplace culture ( social work values non-judgmental, professional practice, 



 

 

VS. Chinese personal moral and ethical understanding- personal behavior , social 

bonding and social emotions（人情），face (面子),  

Use of self in your practice  

Social Work learning from field placement  

Describe what it means to be a social worker?  

Professional identity varies according to factors, such as the political, 

economic and social context (Weiss-Gal & Welbourne. 2008). 

Describe the roles and responsibilities of a social worker in your field 

placement organization, you may use examples from your field of practice to describe 

it.  

Describe how you have used your professional Codes in your field placement? 

Organizational factors/cultural, AASW & Chinese Social Work registration, 

code of ethics, organizational policies, 

How do these contextual factors affect you as a social worker? - social, 

political-policy and economical context &considering the Chinese culture context, the 

Australia culture context & both cultural contexts 

What did you find the most challenging aspects of practicing social work? 

How did you approach a difficult task in your placement? A question? in your field 

placement? 

What did you find the least challenging aspects of practicing social work? 

Any concerns? Excitement? 

Describe your relationships with your supervisor (on-site & field) 

Describe the personal consequences of transition from ‘lay person’ to 

‘qualified social worker’.  Any personal reflections of your social work learning 



 

 

journey? You may consider your personal commitment towards the profession, 

political interests and personal values 

What else do you do apart from a social work student? 

How did others (your colleagues, your supervisor and other allied health 

professionals) view you as a social worker or a social work student?  You may 

provide some examples from your practice and your life experiences.  

(professional socilaisation process)  

How would you explain social work to other people from your workplace or 

your life? (the personal experiences is also important in shaping professional 

identity) 

From your understanding what do you think is a good social worker? What do 

you think is a bad social worker? 

Probing questions: 

Extending questions: “What led to that? “How did that start?” 

Filling in detail: “Could you ‘walk me through the event?” 

Identifying key actors and agents: “Who else was involved?” 

Inner events, “How did that make you feel?”  

Please describe your future plan?  

Any questions? Reflections? Comments? Final words? 

 




