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Abstract

The Covid-19 pandemic prompts an increasing number of university students to engage in online learning (OL).

China is one of the countries that have experienced a radical shift in this sense. Before the pandemic, the online

mode of university study was not recognised as a legitimate educational experience in China; thus, a small

number of Chinese students engaged in online study. Subsequently, there is a relatively incomplete

understanding of their OL experiences. Given the exponential expansion of OL in China during the pandemic, it

would be a timely effort to synthesise knowledge on Chinese students’ OL experiences. For that purpose, the

present paper presents the results of a systematic literature review of 34 published journal articles concerning

Chinese students’ online study. The results give a deep insight into Chinese distance higher education from

students’ perspectives and call for more studies on the implications of relevant policy and cultural dimensions on

Chinese students’ online study journey.
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Introduction

While Chinese higher education (HE) has a long history, lasting 3,000 years, distance higher education in China

started late on a small scale. However, it is uptaking across China and is fast-increasing. The number of HE

institutions providing distance online education programmes has increased from 4 universities in 1998 to 86

universities, including six open universities in 2021. During this period, a range of issues have been reported,

such as inadequate technology infrastructure and professional support (Chen et al., 2016; Ting et al., 2018).

Without having a chance to address those issues, the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has led to an increasing

number of Chinese college students participating in online learning (OL). The Ministry of Education (2020a)

reported that 3.5 billion college students were involved in distance learning during the pandemic. As a result,

more issues come up, such as low completion rates and decreased student motivation (Liu et al., 2020; Yang et

al., 2021). In such a climate, a small group of researchers have investigated Chinese students’ OL experiences

(e.g. Chen et al., 2022). Nevertheless, there is a lack of in-depth understanding of Chinese students in online

distance learning contexts, corresponding to the relatively short history of online distance education in China.

Consequently, such a knowledge gap has created unhelpful stereotypes, assumptions, and biases against online

Chinese students (Lee and Bligh, 2019). Therefore, it is a timely attempt to conduct a systematic review to

display the current status of the scholarship in this field. The present authors have collected and reviewed the

relevant literature to provide a deep insight into Chinese students’ OL experiences—both perceived benefits and

challenges in their experiences. The review aims to identify a gap in the literature that can be a useful departure

point for future research and offer some practical recommendations for HE institutions and online distance

educators to better design their online programmes.

The following research questions drive this review:

Q1. What are the geographical landscape, theoretical framework and research methods represented in

previous studies?

Q2. What are the main topics of the previous studies?

Q3. What statements about Chinese students are represented in the previous studies?
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Methodology 

Using Scopus, the largest database of peer-reviewed literature (www.scopus.com), the authors selected 34

published journal articles from 177 items, with a strong connection to Chinese students’ OL experiences. With

the assistance of ATLAS.ti, a coding framework was developed, including the features of the selected studies,

main topics, and characteristics of online Chinese students in the selected papers. The following part will present

the results.

Results and discussion 

The features of the selected studies

Among the 34 articles, more than half of them (n=18) focused on investigating Chinese learners’ domestic online

learning, with a handful of scholars (n=14) targeting overseas Chinese students' online study. Two publications

compared the differences in online learning behaviours between Chinese students and students from other

countries. In respect of theories used in the selected papers, theories related to learning and learners were most

frequently adopted by previous scholars (26%, n=11). Then theories about culture and knowledge construction

(24%, n=9) and technology-related theories (19%, n=8) were used in some selected articles. Notably, over a third

of the studies did not explicitly mention any particular theories (31%, n=13). In addition, there was a good

balance in methodological approaches (i.e., quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-method research) in the selected

articles, with the quantitative approaches (n=14) used more frequently than the other two. However, there was a

great variation in the authors’ selection of specific research designs. The majority of researchers (n=22)

employed a case study design in their studies while some scholars (n=8) selected a comparative design and

cross-sectional design. Few scholars (n=4) adopted an experimental design and an action research design.

Discussion

Overall, we can conclude that the OL experiences of Chinese students have been relatively under-researched,

as the small number of selected articles demonstrates. Especially given the large higher education system in

China (also a large number of Chinese oversea students worldwide), 34 is a somewhat disappointing number

when it comes to the studies concerning Chinese students’ OL experiences at Chinese universities and foreign

universities. This might be related to Chinese education policy. Until the pandemic, during which all face-to-face

educational provisions were banned, the Ministry of Education (2020b) in China did not recognise distance

learning as a legitimate medium of study. Due to the lack of government and social recognition of distance

education degrees, Chinese students were unwilling to participate in distance learning programmes, leading to a

lack of relevant research. Even though Chinese students have been allowed to stay in China during the

pandemic, attending online courses offered by foreign universities, at the moment of the present review, there is

still insufficient research outcome reporting Chinese students’ online learning experiences.

While some of the reviewed articles use theories to guide their investigation, it is worth being aware that there

are also a good number of studies investigating Chinese students’ OL experiences without utilising any relevant

theories. This is worrying because the low use of theories in relevant studies results in poor assumptions about

online international students. Bligh and Lee (2020) argue that theory can facilitate researchers effectively

challenge their prejudices and taken-for-granted presumptions to interpret and fathom the social phenomena

under investigation in a more meaningful and comprehensive way, thereby advancing the technology-enhanced

learning (TEL) field and its scholarship. Thus, it can be especially recommended to employ a range of theoretical

frameworks to examine Chines students’ behaviours and attitudes in online learning contexts.

Regardless of being well-balanced across the methodological approaches, a case study design is

disproportionately employed by the majority of previous studies when it comes to specific research design. Yin

(2009) believes that the case study method helps researchers effectively explore a complex social phenomenon

and the dynamic cause-and-effect relationships underpinning the phenomenon. The 22 studies provide

meaningful knowledge and understanding of online Chinese students and their experiences, yet the scholarship

can benefit from utilising more diverse research designs. As Gorard (2013) criticises earlier, case studies often

focus on collecting a limited dataset to simply and conveniently describe a concerning case, which aligns with

major limitations (i.e., the limited data scope, small sample size) displayed by the selected papers (Cheng &

Ding, 2021; Mikal et al., 2015). Therefore, future research can employ diverse research methodologies with

http://www.scopus.com
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extended scopes of data and topics, aiming to establish a complete account of Chinese students’ OL

experiences.

Focused topics of the previous studies

Even though the body of literature on Chinese students' OL experiences is not large, there is a diversity of

research perspectives on the topic. Research on Chinese learners' OL experiences, whether for local students or

overseas students, primarily concentrated on students' attitudes towards online classes (n=19), followed by

students’ perceptions of a range of OL technologies (n=15) and activities (n=15). Ten studies concerned how

Chinese students learned specific learning subject knowledge online, with half of them focusing on language

learning experiences. An equivalent number of scholars (n=10) explored various cultural matters that emerged in

Chinese students in a cross-cultural OL context. Some researchers (n=7) assessed Chinese students’ online

learning strategies. A small number of individual studies examined Chinese students’ online learning

performances (n=5) and influencing factors (n=5).

Discussion

Evidently, the main topics of the selected papers are various. Here, students’ attitude towards online learning is

the spotlight in the reviewed publications. The previous studies provide conflicting explanations of Chinese

students’ perceptions of different aspects of online learning. Although Chinese students are generally satisfied

with their OL experiences, they hold a conservative attitude toward the fully online and distance learning mode

(Zhou et al., 2021; Zhu et al., 2009). This may simply be caused by Chinese students’ unfamiliarity with online

learning (or familiarity with on-campus learning), given that online distance education has been a relatively new

phenomenon in China (Andersson & Grönlund, 2009). Therefore, the research on online Chinese students still

needs more dynamics. We have also noticed that none of the previous studies looked into the impact of national

and institutional policies that shaped and influenced Chinese students’ online study experience. Given that a lack

of government and social recognition of distance education has led to the slow development of online learning in

China and the low participation rate among Chinese students in online HE, it may be necessary to investigate the

impact of policy changes on students’ online study experience, especially in the context of the post-pandemic.

The myths of Chinese cultures and Chinese learners

Generally speaking, the previous authors seldom used positive statements describing the characteristics of

Chinese students and culture. In terms of cultural dimension, Chinese traditional culture was often described as

authoritative (n=8), competitive (n=3), and face-saving (n=3), while it placed importance on collectivism (n=8) and

harmony (n=4). Many scholars appraised Chinese education as teacher-driven instruction (n=5), authoritarian

(n=1), achievement-focused (n=4), and spoon-fed education (n=1). Some authors showed rather neutral attitudes

toward Chinese education, focusing on content-based instruction (n=3) and fundamental skills training (n=3).

Conservative and silent students tended to be the dominant representation of Chinese students (n=10), followed

by being afraid of losing face (n=4) and avoiding conflict (n=2). Five studies included positive statements about

Chinese students’ characteristics that Chinese students tended to be diligent, adaptive, and holistic learners.

Likewise, an article complimented Chinese students genuinely searching for new knowledge. Nevertheless, there

have been a greater number of negative statements about Chinese students’ learning behaviours—being

passive (n=9), pragmatic, and utilitarian (n=6), and seldom asking for teacher guidance (n=9). A lack of critical

thinking among Chinese students was also mentioned in three studies.

Discussion

One admits that the small number of empirical studies, the monolithic research design and the limited theories

used in the studies of Chinese students’ OL journey have led to misconceptions about Chinese traditional culture

along with the emergence of stereotypes and prejudices. Here, most studies attribute the negative aspects of

Chinese culture and education to their traditional root in Confucianism. This notion is uncritically applied by some

scholars (e.g. Nield, 2004; Du, 2016). Subsequently, Chinese students’ characteristics and learning behaviours

are also negatively regarded as the outcomes of such cultural and educational characteristics (e.g. Law et al.,

2013; Windsor, 2021). Online international Chinese students are also considered in a fragile position when it

comes to cultural adaptation (Yong, 2021). Although some other characteristics such as conforming to norms,

pursuing high standards in their work, and valuing academic success are not necessarily negative traits, such
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statements are devised rather negatively in the reviewed articles. The stereotype of Chinese students as being

conservative and silent is commonly observed across the reviewed articles, which we have found worrying. It is

because these discourses disregard the diversity of cultures and student groups. Lee and Bligh (2019) question

how these scholars were able to verify that the investigated Chinese students were from the same cultural

background. They criticise these deficient narratives that fail to provide online educators with a balanced and

sophisticated perspective. Most damaging, these narratives may strengthen online tutors' prejudices about

different races and/or nationalities (ibid). Therefore, it is suggested that online learning studies should be

conducted without presumptions about students' cultural backgrounds in case stereotypes and prejudice emerge.

Conclusion

This paper systematically searches, selects, and reviews previous research concerning Chinese students’ online

learning experience. Based on the review results, the present authors of the paper have argued that there is a

significant gap in our understanding of Chinese students’ online learning experiences. The gap has been driven

both by the historical backdrops of the development of online distance education in China and by a range of

limitations of previous studies. Most studies focus on Chinese students’ attitudes towards online learning, but

those studies do not investigate the impact of Chinese national and institutional policies on such attitudes.

Especially the fast-changing government policies on online and distance education since the Covid-19 pandemic

deserve some careful examination as they are likely to create both short-term and long-term effects on Chinese

students’ engagement with online learning. Perhaps more importantly, the present authors note that the

characteristics of online Chinese students are considered predominantly negative, creating unhelpful and

problematic stereotypes of Chinese students that fail to capture diversity among the large group. This calls for

more in-depth and comprehensive research efforts in the field of online and distance education.
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