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This project is a first attempt at a comprehensive approach to the wellbeing issues that many
international students from mainland China face at UCL, and specifically in the Faculty of Engineering. It
is clear that many Chinese students who are struggling with difficulties around wellbeing may not be
accessing appropriate support from UCL — whether centrally or from their department -- for a variety of
reasons that we unpack below. The project arose from witnessing some of these students at the end of
the academic insufficiency or disengagement processes presenting with negative signs of wellbeing that
did not seem to have been picked up along the way and with an inability to comprehend the situation

and its severity.
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Our recommendations broadly emphasise the need for bespoke support, from translation of
wellbeing information into Mandarin to specific induction sessions geared towards Chinese students to
cultural competency education and toolkits for staff. We were fortunate to be able to work with an
undergraduate student in Engineering who felt similarly and had, of his own volition, initiated a project
on tailored induction events for Chinese students. Together, we piloted these sessions in the autumn
term of 2021.

Our project was limited in scope due to funding and capacity, but there is significant work that
could be done to continue addressing the issues we sought to examine, likely beginning with a ‘deep-
dive’ audit of current support provided and work to connect the disparate pockets of related UCL
activity, perhaps through nominated departmental people and central UCL student services.

At the time of this project, we were unable to find any similar work being carried out at UK
universities with large Chinese student cohorts. We believe that ‘London’s global university’ can and
should do more to lead on and improve the experience and wellbeing of Chinese students, and for
cohorts of other backgrounds as well, ensuring UCL’s duty of care is sufficiently carried out and

encouraging other universities to do the same.

This project, supported by Changemakers funding, takes an introductory look at the complex
issues facing Chinese students — defined as overseas students from mainland China throughout — in
UCL’s Faculty of Engineering, in terms of support, belonging, and wellbeing. They are the largest
overseas cohort in our Faculty and, for most of this project, we were both members of Professional
Services staff in the Engineering Faculty Office.

The issues are complex and interconnected; this report presents our observations and research
so far, as well as recommendations to continue exploring the problems and potentially work to alleviate
them. These are all far from comprehensive and our intention throughout is not to assume or make
sweeping general statements based on our findings. With this in mind, we would be delighted to liaise
with others on all and more of the topics set out in this report, whether views are agreeing or

contradicting.
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As a first step, we reached out to the Chinese Students and Scholars Association (CSSA) — the main

student society run by and for Chinese students at UCL. Several of the
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We also interviewed several students from Engineering individually. Our original intent was to run
multiple focus groups, but it became apparent that this was unlikely to go ahead. Despite strong initial
interest, students seemed hesitant to speak to us about mental health in general, understandable given
the sensitive subject and insufficient time to build relationships with them.

The Welfare O
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It did seem clear that little work had been conducted previously with CSSA directly, or perhaps
even in consultation with Chinese students generally. We found it vital in the initial stages of the project
to get the CSSA officers on board, due to their strong visibility and influence among the Chinese student
cohort. Our project would likely not have had even the limited sense of trust and support that it had
without this peer stamp of approval.

And finally, we suspect that translating information into Mandarin was key. One project co-lead

also has a Chinese family background and speaks Mandarin — again, this was crucial to gaining trust and
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families at home. This cultural difference around confidentiality was also mentioned as a sticking point
when speaking to a Chinese staff member and other Chinese external consultants. One student also
mentioned tensions between UK Chinese populations and Chinese immigrants and felt that it would be
hard for a Chinese counsellor born in the UK, or even one who had lived here for many years, to relate
to a Chinese student. We reached out to the service — the Chinese Mental Health Association — but did
not receive a response. This conundrum - the language barrier combined with a reluctance to confide in

Chinese sources of support - clearly needs further examination to unpick and
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As noted, some students feel unwilling or incapable of accessing support services in either English or
Mandarin. We believe, however, that a considerable proportion of Chinese students are effectively
blocked from even making that choice, as they are not aware that these services exist or do not fully
understand what they are and what they offer. Whilst we know that they are advertised to students via
email multiple times, we suspect that having the information available in Mandarin would increase
awareness of the services offered. In addition, we know now that there is a member of staff working
directly on Chinese social media platforms who could distribute more usefully.

Employing Chinese counsellors with comprehensive linguistic and cultural understanding could

also benefit these students. A campaign in Chinese through Chinese social media platforms could roll8.05 b3 13 Tfu -0.11
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One Chinese member of staff we spoke to suggested that having visible Chinese and non-Chinese role
models, successful in their field but also open about challenges they have faced, including mental
health, could be useful in starting to erode the stigma around mental illness. This could also
demonstrate that mental illness is not something that students need to suffer with on their own — that

getting support does not mean your studies or your career are derailed.
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As this project demonstrated, a common pitfall at UCL is being unaware of staff across college who have
interests and work in a particular issue. Similarly, we feel that awareness of the full scope of services and
pastoral care available — both at departmental level and centrally — is poor among Chinese students and
is also uneven among staff. A ‘deep-dive’ into these services, mapping out what is available, could
provide further insights on how to improve provision; such an exercise could also potentially be
converted to publicity materials highlighting these resources. One example would be to look into the
current support for academic writing and communication in English available — are Chinese students
fully taking up these opportunities and what might be useful in encouraging them to do so if not?
Another would be looking into numbers of Chinese students who contact and regularly utilise the
services of SSW. We would be happy to speak to anyone considering an audit of this type.

SSW offers longer appointments or the opportunity to connect via email for those who speak
English as a foreign language and may need more time to communicate. While this seems like a positive
step, we suspect firstly that many Chinese students are not aware of this, and secondly that it may not
result in a significant uptake from Chinese students for the reasons mentioned above and throughout
this report. Further research on what would appeal to Chinese students and make them feel safe

accessing support should be conducted.

As part of the audit, each department should appoint a key person who ensures implementation of, and
accountability for, these recommendations, and the welfare and wellbeing of the Chinese student
cohort as a whole. As a group, these staff members should liaise with our Faculty EDI coordinator and
project co-lead, Johanna Novales, who would in turn feed back to the Vice-Dean EDI and Dean of the
Faculty. This group would also benefit from the participation of CSSA or other nominated Chinese
students in the Faculty. A panel of Chinese student advisors would involve them in important processes,
such as selecting Chinese counsellors and choosing wording for mental health and confidentiality
campaigns. Having this voice and position of responsibility may also satisfy some familial and internal
pressures to succeed. It may also be important to involve more members of the Chinese community in

Higher Education in these group meetings.
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As part of the above point, we must work closely with the newly formed Student Welcome and
Induction team to ensure recommendations are rolled out centrally and in line with other student
initiatives. We also suggest that the team, if not already, recruit Chinese students for work on student
insight interviews, reporting how easy it is to do certain tasks and find information online, particularly

those who indicate that English language comprehension can be a source of stress for them.

Like the wellbeing and/or enhanced induction campaigns, we could offer classes that extend throughout
the first term, at least, to improve confidence with the English language. We do note there are some
classes fitting the description already hosted at UCL, including pre-sessional English courses and
‘summer camp’ type courses. We could perhaps alleviate the resources needed for this
recommendation by holding them more informally and even making them student led — informal
conversation circles are a common tool used in adult language learning, providing both practice and

social interaction.

Obviously, there are a great many related topics that we have not considered in our project but that did

come up during the process. Though we did not have the resources this time
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f We have seen more Chinese students and parents questioning the worth of attending UK
university. It can be extremely expensive and the question of ‘is it being (mis)recognised as a
place of distinction?” has been cropping up in both social and academic circles.®

f  Itwould be useful to leverage the leads’ existing networks with the Chinese Embassy and other
notable institutions to increase project understanding, engagement, and legitimacy within the
Chinese community in the UK.

I Several staff mentioned Chinese students in connection with plagiarism: the misunderstanding
of severity of some plagiarism cases and the use of agents to fulfil the entry criteria. One of our
external consultants, a high-profile UK Chinese lawyer dealing with some of these cases, also
expressed concerns around this matter and a willingness to have more in-depth discussions with
our specific cohort.

f Some staff and students thought lack of communication and engagement was purely owing to
being unconfident speaking English when sometimes the student just does not understand the

course material and needs to be flagged up as requiring extra academic support.
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I Chinese students bring an incredible amount of money to UK universities as a cohort; is this
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Importance of leveraging student networks (CSSA)

As mentioned earlier, our project received considerable support and momentum once we made
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There is much collaborative, connected work to be done, particularly in light of Covid fuelled
racism. We are hopeful that this attempt at shedding some light on the problem will be an important
first step in helping not only the Faculty of Engineering, but UCL as a whole, examine how it supports
Chinese students - and indeed, any cohort of students that might benefit from more culturally tailored
assistance.

Following the distribution of our report, we hope to meet with designated Engineering staff and
start ‘deep-dive’ audits of specific departmental issues and services offered, related to Chinese student
support, with a view to piloting an extended induction programme with tailored wellbeing and social
integration measures, paired with training or a ‘handbook’ for staff, and other support processes.

We hope to assess again where we are in a year’s time and amend our approaches and
objectives where appropriate. Finally, this project is vast and has only just begun; we would be delighted
to speak to anyone who has appropriate thoughts and experiences on the matters set throughout this

report and elsewhere where related.

27
Johanna Novales j.novales@ucl.ac.uk
Isabelle Harvey i.harvey@ucl.ac.uk



mailto:j.novales@ucl.ac.uk
mailto:i.harvey@ucl.ac.uk

	Executive summary
	Project overview
	Need for project
	Outline of issue
	Procedure
	Meetings with CSSA
	Surveying the ‘low response cohort’
	Student interviews
	Meetings with staff

	Issues raised
	Language barriers
	Lack of belonging
	Difficulties accessing support
	Confidentiality
	Perceptions of role of academic staff
	Stigma and other beliefs around mental health
	Cultural understandings in transition
	Group work
	Socialising


	Recommendations
	Extended induction for Chinese students
	Guidance for staff
	Tailored wellbeing guidance
	Confidentiality
	Staff role models
	Social integration measures
	Audit of services
	Implementation and accountability
	Student welcome and induction liaison

	English classes
	For further exploration
	Importance of providing translation
	Importance of leveraging student networks (CSSA)
	Timelines for student participation
	Cultural differences in translation

	Conclusion and next steps
	Acknowledgements

